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INTRODUCTION: A CALL FOR ADVANCING RACIAL/ETHNIC EQUITY  
IN NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITY

At diversitydatakids.org, we have dedicated more than a decade to documenting and analyzing how our 
communities and society can help children maximize their potential. The biggest roadblock we see—in 
education, health, financial wellbeing and nearly every facet of life—is racial and ethnic inequality, which 
hurts our children and our prospects for an inclusive, equitable and prosperous future. A key form of in-
equality—the separation of children into neighborhoods with vastly different conditions—has been  
created and maintained by residential segregation. It is clear that we as a nation must reduce segregation 
to decrease inequities in opportunity that hurt our children. 

That message has not always been an easy one to deliver, but public reckoning with systemic racism is 
changing. In the last four years, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic made it difficult to ignore that  
some communities are much more exposed to health and economic shocks. They suffer more acutely 
and persistently when disaster strikes, because, for decades, we have made decisions that increase their 
vulnerability.1, 2 The United States’ history of racial exclusion and violence is long and painful, but the  
tragic murder of George Floyd and the unjust killings of many other Black Americans have brought about 
a reckoning with the disparate impact of policing and the extreme inequities in neighborhood condi-
tions that put some groups at much greater risk of violent encounters with the police.3 At the same time, 
restrictive voter laws in some states and localities—strict voter ID requirements, consolidation of voting 
places and restrictions on Sunday voting, for example—have limited the ability of many Black and  
Hispanic Americans to cast their votes.4-7 The inherently local nature of voting, coupled with racial  
residential segregation, means that despite growing awareness of systemic racism, the voices of Black 
and Hispanic individuals and their communities continue to be suppressed in the political sphere. 

We find today that the events of the last few years have created an opening to discuss segregation, 
inequities in neighborhood opportunity and the need for change. Civil society, social movements, policy 
context and the actions of other stakeholders such as foundations are helping build an explicit call and 
movement for racial/ethnic equity. The Biden administration’s principles to address the pandemic priori-
tized an equitable response. In our own work as policy analysts, we have witnessed policymakers and  
administrators make a marked shift over the past decade toward equity analyses that focus on the 
creation and implementation of policies that prioritize high-needs populations. And our partnerships 
with Child Opportunity Index users in research and social programs have revealed an urgent need for 
high-quality data on racial and place-based inequities to help advance equity in health, early childhood, 
housing and more.

In the U.S., racial and ethnic inequality has deep roots in stratification by place. Neighborhoods and 
schools have been segregated both through laws, policies and practices that were explicitly discrimina-
tory as well as others that are seemingly race-neutral but have equally exclusionary effects. Decades of 
research have documented the causes, extent and consequences of segregation. More recently, research 
evidence has also made it clear that neighborhoods matter—have causal effects—for children’s healthy 
development and their lifelong wellbeing. Some of those messages have found their way to policy, media 
and public opinion.

Our partnerships with Child Opportunity Index users in research and social programs have revealed 
an urgent need for high-quality data on racial and place-based inequities to help advance equity in 
health, early childhood, housing and more.
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For our project, diversitydatakids.org, this wider recognition of structural racism, segregation, neighbor-
hood inequality and inequities in child wellbeing—and the relationship between them—have offered 
more openings to share our data and analyses. Since we launched the first version of the Child  
Opportunity Index (COI) 1.0 a decade ago, we have been surprised and humbled by the increasing  
demand for the index data, analysis and guidance to help users of the COI develop research, program, and 
policy applications, many of which center equity. 

We are launching the new Child Opportunity Index 3.0 to meet a demand in the field for rigorous,  
equity-focused data. We know that, in this new version, the COI will continue to inform research on the 
relationship between neighborhoods and child health, community needs assessments, and programs 
and policies working to uplift lower opportunity neighborhoods and reduce barriers to accessing higher 
opportunity communities. 

We begin this report making the case for why neighborhoods matter and why neighborhood-level indices 
can help advance equity. Influential users of the COI in health, housing and early childhood sectors have 
applied the COI data to develop or improve programs and policies (see section “The Child Opportunity 
Index in Action”). A bibliography of 90+ peer-reviewed papers using the COI, along with other bodies of 
research, have examined the connection between neighborhood opportunity and child wellbeing  
(see section “Why Neighborhoods Matter for Child Wellbeing”). Evidence is also clear that neighborhoods 
matter for equity (see section “Neighborhood Opportunity, Segregation and Racism”).

This report summarizes our findings from the first analyses of the Child Opportunity Index 3.0. The COI 
contains annual data for every neighborhood in the U.S. from 2012 to 2021 (see section: “Technical Sum-
mary”). Here, we focus mainly on what the COI teaches us about the state of child neighborhood oppor-
tunity in 2021 for children living in the 100 metropolitan areas with the largest child populations, which 
are home to 68% of all U.S. children. We document the overall level of neighborhood opportunity in each 
metro, the inequality between very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods and racial/ethnic 
inequities in neighborhood opportunity (see section “A Snapshot of Child Opportunity across the 100 
Largest Metropolitan Areas”). We find large opportunity gaps between and within metro areas, as well as 
very large opportunity gaps between White and Asian children, on the one hand, and Black and Hispanic 
children, on the other. These inequities in neighborhood opportunity are harmful to children and threaten 
our nation’s prospects for a future in which all enjoy a shared experience of belonging and prosperity. 

We document the reality that children in the U.S. reside in five “opportunity nations” with vastly different 
resources to support their wellbeing (see section “The Five Americas”); we review the stark association  
between child opportunity and key adult outcomes such as life expectancy and socioeconomic mobility 
(see section “Child Opportunity and Adult Outcomes); and we conclude the report with a discussion of 
policies that could reduce segregation and inequities in neighborhood opportunity or lessen their  
negative effects (see section “Policies Recommendations to Advance Equity”). This discussion is not  
exhaustive but illustrates how we can center equity in the development of policy, using examples  
focusing on poverty reduction, housing, education and early childhood.

We hope that the information in this report will renew our collective commitment to ensuring that all 
children enjoy neighborhood conditions that enrich their childhood experiences and pave the way to 
bright futures. We believe the lessons that can be learned from the COI will deepen our resolve to  
reduce segregation and advance racial and ethnic equity. Data and research are only a small piece of 
social change, though. The Child Opportunity Index 3.0 and other data resources become useful when 
applied to eliminating inequities and supporting children and families. We look forward to facilitating, 
witnessing and disseminating existing and new equity-focused applications of the COI in research,  
interventions, programs and policies. 

We are launching the new Child Opportunity Index 3.0 to meet a demand in the field for rigorous 
equity-focused data. 
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THE CHILD OPPORTUNITY INDEX IN ACTION

Since diversitydatakids.org launched the first version of the Child Opportunity Index in 2014, organizations 
and individuals across sectors have shown interest in using it. Early users of the COI included the Chicago 
Department of Public Health, the Juvenile Welfare Board of Pinellas County, FL and the city of Albany’s 
department of recreation, youth and workforce services. Nearly a decade later, as we release this third 
version of the COI, there is a large and dedicated community of COI users in research, policy and practice 
across the country. Research insights from the COI are informing a new generation of health research on 
neighborhood effects.1 The COI is used by local, state and national government agencies to determine 
areas of low opportunity, allocate resources to high-needs areas and make the case for equitable policy-
making.2 Foundations, nonprofits and other organizations use the COI in grantmaking, decision-making 
and advocacy. 

Our project partnerships with users in each of these sectors, and their requests and perspectives have 
shaped how we built the COI 3.0. Data projects like the COI often do not make this relational aspect  
explicit; however, we have found it to be essential for advancing equity applications.2, 3 Reports by the 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine4 and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s 
Commission to Transform Public Health Data Systems5 corroborate and formalize some of our findings 
that “data and analytic work to inform decision-making require relational work, which involves having 
conversations and building connections to create long-term, sustainable relationships that center  
equity.”2 The following examples of the Child Opportunity Index in action highlight not only the applica-
tion of the COI as a tool to advance equity, but also the importance of partnering with data users to make 
that impact happen.

Data producers should have the capacity to receive feedback from users and refine and adapt the 
index. Data updates and methodological improvements are two ways to be responsive to users. 
Additionally, these relationships involve providing users with technical assistance and help with the 
analysis, interpretation, and communication of findings to their stakeholders.

—Acevedo-Garcia, D., et. al., “Improving the Infrastructure for Neighborhood Indices to Advance Equity”3

This relationship between organizations/communities and data producers/intermediaries should be a 
two-way street. Although researchers have yet to fully define key principles and processes that should 
guide these relationships, there is agreement in the literature that meaningful democratization and 
ground-truthing of data tools require fairness and collaboration between organizations/communities  
and data intermediaries.
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MOVING TO OPPORTUNITY IN MASSACHUSETTS

Supporting Neighborhood Opportunity (SNO Mass), run by Massachusetts’ Executive Office 
of Housing and Livable Communities, helps families with children eligible for Housing Choice 
Vouchers relocate to designated “opportunity areas,” as defined by the Child Opportunity 
Index. The program supports families in identifying neighborhoods with resources that  
support healthy child development and then finding appropriate housing there. Each family 
is matched with a mobility specialist, who supports families through the process of moving 
and settling into their new neighborhoods. SNO Mass also works closely with landlords,  
encouraging them to participate in the program and supporting them once they begin  
leasing to program participants. 
	 Since the start of the program in 2019, diversitydatakids.org has partnered with SNO Mass 
to define its designated opportunity areas; provide the data and specialized support for its 
address locator tool; and customize the Child Opportunity Index to reflect local conditions.
	 Recent studies of SNO Mass participants’ experiences and early outcomes have promis-
ing findings. Overall, 125 families—including 270 children—have moved to higher opportunity 
neighborhoods since 2019 as a result of the program. The positive impacts for these families 
and their children have been profound. Interviews and surveys with 34 families reveal  
improved physical and mental health, feelings of safety, educational opportunities and access 
to green space in their new neighborhoods. Nearly all participants described their new neigh-
borhood as inclusive and welcoming. The participants have also expressed great satisfaction 
with the program, with a remarkable 88% reporting no drawbacks for themselves or their 
children after relocating to their new neighborhood. 

FOSTERING EQUITABLE EARLY EDUCATION IN MICHIGAN 

The Great Start Readiness Program (GSRP), which provides public preschool to over half of 
eligible low-income four-year-old children in Michigan, uses the Child Opportunity Index to 
evaluate the extent to which the program is implemented equitably. GSRP serves over 35,000 
young children in over 2,500 classrooms across Michigan. Funds for GSRP are administered 
through Michigan’s Department of Education to Intermediate School Districts, which  
implement programs through a network of providers locally across the state. Evaluations 
from Michigan State University have found that, compared to children who were waitlist-
ed for the program, GSRP students have higher levels of kindergarten readiness and better 
school attendance through kindergarten, as well as reduced literacy gaps between higher- 
and lower-risk learners.
	 State-funded evaluations use the Child Opportunity Index to assess the extent to which 
the program reaches children in high-needs communities. Public mapping projects overlay 
location data of GSRP sites with the Child Opportunity Index, demonstrating which low- and 
very low-opportunity neighborhoods are lacking public preschool sites. Evaluators are also  
investigating whether new preschool programs are opening in these lower-opportunity  
areas, and they are sharing that data in monthly meetings with local administrators.
	 Says Jamie Wu, the principal investigator at Michigan State leading these evaluations, 
the straightforward question administrators have from viewing COI maps is, “Why don’t we 
have a program in that area where opportunity is low?” Whether those barriers include staff 
shortages, zoning regulations or lack of suitable infrastructure, the Child Opportunity Index 
provides a starting point for real conversations to take place about how to provide high- 
quality early education to children in those communities.
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BUILDING THE RESEARCH EVIDENCE THAT NEIGHBORHOODS  
MATTERS FOR CHILD HEALTH AND WELLBEING. 

The Children’s Hospital Association (CHA) has integrated the Child Opportunity Index  
into its Pediatric Health Information System (PHIS), a vast database of medical data from  
49 children’s hospitals, with far-reaching results for child health research. Health and hospital 
researchers and administrators are increasingly focusing on neighborhoods as an import-
ant factor in inequities in child health and health care utilization. While many health leaders 
understand the differences in neighborhood resources in the communities they serve, until 
recently there has been a lack of consistent, high-quality, accessible data quantifying  
neighborhood opportunity, limiting research possibilities. Health data is also often only  
available at the ZIP code level, while most neighborhood indices use census tracts to mea-
sure neighborhood wellbeing, which further complicates data integration. 
	 After launching the COI 2.0, diversitydatakids.org received many requests for ZIP 
code-level data, leading to our development of ZIP code estimates of the COI. We then built 
on a partnership with the CHA to help their chief data scientist integrate the COI into the 
PHIS in 2021. Our data team presented on the COI to PHIS users at four different webinars 
and joined working groups to discuss how the COI is constructed, the advantages it offers 
and how to interpret associations found.
	 Since 2021, more than 90 papers have been written by health researchers across the 
country that use the COI to investigate the relationship between neighborhoods and child 
health outcomes and care usage. This research is adding to the evidence that neighborhood 
opportunity is related to complications arising from asthma and appendicitis, cardiovascular 
health, emergency room utilization and length of inpatient stays, life expectancy and  
mortality—and much more.
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WHY NEIGHBORHOODS MATTER FOR CHILD WELLBEING

Neighborhoods influence the quality of experiences that children have today
Much of the research and discussion about neighborhoods’ influence on children focuses on long-term 
outcomes—educational attainment, economic success, family formation or future health. These outcomes 
are of course critical, but we cannot lose sight of the importance of neighborhoods for children’s  
experiences of just being children—growing, playing, learning and exploring. Children’s access to parks 
and green spaces, the quality of the air they breathe and the early education centers they attend, as well 
as their relationships with teachers and peers at school, all shape their wellbeing in the present as well 
as the future. We want all children to have good lives now, while they are young, as well as to grow into 
healthy, successful adults who contribute to society and thrive throughout their lifetimes.

Neighborhoods influence children’s health and development
Some of the most powerful evidence on the associations between neighborhood conditions and child 
wellbeing is related to children’s health and development, including health conditions, health risks and 
healthcare utilization (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Research using the Child Opportunity Index has found powerful associations between 
neighborhood opportunity and health outcomes and healthcare utilization
Word cloud of topics covered in academic papers citing the Child Opportunity Index 2.0

Neighborhoods and health outcomes
The Child Opportunity Index builds on the positive, developmental definition of children’s health as  
articulated by the National Research Council and Institute of Medicine:

“Children’s health should be defined as the extent to which individual children or groups of  
children are able or enabled to (a) develop and realize their potential, (b) satisfy their needs, and (c) 
develop the capacities that allow them to interact successfully with their biological, physical, and 
social environments.”1 
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WHAT IS NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITY?

Think of a fourth-grade child exiting her home and walking to school. It’s a hot and sunny 
walk, with few trees to provide shade and no parks along the way. Instead, the child walks 
past vacant houses, which make her feel uneasy. Her route also takes her close to a nearby 
bus station, and between the air pollutants and the heat, she can feel her asthma beginning 
to act up. As she gets close to school, she wants to run the final block, but she doesn’t want 
to worsen her asthma and end up in the nurse’s office, or worse, the emergency room.  
Even so, she is hot and tired by the time she gets to her classroom.
	 This child is welcomed by a teacher who is committed but inexperienced. More than  
half of students in the classroom are not reading at grade level. On days when the child 
needs extra help with an assignment, it’s difficult for her to get the support she needs—and 
on days when the assignments come easily, she has little extra enrichment. Acquiring funds 
for new school supplies is a continuous struggle, so the books in the classroom library are old 
and few. Parents donate when they can, but poverty rates in the neighborhood are high, and 
many families are on public assistance. The school champions the idea that every student 
will go on to college, but this child does not quite understand what that means or how she 
will get there. Very few parents of her friends have a college degree themselves, and some 
did not graduate high school. Her friends with older siblings have had a difficult time find-
ing work as young adults.
	 After school, the child drives with her parent to pick up fast food for dinner; there are  
no affordable grocery stores close to home. After dinner, when she struggles to complete 
her math homework, her parent feels stymied. A few local nonprofits offer free tutoring, but 
there are no open slots. 
	 Now think of a fourth-grade child only a mile away in a different neighborhood. The day 
is still hot and sunny, but her walk to school is intermittently covered by shade from trees, 
and she passes through several grassy parks, which cool down the walk even more. The 
houses along the way are all lived in, making her feel safe. This child also has asthma, but she 
doesn’t let it stop her from running down the last block to school. She hasn’t needed her  
inhaler in months; the air in her neighborhood is relatively free of pollutants. When she  
arrives at her classroom, she feels happy and invigorated.
	 This child is greeted by a teacher who has just celebrated a decade at the school. Her 
classmates are nearly all reading at or above grade level, making the learning experience 
fast-paced. If this child finishes her work early, she looks forward to selecting a new book 
from the classroom library. The classroom is well-stocked with new books and supplies 
provided by the district. Recent parent fundraisers have also generated funds for field trips 
and new classroom furniture. This child’s school also aims for every student to progress to 
a four-year college, and this child has recently taken an interest in learning about the many 
different colleges people attend. She has been asking friends’ older siblings and parents 
where they attended, and she has been realizing how many different options will be open to 
her when she’s older. 
	 After school, this child and her parent stop at a local grocery store on their way home 
and pick up fresh vegetables for dinner. When the child sits down to complete her math 
homework, her parent notices that she’s having difficulties. Her parent finds a local  
nonprofit that provides tutoring help. She enrolls her child in a new program.
	 The vastly different experiences of children living in these two neighborhoods reflect 
multiple, complex factors. Because comparing neighborhoods across so many factors is 
challenging, we measure and integrate these factors into the Child Opportunity Index, which 
provides a snapshot of children’s neighborhood environment.
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However, much research assesses neighborhood effects on child physical and mental health outcomes 
separately from developmental outcomes. Therefore, we first describe findings related to physical and 
mental outcomes and then turn to developmental outcomes.

An increasing body of research has used the Child Opportunity Index to document that children living 
in lower opportunity neighborhoods are more likely to suffer from a range of adverse health conditions, 
including asthma,2-5 obesity,6, 7 severe scoliosis8 and childhood glaucoma.9 They exhibit higher levels of 
physiological stress,10 putting them at risk for adverse developmental and health outcomes. 

Neighborhood opportunity influences child health independently of family environment. For example, 
children in families living in poverty have lower stress levels when their families reside in higher opportu-
nity neighborhoods than in lower opportunity neighborhoods. This indicates that a positive neighborhood 
environment may be a protective factor against family poverty.11 Children in lower opportunity neighbor-
hoods also face greater levels of risk to their health, suffering more food insecurity,12 greater rates of violent 
injury (particularly gun violence)13-16 and greater risk of cardiometabolic and cardiovascular disease,17, 18 

compared to children in higher opportunity neighborhoods. These inequities in health conditions and 
risks lead to significantly different challenges that children and their families face in their everyday lives 
and in their prospects for a healthy future.

Neighborhoods and child development
Neighborhoods affect child development—physical, cognitive, socioemotional and behavioral. Of course, 
child and family qualities are crucial, but neighborhood attributes matter too. Most research has focused 
on neighborhood disadvantage, using mainly the neighborhood poverty rate.19 A large number of  
observational studies indicate that neighborhood disadvantage is associated with socioemotional and 
behavioral development, while neighborhood advantage is associated with academic achievement.  
A few experimental studies confirm these findings, but neighborhood effects are relatively small.20 Most 
evidence focuses on average neighborhood effects on child development, but only a small number of 
studies examine how and why neighborhoods influence developmental outcomes or differential effects 
by child characteristics.19 Neighborhoods’ influence also varies by child age (older children are more  
susceptible to neighborhood influences), by the length of exposure to neighborhood conditions and by 
child outcome.21

Given the wide inequities in neighborhood environment by race/ethnicity, an important question is 
whether neighborhood conditions are associated with racial/ethnic differences in child development. 
Sampson and colleagues found that residing in severely disadvantaged neighborhoods reduced the ver-
bal abilities of Black children by a magnitude equivalent to a year or more of schooling. Importantly, this 
study could not examine the effect of such neighborhood conditions on the verbal development of White 
children because in Chicago (the site for the study) White children do not experience the level of neigh-
borhood disadvantage that Black children experience.22

Some studies are beginning to use the COI to examine the relationship between neighborhood oppor-
tunity and child development outcomes. For example, a study of young children enrolled in Head Start 
found that child opportunity was positively associated with executive functioning skills at baseline, but 
not with executive functioning growth.23 Child opportunity is also associated with physical development, 
specifically puberty. Girls living in lower opportunity neighborhoods showed an earlier and more acceler-
ated onset of puberty than girls in higher opportunity neighborhoods.24

Neighborhoods and health care utilization and spending
The incorporation of the Child Opportunity Index into the Pediatric Health Information System (PHIS),25 
used by more than 49 children’s hospitals, has facilitated a wealth of research on the association  
between neighborhood opportunity and child healthcare utilization.26 Children in lower opportunity 
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neighborhoods disproportionately use emergency medical services27 and emergency room care,  
including care that could be managed more effectively in primary care settings.28, 29 

Residence in lower opportunity neighborhoods is also associated with higher rates of hospital  
readmission. In other words, a child who has been hospitalized for a certain condition is more likely to  
be hospitalized again for that same condition, including incidents that could have been potentially 
prevented through treatment in an outpatient primary care setting.30 The same is true for readmissions 
to pediatric intensive care units31 and ER return visits.32 At the same time, living in very high-opportunity 
neighborhoods is associated with greater likelihood of preventive healthcare visits and being up-to-date 
on immunizations.33 A recent large study utilizing a nationally representative, longitudinal survey of  
health care utilization and spending not only reaffirmed many associations between neighborhood 
opportunity, health care utilization, access and expenditures, but also shed new light on the relationship 
between neighborhood opportunity and satisfaction with care outcomes. Parents of children in lower 
opportunity areas were least likely to report easy access to care, good communication with providers and 
positive healthcare experiences. And despite these areas having greater levels of medical and social need, 
average annual per capita total health care expenditures for children in very low-opportunity areas was 
only two-thirds of those of children living in very high-opportunity areas.34

Neighborhoods and mortality
Neighborhood opportunity is also a strong predictor of mortality, or death. Based on representative data 
on one million U.S. children followed over a seven-year period, children in very low-opportunity neighbor-
hoods had a risk of dying that was nearly 40% higher than children living in very high-opportunity  
neighborhoods (Figure 2). These inequities are even more extreme when examining the mortality of  
children’s caregivers. Children in very low-opportunity neighborhoods had a nearly 60% higher risk of 
experiencing the death of a caregiver than children in very high-opportunity neighborhoods. For both 
groups, the risk of mortality decreases as neighborhood opportunity rises.35

Figure 2: Neighborhood opportunity is strongly related to child and caregiver mortality35

Percent higher mortality of children and their caregivers, compared to children in very high-opportunity neighborhoods

Slopen, N., Cosgrove, C., Acevedo-Garcia, D., Hatzenbuehler, M. L., Shonkoff, J. P., Noelke, C. (2023). Neighborhood Opportunity and Mortali-
ty among Children and Adults in Their Households. Pediatrics (Evanston). https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/doi/10.1542/
peds.2022-058316/190871/Neighborhood-Opportunity-and-Mortality-AmongNeighborhoods and education

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Very Low Low Moderate High

Children Children’s caregivers

37

60

24

47

20

35

3

20

70%

https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/doi/10.1542/peds.2022-058316/190871/Neighbo
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/doi/10.1542/peds.2022-058316/190871/Neighbo


12

Neighborhoods influence children’s education
Neighborhoods have profound influences on child education, and educational outcomes are highly 
unequal across neighborhoods. Children in higher poverty neighborhoods have lower reading and math 
achievement,36, 37 and prolonged residence in disadvantaged neighborhoods significantly reduces the 
likelihood of graduating high school. The effects can exacerbate racial/ethnic inequity. Indeed, for Black 
children, growing up in the most disadvantaged fifth of neighborhoods reduces their probability of grad-
uating from 96% to 76%. For non-Black children, the probability of graduation still declines, but less so, 
from 95% to 87%.38 

Recent COI-based research reveals linkages between higher levels of neighborhood opportunity and 
greater school readiness. Students living in higher opportunity school attendance areas in Virginia  
were found to be “more ready” to start kindergarten than were those from lower opportunity areas.  
Importantly, students living in more racially segregated areas were more sensitive to the level of neigh-
borhood opportunity than those living in less segregated areas. This was especially true for students in 
segregated Black or Hispanic areas.39 In contrast, lower neighborhood opportunity is associated with 
higher rates and trajectories of school absenteeism.40 Factors such as school readiness and absenteeism 
can affect a child’s ability to learn and get the most out of their schooling. Therefore, children living in  
lower opportunity neighborhoods may be less equipped to succeed academically.

Neighborhood opportunity affects educational outcomes through a variety of mechanisms. Because the 
vast majority of school assignments are based on where children live, residential economic segregation 
directly leads to both concentrated affluence and concentrated poverty in schools. Poor children tend to 
live near one another and attend the same schools; the same is true for wealthy children. The schools with 
concentrated levels of poverty tend to have fewer resources. They have fewer highly qualified teachers41 
and challenging courses,42 less funding relative to need43 and higher rates of violence and social disorder.44 
They also have lower educational expectations from teachers45 and less social and cultural capital.46

Many studies have found strong correlations between neighborhood conditions and children’s education-
al attainment, and some suggest a causal link. One study followed low-income elementary school chil-
dren living in public housing in Montgomery County, Maryland, as their families were randomly assigned 
to housing in neighborhoods with different poverty rates. Researchers found that students who had been 
assigned to low-poverty schools significantly outscored their peers in moderate-poverty schools in both 
math and reading after five to seven years. By the end of elementary school, the large achievement gap 
between non-poor students and public housing children in the district’s most advantaged schools was 
cut by a third in reading and by half in math. Furthermore, while there was real academic benefit to living 
in low-poverty neighborhoods, the benefits of attending low-poverty schools was substantially greater.47

Other aspects of neighborhood opportunity affect students’ education indirectly, through their health. 
For example, neighborhoods with high levels of pollution can aggravate a child’s asthma,48 affecting their 
concentration, school attendance and learning.49 Exposure to lead, even at low levels, can put a child at 
risk for higher rates of neurobehavioral disorders, including attention deficit and hyperactivity as well as 
reduced academic and intellectual ability.50 Historical neighborhood poverty, defined as census tract-level 
poverty over four decades, has even been strongly linked to inadequate child sleep, which is associated 
with a range of worse outcomes, including behavioral, emotional, academic and physical outcomes.51  
Exposure to local violence has also been shown to affect a child’s behavior and functioning in school, 
arguably through the psychological distress it can cause their caregivers.52
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Neighborhoods influence children’s norms and expectations for the future
The social structure of neighborhoods—their social cohesion, role models, peer networks and widely-held 
collective norms—shape children’s own norms and expectations for the future, which may affect their 
behavior and, ultimately, their outcomes.53 For example, living in a neighborhood where schools have high 
graduation rates or a large proportion of adults have college degrees can send a message to youth that 
education is valued and attainable. Alternatively, living in a neighborhood with low college enrollment 
and lower labor demand for college-educated individuals may signal that higher education is not “worth 
it” and increase students’ movement from high school directly into the workforce.54 

Role models and peers seem to particularly influence teens living in disadvantaged neighborhoods in 
terms of mental health, substance abuse, antisocial behavior and grades, with positive role models having 
less effect than negative ones. In addition, it takes a significant portion of neighbors to reinforce positive 
collective social norms and for them to become dominant in a community.55, 56

Neighborhoods influence adult outcomes
For all these reasons, the neighborhoods where children grow up have long-lasting effects that follow 
them throughout their lives into adulthood. For example, research on the Moving to Opportunityi  
housing mobility program showed that, compared to children who remained in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods, those who moved from high- to low-poverty neighborhoods before the age of 13 were less likely 
to become a single parent, had greater earnings and higher-quality college education and were more 
likely to live in better neighborhoods when they became adults. These benefits of moving are greater for 
younger children, which suggests the importance of moving during critical developmental periods and/or 
spending longer time in low-poverty environments.57 

Economic mobility in adulthood appears to be highly related to the amount of “economic connectedness” 
in neighborhoods, or the degree to which lower socioeconomic status (SES) residents have friends of a 
higher socioeconomic status. A prominent study found that an increase in the share of low-income  
people’s friends who are high SES from about 25% to 50% had an association, on average, with a boost  
in incomes later in adulthood of 8.2 percentiles.58 This economic connectedness is a function of both 
exposure of those of lower SES to others of higher SES and the degree to which people make friends with 
others of the same socioeconomic class (“friendship bias”). A move by low-income children at earlier ages 
to neighborhoods with more exposure to high-SES neighbors or less “friendship bias” was found to be 
associated with higher earnings when the children reached adulthood.59

Neighborhood opportunity is strongly associated with many facets of adult health, including risk factors, 
preventive care, and health outcomes. These conditions likely have implications not only for the adults 
they impact directly, but also for the children who may be in their care. Our analysis of the Center for  
Disease Control 2021 PLACES data shows a clear association between three related health measures— 
limited physical activity, obesity and diabetes—and Child Opportunity Levels for the 100 largest metro  
areas combined. In each case, the median percent of adults with these conditions is greatest in very 
low-opportunity areas and declines in a step-wise progression to be smallest for those living in very 
high-opportunity neighborhoods (see Figure 28 in section “Child Opportunity and Adult Outcomes”).

Of course, these correlations do not prove that living in a low-opportunity neighborhood causes worse 
health conditions. There are many reasons why neighborhoods may influence adult health conditions, 
but also many reasons why people with poor health may end up living in lower opportunity neighbor-
hoods. However, in the experimental Moving to Opportunity program, adult public housing tenants who 
used housing vouchers to move to lower poverty neighborhoods were less likely to experience extreme 
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i Moving to Opportunity was a federally sponsored housing mobility experiment, begun in 1994, which randomly  

assigned low-income public housing tenants to receive different types of housing subsidies, allowing some to access  

low-poverty neighborhoods.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

•		 Neighborhoods influence children’s health outcomes and health care utilization. Research using 
the Child Opportunity Index has shown that children in lower opportunity neighborhoods are 
more likely to suffer from adverse health conditions including asthma, obesity, glaucoma and 
physiological stress. They are more likely to be hospitalized for conditions that could have been 
treated in primary care. Worst of all, their mortality risk is much higher; a child in a very low- 
opportunity neighborhood has a 37% higher risk of dying and a 60% higher risk of experiencing 
the death of a caregiver than a child in a very high-opportunity neighborhood.

•		 Neighborhoods influence children’s educational outcomes. Children in lower opportunity or 
higher poverty neighborhoods have lower levels of kindergarten readiness and reading and math 
achievement, and they are less likely to graduate high school. This relationship is related to eco-
nomic residential segregation; poor children tend to live near each other, and poorer schools have 
fewer resources. Environmental neighborhood factors such as lead exposure and air  
pollution can also affect children’s ability to learn.

•	 Neighborhoods influence adult outcomes. Economic mobility, adult health and life expectancy are 
all related to neighborhood opportunity. Children who move from a high- to a low-poverty neigh-
borhood, especially at a young age, have greater earnings and educational attainment as adults. 
Although not all evidence points to a causal relationship between child neighborhood opportunity 
and adult outcomes, it is clear that neighborhoods as a sphere of influence on child wellbeing and 
equity deserve close attention.

obesity or diabetes or to report physical limitations 10 to 15 years after their move, as compared to those 
who did not make such a move, strengthening the claim of neighborhood effects on health.60 In addi-
tion, girls who moved to lower poverty neighborhoods had better mental health than those who did not. 
While boys who moved to lower poverty neighborhoods experienced worse mental health, later research 
clarified that this unexpected negative effect happened among boys whose families experienced health 
vulnerability (defined as a household member having a disability or a household child having any of four 
health or developmental problems).61

Life expectancy at birth ranges dramatically across the U.S., ranging from 56 years to 98 years across 
census tracts. Life expectancy is strongly associated with neighborhood opportunity, as measured by the 
Child Opportunity Index 3.0, ranging from 82 years in very high-opportunity neighborhoods to 76 years—
six years fewer—in very low-opportunity neighborhoods (see Figure 26 in section “Child Opportunity and 
Adult Outcomes”). One recent study found that the COI accounted for 41% of the variability in life expec-
tancy at birth across neighborhoods and concluded that improvements in life expectancy and narrowing 
of health inequities may be meaningfully addressed through policies that target community conditions 
and resources.62

Across a wide range of outcomes, including child health and education and adult life expectancy and  
economic mobility, evidence increasingly points to the importance of children’s neighborhood environ-
ment, even beyond the influence of a child’s individual and family traits. Although not all the evidence 
proves causal relationships between neighborhood characteristics and outcomes, and there are differ-
ences in where, how and for whom the effects are strongest, it is clear that neighborhoods as a sphere 
of influence on child wellbeing deserve close attention. As the understanding of neighborhood effects 
on children deepens and becomes more widely understood and accepted, it is vital to have high-quality, 
tested measures of neighborhood opportunity such as the Child Opportunity Index.
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NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITY, SEGREGATION AND RACISM:  
WHY NEIGHBORHOODS MATTER FOR EQUITY

Powerful forces of racial discrimination and segregation, both historical and ongoing, have led to vast 
inequities in children’s neighborhood opportunity by race and ethnicity. Children are even more racially 
segregated than adults,1 and the differences in their neighborhood environments have profound impacts 
on racial/ethnic inequities in both their current health and wellbeing and in their expectations and future 
success. Because of segregation, the race/ethnicity of a child strongly predicts whether they will live in a 
place with access to quality early education, good schools, healthy foods and parks and playgrounds, as 
well as good jobs and adequate income for the adults in their lives.

Using data from the Child Opportunity Index 3.0, we find that, in the 100 largest metropolitan areas, the 
majority of Black (61%) and Hispanic (58%) children live in lower opportunity neighborhoods. In contrast, 
the majority of White (67%) and Asian/Pacific Islander (67%) children live in higher opportunity neigh-
borhoods. Black children are about 7.6 times more likely and Hispanic children are about 7.2 times more 
likely than White children to live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods that offer fewer chances to grow 
up healthy. These inequities cannot be fully explained by racial/ethnic differences in family income. Even 
among children in poverty, 80% of Black and 77% of Hispanic children live in lower opportunity neigh-
borhoods, compared with 43% and 46% of White and Asian children. The differences are even starker for 
just very low-opportunity neighborhoods: 58% of poor Black and 55% of poor Hispanic children live in very 
low-opportunity neighborhoods, compared with only 19% and 24% of poor White and Asian children. 

While, understandably, much research has focused on the disproportionate concentration of Black and 
Hispanic populations in neighborhoods of poverty or little opportunity, it is important to also take a wider 
view: understanding and addressing inequity by examining the reasons for and implications of concen-
trated disadvantage and concentrated affluence. Racial/ethnic inequities in neighborhood opportunity 
did not occur by accident. They are the results of more than a century of policies and forces of opportunity 
hoarding and exclusion. 

Historically, policies such as racial zoning,2 racial covenants,3 redlining,4,5 displacement through urban 
renewal6 and segregated public housing7 separated racial groups. These policies provided White families 
with access to higher opportunity neighborhoods, while shutting out many Black, immigrant, Hispanic 
and other minority families, forcing them into areas of concentrated poverty. They limited Black, immi-
grant, Hispanic and other minority families’ ability to accumulate wealth through homeownership and 
equity appreciation and further impeded their economic advancement by restricting residence to neigh-
borhoods far from job opportunities. Because of the strong links between place of residence and school 
assignment, these policies also contributed to separate and unequal schools, isolating certain students 
in areas with high concentrations of low-income students, limited school funding and few educational 
resources.8 While most of these policies are now illegal, their effects remain. Many higher opportunity, 
largely suburban communities, once accessible only to White families with the help of discriminatory  
government programs, now zone and price out Black and Hispanic families, for whom the intergenera-
tional economic impact of discrimination remains.9 

Historically, policies such as racial zoning, racial covenants, redlining, displacement through  
urban renewal and segregated public housing separated racial groups. These policies provided 
White families with access to higher opportunity neighborhoods, while shutting out many Black, 
immigrant, Hispanic and other minority families, forcing them into areas of concentrated poverty.
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Numerous mechanisms continue to create areas of concentrated affluence and disadvantage, including 
metropolitan fragmentation, neighborhood-based school assignments and the financing of schools and 
other resources largely through local taxes. Restrictive zoning—limits on what types of homes can be built 
where—is currently one of the most powerful mechanisms to hoard opportunity into exclusive enclaves 
and perpetuate segregation. Different types of exclusionary zoning (for example, restrictions on density 
and intensive use of land) are highly correlated with economic segregation and the concentration of  
affluent households.10, 11 More stringent zoning is also related to both increased home prices and rents12  
and less multi-family housing,13 limiting the affordability and the supply of housing for low-income  
families with children.

A number of studies have found that in excluding low-income families, restrictive zoning disproportion-
ately excludes Black and Hispanic families16 or increases segregation more generally.17, 18 Restrictive zoning 
leads to higher home prices, which Black and Hispanic families are less likely to be able to afford. Even 
those Black and Hispanic families who achieve higher income may not be able to overcome the hurdles 
caused by zoning restrictions because their lower levels of wealth prevent them from accumulating the 
large down payment necessary to purchase a home. Again, these policies have happened not by accident, 
but by choice: Throughout U.S. history, White property owners, working through local governments to 
enhance their own resources and access to public benefits, have fueled segregation and unequal access 
to opportunity.14, 15 Ironically, perhaps, some of the most restrictive zoning is found in otherwise politically 
liberal area on the coasts, from Washington, D.C. to Boston in the East and from California to Washington 
state in the West.9

Certain beliefs and practices further sustain opportunity hoarding and racial segregation. For example, 
property owners may state they wish to “preserve the character of the neighborhood.” This seemingly- 
neutral justification can limit the building of affordable multifamily housing—and the families who need 
that housing—by over-emphasizing the potential effects of that housing growth on traffic, parking, school 
capacity, the environment and just the “look” of the town or neighborhood. Similarly, biased beliefs about 
the character and actions of people who are excluded from higher opportunity neighborhoods—related 
to criminality, morality, cleanliness, healthiness or laziness—reinforce views about why they should be 
excluded.19 Beliefs about where certain people “belong” have led not only to spatial exclusion that harms 
Black and Hispanic children by isolating them from opportunity—but also to injury and death in instances 
where gatekeepers take it into their own hands to police perceived White space. The tragic cases of  
Trayvon Martin and George Floyd exemplify what happens when segregation becomes the norm.20, 21

The U.S. has always been a racially and ethnically diverse nation, but that diversity is growing, particularly 
among the young. Non-White children are half of the child population, and their share is projected to rise 
to over 60% by 2050, with particularly strong growth of the Hispanic child population. In the coming years, 
as our children grow up and become adults, their health and productivity will reflect the neighborhood 
conditions available to them today. The segregation and inequities in neighborhood opportunity that 
have persisted for decades should have been addressed long ago, but these issues have become  
impossible to ignore. The inequities affect not only a growing share of the child population, but all of us. 
The time is now to take stock of and change the structures and policies that hurt so many of our  
children. We hope that the findings from the Child Opportunity Index 3.0 can help spur and inform  
these discussions.

Throughout U.S. history, White property owners, working through local governments to enhance 
their own resources and access to public benefits, have fueled segregation and unequal access  
to opportunity. Ironically, perhaps, some of the most restrictive zoning is found in otherwise  
politically liberal area on the coasts, from Washington, D.C. to Boston in the East and from California 
to Washington state in the West.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

•	 Children are highly racially segregated and live in neighborhoods with dramatically different  
levels of opportunity. The majority of White (67%) and Asian (67%) children live in higher  
opportunity neighborhoods and the majority of Black (61%) and Hispanic (58%) in lower  
opportunity neighborhoods. These inequities cannot be explained by family income.

•	 Many twentieth century policies created or reinforced patterns of segregation and hoarding of  
opportunity by race and place. For example, redlining, racial zoning and racial covenants all  
provided White families access to neighborhoods with high opportunity while shutting out Black, 
immigrant, Hispanic and other minority families, limiting their ability to accumulate wealth. 

•	 Contemporary practices continue the same patterns. White and wealthy residents of higher  
opportunity neighborhoods can enact restrictive zoning policies that hoard opportunity into  
exclusive enclaves that are unlikely to be affordable to many Black or Hispanic families. Attitudes  
about preserving the “character” or “look” of a community often limit the building of affordable  
multifamily housing. Racist beliefs about where certain people “belong” have led not only to  
spatial exclusion but also to the injury and death of Black children and adults.
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CHILD OPPORTUNITY INDEX 3.0 TECHNICAL SUMMARY

We define child opportunity as the neighborhood resources and conditions—for example, good schools, 
access to green space and clean air—that matter for children’s healthy development.1 Healthy develop-
ment means that children are able to satisfy their needs and reach their maximum potential in terms of 
their physical, cognitive, social and emotional development.2 

Because neighborhoods are central to children’s quality of life and healthy development, it is important 
that we have accurate and comprehensive measures of the quality of neighborhood environments.  
This section presents a summary of the construction of the Child Opportunity Index 3.0 and the main 
measures used in this report. For a full presentation of COI 3.0 methodology and development, please see 
the COI 3.0 Technical Document.3

COI 3.0 stands out from similar indices because it provides a nationally comprehensive, multidimensional, 
longitudinal measure of the neighborhoods that children experience today. 

• Measures contemporary child opportunity: It captures the quality of neighborhood environments 
that children experience today. While other indices (such as the Social Vulnerability Index) and  
single-indicator metrics (such as the poverty rate) may be used as a proxy for neighborhood  
opportunity, the COI is the only multidimensional index designed specifically to measure how well 
neighborhoods support healthy child development today. It captures the overlapping and  
compounding benefits that multiple sources of opportunity can provide to children.

• Nationally comprehensive: The COI provides a single metric of child opportunity for each of the 
73,000 neighborhoods (census tracts) in the U.S. This allows us to measure and compare children’s 
neighborhood opportunity as children experience it today across the entire country. 

• Multidimensional: The index quantifies 44 neighborhood conditions that shape children’s healthy 
development in three domains: education, health and environment, and social and economic. 

• Longitudinal: In addition to being available for all neighborhoods in the U.S. in 2021, COI 3.0 is  
available for all years from 2012 through 2021, which allows us to monitor whether children’s  
neighborhoods are improving over time. 

• Reflects structural racism: Structural racism has resulted in the hoarding of opportunity in  
affluent, predominantly White communities and the concentration of disadvantage in many Black,  
Hispanic and Native American communities. These compounding inequities are the product of 
many complex policy choices over the past century, including redlining, exclusionary zoning and 
siting of polluting industry sites. A multi-dimensional composite index like the COI is well-suited 
to measure the effects of structural racism, which manifest in racial/ethnic inequities in accessing 
neighborhood resources across multiple domains. And, unlike other indices, the COI does not  
include a measure of race/ethnicity (for example, percentage of residents who are non-White or who 
do not speak English) as an indicator. We omit racial/ethnic composition from the COI in order to 
separate the structural features of a neighborhood from who lives there and to be able to measure 
racial and ethnic inequities in access to neighborhood opportunity. 
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The dimensions of neighborhood opportunity 

COI 3.0 indicators capture: 

•	Availability and quality of neighborhood institutions (e.g., quality schools and non-profits)  

•	Peer and adult influences that help shape children’s norms and expectations  
(e.g., high school graduation rate and high-skill employment rate for adults)  

•	Neighborhood social structure and economic resources (e.g., neighborhood poverty rate,  
broadband access and mobility-enhancing friendship networks)  

•	Environmental quality (e.g., air pollution)  

•	Resources for healthy living (e.g., green space, availability of healthy foods, walkability) 

Figure 3: Neighborhood indicators in the Child Opportunity Index 3.0

Education	

Early childhood education

• Private pre-K enrollment

• Public pre-K enrollment

Elementary education

• Reading and math test scores

• Reading and math test score growth

• Poverty-adjusted reading and math  

test scores

Secondary and post-secondary education

• Advanced Placement course enrollment

• College enrollment in nearby institutions

• High school graduation rate

Educational resources

• Adult educational attainment

• Child enrichment-related non-profits

• Teacher experience

• School poverty

Health and Environment

Pollution

• Airborne microparticles

• Ozone concentration

• Industrial pollutants in air, water or soil

• Hazardous waste dump sites

Healthy environments

• Fast food restaurant density

• Health food retailer density

• Extreme heat exposure

• NatureScore

• Walkability

Safety-related resources

• Community safety-related non-profits

• Vacant housing

Health resources

• Health-related non-profits

• Health insurance coverage

Social and Economic

Employment

• Employment rate

• High-skill employment rate

• Full-time year-round earnings

Economic resources

• Median household income

• Poverty rate

• Public assistance rate

Concentrated socioeconomic inequity

• Adults with advanced degrees

• Very high-income households

• Adults without high school degrees

• Very low-income households

Housing resources

• Broadband access 

• Crowded housing

Social resources

• Mobility-enhancing friendship networks

• Single-parent families

• Non-profit organizations

Wealth

• Homeownership rate

• Aggregate home values

• Aggregate capital income

• Aggregate real estate taxes
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In some cases, indicators known to have important impacts on children, such as exposure to violent 
crime, could not be incorporated into the COI 3.0 because of lack of availability of comparable data for all 
U.S. neighborhoods. However, when this information is available at the local level, we encourage users to 
consider it in conjunction with the COI 3.0 to obtain a more complete picture of child opportunity. For a 
detailed description of the component indicators and methodology used to construct the index, please 
see the COI 3.0 Technical Document.3

Geographic scope
The Child Opportunity Index 3.0 is available for virtually all 73,000 neighborhoods (census tracts) in the 
U.S. In this report, we focus on child opportunity in the 100 largest Metropolitan Statistical Areas (“metros” 
or “metropolitan areas”), which comprise 47,000 neighborhoods and are home to 68% of U.S. children, or 
about 50 million children—42% (21 million) of whom are White, 15% (8 million) are Black, 29% (15 million) 
are Hispanic and 7% (3 million) are Asian/Pacific Islander. 

Neighborhoods (census tracts) typically contain about 4,000 people and 1,600 housing units. A metro-
politan area contains a core urban population of at least 50,000 and includes the cities and counties that 
make up the core urban area, as well as adjacent counties that have a high degree of social and economic 
integration (as measured by commuting to work) with the urban core. For example, the Boston metro 
area comprises the city of Boston, as well as certain cities and towns to the south, west and north, in-
cluding parts of New Hampshire. The metropolitan areas presented in the Child Opportunity Index have 
geographic boundaries defined as of 2020. On average, each metro has about 470 neighborhoods (census 
tracts). Throughout this report, we use only the name of the principal city when referring to a metro area. 

Child Opportunity Index construction 
The Child Opportunity Index 3.0 is comprised of indicators measured on different scales, such as counts, 
percentages or U.S. dollars. To combine indicators measured on different scales into an index, the raw  
values of each indicator are standardized using a z-score transformation. See a complete description of 
the methodology in the Technical Document. 

We next combine individual indicators into 14 subdomains (see Figure 3) that relate to the three domains 
captured: education, health and environment, and social and economic resources. We then compute  
the domain scores and overall COI score from the subdomain scores. In calculating the final index, we 
weighted each indicator and subdomain based on how strongly it is associated with long-term economic 
and health outcomes.

Child Opportunity Score 
To facilitate analyses and interpretation, we transform the overall COI z-scores into an easy-to-work-with 
metric, the Child Opportunity Score, which expresses neighborhood opportunity on a scale from 1 to 100. 
To calculate the Child Opportunity Scores, we rank all 73,000 neighborhoods in terms of their overall COI 
z-scores and divide them into 100 equal groups from 1 to 100, each containing 1% of the U.S. child popula-
tion (Figure 4). For example, a Child Opportunity Score of 1 indicates that a neighborhood’s opportunity 
is equivalent to that experienced by the 1% of children living in the neighborhoods with the lowest child 
opportunity in the nation. A neighborhood with a score of 100 has opportunity equivalent to that experi-
enced by the 1% of children living in neighborhoods with the highest child opportunity.
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Figure 4: National Child Opportunity Score for each neighborhood 

As discussed below, in addition to calculating a Child Opportunity Score for each neighborhood, we also 
calculate scores for each metropolitan area, both for all children and for racial/ethnic groups (White  
children, Black children, Hispanic children and Asian/Pacific Islander children). This allows us to quantify 
and compare the extent of opportunity available to children overall and to children of different racial/ 
ethnic groups across the country both between and within metros. 

Child Opportunity Levels 
We also assign each neighborhood to one of five Child Opportunity Levels. Using the Child Opportunity 
Score (1-100), we group all neighborhoods into five Opportunity levels, from very low- to very high-oppor-
tunity. Each Level contains 20% of the U.S. child population. We refer to these five levels as very low-, low-, 
moderate-, high- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods. The five levels are defined nationally in some 
analyses or by metro area in other analyses. 

Child Opportunity Gaps
We use a measure called the Child Opportunity Gaps to calculate the difference in median Child Oppor-
tunity Scores between very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods in a metro area. This measure 
reveals the extent of inequities in neighborhood opportunity between the highest and lowest opportunity 
neighborhoods in a given area. 

Opportunity hoarding and opportunity sharing
Child Opportunity Gaps are pervasive, but their magnitude varies across metro areas. We therefore use 
the term “opportunity hoarding” to characterize metros with Child Opportunity Gaps of 80 points or high-
er. In opportunity hoarding metro areas, the difference in Child Opportunity Scores between very low- and 
very high-opportunity neighborhoods is as wide as or wider than the differences in Child Opportunity 
Scores between very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods across the entire country. We charac-
terize areas with Child Opportunity Gaps of less than 80 points as areas of “opportunity sharing.” 

Racial/ethnic opportunity gaps
We also measure racial/ethnic inequities in child opportunity by calculating the difference in median 
Child Opportunity Scores between children of different racial/ethnic groups in a metro area. This measure 
also allows us to compare the extent of racial/ethnic inequities in child opportunity between metro areas.

Child opportunity maps 
Our Child Opportunity Index interactive mapping platform, available at diversitydatakids.org/maps,  
displays child opportunity for every U.S. neighborhood. Users can view neighborhood opportunity normed 
to the national-, state- and metro-level, showing the range of opportunity within each of those areas. 

All 73,000 neighborhoods in the U.S. (census tracts)

Median Opportunity

0 20 40 60

Very Low-
Opportunity

80 100
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http://diversitydatakids.org/maps
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Spotlight on Philadelphia
The map below (Figure 5) shows child opportunity in the Philadelphia metropolitan area, which includes 
parts of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware and Maryland. The Philadelphia metro area has 1,554  
neighborhoods (census tracts), each denoted here in a shade of blue. The shades correspond to the five 
Opportunity Levels, ranging from light blue (very low-opportunity) to dark blue (very high-opportunity). 
The data here is metro-normed, meaning that all neighborhoods are being compared only to those  
within the Philadelphia area.

Figure 5: Child opportunity in the Philadelphia metro area

The Philadelphia metro area exemplifies the juxtaposition in neighborhood opportunity seen in many 
metro areas throughout the United States. Philadelphia is known for being racially diverse and for its  
political importance in national elections. It calls to mind extremes; the area is home to some of the best 
colleges and universities in the country, as well as acute social and economic distress. The Child Oppor-
tunity Index displays these extremes. On the one hand, many of the neighborhoods directly to the west, 
north and east of the city have some of the highest opportunity not just in the area, but in the entire 
country. The children in these affluent neighborhoods have excellent schools and healthy neighborhood 
environments. But in many neighborhoods within the city, opportunity is very low—relative to both the 
area and the nation overall. 

Opportunity Level
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A look at select indicators in two neighborhoods highlighted on the map—”A” and “B”—show the vast 
inequities in opportunity:

Figure 6: Select indicators in a very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhood in the  
Philadelphia metro area

Select Indicators	 Neighborhood A 	 Neighborhood B

High school graduation rate: 	 72%	 98%

College enrollment: 	 42%	 63%

Share of adults with bachelor’s	 13%	 91% 
degree or higher:

School poverty rate: 	 93%	 10%

Share of teachers in their first	 20% 	 5% 
or second year 

EPA Walkability Index:	  14.5	 15.3

Number of summer days with 	 16	 12 
maximum temperatures above 90F: 

Housing vacancy rate: 	 19%	 0%

Employment rate: 	 51%	 80%

White collar employment rate: 	 25%	 81%

Median household income: 	 $28,318	 $151,003

Poverty rate: 	 55%	 8%
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A SNAPSHOT OF CHILD OPPORTUNITY ACROSS  
THE 100 LARGEST METROPOLITAN AREAS

In this report, the first one analyzing data from the Child Opportunity Index 3.0, we provide an overview of 
the state of equity in child opportunity across the U.S. by focusing on the 100 largest metropolitan areas. 
These metro areas are home to 68% (about 50 million) of all children in the U.S. and 47,000 out of 73,000 
census tracts. For this analysis, we define the 100 largest metropolitan areas by child population, rather 
than total population, because our work focuses on how well neighborhoods and cities support healthy 
child development and opportunity.

We explore three questions:

1. 	How does neighborhood opportunity in each metro area compare to overall neighborhood  
opportunity in the rest of the nation? Which and where are the metros with the lowest and  
highest levels of child opportunity? 

2. 	Both nationally and within each metro, what is the Child Opportunity Gap—the extent of inequity  
between the lowest and highest opportunity neighborhoods? 

3. 	How severe are inequities in access to neighborhood opportunity by race and ethnicity?
 

1. CHILD OPPORTUNITY ACROSS METROS
We know that conditions that affect children’s wellbeing vary widely across the country. For example, 
child poverty rates range from 4% in states like Iowa, Maine and Utah to 13% in Florida and New York.1  
With the Child Opportunity Index, we can look at a very fine geographic scale and beyond single  
indicators of child wellbeing to explore how well the many conditions in their neighborhoods support  
children’s healthy development. We can compare child neighborhood opportunity across metros, states 
and the country as a whole using a consistent metric. 

An important question is the extent to which neighborhood opportunity varies across the entire nation, 
from metros in the Northeast to the West to those along the U.S.-Mexico border. Another question, which 
we will explore in the subsequent sections, is the extent to which neighborhood conditions vary within 
single metros. While the most striking differences in neighborhood environment often happen within 
metros, we do find that children face substantially different neighborhood conditions depending on the 
metro area in which they reside. 

To assess the variation in child neighborhood opportunity between metros across the country we assign 
each metro a Child Opportunity Score, using the 1-100 scale described earlier. We use this score to  
summarize the level of child opportunity in that metro area. We arrive at a metro Child Opportunity Score 
by calculating the median score for all neighborhoods in a given metro area, weighted by the number  
of children living in each neighborhood. This metro Child Opportunity Score provides a measure of the 
overall neighborhood opportunity experienced by the typical (median) child in that metro area. For  
example, a Child Opportunity Score of 35 indicates that the typical child in that metro lives in a neighbor-
hood at the 35th percentile of the national child opportunity distribution. This Child Opportunity Score 
therefore allows us to compare child opportunity across metro areas.

We see wide variation in child opportunity across the 100 largest metropolitan areas. For example,  
the McAllen, TX area has a Child Opportunity Score of 6 (the lowest in the nation), compared to the 
Bridgeport, CT area’s Score of 88 (the highest in the nation) (Figure 7). This difference in Opportunity 
Scores signals that, compared to children in Bridgeport, children in McAllen overall live in neighborhoods 
with lower quality schools, fewer green spaces, less social connectedness and higher poverty and  
unemployment rates.
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Figure 7: Child Opportunity Scores for McAllen, TX and Bridgeport, CT

All 73,000 neighborhoods in the U.S. (census tracts)
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BRIDGEPORT, CT AND MCALLEN, TX: THE METRO AREAS WITH THE 
HIGHEST AND LOWEST CHILD OPPORTUNITY SCORES

The typical child in McAllen, TX lives in a neighborhood with lower opportunity than a typical 
child in any other metro area in the country—and the typical child in Bridgeport, CT lives in a 
neighborhood with higher opportunity than a typical child in any other metro. 
	 In McAllen, a typical child resides in a neighborhood where more than one in four 
(29%) of families live in poverty, and only 24% of adults (age 16+) are employed in professional 
sectors like management, health, engineering, education and legal work. In contrast, in the 
neighborhood of the typical child in Bridgeport, only 6% of families live in poverty, and more 
than half (51%) of adults are employed in professional sectors. This means that families in 
McAllen have far fewer economic resources to invest in their children.
	 The lack of resources in McAllen persists across other domains, too. In a typical child’s 
neighborhood, only half (49%) of households have connections to high-speed broadband 
internet, compared to 84% in Bridgeport. A child in McAllen has vastly greater exposure to 
extreme heat, with 199 days per year with temperatures over 90 degrees, compared to just 
three days in Bridgeport. Access to health services is much lower in McAllen, too: The typical 
child lives in a neighborhood where just 65% of the non-senior population (age 0-64) have 
health insurance, compared to 94% in Bridgeport, meaning that the typical child in  
McAllen lives in a neighborhood where adults experience more health vulnerability.  
Additionally, the typical child in McAllen has much fewer health-related nonprofit organiza-
tions in their neighborhood than the typical child in Bridgeport. 
	 The neighborhood educational environment is also more challenging in McAllen. 
While neighborhood high school graduation rates are close to the same in the two metros 
(91% in McAllen and 93% in Bridgeport), in the neighborhood of the typical McAllen child, 
34% of young adults go on to enroll in college, compared to 45% in Bridgeport. This gap 
grows wider still for college graduation, with 15% of adults (age 25+) holding a bachelor’s de-
gree or higher in the neighborhood of the typical child in McAllen, versus 48% in Bridgeport.
	 In sum, McAllen and Bridgeport are not only geographically very far apart—1,600 
miles—they are also separated by a large Child Opportunity Gap of 82 points. A child grow-
ing up in McAllen faces many neighborhood obstacles to healthy development, which may 
affect their lifelong health and educational outcomes. On the other hand, a child in Bridge-
port is surrounded by many resources and supports.
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These overall differences between metros are stark and signal wide inequities in neighborhood conditions 
between different geographic areas of the country. However, differences in overall neighborhood  
opportunity between metros do not tell the whole story. In later sections, we analyze the often vast gaps 
in neighborhood opportunity experienced by children who live within the same metro area, often only a 
few miles apart from each other.

The geography of child opportunity
The U.S. map below (Figure 8) shows clear geographic patterns of child opportunity between metro areas 
across the country. The 100 largest metro areas are denoted by dots. The color of each dot (from red to 
blue) indicates the Child Opportunity Score of that metro area, ranging from 6 to 88. 

With a few exceptions, metros in the southern portion of the U.S. have notably lower opportunity than 
those in the north. The highest opportunity metros are generally in the Northeast and upper Midwest. 
California stands out as particularly divided, with metros in the Central Valley having some of the lowest 
child opportunity in the U.S., while San Jose and San Francisco offer some of the highest levels of  
opportunity. Other geographic patterns to note include a concentration of several metros with extremely 
low scores on the Texas-Mexico border, and a concentration of several metros with high scores in Utah, 
Colorado and the Pacific Northwest.

Figure 8: Map of Child Opportunity Scores for the 100 largest metro areas

Figure 9 shows the 10 metropolitan areas with the highest Child Opportunity Scores, the 10 with the low-
est scores, and the 10 in the middle of the distribution. McAllen, TX and Brownsville, TX are the metros with 
the lowest scores (6 and 9, respectively) which indicates that the typical (median) child in these metros 
lives in a neighborhood at the 6th and 9th percentile, respectively, of the national child opportunity  
distribution. Put another way, 94% of neighborhoods across the U.S. have a higher opportunity score  
than the neighborhood of the typical child in McAllen.
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On the other hand, Bridgeport, CT and San Jose, CA are the metros with highest overall Child Opportu-
nity Scores: 88 and 87, respectively. This means that the typical child in Bridgeport and San Jose lives in 
a neighborhood at the 88th and 87th percentile, respectively; only 12% of neighborhoods across the U.S. 
have a higher opportunity score than the neighborhood of the typical child in Bridgeport.

Figure 9: Metro areas ranked by national Child Opportunity Score

Highest 10 	 Score

Bridgeport, CT	 88

San Jose, CA	 87

Boston, MA-NH	 86

San Francisco, CA	 84

Washington, DC-VA-MD-WV	 80

Hartford, CT	 78

Madison, WI	 78

Albany, NY	 77

Minneapolis, MN-WI	 77

Seattle, WA	 76

Middle 10	 Score 

San Diego, CA	 61

Springfield, MA	 61

Syracuse, NY	 59

Fayetteville, AR	 58

North Port, FL	 58

Sacramento, CA	 58 

Virginia Beach, VA-NC	 58

Dayton, OH 	 57

Detroit, MI	 57

Nashville, TN	 57

Lowest 10	 Score 

Fayetteville, NC	 31

Augusta, GA-SC	 29

El Paso, TX	 27

Memphis, TN-MS-AR	 27

Lakeland, FL	 26

Fresno, CA 	 16

Bakersfield, CA	 14

Visalia, CA	 13

Brownsville, TX	 9

McAllen, TX	 6

Where children live in relation to opportunity
Children live in neighborhoods with different conditions. To quantify and describe those differences, we 
use the Child Opportunity Index to rank all neighborhoods from low to high opportunity and then group 
them into five equal groups each containing about 20% of the U.S. child population. We call these  
Child Opportunity Levels: very low, low, moderate, high and very high. 

We use these levels to examine within each metro the proportion of children who live in a given level of 
the national child opportunity distribution. A child living in a low- or very low-opportunity neighborhood 
faces some of the worst neighborhood conditions in the U.S.; conversely, a child living in a high- or very 
high-opportunity neighborhood experiences some of the best or most favorable conditions that support 
healthy development. 

Across metros, there is wide variation in the distribution of children by national Opportunity Levels.  
Figure 10 shows the 10 metro areas with the highest proportion of children living in very low-opportunity 
neighborhoods and the 10 metros with the highest proportion of children living in very high-opportu-
nity neighborhoods. In McAllen, TX, 78% of children live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods. In other 
words, more than three out of four children in McAllen live in neighborhoods that, by national standards, 
have the most limited conditions and fewest resources for healthy child development. This share is much, 
much higher—nearly four times higher—than the 20% of all children across the U.S. who live in very 
low-opportunity neighborhoods. 

At the other end of the opportunity range, in the San Jose, CA and Boston, MA-NH metro areas, about 60% 
of children live in very high-opportunity neighborhoods by national standards—a significantly higher pro-
portion than the 20% of children that live in such neighborhoods across the entire country. Put another 
way, in San Jose and Boston, more than half of children grow up under the best conditions and with the 
most resources for healthy development in the entire country.
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Figure 10: Variation in the distribution of children by national Child Opportunity Level,  
100 largest metropolitan areas

Metro	 Percent

San Jose, CA	 61%

Boston, MA-NH	 59%

Bridgeport, CT	 56%

San Francisco, CA	 54%

Washington, DC-VA-MD-WV	 49%

Hartford, CT	 47%

Albany, NY	 45%

Seattle, WA	 43%

Baltimore, MD	 42%

Minneapolis, MN-WI	 41%

Metro	 Percent

McAllen, TX	 78% 

Brownsville, TX	 77%

Visalia, CA	 70%

Bakersfield, CA	 62%

Fresno, CA 	 55%

Memphis, TN-MS-AR	 45%

El Paso, TX	 39%

Jackson, MS	 38%

Las Vegas, NV	 36%

Tucson, AZ	 35%

It is notable then that nearly all metropolitan areas—even those with high overall opportunity—include at 
least some neighborhoods that are very low-opportunity by national standards. We expect this variation in 
neighborhood opportunity across the country between regions with vastly different socioeconomic out-
looks. However, conceivably, there could be metro areas in which all neighborhoods are clustered around 
a similar Child Opportunity Score (e.g. all higher opportunity or all lower opportunity). This would mean 
that in a high-opportunity metro such as San Jose or Bridgeport, all neighborhoods would be higher op-
portunity by national standards. 

But—and importantly—this is not the case. For example, while the vast majority of metro Bridgeport’s 
children do live in very high- (56%) or high- (16%) opportunity neighborhoods, 10% of children in this pros-
perous metro live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods that are similar to some of the most disadvan-
taged neighborhoods in the country. As we will discuss in the subsequent sections, we consistently find 
these patterns of inequities within metro areas across the country.

2. INEQUITIES IN CHILD OPPORTUNITY WITHIN METRO AREAS
That children across the country face very different neighborhood resources and conditions should be a 
cause for concern. But perhaps more striking are the inequities in opportunity within metro areas. As a 
general pattern, in many metro areas the differences in opportunity between neighborhoods is as wide—
and in some cases even wider—as they are across the entire nation. This means that for many children, 
even those experiencing the worst neighborhood conditions, neighborhoods rich in resources that could 
support their health and wellbeing are often only a few miles away.

For any given metro, we can measure the difference in the Child Opportunity Score between very low- 
and very high-opportunity neighborhoods. We refer to this difference as the Child Opportunity Gap, which 
can be interpreted as the extent to which neighborhoods of the very lowest level of opportunity in a metro 
area differ from those of the very highest in terms of conditions that support healthy child development.

In this analysis, very low-opportunity neighborhoods are the 20% of neighborhoods with the lowest Child 
Opportunity Scores within a metro area, and very high-opportunity neighborhoods are the 20% of neigh-
borhoods with the highest Child Opportunity Scores within a metro area. For each metro area, we  

Highest proportion of children in  
very high-opportunity neighborhoods

Highest proportion of children in  
very low-opportunity neighborhoods
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calculate the median (weighted by child population) Child Opportunity Score for very low-opportunity 
and very high-opportunity neighborhoods. We calculate the Child Opportunity Gap in a given metro area 
as the difference between the median Child Opportunity Score in very low- and very high-opportunity 
neighborhoods within that metro. 

By design, across the entire U.S. the difference in the Child Opportunity Score between very low- and very 
high-opportunity neighborhoods is about 80 points. We find that in 25% of metro areas, the Child Op-
portunity Gap is at least 80 points, i.e., as wide as or wider than the difference between very low- and very 
high-opportunity neighborhoods across the entire nation. Figure 11 below shows the top 10 metro areas 
with the widest and the narrowest Child Opportunity Gaps between very low- and very high-opportunity 
neighborhoods. 

Figure 11: Ten metros with the widest and narrowest Child Opportunity Gaps

Widest Child Opportunity Gap	 Narrowest Child Opportunity Gap

Metro	 Opportunity Gap

Milwaukee, WI	 90

Cleveland, OH	 88

Detroit, MI	 88

Philadelphia, PA-NJ-DE-MD	 87

Columbus, OH	 86

New York, NY-NJ-PA	 86

Rochester, NY	 86

Dallas, TX	 85

Houston, TX	 85

Los Angeles, CA	 85

Metro	 Opportunity Gap

Provo, UT	 32

Brownsville, TX	 34

McAllen, TX	 38

Visalia, CA	 41

Fayetteville, NC	 42

Madison, WI	 43

Lakeland, FL	 46

Ogden, UT	 47

Boise City, ID	 54

Modesto, CA	 54

Importantly, Child Opportunity Gaps can vary considerably between metros with similar levels of overall 
opportunity (Child Opportunity Scores). For example, the Philadelphia metro area has a Child Opportuni-
ty Score of 69—in the highest quintile of the 100 largest metros—but the Child Opportunity Gap between 
neighborhoods with very low- and very high-opportunity is 87 points. This means that, despite the high 
overall opportunity, two children in Philadelphia could live just a few miles apart in neighborhoods that 
offer vastly different opportunity. In contrast, the Portland, OR metro area has almost the same Child  
Opportunity Score (68) as Philadelphia, but much narrower inequities between very low- and very 
high-opportunity neighborhoods—a Child Opportunity Gap of 59. 

Opportunity hoarding and sharing
These large inequities in neighborhood opportunity exist within small geographic areas. Within most 
metro areas, children experience completely different worlds of neighborhood opportunity. The research 
evidence suggests that these inequities will likely result in very different childhood experiences and life 
trajectories for children—even for those children who are living only a few miles apart. 
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While Child Opportunity Gaps exist across all metros, their magnitude varies. To understand patterns of 
opportunity hoarding and sharing, we divide metros into three equal groups based on their overall  
opportunity (low, medium or high) measured by their Child Opportunity Score. Within each group of 
overall opportunity, we characterize metros with wide Child Opportunity Gaps of 80 points or higher as 
areas of opportunity hoarding. In hoarding metro areas, very low-opportunity neighborhoods have much 
worse conditions than very high-opportunity ones—so much so that their Child Opportunity Gap is larger 
than the gap between very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods across the entire country.  
We characterize areas with relatively narrow Child Opportunity Gaps of less than 80 points as areas of  
opportunity sharing: areas where the difference in conditions between very low- and very high-opportu-
nity neighborhoods is much smaller. 

Elements of opportunity hoarding applied to racial/ethnic inequity in neighborhood opportunity
	 • Racist motives or other exclusionary motives (e.g., classism) with disparate racial/ethnic impact
	 • Use of place and governance to create racialized boundaries and access barriers
	 • Affluent, predominantly White communities’ control of valuable resources subject to monopoly 	
		  • Neighborhood opportunity: e.g., high-performing schools
	 • Sequestering of those resources by affluent, White communities in unequal relationships with 	  
	   members of excluded racial/ethnic groups through
		  • Redlining
		  • Zoning exclusively for single-family homes
		  • School districts largely tied to local jurisdictions and their resources
	 • Creation and reproduction of beliefs and practices that sustain those communities’ control of  
	   resources and boundaries 
		  • Concerns about crime, congestion, school capacity and quality, property values
		  • Need to preserve “the character of the neighborhood”

—Authors’ adaptation of Tilly (1998)2 and Tilly (2003)3

As shown in Figure 12 and Figure 13, metro areas at every overall opportunity level (low, medium, high) 
vary in the extent of their Child Opportunity Gaps.

Figure 12: Opportunity hoarding: Selected metro areas by Child Opportunity Score

Metro Area	 Child Opportunity	 Score for very	 Score for very	 Child Opportunity 
	 Score	 low-opportunity	 high-opportunity	 Gap	

Memphis, TN-MS-AR	 27	 2	 83	 81

Jackson, MS	 38	 2	 82	 80

Houston, TX	 43	 5	 90	 85

Detroit, MI	 57	 4	 92	 88

Syracuse, NY	 59	 5	 88	 83

Cleveland, OH	 62	 4	 92	 88

Kansas City, MO-KS	 66	 10	 93	 83

Philadelphia, PA-NJ-DE-MD	 69	 9	 96	 87

Hartford, CT	 78	 13	 96	 83
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Figure 13: Opportunity sharing: Selected metro areas by Child Opportunity Score

Metro Area	 Child Opportunity	 Score for very	 Score for very	 Child Opportunity 
	 Score	 low-opportunity	 high-opportunity	 Gap	

Brownsville, TX	 9	 2	 36	 34

Visalia, CA	 13	 3	 44	 41

Fayetteville, NC	 31	 15	 57	 42

Boise City, ID	 56	 28	 82	 54

Fayetteville, AR	 58	 20	 79	 59

Colorado Springs, CO	 63	 29	 91	 62

Seattle, WA	 76	 38	 98	 60

Madison, WI	 78	 49	 92	 43

San Jose, CA	 87	 39	 100	 61

Let’s first look at two metro areas with low overall opportunity (they are among the one-third of metros 
with the lowest Child Opportunity Scores). Memphis, TN, which also encompasses parts of Mississippi 
and Arkansas, has a Child Opportunity Score of 27. This overall Score, though, masks that Memphis is a 
hoarding metro with a very wide divide between its very low-opportunity neighborhoods—which have a 
Score of only 2—and its very high-opportunity neighborhoods, which have a Score of 83. Memphis’ Child 
Opportunity Gap is therefore 81. On the other hand, Fayetteville, NC, which has a very similar overall Score 
of 31, is a sharing metro area with a much narrower Child Opportunity Gap of 42. The difference between 
the two metros stems from their very high-opportunity neighborhoods. In Memphis, very high-opportu-
nity neighborhoods Score 83 on a national scale—26 points higher than in Fayetteville, NC. In other words, 
Memphis is a metro of extremes, with children experiencing very different neighborhood conditions. In 
contrast, in Fayetteville, NC, the conditions in very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods are not 
as disparate. Notably, these two metros’ substantial differences in extent of inequities in opportunity exist 
even though they have similar levels of overall opportunity. 

Next, we look at two metro areas with Child Opportunity Scores that are close to the median score (58) of 
the 100 large metros combined. Detroit, MI, and Boise City, ID, have nearly identical Scores of 57 and 56,  
respectively, but they have dramatically different Child Opportunity Gaps: 88 in Detroit—a hoarding met-
ro—but 54 in Boise City—a sharing metro. In Detroit, very low-opportunity neighborhoods have a Score of 
only 4; in Boise City, that number is 28. This means that although the typical overall opportunity in these 
two metros is the same, children in the lowest opportunity neighborhoods in Boise City have access to 
more resources and opportunities to support their healthy development than children in Detroit. While 
there is also a difference in very high-opportunity neighborhoods—92 in Detroit versus 82 in Boise City—
most of the difference is experienced by children in the least-resourced areas. The Boise City metro tends 
to share opportunity between its neighborhoods, while Detroit hoards opportunity in its most privileged 
neighborhoods. In Detroit’s lowest opportunity neighborhoods, opportunity is just about as low as it gets 
in the entire U.S., and children in those areas face many obstacles to healthy development. 
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We now focus on two metros with very high Child Opportunity Scores (Figure 14). While wide Child  
Opportunity Gaps signal inequities in children’s neighborhood environments everywhere, they are  
especially troublesome in metro areas with overall high levels of opportunity. In these metros, resources 
for healthy development are present—but not equitably distributed.

Figure 14: Differences in Opportunity Gaps in the Bridgeport and San Jose metro areas
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Bridgeport, CT, and San Jose, CA, have nearly identical Child Opportunity Scores (88 and 87, respective-
ly), indicating high overall opportunity. However, they have vastly different Child Opportunity Gaps: 78 in 
Bridgeport versus only 61 in San Jose. This difference is driven entirely by very low-opportunity neighbor-
hoods in Bridgeport being left behind, despite the metro’s overall high opportunity. In Bridgeport the 
lowest opportunity neighborhoods have a Score of 22; in San Jose, the lowest opportunity neighborhoods 
have a Score of 39—17 points higher. According to our definition, Bridgeport is not strictly a hoarding met-
ro. However, its relatively wide Opportunity Gap (78)—coupled with it having the highest ranked Opportu-
nity Score among large metros—highlight the importance of looking beyond Scores when investigating 
the scope of child opportunity in a given area. 

It is important to note that our term “opportunity sharing” is a relative one. Certain metro areas tend to 
have a more equal distribution of opportunity across neighborhoods than others, and that is commend-
able. However, even “sharing” metros still have neighborhoods with very different levels of resources. 
Compared to those living in the very highest opportunity neighborhoods in their metro, the children 
living in the very lowest opportunity neighborhoods in these metros have fewer educational, health,  
environmental, social and economic resources. They may live close to each other, but they can still be 
worlds apart in opportunity.
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NEARLY IDENTICAL HIGH OPPORTUNITY SCORES; VERY DIFFERENT  
OPPORTUNITY GAPS

San Jose and Bridgeport have the highest levels of overall neighborhood opportunity in  
the country, and the children in the very high-opportunity neighborhoods in these metros  
experience the healthiest conditions that the U.S. has to offer. However, these metros are 
very different in the extent to which this high overall opportunity helps lift up the lowest 
opportunity neighborhoods. 

A child living in a typical very low-opportunity neighborhood in San Jose experiences worse 
conditions than 61% of all U.S. children—but a child in Bridgeport experiences worse condi-
tions than 78% of all U.S. children. What does this mean for an individual child’s experiences?

In San Jose, the typical child in a very low-opportunity neighborhood attends a school where 
87% of students will graduate high school, and 53% will attend college. In Bridgeport, the 
high school graduation rate for a typical child in a very low-opportunity neighborhood is 
only 78%, and only 42% will attend college. This means that the top educational resources in 
Bridgeport are not reaching its lowest opportunity neighborhoods.

The San Jose child will likely perceive better housing upkeep and less physical distress walk-
ing through their neighborhood, where only 3% of houses are vacant and 52% of residents 
own their homes. In Bridgeport, a full 9% of houses are vacant, and only 33% of residents own 
their homes. These factors will likely affect this child’s sense of neighborhood safety.

A high level of economic disadvantage is the norm for the Bridgeport child in a very low-op-
portunity neighborhood. There, more than one in five (21%) of their neighbors are very 
low-income (households making less than $20,000 per year), versus 10% of households in the 
neighborhood of the San Jose child. The San Jose child is also more likely to have high-in-
come neighbors, with 31% of households making above $125,000 per year, versus only 12% for 
the Bridgeport child. This concentration of poverty in Bridgeport means that there are fewer 
economic resources in the community for the poorest children.

While similar in their overall high levels of opportunity, Bridgeport and San Jose are very 
different in the extent to which they share opportunity between their neighborhoods and 
in the conditions they offer to children living in their very low-opportunity neighborhoods. 
In San Jose, the narrower gap between the highest and lowest opportunity neighborhoods 
suggests that opportunity is shared, while in Bridgeport, the wide gap points to opportunity 
only for some children.

3. RACIAL/ETHNIC INEQUITY IN CHILD OPPORTUNITY
So far, we have used the Child Opportunity Index to explore two types of inequities in child opportunity: 
inequities between metro areas, and inequities within metro areas. These analyses are important, but 
they do not paint a full picture of neighborhood inequity. Another key dimension of child opportunity  
is racial and ethnic inequities in access to opportunity—the extent to which children of different races 
and ethnicities have or do not have equitable access to the neighborhood conditions and resources that 
help them thrive. For this analysis, we use the four largest racial and ethnic groups nationally. Hispanic  
includes anyone identifying as “Hispanic,” regardless of race. White includes non-Hispanic Whites only; 
we use the terms “White” and “non-Hispanic White” interchangeably. “Asian” includes both Asians  
and Pacific Islanders. Black and Asian groups include both Hispanic and non-Hispanic members of  
those groups.
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Due to their small population size and concentration in rural areas, our analysis does not include American 
Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN) children; however, data on neighborhood opportunity for AIAN children can 
be found on our mapping platform at www.diversitysdatakids.org/maps. 

When we examine child opportunity maps for a given metro area and overlay the distribution of the child 
population across neighborhoods, we see clear and appalling patterns. Children of different races and 
ethnicities are highly residentially segregated. Generally, Black and Hispanic children tend to be clustered 
in neighborhoods of lower opportunity, and White and Asian children are concentrated in neighborhoods 
of higher opportunity. 

Writing nearly 130 years ago, W. E. B. Du Bois painstakingly described the huge differences in the living 
conditions of Black and non-Black residents in Philadelphia. Shamefully, the stark inequities he  
documented persist today. The map below (Figure 15) shows contemporary child opportunity in the  
Philadelphia metro area. Black children (shown by the yellow dots) are concentrated in the city of  
Philadelphia, which has lower opportunity than the rest of the metro area. White children (shown by the 
green dots) largely live in the suburbs, which have much higher opportunity. Neighborhoods A and B 
have not only vastly different child opportunity—as we described earlier—but also very different racial/
ethnic compositions of their child population. Of the 2,575 children in Neighborhood A, 92% are Black, 
and none are non-Hispanic White. Of the 1,665 children living in Neighborhood B, 81% are non-Hispanic 
White, and none are Black. 

“One thing we must of course expect to find, and that is a much higher death rate at present among 
Negroes than among whites: this is one measure of the difference in their social advancement. They 
have in the past lived under vastly different conditions and they still live under different conditions: 
to assume that, in discussing the inhabitants of Philadelphia, one is discussing people living under 
the same conditions of life, is to assume what is not true.”

—W. E. B. Du Bois, 1899, The Philadelphia Negro, Chapter 10, p. 1484

Figure 15: Distribution of the child population by race/ethnicity across Child Opporunity Levels 
in the Philadelphia metro area
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While maps and comparisons between specific neighborhoods are powerful ways of picturing  
racial/ethnic inequities in opportunity, it is helpful to have summary measures to quantify the extent  
of inequities in a given metro and compare inequities between metros.

Racial/Ethnic Opportunity Gaps
To summarize inequities in children’s access to opportunity, we calculate Child Opportunity Scores by  
racial/ethnic group for each metro. The Score for a given racial/ethnic group may be interpreted as the 
score of the neighborhood experienced by the typical (median) child of that group. For example, as shown 
in Figure 16, in the Chicago metro area, the typical White child enjoys a neighborhood with a Child  
Opportunity Score of 82, while the typical Black child lives in a neighborhood with a Score of only 24. 
This racial gap in Chicago is not far from the gap we saw earlier across the 100 largest metros between 
McAllen (6) and Bridgeport (88). As another point of comparison, this racial gap in Chicago spans about 
four Opportunity Levels: The typical Black child lives in a low-opportunity neighborhood, while the typical 
White child lives in a very high-opportunity neighborhood.

Figure 16: Child Opportunity Gap between White and Black children in the Chicago metro area
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The pattern of racial/ethnic inequity that we observe in Chicago is remarkably consistent across the U.S. 
For the 100 largest metro areas combined, the Child Opportunity Scores for White and Asian children are 
74 and 77, respectively—compared to only 30 for Black children and 33 for Hispanic children (Figure 17).
 

Figure 17: Opportunity Gap between White, Hispanic, Black and Asian children in the 100 largest 
metropolitan areas
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THE CHICAGO OPPORTUNITY CHASM 

These gaps in opportunity in Chicago signify that Black and White children are growing up 
in neighborhoods with vastly different conditions and resources. 

For example, a child growing up in a Chicago neighborhood with a Score of 24, which is  
typical for Black children, lives in a community where only 24% of adults have obtained a 
bachelor’s degree or higher, and 30% percent have professional jobs in sectors like law,  
business, engineering or health. This may instill in her low expectations about her own 
higher education prospects and discourage her from applying herself in school. In sharp 
contrast, a child growing up in a neighborhood with a score of 82, which is typical for White 
children, lives in a community where 71% of adults have obtained at least a bachelor’s  
degree, and 63% have jobs in professional sectors. This clearly signals to her that educational 
achievement is the norm—and that it pays off.

The neighborhoods of Black and White children are very different in other ways, too. The  
typical White child has access to twice as many community nonprofits in their neighbor-
hood as the typical Black child, as well as much higher access to green spaces and natural 
environments. The neighborhood of the White child therefore likely looks and feels safer. 

The homes in the neighborhoods of these children look different, too. In the neighborhood 
of a typical White child, nearly all residents (85%) own their homes, as opposed to 61% for the 
Black child, and home values are more than three times as high—approximately $700,000, 
versus $215,000. These differences translate into both greater neighborhood stability, linked 
to increased community and civic participation, as well as greater property tax revenue to 
support local services such as schools in the neighborhood of the typical White child.  
Residents in the typical Black child’s neighborhood are also seven times more likely to live 
in crowded housing, which makes community residents more vulnerable to communicable 
disease, and they are less likely to have internet access at home (71% of homes, as opposed 
to 88% in the typical White neighborhood), which may make participation in all aspects of 
society more difficult. 

This inequitable pattern is pervasive across metros, although the extent of racial/ethnic inequities varies.  
For the 100 largest metros combined, the Opportunity Gap is 44 points between White and Black chil-
dren and 41 points between White and Hispanic children. In Figure 18, we see the ten metropolitan areas 
with the widest and narrowest Opportunity Gaps between White and Black children and between White 
and Hispanic children. Milwaukee, WI has the largest Opportunity Gap between White and Black children  
(74 points) and, tied with Los Angeles, CA, between White and Hispanic children (59 points). McAllen actu-
ally has the narrowest White/Black gap (-13), signaling that Black children tend to live in higher-opportu-
nity neighborhoods than White children. Honolulu, HI has the narrowest White/Hispanic gap (4 points). 

At first glance, it may be reassuring to see that some metros have quite narrow—and even negative—
gaps between White children and Black and Hispanic children. However, when we also consider the pop-
ulation size for different racial/ethnic groups, the picture becomes less encouraging. As a general pattern, 
we find that metro areas with narrow gaps between White and Black children tend to have very small 
Black populations. In eight of the 10 metros with the narrowest gaps, Black children represent 6% or less 
of the child population (compared to representing 15% of children in the 100 largest metros overall). And 
in Boise City, ID; Brownsville, TX; McAllen, TX; Ogden, UT; and Provo, UT, Black children make up only 1% of 
the child population.
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Similarly, in seven of the 10 metros with the narrowest gaps, Hispanic children represent 18% or less of 
the child population (compared to representing 29% of children in large metros overall). The significant 
exception is Lakeland, FL, a metro where Hispanic children make up 35% of the child population, and the 
score of the typical Hispanic child’s neighborhood (24) is only 9 points lower than that of the typical White 
child’s neighborhood (33). 

Figure 18: Metros with widest and narrowest Opportunity Gaps by race/ethnicity

Opportunity Gap between White and Black Children

Widest gap	 Narrowest gap

Metro	 Opportunity Gap

Milwaukee, WI	 74

Cleveland, OH	 62

Los Angeles, CA	 61

Syracuse, NY	 61

Detroit, MI	 60

Philadelphia, PA-NJ-DE-MD	 59

Rochester, NY	 59

Albany, NY	 58

Chicago, IL-IN-WI	 58

Bridgeport, CT	 56

Metro	 Opportunity Gap

Lakeland, FL	 10

Madison, WI	 8

Urban Honolulu, HI	 8

Fayetteville, NC	 7

Fayetteville, AR	 4

Provo, UT	 4

Ogden, UT	 2

Brownsville, TX	 -2

Boise City, ID	 -5

McAllen, TX	 -13

Metro	 Opportunity Gap

Brownsville, TX	 10

Lakeland, FL	 9

Madison, WI	 9

Pittsburgh, PA	 9

Provo, UT	 9

St. Louis, MO-IL	 8	

Poughkeepsie, NY	 6

Fayetteville, NC	 5

Knoxville, TN	 5

Urban Honolulu, HI	 4

Metro	 Opportunity Gap

Los Angeles, CA	 59

Milwaukee, WI	 59

Hartford, CT	 55

New Haven, CT	 52

Providence, RI-MA	 52

Houston, TX	 51

Cleveland, OH	 50	

Springfield, MA	 50

Philadelphia, PA-NJ-DE-MD	 49

New York, NY-NJ-PA	 48

Opportunity Gap between White and Hispanic Children

Widest gap	 Narrowest gap
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Figure 19 shows the distribution of race/ethnicity-specific Child Opportunity Scores across the 50 largest 
metro areas ordered from highest overall opportunity (top) to lowest overall opportunity (bottom).  
The green dots represent the Child Opportunity Scores for White children in these metros. While there is  
variation in the Scores for White children, the distribution is shifted towards the right of the median for 
the largest metro areas: in the vast majority of metros, the typical White child enjoys neighborhood  
opportunity higher than the large metro median. The distribution for Asian children (red dots) is similar 
to that for White children. In contrast, the distributions for both Hispanic (purple dots) and Black children 
(yellow dots) are shifted towards the left. This signifies that in nearly all metros, the typical Hispanic and 
the typical Black child live in neighborhoods with Opportunity Scores lower than the large metro median.

The magnitude of the racial/ethnic gaps in each metro is shown by the distance between the Scores 
(dots) for two given racial/ethnic groups in that metro. In an ideal case, the Scores for all children—regard-
less of race/ethnicity—in a metro would be shifted towards the right (higher opportunity) and the distance 
between groups would be small, signaling narrow racial/ethnic inequities in child neighborhood opportu-
nity in that metro. 

Figure 19: Distribution of Child Opportunity Scores by race/ethnicity and population for each of the 
50 largest metro areas

Median score for the 100 largest metros (58)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Median Child Opportunity Score

Black children Hispanic children White children Asian/Pacific Islander children
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The size of the bubbles indicates the child population size of that racial/ethnic group in the metro area—
which adds in a new layer of information. We see that in metros with overall high Child Opportunity 
Scores (metros at the top of the chart), the Black/White gap is relatively small—but the Black child popu-
lation is also relatively very small. Conversely, metros with overall low Child Opportunity Scores (at the bot-
tom of the chart) also have relatively small Black/White gaps—but in these areas, the White child popula-
tion is relatively very small. We also see that Hispanic children are the majority population in the metros 
with the lowest overall Opportunity Scores, and that several metros with very large Hispanic populations 
rank in the lowest third or so of the overall child opportunity distribution.

Distribution of children by race/ethnicity across Opportunity Levels
Another way of examining racial/ethnic inequity in access to neighborhood opportunity is by looking  
at the share of children by race/ethnicity in each Opportunity Level. Nationally, the child population is  
distributed exactly evenly across Opportunity Levels, with 20% of the child population living in each  
Level (reflecting how the Opportunity Levels are constructed). In the 100 largest metros, the total child 
population is distributed roughly evenly across Levels (Figure 20). A somewhat higher share (27%) live in 
very high-opportunity neighborhoods, indicating that opportunity overall is higher in the 100 largest  
metros combined than it is nationally. 

Figure 20: The overall child population is distributed roughly evenly across Opportunity Levels

Percent of children at each Child Opportunity Level (100 metros combined)

If, regardless of race/ethnicity, all children in the 100 largest metro areas were distributed evenly across 
Opportunity Levels, the race/ethnicity-specific distributions would look like the distribution for the total 
child population shown in Figure 20. In reality, though, children of different races/ethnicities are concen-
trated at different Opportunity Levels. 

Close to half of non-Hispanic White (40%) and Asian and Pacific Islander (46%) children live in very 
high-opportunity neighborhoods, and about two-thirds of White and Asian and Pacific Islander children 
live in high- or very high-opportunity neighborhoods (Figure 21). In contrast, Hispanic (36%) and Black 
(38%) children are concentrated in very low-opportunity neighborhoods. (Figure 22). The difference  
between the distribution for White and Asian children (Figure 21) and the distribution for Black and His-
panic children (Figure 22) is so stark that they look like mirror images of each other. 
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Figure 21: White and Asian children are clustered in higher opportunity neighborhoods

Percent of White and Asian/Pacific Islander children at each Child Opportunity Level (100 metros combined)
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Figure 22: Black and Hispanic children are clustered in lower opportunity neighborhoods

Percent of Black and Hispanic children at each Child Opportunity Level (100 metros combined)
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Black children experience the highest concentration in lower-opportunity neighborhoods: They are 7.6 
times more likely to live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods than White children. Hispanic children are 
similarly 7.2 times more likely to live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods than White children.

Although the racial/ethnic inequity patterns above are consistent across most metro areas, there is  
variation in the extent of concentration of children of different racial/ethnic groups in very low-opportunity 
neighborhoods. The proportion of White children in the lowest opportunity neighborhoods is always  
disproportionately low, but some metro areas have relatively higher concentrations (e.g., Poughkeepsie, 
NY). The proportion of Black and Hispanic children in the lowest opportunity neighborhoods is nearly 
always high, but some metros have extremely high concentrations. For example, in Syracuse, NY, 80% of 
Black children live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods, and in Boston, 57% of Hispanic children live in 
very low-opportunity neighborhoods (Figure 23).

Figure 23: Ten metros with the highest concentration of children in very low-opportunity  
neighborhoods by race/ethnicity

Distribution of children in poverty by race/ethnicity across Opportunity Levels

Finally, we look at the distribution across neighborhood opportunity of children in poverty by  
race/ethnicity in the 100 largest metro areas. Race and ethnicity are often related to socioeconomic  
status, so it is important to disaggregate the two, as some may claim that Black and Hispanic children are 
more likely to live in lower opportunity neighborhoods simply because of their lower family incomes and 
inability to afford housing in higher opportunity communities. If access to neighborhood opportunity was 
explained by family poverty status, then we would expect the share of children in poverty in each Child 
Opportunity Level to look about the same across racial/ethnic groups. However, this is not the case.

As Figure 24 and Figure 25 show, among children in poverty, more than half of Black children (58%) and 
Hispanic children (55%) live in very-low opportunity neighborhoods—which is substantially more than 
the share of White and Asian children (19% and 24%, respectively). In fact, Black and Hispanic children in 
poverty are 3.1 and 2.9 times more likely, respectively, to live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods than 
are White children.

While White children in poverty are almost as likely to live in higher opportunity neighborhoods (35%) as 
they are in lower opportunity neighborhoods (43%), Black and Hispanic children in poverty have very little 
chance of experiencing higher opportunity neighborhoods. Only 10% and 11%, respectively, have access to 
the resources of a higher opportunity neighborhood.

Metro	 Asian/Pacific Islander

Buffalo, NY	 54%

Minneapolis, MN-WI	 44%

Syracuse, NY	 41%

Salt Lake City, UT	 38%

Fayetteville, AR	 36%

Akron, OH	 33%

Urban Honolulu, HI	 33%

Omaha, NE-IA	 32%

Des Moines, IA	 29%

Provo, UT	 28%

Metro	 Hispanic

Boston, MA-NH	 57%

Worcester, MA-CT	 54%

Des Moines, IA	 52%

Hartford, CT	 51%

Providence, RI-MA	 49%

Springfield, MA	 47%

Allentown, PA-NJ	 47%

Oklahoma City, OK	 46%

Omaha, NE-IA	 46%

Rochester, NY	 46%

Metro	 Black

Syracuse, NY	 80%

Albany, NY	 70%

Pittsburgh, PA	 67%

Rochester, NY	 66%

Toledo, OH	 64%

Dayton, OH	 64%

St. Louis, MO-IL	 62%

Akron, OH	 61%

Cincinnati, OH-KY-IN	 59%

Omaha, NE-IA	 59%

Metro	 White

Poughkeepsie, NY	 22%

Knoxville, TN	 17%

Boise City, ID	 17%

Ogden, UT	 17%

Provo, UT	 17%

Madison, WI	 15%

Portland, OR-WA	 15%

Colorado Springs, CO	 13%

Pittsburgh, PA	 12%

Lakeland, FL	 12%
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Figure 24. White and Asian children in poverty are roughly equally distributed across Child  
Opportunity Levels 

Percent of White and Asian/Pacific Islander children in poverty at each Child Opportunity Level (100 metros)

Figure 25. Black and Hispanic children in poverty are highly concentrated in lower opportunity 
neighborhoods 

Percent of Black and Hispanic children at each Child Opportunity Level (100 metros combined)
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These findings reveal the deep inequities facing the least advantaged Black and Hispanic children. White 
and Asian children growing up in poverty may be able to take advantage of the vast resources that a high-
er opportunity neighborhood has to offer, thus potentially buffering some of the effects of growing up in 
poverty. Black and Hispanic children, however, are highly unlikely to have access to the quality schools, 
healthy environment and substantial socioeconomic resources that might support White and Asian  
children of the same lower family income. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

•	 Neighborhood opportunity varies widely across metropolitan areas. The metro areas with the 
most favorable neighborhood conditions include San Jose, CA, Bridgeport, CT, and Boston, MA. 
In these metros, schools, socioeconomic resources and the physical environment tend to bolster 
healthy child development—although each metro also contains pockets of low opportunity that 
are similar to some of the most disadvantaged neighborhoods in the country. The metro areas 
with the lowest levels of overall neighborhood opportunity include McAllen, TX, Brownsville, TX, 
and Visalia, CA.

•	 Neighborhood opportunity varies widely within metropolitan areas. The areas with the widest 
Child Opportunity Gaps between very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods include 
Milwaukee, WI, Cleveland, OH, and Detroit, MI. We refer to these metros, which contain inequities 
in opportunity that are wider than those across the entire country, as “opportunity hoarding”  
areas. Other areas, such as Madison, WI, Fayetteville, AR, and Boise City, ID, are “opportunity 
sharing” metros that have a relatively small Opportunity Gap.

•	 We see clear and disturbing patterns of inequity in neighborhood opportunity by race and  
ethnicity. On a scale of 1-100, the typical White child lives in a neighborhood with a Score of 74; 
that Score is 77 for an Asian child, 30 for a Black child and 33 for a Hispanic child. Some metro 
areas, such as Los Angeles and Milwaukee, have especially large White-Black and White-Hispanic 
Opportunity Gaps, but the problem is pervasive. In the 100 largest metro areas, Black and  
Hispanic children are 7.6 and 7.2 times more likely, respectively, than White children to live in 
very low-opportunity neighborhoods.
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Project (CDC-NCHS).

CHILD OPPORTUNITY AND ADULT OUTCOMES 

The neighborhood quality that children experience when they are young influences not only the experi-
ences and outcomes they have during childhood, but also their outcomes throughout the life course. 

Measures of child neighborhood opportunity should both capture the quality of children’s neighborhoods 
and be associated with how well children will do in the future as adults. Therefore, in this report, we  
examine the association between the Child Opportunity Index 3.0 and selected adult outcomes across the 
100 largest metropolitan areas. We use high quality outcome data from vetted sources such as the U.S. 
Small-Area Life Expectancy Estimates Project1 (CDC-NCHS) and the Opportunity Atlas2,3. 

Child opportunity and adult health

Very low- and very high-opportunity neighborhoods vary considerably in the health and life prospects of 
their residents. Figure 26 shows the relationship between child neighborhood opportunity and life  
expectancy at birth. There is a strong association and a clear gradient between increasing opportunity 
and increasing life expectancy. 

Across the 100 largest metropolitan areas, we find that there is a difference of six years in life expectancy 
between residents in very low-opportunity neighborhoods (life expectancy of 76 years) and residents in 
very high-opportunity neighborhoods (life expectancy of 82 years) (Figure 26). This is the same difference 
in life expectancy that exists between Panama (76) and France (82). More than any other metric, it  
summarizes why neighborhood opportunity matters for health and wellbeing.

Figure 26: Children growing up in higher opportunity neighborhoods can expect to live longer
Life expectancy at birth by Child Opportunity Level (100 largest metros combined)	
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While for the 100 largest metros combined there is a clear association between child neighborhood 
opportunity and life expectancy, the extent of inequity in life expectancy between very low- and very 
high-opportunity neighborhoods—the “life expectancy gap”—varies by metro. Figure 27 shows the 10 
metros with the widest and the 10 with the narrowest life expectancy gaps. In the Dayton, OH metro  
area, which has a very large Opportunity Gap (82) between very low- and very high-opportunity  
neighborhoods, we observe a corresponding life expectancy gap of 10.1 years. On the other hand, in  
Provo, UT, which has a small Opportunity Gap (32), the life expectancy gap is only 3.1 years. 

Figure 27: Ten metro areas with the widest and narrowest life expectancy gap  
(100 largest metropolitan areas)

Widest life expectancy gap (years)	 Narrowest life expectancy gap (years)

Metro	 Gap

Dayton, OH	 10.1

Birmingham, AL	 9.6

Detroit, MI	 9.6

Cleveland, OH	 9.5

Toledo, OH	 9.5

Cincinnati, OH-KY-IN	 9.2

Baltimore, MD	 9.1

St. Louis, MO-IL	 9.1

Jackson, MS	 9.0

Louisville, KY-IN	 9.0

Metro	 Gap

McAllen, TX	 2.3

Fayetteville, AR	 2.7

Provo, UT	 3.1

San Jose, CA	 3.1

Modesto, CA	 3.7

Fayetteville, NC	 3.8

Salt Lake City, UT	 3.9

El Paso, TX	 3.9

San Diego, CA	 4.2

Visalia, CA	 4.2

Note: Life expectancy gap defined as the difference in median life expectancy at birth between the 20% of 

neighborhoods with the lowest opportunity and the 20% of neighborhoods with the highest opportunity in the 

specified metro area. Metro names abbreviated to first named city.

Sources: diversitydatakids.org Child Opportunity Index 3.0; American Community Survey, 5-Year Summary Files; 

U.S. Small-Area Life Expectancy Estimates Project (CDC-NCHS).

The Child Opportunity Index is associated with a range of other health outcomes, too. For example,  
using CDC PLACES data4 on health behaviors, conditions and other health measures, we find that the 
prevalence of diabetes, limited physical activity and obesity for adults over the age of 18 in the 100 largest 
metros increases as neighborhood opportunity decreases (Figure 28). In very low-opportunity neighbor-
hoods, 38% of adults report being obese, 37% report having no physical activity outside of work and 14% 
have diabetes. In contrast, in very high-opportunity neighborhoods, only 26% of adults qualify as obese, 
18% report having limited physical activity and just 8% have diabetes. Each of these health conditions can 
affect quality of life and lead to a range of other poor health outcomes.
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Figure 28: Lower neighborhood opportunity during childhood is related to higher likelihood of  
obesity, limited physical activity and diabetes in adulthood

Prevalence of obesity, limited physical activity and diabetes by Child Opportunity Level  
(100 largest metros combined)
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Note: Limited Physical Activity is percentage of respondents aged 18 years or older who answered “no” to the 

following question: “During the past month, other than your regular job, did you participate in any physical 

activities or exercises such as running, calisthenics, golf, gardening, or walking for exercise?” Obesity is percent-

age of respondents aged 18 years or older who have a body mass index (BMI) greater than 30.0 kg/m² calculated 

from self-reported weight and height. Diabetes is percentage of respondents aged 18 years or older who report 

ever been told by a doctor, nurse or other health professional that they have diabetes other than diabetes during 

pregnancy. Data shown are the median values of the specified health condition across all census tracts of the 

specified COI level in the 100 largest metros, weighted by the total child population in each tract.

Sources: Child Opportunity Index 3.0, 2024, available from diversitydatakids.org. Health outcomes data from  

the PLACES Data, available from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Chronic Disease 

Prevention and Health Promotion, Division of Population Health, 2021, based on 2019 Behavioral Risk Factor  

Surveillance System.

Child opportunity and intergenerational socioeconomic mobility 
Child opportunity is also strongly associated with socioeconomic mobility. Like life expectancy, socioeco-
nomic mobility—defined as the level of household income that individuals attain as adults compared to 
the level of household income their parents had—varies considerably across neighborhoods (Chetty et al., 
2018), and it is strongly associated with child opportunity.
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We look at socioeconomic mobility specifically for children growing up at the 25th percentile of the  
parent income distribution, for whom upward mobility as adults would make the biggest impact on  
quality of life. As shown in Figure 29, the income attained at age 35 for a child growing up at the 25th  
percentile of the parent income distribution varies from $34,000 in very low-opportunity neighborhoods 
to $52,000 in very high-opportunity neighborhoods. This means that two children from families with 
equally low income may have very different adult incomes depending on the type of neighborhood in 
which they grow up. The child from a very high-opportunity neighborhood could expect an income that  
is 50% higher than the child from a very low-opportunity neighborhood.

Figure 29: For children from low-income families, higher neighborhood opportunity is associated 
with greater socioeconomic mobility in adulthood

Adult socioeconomic mobility by Child Opportunity Level (100 largest metros combined)

$25,000
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$40,000
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34,395

38,305

42,306

46,449

52,262

Note: Average household income (2022 U.S. Dollars) is the household income at age 35 for individuals born  

between 1978 and 1983 with parents at the 25th percentile of the parent income distribution. It is measured at 

the neighborhood (census tract) level, based on information of individual’s place of residence during childhood 

and adolescence. Each neighborhood is assigned to one of five Opportunity Levels (very low, low, moderate,  

high or very high) based on their COI 3.0. Each opportunity level contains 20% of the U.S. child population.  

We calculated median household income at age 35 by taking the median household income across all neigh-

borhoods with the same Opportunity Level weighted by the population of children aged 0-17 years in each tract.

Sources: Child Opportunity Index 3.0, 2024, available from diversitydatakids.org. Average household income  

at age 35 from the Opportunity Atlas (Chetty et al.).
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The extent of the inequity in socioeconomic mobility between very low- and very high-opportunity  
neighborhoods—the “socioeconomic mobility gap”—also varies across metros. Figure 30 shows the  
10 metros with the widest and the 10 with the narrowest socioeconomic mobility gaps. 

Figure 30: Ten metro areas with the widest and narrowest socioeconomic mobility gap (100 largest 
metropolitan areas, excluding Milwaukee and Madison)

Widest socioeconomic mobility gap	 Narrowest socioeconomic mobility gap

Metro	 Gap

Richmond, VA	 $27,378

Philadelphia, PA-NJ-DE-MD	 $26,393

Baltimore, MD	 $25,825

Cleveland, OH	 $24,305

Milwaukee, WI	 $24,305

Birmingham, AL	 $24,096

Akron, OH	 $23,254

St. Louis, MO-IL	 $23,020

Toledo, OH	 $23,020

New York, NY-NJ-PA	 $22,852

Metro	 Gap

McAllen, TX	 $2,744

Visalia, CA	 $3,968

Brownsville, TX	 $4,090

Fayetteville, AR	 $5,365

Fayetteville, NC	 $6,448

Charleston, SC	 $6,566

Boise City, ID	 $6,745

El Paso, TX	 $8,240

Stockton, CA	 $9,360

Urban Honolulu, HI	 $9,811

Note: Socioeconomic mobility gap is defined as the difference in median household income at age 35 for 

individuals born between 1978 and 1983 with parents at the 25th percentile of the parent income distribution 

between the 20% of neighborhoods with the lowest opportunity and the 20% of neighborhoods with the  

highest opportunity in the specified metro area. Metro names abbreviated to first named city.

Sources: diversitydatakids.org Child Opportunity Index 3.0; American Community Survey, 5-Year Summary Files; 

Opportunity Atlas (Chetty et al.)

The Richmond, VA area, which has a relatively wide Child Opportunity Gap (81), has the widest socioeco-
nomic mobility gap of more than $27,000 (ranging from $55,000 expected income in its highest oppor-
tunity neighborhoods to $28,000 in its lowest). On the other end of the spectrum is McAllen, TX, McAllen, 
which has both very low overall opportunity and a relatively small Opportunity Gap, also has a socioeco-
nomic mobility gap of only $3,000 (ranging from $45,000 expected income in its highest opportunity 
neighborhoods to $42,000 in its lowest).

KEY TAKEAWAYS

•	 Analyses using the Child Opportunity Index 3.0 show strong associations between neighborhood 
opportunity and adult outcomes. “Greater life expectancy; lower rates of adult diabetes, obesity 
and limited physical activity; and higher intergenerational socioeconomic mobility are all  
associated with higher levels of neighborhood opportunity.

•	 In some metro areas, these differences are particularly stark. For example, the difference in life 
expectancy at birth in very low- versus very high-opportunity neighborhoods in Dayton, OH is  
10 years. The difference in expected adult income for a child from a low-income family in a very  
low- versus very-high opportunity neighborhood in Richmond, VA is $27,000. 
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THE FIVE AMERICAS

The differences in child opportunity we see across the U.S. call to mind global differences in opportunity. 
Children across the world have access to very different resources and environments. The Human Develop-
ment Index (HDI)1—a United Nations measure of achievement in key dimensions of human development 
that includes life expectancy, education and a decent standard of living—shows vastly different values 
across countries. Western and Northern Europe, the U.S. and Canada have high scores; Central America, 
most countries in Africa and many in Southeast Asian have low values. For example, in the Americas, the 
U.S. has a “Very High” HDI of .921, which reflects a life expectancy at birth of 77.2 years, 13.7 years of mean 
schooling and a gross national income (GNI) per capita of nearly $65,000 (2017, adjusted for purchasing 
power). In contrast, Mexico has a “High” HDI of .758, and much lower indicators: life expectancy of 70.2 
years, mean schooling of 9.2 years and a GNI per capita of about $18,000. Haiti has a “Low” HDI of .535: life 
expectancy of 63.2 years, mean schooling of 5.6 years and a GNI per capita of only about $2,800.2 

While we have come to expect such inequality in health, social and economic prospects across countries, 
the differences within countries are often stark as well. Within the U.S., Massachusetts is the state with the 
highest HDI (0.967), higher than any nation worldwide, while Mississippi has the lowest HDI (0.876), similar 
to that of Poland.3 

Examining the state of child opportunity in metro areas across the U.S. (see “A Snapshot of Child Oppor-
tunity” section), it is easy to think of not one, but several different nations. Formally, the United States is 
one nation, and, aspirationally, it prides itself on being a nation of opportunity, where all those who work 
hard can achieve an education, economic wellbeing, health and happiness. Our analysis of the new Child 
Opportunity Index 3.0, however, shows that in terms of neighborhood resources that support positive 
childhood experiences, healthy development and favorable child and adult outcomes, America’s children 
are instead living in five different nations, each with very different opportunities. Although not always geo-
graphically contiguous, the neighborhoods in each of these five nations have more in common with each 
other than with those that may be close by. The children in each of these nations also often share more in 
common with each other than with those who live just a few miles away. 

 

The concept of different Americas within the U.S. is not a novel one. The existence of large differences in 
wellbeing and in racial/ethnic composition as they relate to different social environments have led others 
to discuss boundaries that are not geographic but drawn by stark socioeconomic and health inequalities. 
In 2006, Murray and colleagues described the existence of Eight Americas. In “America 8”— identified as 
“Blacks living in high-risk urban areas”—young adults had a mortality risk similar to that of the Russian 
Federation and sub-Saharan Africa. America 8’s mortality risk was much higher than in “America 1”—iden-
tified as “Asians”—which had a risk similar to Japan’s.4 About a decade later, Egen and colleagues defined 
50 new U.S. “states” based on counties ranked by their median household income. The “poorest state”—
comprised of the 2% of poorest countries—was vastly different from the “richest state”—comprised of the 

Our analysis of the new Child Opportunity Index 3.0 shows that in terms of neighborhood resources 
that support positive childhood experiences, healthy development and favorable child and adult out-
comes, America’s children are living in five different nations, each with very different opportunities. 
Although not always geographically contiguous, the neighborhoods in each of these five nations 
have more in common with each other than with those that may be close by. 
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2% of richest counties. Men in the “richest state” had a life expectancy of 79.3 years, nearly a decade longer 
than in the “poorest state” (69.8 years), and the share of the Black population was 4.5 times larger in the 
“poorest state” than in the “richest state.”5 

We build on that research to illustrate that our children live in five different nations: Five Americas. We call 
these nations: Very Low-opportunity America, Low-opportunity America, Moderate-opportunity America, 
High-opportunity America and Very High-opportunity America. These “nations” are drawn from all neigh-
borhoods in the country, not just those in the 100 largest metropolitan areas.

Children in each opportunity nation share a very similar context in which they can grow and develop and 
become happy, healthy and productive adults. The Very Low-opportunity nation has a median household 
income of about $45,000, a poverty rate of 25.4% and a high school graduation rate of 81.2%. In contrast, 
the Very High-opportunity nation has a median household income of about $135,000, a poverty rate of 
3.7% and a high school graduation rate of 93.9% (Figure 31). Life expectancy in the Very High-opportunity 
America is 82 years—similar to that of Finland–while life expectancy in the Very Low-opportunity America 
is 7 years lower (75 years), comparable to that of Albania.2 

Figure 31: Household income, poverty, educational outcomes and life expectancy look very different 
in each of the Five Americas

Select Child Opportunity Index 3.0 indicators and life expectancy 

These Five Americas are not only very different in terms of opportunity; they also reflect the structural 
racism—for example, high levels of segregation—that have shaped them, so their child populations look 
very different. Each of the Five Americas has a total child population of about 14.6 million, similar to the 
size of the child population in the United Kingdom.6 In the Very Low-opportunity America, Hispanic (45%) 
and Black (27%) children together make up 72% of the child population. In this nation, only 19% of children 
are White. In contrast, in the Very High-opportunity nation, Hispanic and Black children make up only 17% 
of the child population, while White children make up 62% (Figure 32). 

	 Household	 Poverty Rate	 High School 	 Life Expectancy
	 Income	 (%)	 Graduation Rate (%)	 (Years)

Very Low	 $44,933	 25.4	 81.2	 75

Low	 $60,121	 14.9	 86.0	 77

Moderate	 $73,777	 9.9	 88.2	 79

High	 $94,212	 6.4	 90.5	 80

Very High	 $135,378	 3.7	 93.9	 82

Note: Data are median values of indicators across census tracts within each  

of the Five Americas, weighted by the child population of each tract.
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Compared to their shares of the child population nationally, Hispanic and Black children are vastly over-
represented in the Very Low-opportunity nation. Of about 18 million Hispanic children, about 6.4 million 
(34%) live in the Very Low-opportunity America. Similarly, of about 9.7 million Black children, about 3.9 
million (40%) live in the Very Low-opportunity America. In sharp contrast, of 34.6 million White children, 
only 2.8 million (8%) live in the Very Low-opportunity America. 

Figure 32: The racial/ethnic composition of children across the Five Americas differs dramatically

Number of children of each racial/ethnic group, by Child Opportunity Level

The divisions and inequities between these five nations are not random, natural or solely the result of 
economic forces. On the contrary, we have built the edifice of these five nations with decades of policy 
decisions—often racist policy decisions—to maintain exclusion and division by race/ethnicity and geog-
raphy (see “Neighborhood Opportunity, Segregation and Racism” section).7, 8 The United States has built 
racial and ethnic stratification largely around place, which means purposefully separating where people 
live and the place-based opportunities they can enjoy.  
 
The U.S. is an increasingly divided society—income inequality9 and political polarization10 have risen in 
recent decades. Our findings indicate that another axis of division is our children’s access to opportunity 
and wellbeing. In some instances, this division in opportunities for healthy child development is as wide as 
that between different countries, with grave consequences for our children today and for their prospects 
as adults. 

i In this discussion, child population is taken from 2020 Decennial Census counts, and all racial groups include only non- 
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Very Low Low Moderate High Very High

16 million

12 million

8 million

4 million

Other

Asian

Multi-race

Black

Hispanic

White

19%

45%

27% 15%
6%

30%

43%

11%

23%

53%

8%

18%

58%

12%

62%

7%
4% 6% 12%

8%
8%

American Indian/
Alaska Native



52

POLICIES TO ADVANCE EQUITY IN CHILD NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITY

Vast inequities in neighborhood opportunity, residential segregation and opportunity hoarding are not 
inevitable. They are neither natural nor random. They have been created and maintained by policies— 
designed at best without equity in mind, and often with explicit and racist intent—which have resulted 
in the exclusion of some groups from access to places with more resources. These policies have excluded 
and hurt many children. 

As we witnessed during the response to the Covid-19 pandemic, it is possible to reverse course by 
strengthening policies that protect children. The expansion of the Child Tax Credit had immediate effects 
on drastically reducing the number of children in poverty—by about 5 million children from 2019 to 2021, 
and especially for Black and Hispanic children.1,2 Pandemic-related Medicaid expansions also had a posi-
tive effect on increasing health insurance coverage and narrowing inequities in uninsured rates between 
Blacks and Hispanics on one hand and Whites on the other.3 In addition to demonstrating the power of 
social policy to improve children’s lives, the pandemic also made it even more evident that high levels of 
segregation and inequality make some communities highly vulnerable to health and economic shocks. 
Epidemiologic research has shown that neighborhoods with low socioeconomic status or environmental 
characteristics such as high levels of particulate matter had higher rates of Covid-19 infection and hospi-
talizations.4-7 

An analysis of all the policies that hurt children by maintaining racial/ethnic and place stratification and 
inequities is beyond the scope of this report. Elsewhere we have analyzed the exclusionary design of  
policies that supplement family income and offer work supports, for example, policies that reduce child 
poverty such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and policies that support working families such as 
paid family and medical leave. In this report, we focus on selected policy areas that can help to increase 
equitable access to place-based resources by: 1) targeting individuals or families or 2) targeting places. 
These policy recommendations are by no means exhaustive. In compiling selected policy options, we 
chose to include policy areas that met the following criteria: 

• 	 Research evidence suggests that they can improve child, family or neighborhood outcomes, 

• 	 Research evidence suggests that they can improve outcomes particularly for children in Black  
and Hispanic families,  

• 	 And recent changes in policy adoption, implementation and/or in the policy debate suggest  
increasing support for policy change.

There are other important policy areas to improve child neighborhood opportunity not discussed in 
this report. These include: (i) improving access to high quality early childhood care and education at the 
neighborhood level—which we examined in another report;8 (ii) mitigating risk in neighborhoods that 
experience a high burden of environmental threats;9 and (iii) promoting adequate and equitable access 
to banking and other financial services as well as investments in communities affected by past disinvest-
ment and redlining as signaled by recent changes to the Community Reinvestment Act.10
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Policy analysts have sometimes presented a false dichotomy between “people-based policies” aimed  
at reducing segregation and allowing residential choice mobility and “place-based policies” aimed at  
investing in or revitalizing low-opportunity neighborhoods. In reality, we need both types of policies.11  
Battles over the type of policies needed mask the more important issue that funding for and commit-
ment to both kinds have been insufficient to correct vast inequities in children’s access to  
neighborhood opportunity.

What we should be thinking about is how to revitalize the places in which people live, how to enable 
people to take advantage of opportunities that are located in different places around the region, and 
how to make connections between where they live and regional opportunities. Whether we’re  
trying to fix up a place or create more opportunities for individuals, it’s essential to acknowledge 
the importance of all these elements—location, individual and family needs, and the distribution of 
opportunities and challenges throughout a region—and to interweave these approaches.

—Marjorie Turner, The Urban Institute, Metropolitan Housing and Communities Policy Center12

While we focus on policy, we recognize that successfully combating racial inequality is also a product of 
social movements, community organizing, political forces and litigation. Resistance to reducing inequi-
ties is often strong, concealed as legitimate concerns and entrenched in hard-to-change institutions and 
governance. Therefore, identifying policies to improve equitable access to neighborhood opportunity is 
just one step. 

Recent judicial decisions that represent a retrenchment from policies to reduce inequities underscore 
how policies to support more equitable opportunities and outcomes continue to face challenges. As an 
example, a 2023 landmark Supreme Court decision curtailed the ability of educational institutions to 
use race in admissions decisions.13 The ensuing debate on how to maintain diversity in higher education 
showcases just how complex these policy choices are. Recent simulations performed by Stanford Univer-
sity researchers for The New York Times suggest that use of income as a proxy for race/ethnicity would 
do fairly little to increase Black and Hispanic admissions to selective colleges, but would greatly increase 
the share of low-income applicants admitted.14 Importantly, in seeking alternatives to promote diversity 
among students, some contend that because “place” is strongly correlated with race, using students’ 
neighborhoods instead of race could help include students from underrepresented racial/ethnic groups. 
This suggests that incorporating child neighborhood opportunity—a race-neutral criterion—as a factor in 
admissions may increase representation of students from disadvantaged backgrounds and racial/ethnic 
diversity. Cashin has argued for responding to the threats on race-based affirmative action by incorporat-
ing “the experience of segregation into diversity strategies.” For example, including exposure to neighbor-
hood or school poverty as an admission criterion would “better approximate the structural disadvantages 
many children of color actually endure […].”15 

Race-based affirmative action in a context of ascending diversity will continue to fuel white resent-
ment and division and is unnecessary when place-based alternatives that track actual disadvantage 
are available. I would substitute “low opportunity neighborhood” for race as a plus factor in the type 
of formulas that university’s use in admissions decisions because race is too blunt an instrument and 
too costly politically.

—Sheryll Cashin, 2014, p.96515 
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Similar to income-based affirmative action, place-based affirmative option is also controversial. Some 
maintain that, to address historical exclusions and remain consistent with civil rights principles, advocacy 
for the use of race as a criterion in admissions should continue, instead of resorting to alternative proxy 
criteria such as place. These arguments posit that, as a matter of justice, race-conscious policies are nec-
essary and fair to redress historical race-conscious harms. Additionally, they argue that states that have 
used proxies for race—for example, for selective public college admissions—have wound up with much 
less diverse classes than what could have been achieved with race-conscious plans.16 This has led some 
civil rights leaders to conclude that: “There is no substitute for race-based affirmative action . . . Affirmative 
action is a critical part of ensuring racial justice and equity in higher education.”17 

In the next section, we describe selected policy areas where change in a positive direction could help  
increases access to and reduce inequities in child neighborhood opportunity.

Poverty reduction
In the United States, child poverty is high compared to other developed countries and deeply tied to 
racial/ethnic inequality. In 2022, 12.4% percent of children in the U.S. lived in poverty, and rates were much 
worse for Black (17.8%) and Hispanic (19.5%) children.18 Children in poverty may not have adequate food, 
housing, clothing and other necessities for a healthy childhood. Poverty is also often highly geographically 
concentrated in neighborhoods with large proportions of Black and Hispanic children, and this concen-
trated neighborhood poverty is associated with adverse child outcomes. For example, high neighborhood 
poverty is associated with high exposure to environmental toxins that can hurt cognitive development.19-21

In the last five years, both research and policy changes have shown incontrovertible evidence that the U.S. 
can significantly reduce child poverty through ambitious and equitable safety net policies. For example, 
the expansion of the Child Tax Credit (CTC) in 2021 lowered the child poverty rate to 5.2%—a historic low. 
It also showed how some policy design elements can help reduce child poverty more for children who 
endure the highest poverty rates. For example, eliminating minimum family income requirements and 
making the credit fully refundable would reduce child poverty overall and particularly for Black and His-
panic children.2, 22

Reducing poverty for families would also have beneficial effects on neighborhoods. Current rules that 
exclude families with very-low incomes from receiving the full CTC result in geographic concentration of 
children who do not receive this resource. Using a conservative definition of children who do not receive 
the full credit—children with a Social Security number who appeared on health insurance forms but not 
on tax returns in 2019 or 2020—the Urban-Brookings Tax Policy Center found that across ZIP codes, the 
proportion of children not receiving the full credit ranged from 0.3% to 82%.23 Therefore, the evidence 
suggests that a more inclusive CTC would not only reduce child poverty overall, but would reduce racial/
ethnic inequities in child poverty and help alleviate the geographic concentration of poverty in neighbor-
hoods with large proportions of Black and Hispanic children. 

Some of the effects of poverty concentration result from environmental conditions enabled by neglect, 
disinvestment and discrimination over a long period. Therefore, remedying these conditions would also 
take targeted investments and time. However, other effects of poverty concentration such as high num-
bers of families that experience insecurity and material hardship can be addressed much sooner with 
proven, fast-acting policies such as an expanded Child Tax Credit. 

Poverty reduction conclusions: An expanded and inclusive Child Tax Credit that builds on the expanded 
Child Tax Credit of 2021 would provide meaningful relief to the lowest-income families and reduce child 
poverty and poverty concentration. To enhance the policy effects on racial/ethnic equity, the credit should 
be fully refundable and include eligibility for families with no or with very low income. Consistent with 
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policy that had been in effect up to 2018 and is scheduled to be in effect again in 2025, the credit should 
also be available to children without Social Security numbers. Other policy improvements like monthly 
payments (instead of yearly); built-in adjustments for inflation; and higher payments for the lowest  
income families would also help reduce child poverty. Other safety net and family-work policies, such as 
an expanded and more inclusive Earned Income Tax Credit, could also help reduce child poverty rates and 
concentrated neighborhood poverty.24-26

Pro-desegregation and pro-neighborhood opportunity housing policies
Historically, much U.S. housing policy has been designed to create barriers limiting where people can live 
based on their race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status or other factors, allowing the hoarding of beneficial 
neighborhood opportunities in well-off, largely White communities. These policies have included explicit 
government action such as racial zoning, segregated public housing projects, urban renewal and highway 
construction that divided and sometimes destroyed communities, as well as the condoning of private 
discriminatory actions such as restrictive covenants in property deeds. 

Redlining, in which mortgage credit was withheld from communities deemed “high risk,” often because 
of the presence of Black, lower class or immigrant residents, is one example of past discrimination for 
which researchers have been able to establish continuing negative effects or associations. Some promi-
nent research has asserted causal effects of redlining on neighborhood conditions years later, including: 
homeownership, home values and racial residential segregation27-29 and intergenerational economic  
mobility.29 Redlining has also been associated with present-day firearm assaults and violent crimes,30 
preterm birth and other birth outcomes,31, 32 self-rated health,33 asthma-related emergency department 
visits32 and lack of greenspace.34 Additionally, a case study of seven metro areas “found a rather consistent 
correspondence between school funding inequity today and 1935-40 redlining maps that were used to 
keep Black and Hispanic families isolated during the era of suburbanization that built our modern  
segregation regime.”35

While redlining has been illegal since 1968, it has never completely disappeared, with some lenders still 
shunning the provision of mortgage lending and services in Black and Hispanic communities. However, 
the Department of Justice has increasingly targeted redlining through a special initiative, which secured 
more than $75 million in settlements from lending institutions between October 2021 and January 2023.36

Many current policies continue to maintain segregation and inequities in neighborhood opportunity.  
Local zoning regulations, discussed further below, limit the production of multifamily and affordable 
housing in many higher opportunity neighborhoods. However, in recent years, pro-desegregation policies 
have gained more visibility and support.
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FROM REDLINING TO CHILD OPPORTUNITY: CONFRONTING SYSTEMIC 
RACIST RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION

To call attention to racist policies that have restricted access to neighborhood opportunity, 
diversitydatakids.org has developed data and maps that allow for the comparison between 
1930’s redlining policies of the federal Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) and pres-
ent-day child neighborhood opportunity. Our method associates HOLC-rated areas with 
current census tracts and classifies those tracts from “mainly D” (redlined) to “mainly A” 
(greenlined). Learn more at diversitydatakids.org/from-redlining-to-child-opportunity.

HOLC created maps of U.S. cities meant to quantify variation in credit default risk across 
neighborhoods. Neighborhoods were assigned one of four color-coded letter grades ranging 
from D (“hazardous”), which generally had a greater share of Black, lower class or immigrant 
residents, to A (“best”), often assigned to affluent White neighborhoods. D-rated neighbor-
hoods were marked in red on HOLC maps, giving rise to the term “redlining”. 

While it is difficult to ascertain whether redlining had causal effects on present-day child 
opportunity, there are nevertheless very strong associations between HOLC ratings and  
contemporary child opportunity. As shown in Figure 33, modern-day neighborhoods 
graded mostly D (redlined) by HOLC in the 1930’s have a Child Opportunity Score (COI 3.0)  
of 32, while neighborhoods graded mostly A (greenlined) have a score of 75. 

Neighborhoods graded “mainly D” have a life expectancy of 76 years, compared to 81 years in 
neighborhoods graded “mainly A” (Figure 34).

Figure 33: Mean Child Opportunity 
Score of neighborhoods formerly 
graded by the Home Owners’ Loan 
Corporation (HOLC)

Figure 34: Mean life expectancy in 
neighborhoods formerly graded by 
the Home Owners’ Loan
Corporation (HOLC)

http://diversitydatakids.org/from-redlining-to-child-opportunity. 
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Affirming a commitment to Fair Housing
The most successful efforts to tackle segregation should start at the top, reaffirming the importance of 
fair housing and creating strong rules, guidance and enforcement to make it a reality.

After a period of inaction (if not blatant attack) during the previous administration, the present  
presidential administration has strengthened a commitment to implementing fair housing policies.  
These policies are still difficult to enforce, but there is a renewed focus on encouraging jurisdictions that 
receive federal funding to assess patterns of residential segregation and neighborhood inequity in their 
communities and to develop plans to lessen both. In 2023, diversitydatakids.org submitted comments to 
HUD on the proposed “Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing” (AFFH) rule commending HUD for leading 
the new rule with an explanation of the importance of neighborhoods for child development. It is  
encouraging that this connection between reduced segregation and promoting child wellbeing is  
now explicitly stated in housing policy. 

The proposed AFFH rule’s focus on children’s wellbeing, its support for both people- and place-centered 
policies and its explicit condemnation of segregation are important touchstones for housing policy going 
forward.

Housing plays a central role in American life. Where children live and grow up is inextricably linked 
to their level of educational attainment, their relationship with policing and the criminal justice  
system, what jobs they can obtain as adults, how much wealth their family can attain, whether they 
will someday purchase their own home, whether they will face chronic health conditions or other 
lifelong obstacles, and ultimately the opportunities they will be able to provide for their own  
children and grandchildren.” 

—U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2023, “Purpose of the Regulatory Action for  
proposed Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing Rule.”37

Notwithstanding progress in combatting some types of housing discrimination, the systemic and 
pervasive residential segregation that was historically sanctioned (and even worsened) by Federal, 
State, and local law, and that the Fair Housing Act was meant to remedy has persisted to this day.  
In countless communities throughout the United States, people of different races still reside  
separate and apart from each other in different neighborhoods, often due to past government  
policies and decisions.

— U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2023, p. 537

The finalized Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing (AFFH) rule should include both the provision of data 
and assistance to help entities understand, document and address barriers to fair housing as well as a 
strict enforcement mechanism that will hold funding recipients accountable if they do not take the  
necessary steps to break down the barriers of segregation. More states and municipalities should follow 
the lead of California38 and Boston39 in adopting their own AFFH laws to extend the reach of the federal 
AFFH provisions and insulate them from changes at the federal level. 
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Sufficient funding must also be provided for fair housing education and enforcement, including for fair 
housing investigations (especially against high profile targets). Mortgage brokers and landlords continue 
to discriminate against people of color, families with children and people with disabilities, and fair housing 
organizations have limited funding and capacity to effectively challenge these violations.40 

Affirming a commitment to Fair Housing conclusions: Continued high profile emphasis on the  
importance of fair housing, such as their recently released Equity Action Plan41 and the proposed AFFH 
rule help set the tone that fair housing, which includes the elimination of segregation and the opening 
of communities, is not optional. It is a legal mandate that should be implemented both with incentives 
and, if necessary, with litigation. At the same time, policies should be implemented at all levels of gov-
ernment—federal, state and local—both to increase effectiveness and ensure continuity. Policies alone, 
however, are not sufficient. Adequate implementation requires funding to enable fair housing agencies 
to protect the right to fair housing and break down the barriers that promote segregation and exclude 
families from neighborhood opportunity.

Using housing subsidies to access higher opportunity neighborhoods 
Research evidence indicates that access to higher opportunity neighborhoods, especially from a young 
age, is beneficial for a host of educational, economic, and in some cases, health outcomes.42, 43 Housing 
Choice Vouchers (HCV), portable renter subsidies intended to improve neighborhood choice by allowing 
subsidized renters to obtain housing in the private market, have the potential to allow moves to opportu-
nity areas but have yet to live up to their potential. Vouchers are disproportionately used in higher-poverty 
neighborhoods of minority concentration,44 due to constraints such as low subsidy amounts, unaffordable 
private market rents, limits on how long a renter has to find a unit and housing discrimination. 

However, in recent years, a number of policy and program changes have addressed some of the  
challenges to the use of HCVs in promoting neighborhood opportunity. Over 60 public housing  
agencies are now required to use Small Area Fair Market Rents (Small Area FMRs) rather than  
metropolitan area-wide rents to determine the maximum rent that a voucher will cover. And more  
do so voluntarily. Housing agencies using Small Area FMRs will administer 45% of all vouchers in the  
Housing Choice Voucher program.45 This may help families that receive vouchers rent housing in higher 
cost neighborhoods, many of which offer higher opportunity.45 Research shows that public housing agen-
cies’ use of Small Area FMRs positively affects the neighborhood outcomes of families with children who 
move, allowing them to settle into higher opportunity neighborhoods with lower neighborhood  
poverty rates and schools with higher levels of student proficiency.46 Additionally, more and more states 
and localities are passing laws banning source of income discrimination against voucher holders,47  
although such discrimination often occurs despite bans.48

Further, in 2023 HUD made $25 million in Housing Mobility-Related Services awards to expand  
housing choices for voucher families with children by increasing access to opportunity neighborhoods 
with high-performing schools, access to jobs, low crime rates, parks and other amenities.49 Research 
shows that children who can move from high to lower poverty neighborhoods at a young age have better 
educational and economic outcomes as adults.50 This funding is in addition to the $50 million previously 
awarded through the Community Choice Demonstration to test which types of assistance (e.g. counsel-
ing, landlord recruitment, flexible financial assistance, etc.) are most effective in terms of facilitating  
families’ moves to higher opportunity neighborhoods, while minimizing program costs.51 Counseling 
may be particularly important for some low-income families with special needs or disabilities, as recent 
research has found that housing vouchers alone may not be enough to enable such families to move to 
high-opportunity neighborhoods.52
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Using housing subsidies to access higher opportunity neighborhoods conclusions: Given the strong 
research evidence on the importance of neighborhoods for children—especially young children—a special 
focus on reducing segregation of families with children is warranted. Improving funding and incentives 
in the Housing Choice Voucher program and Housing mobility programs are two mechanisms to im-
prove child opportunity. Continued program innovation, funding, and incentives, such as the Community 
Choice Demonstration program and rewarding local housing authorities for assisting renter families with 
housing subsidies find housing in higher opportunity neighborhoods, are all steps in the right direction. 
The passage of and forceful implementation of laws banning source of income discrimination, potentially 
at the national level, could also have important effects on breaking down barriers. 

Locating subsidized housing in higher opportunity neighborhoods
In the next section we discuss zoning changes which are likely necessary, though not sufficient, to enable 
subsidized, affordable and multifamily housing to be built in many higher opportunity neighborhoods. 
But some of the impediments to construction of subsidized housing are due to housing production 
program regulations and limitations. For example, the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program, 
the largest federal subsidy for the construction of affordable housing, incentivizes the location of such 
housing in higher poverty neighborhoods.53 However, states are increasingly including provisions in their 
own plans and eligibility guidelines for awarding LIHTC credits that incentivize housing construction in 
neighborhoods with higher quality schools or low poverty rates. These changes have led to larger shares 
of credits going to produce housing in lower poverty areas with lower minority concentration.54, 55 There 
has also been a marked decline in the extent to which local approval, which can stymie the development 
of subsidized housing, is required for the granting of tax credit funding.55 

There is a need for more research on neighborhood impacts on children living in a LIHTC unit and how 
that varies by location. While there is evidence that growing up in a LIHTC unit increases earnings and the 
likelihood of enrolling in post-secondary education in adulthood, there is less clarity about the effects of 
the neighborhood where the LIHTC unit is located. Research shows that education benefits do accrue to 
children living for longer periods in neighborhoods with a higher share of the White population and with 
higher neighborhood opportunity measures, but it could not discount that these differences were con-
founded by individual family or child characteristics.56 

Locating subsidized housing in higher opportunity neighborhoods conclusions: Changes in state 
guidelines to incentivize tax credit construction in higher opportunity neighborhoods have already been 
shown to affect the location of such construction. The continued and expanded use of these incentives 
will likely allow more low-income families to access neighborhoods with greater resources to enhance 
their children’s wellbeing. At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the importance of main-
taining and improving housing in more affordable neighborhoods, which may have fewer resources and 
opportunities for children. However, new housing production in lower opportunity areas should be done 
in conjunction with effective neighborhood revitalization plans.

Reforming local zoning
The fragmentation of local governance into many geographic jurisdictions, coupled with the ability of 
these jurisdictions to create zoning regulations that restrict the type of housing construction within their 
boundaries, is a main barrier to reducing segregation and improving access to opportunity for children.  
A large body of research has documented the relationship between restrictive zoning laws and residential 
segregation by income and race/ethnicity.57-63 Examples of restrictive zoning include regulations that limit 
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multifamily housing or require a large lot size for permitting housing construction. Zoning has been used 
in the U.S. for over a century to exclude property uses or people seen as “undesirable,” and in the process it 
has hoarded opportunity for advantaged, primarily White homeowners.64 Infamously, the last presidential 
administration, while trying to dismantle fair housing protections, appealed to suburban jurisdictions and 
their residents, stating that “people living their Suburban Lifestyle Dream [would] no longer be bothered 
or financially hurt by having low income housing built in [their] neighborhood.”65 

The debate about zoning has changed significantly over the last few years. There is wider recognition not 
only that exclusionary housing perpetuates segregation, but also that it is economically inefficient and 
environmentally damaging. Research shows that single-family only zoning reduces affordability, increas-
es inequality, limits access to higher opportunity neighborhoods and pushes development into either 
already very dense communities or outlying communities, exacerbating commuting times and produc-
ing negative environmental impacts.63 ,66 The possibility of limiting this kind of zoning is increasingly the 
subject of policy discussions.67, 68 States have the ability to promote the construction of affordable housing 
by creating requirements for local jurisdictions. In Massachusetts, for example, at least 35,000 affordable 
units have been built, primarily in higher wealth, suburban areas, through the 55-year-old Chapter 40B 
program which allows developers, in certain cases, to bypass local zoning in communities with relatively 
low affordable housing stock.69 State action is required because local jurisdictions are subject to political 
pressures of residents who want to maintain opportunity hoarding. 

At least five states have ended single-family zoning, and an increasing number of cities are loosening 
their zoning laws as well.70, 71 Massachusetts, where diversitydatakids.org is based, recently passed laws 
requiring local jurisdictions to re-zone their downtown areas or areas close to transit to allow for the 
construction of multifamily housing and/or increased housing density.72 Making changes to enable more 
equitable distribution of housing across a region are not easy, though. The new Massachusetts law, for 
example, has been met with fierce opposition from the Boston suburbs, including accusations that it con-
stitutes “an invasion.”73 

Opportunity hoarding is hardly an academic concept; recent elections in the Boston suburbs revolved 
around maintaining exclusionary zoning.74 In some suburbs, the rezoning camp was defeated, signaling 
entrenched exclusionary sentiments and actions.75 The appeal of endorsing restrictive zoning is that it 
allows suburban communities to present their exclusionary policies as policies to “preserve the character 
of their communities,” “save their villages” or “prevent traffic or overcrowded schools.” Even with new state 
laws such as those in Massachusetts, local jurisdictions have power to resist zoning changes that would 
allow a more diverse and affordable housing stock.73 Just last month, voters in Milton, MA rejected chang-
es to the town’s zoning that would allow more multi-family housing, despite the fact that Massachusetts 
towns with access to transit are required by the MBTA Communities Act to allow housing development 
close to transit.76 Similar reactions to state laws that promote more inclusionary zoning have taken place 
California, New York, Arizona and Connecticut.70, 77 

It is important to acknowledge that anti-child and anti-minority biases often underlie exclusionary zoning. 
Children are sometimes zoned out explicitly, as in the case of age 55 plus communities, or implicitly, as 
when only units with few bedrooms are allowed. Children are often seen as drains on localities’ financial 
resources, especially schools. While, of course, racial/ethnic discrimination is illegal in zoning decisions, 
public zoning hearings often include residents who bemoan the influx of “outsiders,” “those with different 
values,” “loud” or “lazy” people, or statements that anyone is welcome as long as they can afford the exist-
ing housing. These biases, and the extent to which they are reflected in zoning decisions, hurt children, 
especially Black and Hispanic children. 
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It is ironic, then, that some of the most exclusionary zoning has occurred in areas thought to be more po-
litically liberal.63 Research has shown that “liberal homeowners are cross-pressured and barely more likely 
than conservative homeowners to support dense housing development. Messages appealing to home-
owners’ self-interest reduce support further, while countervailing appeals about housing’s benefits to low- 
and middle-income families barely offset the negative effect.”78

The children are always ours, every single one of them, all over the globe; and I am beginning to sus-
pect that whoever is incapable of recognizing this may be incapable of morality.

—James Baldwin, 198079

While we may optimistically hope that people will agree with James Baldwin’s sentiment (above) and 
support zoning reform to open neighborhood opportunity to all children, there is substantial research 
that, despite the “YIMBY” (“Yes in my backyard”) movement in some areas, altruism may not be a substan-
tially motivating factor in this regard.64, 78, 80

Reforming local zoning conclusions: It will likely take the oversight and actions of higher levels of  
government, such as states, to impose local zoning regulations that will benefit all children and society  
as a whole. Further, it may be more effective to emphasize benefits of zoning reform that appeal to self-in-
terest, such as having housing for local teachers, police and fire personnel and well as housing that may 
allow residents’ own children to stay in the area or accommodate residents as they grow older and want 
to trade down to a smaller unit in a more walkable area. Although, fortunately, exclusionary barriers are 
falling in more and more areas around the country, the extent to which these changes will continue and 
will ultimately benefit lower income or minority families remains to be seen.81-83 While zoning reform  
may allow for multi-family housing in higher opportunity communities, that does not mean it will  
necessarily improve affordability or allow families of color to find housing in those neighborhoods. As in 
other areas of policy, equity needs to be explicitly addressed and centered in the design and implementa-
tion of zoning reform. 

Pro-desegregation and pro-neighborhood opportunity educational policies
One of the primary ways that residential segregation creates inequities in child opportunity between 
neighborhoods is the close association between housing segregation and school segregation. Local 
control of education and school assignment plans that favor children’s school attendance in their own or 
proximate neighborhoods means that high levels of residential segregation are translated into high levels 
of school segregation and large inequities in educational opportunity between neighborhoods. 

Reforming school financing
The connection between municipal fragmentation, residential segregation and school funding is clear. 
Analyses suggest that local control over zoning and education is one of the main factors that maintains 
residential segregation by income and race/ethnicity.63 First, funding for schools is tied to the local prop-
erty tax base, which has been a mechanism to hoard educational opportunity at the local level. The value 
of the local housing stock is closely linked to the quality of local schools because it directly translates first 
into local tax revenue and then into funding for local schools. A report for the congressional Joint  
Economic Committee – Republicans titled “How School and Residential Zoning Limit Educational Oppor-
tunity” found that because 71% of students attend their assigned public school, “[h]ousing still effectively 
acts as a gateway to educational opportunity for a majority of K-12 students.” An analysis for this commit-
tee showed that the average home value, at the ZIP code level, was approximately $486,000 for schools 
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with the highest “overall school quality” grade but only $122,000 for schools with the lowest grade.84 The 
localized funding structure of public schools also creates incentives against certain types of housing, such 
as affordable housing, that could lower the value of the local tax base.85, 86 

Although economic incentives like these drive local control of education, racialized motives are also a 
major factor. Through local control, residents of affluent jurisdictions—who are disproportionately White—
can avoid sharing resources with other school districts and have discretion to allocate funding across 
schools within their district. One of the most extreme forms of exerting local control is the secession of a 
community from an existing school district.87 In these instances, Black and Hispanic communities, with 
lower home values and less taxable wealth, endure higher effective tax rates to fund schools.35 Historically 
and presently, these mechanisms have served to benefit majority-White schools over majority non-White 
schools. This has led researchers to conclude that “school finance is deeply implicated in contemporary 
racial subordination”88 and that “[…] just as race seems to be an influential undercurrent in welfare policy 
and debate, so too does it appear to influence school finance litigation and reform.”89 While this conclu-
sion is supported by other research, education scholars have urged analysts and policymakers to consider 
equity in education funding in a more nuanced way—including the extent to which funding is adequate 
to reach certain educational goals and the amounts of funding provided by different levels of govern-
ment—instead of by simplistically assuming that the main driver of inequity is local financing of schools.90, 

91 

By collectively severing themselves off, wealthy communities can better control property tax rates, 
regulate where and how education dollars are being spent within their school district, and alter the 
socioeconomic status of their schools through a redistricting process. If social closure motivates 
school district secession, this practice may equate to opportunity hoarding (Tilly 1999) and a means 
to command resources as a collective.

—Cooperstock, 2022, p. 1980 (emphasis added)87

Analyses of school finance reforms (SFR)—defined as changes in state funding for schools in response 
to litigation challenging adequacy and equity in school funding—that occurred between 1990 and 2010 
suggest that SFR can increase state aid for school funding, particularly for districts with large proportions 
of racial/ethnic minority students. Reductions in local funding for schools partially offset the increases in 
state aid, but the overall effect is an increase in funding for schools with large shares of minority  
students. Other analyses of SFR that occurred between 1990 and 2014 find that they can increase funding 
for low-income districts, but there is large variation across states. States without SFR also made changes 
in school funding formulas and spending similar to those in states with SFR.92

School finance reform, including the role of state and federal funding to offset local property tax contribu-
tions, has reduced racial/ethnic inequities in overall expenditures in most states, though some differences 
remain, more commonly by race than by income.93-97 Some research even suggests that funding dispari-
ties by race are smaller in areas of higher segregation, attributing this result in general to compensatory 
state and federal funding policies.98 

Although federal and state funding helps equalize spending across school districts, equal funding does 
not result in equal outcomes. What is needed is not equal funding, but equitable and adequate funding—
in other words, progressive funding that can create similar educational opportunities and address the 
family, school and neighborhood factors that produce adverse educational outcomes in schools with large 
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shares of students from low-income and minority families.90, 91 Although the question of what constitutes 
“adequate” school funding is open to debate, some researchers have modeled the “per-pupil funding 
levels required (i.e., adequate) to achieve the ‘benchmark’ common goal of national average math and 
reading scores” and concluded that “districts serving large absolute or relative shares of Black/Hispanic 
students are dramatically more likely than disproportionately white districts to be funded inadequately.”35 

One form of progressive funding, currently used in the Boston Public Schools, is an Opportunity Index 
that identifies schools with high concentrations of student need. The Index combines information on 
“student’s home neighborhood, such as safety; income and education levels; and physical environment. 
It also calculates factors specific to individual students and their families, such as the socioeconomic 
status of the family, and student attendance rates and academic achievement” into a single measure that 
is then used to allocate special discretionary funding from the district as well as funding for school-based 
opportunities donated by community partners. This innovative funding mechanism acknowledges the 
effects of neighborhood stressors in influencing student wellbeing and success and consciously acts to 
counteract them through supplemental funding.99 

Notably, civil rights groups have highlighted that compensatory funding for disadvantaged districts can 
create disincentives for inter-district integration plans when low-income “sending” districts lose funds 
allocated based on their number of low-income students. To prevent this problem, civil rights groups 
suggest mechanisms that “split” the funding attached to a low-income student between the sending and 
receiving district in some manner. Similarly, they advocate that schools within a district not be penalized 
for reducing poverty concentration or at least that decreases in funding be phased in over time.100

It is also important to acknowledge that even progressive funding may not outweigh the benefits of 
attending lower poverty schools and living in lower poverty neighborhoods. A study of students living in 
public housing in Montgomery County, MD who were randomly assigned to housing in either relatively 
low or high poverty schools and neighborhoods found that, over time, the effects on educational out-
comes of being in lower poverty schools and neighborhoods exceeded the benefit of an allocation of an 
extra $2,000 per pupil to higher poverty schools used for a number of research-based interventions.63, 101 
Given our society’s unfortunate history of allowing segregation under the disguise of “separate but equal,” 
as well as continued exclusionary attitudes on the part of parents of children in advantaged districts,102 the 
issue of remedying racial/ethnic inequities in education with more funding should always be examined 
with great caution. 

In response to the severe educational setbacks and exacerbation of educational inequities brought about 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, the federal government provided $122.8 billion to states and districts through 
the Elementary And Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund (ESSER III). As a condition for receiving this 
funding, recipients had to agree to maintenance of equity provisions, designed to ensure that “funding 
supports the students who have been subject to longstanding opportunity gaps in our education system 
and have also experienced the greatest impact from the COVID-19 pandemic.”103 As the last of these funds 
need to be spent down by September 30, 2024, it is an important time for schools and districts to keep 
equity in the forefront of their funding decisions both now and after the ESSER III funding has ended.104 

Reforming school financing conclusions: Progressive funding can help create more equitable educa-
tional opportunities and address the family, school and neighborhood factors that produce adverse edu-
cational outcomes in schools with large shares of minority and low-income students. Indices like the Child 
Opportunity Index can be used to identify high-needs or low-resource neighborhoods, and students who 
live in those neighborhoods can then be allocated special discretionary funding. School financing reform 
may also not be enough to mitigate gaps in educational outcomes, but it can be used alongside other 
measures such as increasing student mobility to lower poverty schools and neighborhoods.



64

Reforming school assignment
School assignment policy is another factor linking housing and residential segregation. Most school  
districts are tied to local jurisdictions and their resources, and most often school assignment policies re-
strict school attendance to the neighborhood where a student lives or to a nearby one. Therefore, housing 
segregation between jurisdictions and between neighborhoods feeds school segregation.86, 105-107 Further-
more, residential and school segregation can create a vicious cycle. Because of the strong association 
between parent socioeconomic status and student test scores, scores are generally higher in wealthier 
communities.108 Higher income families then often rely on those scores, commonly publicized by real 
estate agents, as an indicator of school quality and use their economic resources to buy into wealthier 
communities, perpetuating the cycle.86 Racial and economic segregation are also perpetuated by the 
ways in which privileged parents decide which are “good” schools: not through research of school traits 
but via the opinions of other high socioeconomic status parents. As a result, “the most coveted schools are 
. . . those schools without low-income students or students of color.”109 
 
Given the mechanisms that tie residential segregation to school segregation and inequities in school 
funding and school quality, there are two general policy strategies to reduce inequities in access to edu-
cational opportunity. First, policies that weaken the link between home values in a jurisdiction and school 
funding—for example, state school finance reforms discussed above—have helped reduce the associa-
tion between home values and school quality. Second, policies that allow families to attend a school that 
is not in their immediate neighborhood, referred to as school choice policies, also weaken the link be-
tween neighborhoods and school quality. These policies may be intra-district, allowing students to attend 
schools outside their neighborhood but within their school district, or inter-district, allowing students 
to attend schools in another district. Choice policies take on a wide variety of forms including magnet 
schools, open enrollment (either within or across districts), controlled choice plans, charter schools or 
vouchers. While some policies are intentionally integrative, such as controlled choice plans, others can 
be either integrative or segregative, depending on their design and implementation. In many cases, 
vouchers, charter schools and unrestricted open enrollment plans have been found to increase segrega-
tion.86,110-113 Historically and presently, two strong motivations for school vouchers are resistance to school 
integration and the privatization of schools.114 

Despite the Supreme Court ruling that overt use of race in school assignment is unconstitutional,115 
race-neutral mechanisms can still result in reduced school segregation and mitigate its effects.116  
These include the siting of schools and drawing of attendance boundaries in such a way as to include a 
diverse student body; controlled choice plans that rely on socioeconomic or neighborhood characteris-
tics rather than a student’s race; magnet schools that draw a diverse student body from across a district 
or broader area; intentionally integrative charter schools; and inter-district plans, such as those that have 
been used successfully in Hartford CT, that break down the segregation between city and suburban  
districts.117 Furthermore, to benefit all children and not just the advantaged, school choice programs must  
empower and proactively inform families who face barriers to participation and provide necessary trans-
portation.118, 119 Efforts to desegregate schools often face vicious resistance—the flip side of resistance to 
inclusionary zoning. In the most extreme form, this entails the succession of communities from existing 
school districts, increasing segregation, separating children further racially and economically, and often 
pulling resources away from the district that is left behind.120, 121 

Reforming school assignment conclusions: It is clear that housing and school segregation are inextri-
cably intertwined and that both must be confronted in order for all children to thrive in two of their most 
formative environments. While certain housing interventions, like the provision of a housing voucher with 
mobility assistance, can lead to fairly rapid improvement in a family’s neighborhood and school, other 
housing policies, such as zoning reform, will take a longer time to have a substantial effect, likely too long 
for many of today’s children who struggle in segregated and concentrated poverty schools. Given enough 
political will, school desegregation policies can potentially happen much more quickly, freeing students 
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from the imposed boundaries keeping them segregated. Improving equity in neighborhood and school 
opportunity for all children requires the continued development and funding of a range of school choice 
and other pro-desegregation policies including integration planning and implementation grants,  
magnet schools and transportation. Additional measures in the right direction include new inter-district 
integration plans, charter schools intentionally focusing on integration, such as those in the Diverse  
Charter Schools Coalition, and considering geographic placement of newly constructed schools and 
drawing of attendance boundaries to maximize integration. Appropriate legal measures should be taken 
to counter actions that further segregation and hoard educational resources, such as the secession of 
wealthy communities from existing school districts and the use of vouchers that separate children, often 
transferring needed resources from struggling public schools to private hands.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• 	Poverty reduction: Child poverty is often geographically concentrated in areas with large propor-
tions of Black and Hispanic children. The expansion of the Child Tax Credit (CTC) in 2021 demon-
strated that ambitious anti-poverty policy can reduce child poverty equitably. A new, permanent 
expanded and inclusive CTC with certain policy design elements could meaningfully reduce child 
poverty and poverty concentration. These elements include being fully refundable, eligible for  
families with little or no income, and available to children without Social Security numbers.

• 	Housing: Historically, U.S. housing policy has created and entrenched residential segregation by 
race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status. Equitable housing policy demands that the federal gov-
ernment affirm fair housing rules and adequately fund, implement and enforce them. Enhancing 
the Housing Choice Voucher program and housing mobility programs can facilitate families’ moves 
to neighborhoods with higher child opportunity. Incentivizing subsidized housing construction in 
higher opportunity neighborhoods is also important. Finally, state and local jurisdictions should 
limit restrictive zoning laws that exclude children or make it impossible to build multi-family or 
affordable housing in higher opportunity areas, especially those close to transit. 

• 	Education: Residential segregation and school segregation are deeply intertwined. Localized 
school financing entrenches opportunity hoarding and segregation. School finance reform has 
helped equalize funding, but it is not enough. Creating equitable educational opportunities  
requires adequate and progressive funding. School desegregation programs, such as those that 
allow students to attend a school that is not in their immediate neighborhood, and inter-district 
integration plans, may be the fastest methods through which young people can access educational 
opportunity; they should be incentivized and promoted.
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Conclusion

All children deserve to have healthy and happy childhoods and the resources they need to grow into  
thriving adults. They deserve quality schools, clean air, parks and playgrounds, access to health care  
and community nonprofits, economic security—all of the conditions that make up a healthy neighbor-
hood environment. These characteristics can have a positive impact on a child’s life. Over the past several 
years, the importance of neighborhoods for healthy child development has become more recognized 
in public discourse—and so too have the ways in which neighborhoods are unequal due to segregation. 
With the launch of the Child Opportunity Index 3.0, we hope to call attention not only to the extent of 
these neighborhood inequities, but also to the importance of neighborhoods for children’s health and 
wellbeing—so that policymakers, health leaders, community organizations and funders can use this data 
to advance equity.

Neighborhoods matter for children’s health and development, expectations for the future, education and 
adult outcomes. Research evidence has found associations between lower neighborhood opportunity and 
adverse health conditions including asthma and obesity; greater rates of hospitalization and emergen-
cy room usage; and mortality. Other research has found associations with lower kindergarten readiness, 
reading and math achievement, adult earnings and educational attainment. Neighborhoods can also 
be a powerful force for equity—or for inequity. Historically, policies such as redlining and racial covenants 
segregated neighborhoods by race/ethnicity, limiting Black, Hispanic, immigrant and low-income fami-
lies’ ability to access educational, health and wealth-building opportunities. Today, policies like restrictive 
zoning maintain that segregation and its effects. 

The Child Opportunity Index (COI) 3.0 maps, measures and compares the neighborhood features that 
matter for healthy child development. Combining 44 indicators across three domains (education, health 
and environment, and social and economic), the COI provides a single metric of child opportunity for each 
of the 73,000 neighborhoods (census tracts) in the U.S. It is available for all years from 2012 to 2021, allow-
ing us to monitor whether and where children’s neighborhoods are improving over time. The COI is the 
only multidimensional index designed specifically to measure how well neighborhoods support healthy 
child development today.

With the Child Opportunity Index 3.0, we find that neighborhood opportunity is not equitable. Across the 
100 largest metropolitan areas, children have very different levels of access to healthy neighborhood en-
vironments. In some metro areas, such as San Jose, CA, and Bridgeport, CT, children tend to live in neigh-
borhoods that are rich in educational, socioeconomic and health and environmental resources—and in 
some metro areas, such as McAllen and Brownsville, TX, children tend to live in neighborhoods with very 
few of these resources. Naming the “highest” and “lowest” opportunity metros, however, paints over the 
inequities that exists within metro areas. These inequities are often just as wide—or wider—as the ones 
across metros. For example, some metro areas, including Milwaukee, WI, and Cleveland, OH, have op-
portunity gaps between their highest and lowest opportunity neighborhoods that are wider than those 
between the highest and lowest ranked metros across the entire country. Metros like these hoard oppor-
tunity in select neighborhoods. Resources that support healthy child development are available in the 
metro area, but not accessible to all children. Other metro areas, including Provo, UT, and Fayetteville, NC, 
tend to share opportunity across neighborhoods. 
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There are also vast racial/ethnic inequities. We find that, in the 100 largest metro areas, the typical White  
child or Asian child lives in a neighborhood with many resources for healthy development (Child  
Opportunity Scores of 74 and 77, respectively), while the typical Black child or Hispanic child lives in a 
neighborhood with limited resources (Scores of 30 and 33, respectively). These racial/ethnic inequities can-
not be explained by family income. In the 100 largest metros, Black and Hispanic children in poverty are 3.1 
and 2.9 times more likely, respectively, to live in very low-opportunity neighborhoods than White children 
in poverty.

These differences in neighborhood opportunity can have lifelong consequences. Using COI 3.0 data, we 
find strong associations between neighborhood opportunity and adult outcomes. In the 100 largest met-
ros, life expectancy is six years longer in very high-opportunity neighborhoods (82 years) than it is in very 
low-opportunity neighborhoods (76 years). In some metros, such as Dayton, OH, and Birmingham, AL, 
that gap is as large as 10 years. Lower rates of adult diabetes, obesity and limited physical activity, as well 
as greater socioeconomic mobility, are also associated with higher levels of neighborhood opportunity.

The differences in neighborhood opportunity are so profound that it is as if children in the United States 
are growing up not in one country, but in five different nations. These “Five Americas” are not always geo-
graphically contiguous, but the neighborhoods within each one often have more in common with each 
other than they do with others just a short distance away. For example, the Very Low-opportunity nation 
has a median household income of about $45,000 and a high school graduation rate of 81.2%; in contrast, 
the Very High-opportunity nation has a median household income of about $135,000 and a high school 
graduation rate of 93.9%. Compared to their shares of the child population nationally, Hispanic and Black 
children are vastly overrepresented in the Very Low-opportunity America, and White children are overrep-
resented in the Very High-opportunity America. 

The segregation that underlies racial/ethnic inequities in neighborhood opportunity was, in large part, 
created and maintained through policies designed to hoard opportunity to benefit Whites, primarily 
White homeowners. While certain policies, such as exclusionary zoning and school attendance zones 
rigidly tied to students’ neighborhoods, continue to reinforce segregation, other policies serve to counter 
these forces and further equity. Support for some these policies seems to be on the rise due to concerns 
about economic development, lack of affordable housing and the environment—and perhaps because of 
concern about inequities. Zoning reform, including the ending of single-family only zoning in some states, 
fair housing enforcement, programmatic changes to the Housing Choice Voucher and Low Income Hous-
ing Tax Credit program, as well as the expansion of source of income anti-discrimination laws all serve to 
foster open communities, despite often forceful and vocal opposition. 

School finance reform has cut the rigid ties between local tax base and school funding in many areas, 
helping equalize how funding is distributed. Still, the level of funding achieved for high-need schools may 
not yet be sufficient to provide an adequate and equitable education for all students. The challenges 
experienced by low-income, largely minority schools go beyond what can be addressed by funding alone. 
Changes in school attendance policies have also loosened the link between neighborhoods and schools, 
for both good and bad. Certain policies, such as controlled choice plans and integrative magnet and char-
ter schools, have helped counter segregation, while some voucher, charter and open enrollment policies 
have strengthened it. 

Other policies can help offset some of the inequities in families’ economic situations. Among these  
are an expanded and inclusive Child Tax Credit, building on the expanded Child Tax Credit of 2021, which 
would provide meaningful relief to the lowest-income families and reduce child poverty and poverty  
concentration.
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With this report, we have presented the first of what will likely be many analyses using the Child  
Opportunity Index 3.0 to examine inequities in children’s neighborhood opportunity and how those  
inequities translate to outcomes. We encourage researchers to use COI 3.0 to examine how inequities  
in neighborhood opportunity relate to inequities in child outcomes by race, ethnicity and other character-
istics such as immigrant status. We encourage nonprofits, state and local government agencies, grant-
makers and other organizations to use the COI to advance equity—to identify lower-opportunity  
neighborhoods in need of resources and also to identify neighborhoods which may be beneficial  
destinations for families seeking to move to higher opportunity. 

The racial/ethnic inequities we find in neighborhood opportunity are not random—but nor are they  
inevitable. In the same way that policies and practices created the widespread opportunity gaps within 
and across metros, so too can policies and practices dismantle them. We look forward to working  
together with Child Opportunity Index users to advance racial/ethnic equity in our neighborhoods,  
so that all children can have the healthy and happy childhoods they deserve and be prepared to thrive  
in adulthood.
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