
Urban Affairs Review
2015, Vol. 51(5) 726 –746

© The Author(s) 2014
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/1078087414544461

uar.sagepub.com

Research Note

The Imagined  
Self-Sufficient 
Communities of HOPE 
VI: Examining the 
Community and Social 
Support Component

Deirdre Oakley1, James Fraser2,  
and Joshua Bazuin2

Abstract
The physical redevelopment of Housing Opportunities for People 
Everywhere (HOPE VI) communities has been accompanied by efforts to 
remake the people who live in them. Through a variety of community and 
supportive services (CSS) programs, residents are offered job training, 
homeownership classes, and support to develop savings accounts with 
the goal of moving them toward fuller participation in the private housing 
market. By examining how CSS have been offered in Nashville and Atlanta, 
we make the claim that HOPE VI has had limited impacts in its people-based 
goals fundamentally because the overall CSS concept focuses on driving 
residents to participate more fully in labor and housing markets. Supportive 
services are insufficient in scope and resources to buffer the effects of the 
market on residents, except for a small number who come into the program 
already well positioned to succeed. As such, HOPE VI’s failures are not a 
problem of implementation but of design and conception.
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Introduction

Between 1993 and 2010, the federal government’s Housing Opportunities 
for People Everywhere (HOPE VI) grant program has been used in cities 
across the United States to tear down and rebuild severely distressed pub-
lic housing. During the HOPE VI process, public housing residents are 
moved from their units which are then demolished to clear the way for 
redevelopment into mixed-income communities. While the program is 
premised on the purported benefits of poverty deconcentration, critics 
claim that it does not meet the needs of many of the families who are dis-
placed during the process (for review, see DeFilippis and Fraser 2010). 
From this perspective, HOPE VI can be conceptualized as a neoliberal 
policy that individualizes risk for public housing residents while creating 
opportunities for cities to decrease their public housing portfolio through 
the transformation to mixed income communities. Oftentimes, this has 
resulted in few former residents returning to the redeveloped sites and 
many ending up residing in other high-poverty areas (Goetz 2003; Oakley 
and Burchfield 2009).

During this time period, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) awarded more than $6 billion in HOPE VI grants to 190 
housing authorities across the country (Castells 2010). Based on lessons 
learned from HOPE VI, in 2010, legislation was implemented to expand 
upon the program by replacing it with the Choice Neighborhoods initiative. 
Both of these HUD programs are premised on the idea that creating economi-
cally integrated neighborhoods improves the lives of residents as well as the 
conditions of the surrounding community. Therefore, understanding the ways 
in which the Community and Supportive Services (CSS) component of 
HOPE VI was organized and implemented has implications for current HUD 
initiatives, including Choice Neighborhoods.

HOPE VI is a complex program that has undergone various transitions 
since its inception, but there has been a consistent set of goals that it seeks to 
fulfill. The place-based goals include the recapitalization of public housing 
after decades of disinvestment, replacement of a large portion of subsidized 
housing units with market rate to produce a mixed-income setting, transfor-
mation of public housing occupancy rules so that only those who are working 
or in education programs may reside in them, and, where possible, the eco-
nomic revitalization of the immediate surrounding neighborhoods in which 
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these complexes are located. The people-based goals include attracting 
higher-income people to relocate into HOPE VI developments to occupy 
market-rate units, and moving public housing residents into education and 
work with the anticipated goal of having them transfer to private-sector rental 
or homeownership (Joseph, Chaskin, and Webber 2007).

To help achieve the people-based goals, HOPE VI required public housing 
authorities (PHAs) to include support services to the public housing residents 
affected by redevelopment at least until the grants funds were spent. The 
objective of this CSS component was to move low-income, public housing 
residents into better employment and economic situations—that is, gain eco-
nomic self-sufficiency. It was assumed that CSS programs would play an 
important role in preparing these public housing residents for participation in 
the formal economy and meeting their related personal needs in a manner that 
supports sustained employment. These services varied widely by location but 
generally included on-site referral services including job training and place-
ment, child care, health promotion, homeownership classes, savings incen-
tives, and a variety of other program elements.

To date, evidence on the success of CSS programs indicates that they are 
not, on the whole, very effective in terms of meeting their overall objectives.1 
In particular, there has been a lack of meaningful change in employment and 
wealth accumulation for subsidized renters in HOPE VI developments (Levy 
and Kay 2004; Levy, McDade, and Dumlao 2010; Levy and Wolley 2007; 
Popkin et al. 2004; Popkin, Levy, and Buron 2009; Theodos et al. 2010). 
While studies identify specific program characteristics that are particularly 
effective or problematic, few case studies have illuminated the reasons why 
CSS programs tend to occupy a marginal position of importance in relation to 
other components of HOPE VI. Where programs have been more successful, 
they have either invested considerably more resources in providing services 
or created an intentionally participatory service delivery model. This article 
provides case examples from two very different CSS programs in Nashville, 
Tennessee, and Atlanta, Georgia, to begin to better theorize the largely unac-
knowledged failures of HOPE VI in policy circles. More specifically, we 
argue that the perennial failure of CSS programs to meet the needs of low-
income residents involved in the HOPE VI program cannot be written off to 
imperfect implementation but instead to the fact that the market logic the 
“mission” of providing residents with Community and Supportive Services 
became narrowly focused on those already connected to the formal economy. 
Thus, the imagined territory of HOPE VI as a space where self-responsibiliz-
ing behavior can be enacted through CSS conceals a “creaming” process 
embedded within the power relations between residents and PHAs.
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HOPE VI, CSS, and Neoliberalism

The transformation of public housing through HOPE VI must be placed in 
the context of attendant wider political-economic shifts that have occurred in 
the United States and worldwide. The rise of neoliberalism as an overarching 
ideology about the role and practice of government has characterized much 
policymaking since at least the 1980s. An emphasis on the private market and 
less trust in the place of government in assuring well-being and development 
characterize the neoliberal turn. In the neoliberal state, the welfare provisions 
accorded to citizens by government are increasingly rolled back, and a new 
technology of governance that favors full integration of all sectors of life into 
an economic market is rolled out (Peck and Tickell 2002). Where possible, 
service provision itself, even when financed by government, is privatized to 
nonstate actors, a feature of many HOPE VI sites that have private developers 
and private managers. These shifts are accompanied by a moral discourse 
around poverty and development which characterize public housing residents 
as burdens on the state who must be moved out of dependence on welfare and 
subsidized housing toward independent housing obtained through the 
market.

Some of the central features of HOPE VI are distinctly neoliberal. 
Particularly, the primacy of employment, both as a qualification for moving 
in to the complex and in terms of training programs and education for better 
work, is a clear signal of neoliberal ideologies of governance at work. The 
move toward a human capital–based approach to poverty reduction, which 
involves equipping poor people with skills so that they can successfully find 
jobs and end their dependence on government assistance, creates individuals 
who are ultimately personally responsible for their own economic well-being. 
Its aim is to create an economic subject who can successful integrate into the 
market. In so doing, it fails to question that structure and the conditions that 
led to the individual’s material poverty in the first place. The importance of 
personal responsibility, self-discipline, and the individualization of risk take 
primacy over more nuanced understandings of how the political economy of 
the modern age creates and sustains poverty (Rose 1996).

The emphasis on mixed-income complexes is another indicator of the neo-
liberal nature of HOPE VI. The inclusion of units for middle- and upper-
income households has several goals (Joseph, Chaskin, and Webber 2007). 
First, the presence of such households is supposed to help low-income resi-
dents locate new job opportunities through social networking and develop 
better work ethics through observation, though the extent to which this actu-
ally occurs is debatable. Second, high-income residents have the spending 
power and the cultural capital necessary to attract better amenities to the site, 
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improving quality of life for all residents and hopefully spurring redevelop-
ment of the surrounding neighborhoods. Finally, market-rate units are meant 
to generate income which helps the housing complex as a whole minimize 
the extent to which it is dependent on continued government subsidies. But 
there is a “human capital” component to this as well: specifically, that income 
mix is assumed to generate positive social space where employment rather 
than dependence is emphasized. This emphasis on employment, the extent to 
which capital rather than democratic deliberation and planning becomes the 
agent of change, and the importance placed on reducing government subsi-
dies in the name of sustainability are all neoliberal aspects of HOPE VI’s 
mixed-income nature. Thus, essentially, the purpose of the CSS program is to 
assist the low-income residents in entering and remaining in the labor market. 
The gap we fill in the literature is providing examinations of two CSS pro-
grams to illustrate these points.

The Case Examples

We present two case studies from two HOPE VI cities: Nashville and Atlanta. 
The CSS component was implemented very differently in each site, though 
each represents an approach widely utilized by other housing authorities. 
Nashville represents a more state-centric approach by keeping CSS services 
within the PHA, while Atlanta represents a more private-sector outsourcing 
approach by outsourcing the CSS component. And yet, both had a modest 
impact on self-sufficiency. It is important to note that our narrative does not 
seek to provide extensive empirical evidence to the limitations of the CSS 
component—much of which has already been done—but instead seeks to 
utilize these two very different case examples to look at the broader policy 
implications of how these programs resulted in such modest outcomes.

In Nashville, data come from a larger mixed-method study on HOPE VI 
that utilized in-person surveys, in-depth interviews, and archival materials 
including media reports, grant proposals, and other administrative records 
and reports, as well as geospatial data regarding neighborhood change. The 
research team also interviewed personnel from the organizations that pro-
vided various services to HOPE VI residents. While the response rate was 
low—only 5 of the 71 organizations that committed to provide services to 
HOPE VI residents responded—these 5 represent the largest service organi-
zations at three of Nashville’s four sites, and 2 served as coordinators of 
monthly meetings around service provision in HOPE VI sites. In Atlanta, 
information was culled from administrative reports and other secondary 
sources including Congressional testimony on the housing authority’s CSS 
program provided by the Integral Group’s founder Hope Boldon. Integral 
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was the nonprofit that was contracted to implement the CSS component 
known as the Human Services Management Program (HSMP). In addition, 
information on levels of economic self-sufficiency among former public 
housing residents comes from published material on two studies conducted to 
assess how residents were doing post relocation.

Community and Supportive Services in Nashville

Since 1997, 4 of Nashville’s 11 total family-style public housing complexes 
have been redeveloped using federal HOPE VI grants. Unlike many HOPE 
VI projects around the country that outsourced a variety of components to 
private-market developers, Nashville’s Metropolitan Development and 
Housing Agency (MDHA) retained control of all aspects of the HOPE VI 
process, including physical construction, rental management, and the provi-
sion of social services.

MDHA’s supportive service offerings included case managers to assist 
families moving out of the neighborhood and to support new applicants once 
they moved in. For its first two HOPE VI sites, MDHA used HUD funding of 
about $4,000 per household (MDHA 1997, 1999). Subsequently, MDHA 
(2002, 2003) privately raised about $1,200 per household for CSS provision 
at its two last HOPE VI sites after HUD grants were capped at $20 million, 
which covered only a portion of the physical redevelopment of the sites. In all 
cases, the sums MDHA spent on CSS were supplemented by additional com-
mitments of services for residents on the part of independent agencies valued 
at in the millions of dollars. Commitment letters were included in the grant 
proposals as a signal to HUD of MDHA’s ability to leverage additional money 
to support the HOPE VI process and the range of services that had been 
assembled to encourage self-sufficiency. Both the HOPE VI grant money and 
the leveraged resources from community organizations were time-bound 
commitments, usually lasting no longer than two years, but MDHA sought to 
plan for sustainability by partnering with agencies which had long histories 
of working in the affected communities, sometimes for as long as several 
decades. Thesepartnerships included those with governmental organizations 
such as schools, universities, and municipal social services, as well as an 
affiliate nonprofit organization which sought grants from private donors.

HOPE VI in Nashville had some limited success in helping residents 
improve their earning power and move into the private housing market. Like 
many other such projects around the country, each of the sites had programs 
to encourage saving, including helping residents open escrow accounts and 
matching any money the residents deposited into the account (PHA Interview 
1). In addition, residents are not required to pay increased rent when they get 
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jobs with higher salaries, for the difference is also diverted to the escrow 
account (PHA Interview 5). At the time of our interview with the site man-
ager at the newest HOPE VI complex in Nashville, four families had pur-
chased their own homes and moved out in the 18 months the complex had 
been open (PHA Interview 5). Other residents were well on their way to start-
ing businesses, completing vocational training, and reaching other significant 
milestones (Resident Interviews SL27, SL23).

Despite these modest successes, residents often report serious challenges 
in meeting the self-sufficiency goals of the program. One family had moved 
into HOPE VI from a traditional public housing complex. They had previ-
ously been homeless. While the husband in this family was disabled, the wife 
was capable of working. As part of vocational training offered through HOPE 
VI, she trained as a sterilization technician and got a job at a local medical 
center. While the job came with good benefits, it did not pay particularly 
well, and the couple openly mused about needing to spend the rest of their 
lives in public housing (Resident Interview JHH01). Similarly, many other 
residents reported that they faced difficulty making any progress saving, in 
part because of the significant utility costs associated with occupancy; utility 
costs had been subsidized in non–HOPE VI public housing.

These anecdotes of limited success belie some serious problems with the 
implementation of HOPE VI–related social services in Nashville. There are 
significant problems with capacity at both MDHA and the service providers. 
At three of the four sites, there was a single, large nonprofit that provided 
many of the services to the public housing complex and neighboring com-
munity. At two sites, the nonprofits experienced financial shortfalls and were 
forced to considerably scale back efforts; one provider closed the local branch 
completely. While the HOPE VI process was incidental to their struggles, the 
reliance of the CSS plans on these central providers meant that the full range 
of services was not available to residents. More worrying, we could see no 
evidence of the PHA working to replace services that were cut.

MDHA’s reluctance to patch holes in the promised tapestry of services 
offered to HOPE VI relocatees and current residents underscores the agen-
cy’s lack of effort to engage with other leading nonprofits in the neighbor-
hood. At one site, the local family resource center has been working in the 
neighborhood for over a century. It had a large facility, including a “shopping 
mall” of office space in which other providers interested in working in the 
neighborhood could have a base of operations. During the planning, move-
out, and move-in phases of the redevelopment, this family resource center 
and MDHA cohosted meetings of nonprofits to coordinate service delivery. 
However, once the new residents had moved in, these coordination meetings 
largely ceased (Provider Interview 4), a story that was echoed at another site 
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(Provider Interview 1). Not only have coordination activities between non-
profits come to an end, but this particular nonprofit, with its extensive experi-
ence in the neighborhood, felt sidelined by MDHA. Several other minority-led 
service providers with extensive cultural knowledge of these neighborhoods 
have also been sidelined (Provider Interviews 4, 5). Their efforts to reach out 
to new residents have met with little cooperation, and they have felt that 
MDHA has prioritized partnerships with nonlocal nonprofits to provide ser-
vices geared toward self-sufficiency to residents. However, our attempts to 
verify that these nonneighborhood-based groups had actually provided the 
services they committed to in the HOPE VI grant application were problem-
atic; none of the agencies collected data about their services targeted specifi-
cally at HOPE VI residents, and it was impossible to see how the agencies 
themselves, MDHA, or HUD had promoted accountability around the com-
mitments that had been made as part of the grant applications. The lack of 
accountability is further compounded by a lack of evaluation about the effec-
tiveness of CSS implementation. MDHA established clear, measurable 
benchmarks for its HOPE VI efforts and partnered with a local university to 
evaluate all aspects of the program. However, the CSS-related outcomes 
were not a significant part of the evaluation.

Partnerships with more specialized service providers have also been prob-
lematic. Our interview with the lead vocational training organization in the 
county revealed that a satellite location they once had in a HOPE VI com-
munity closed, because the demographics of the neighborhood had changed 
sufficiently with HOPE VI and surrounding gentrification that it no longer 
qualified for federal funding targeted at very low-income neighborhoods 
(Provider Interview 3). Moreover, the organization had had few contacts with 
MDHA in the preceding year, again calling attention to the lack of effort to 
coordinate CSS activities in the medium and long term. The lack of contact 
could be deeply problematic: this agency had recently completed a study of 
the labor market in Nashville and projected a set of career options they 
thought would be in high demand in the future. Unfortunately, few of the job 
training programs promoted to residents by HOPE VI managers fell within 
these categories.

Even if the vocational training opportunities offered to residents had been 
adequately targeted to labor market needs and provided more meaningful 
skill sets to residents than lower wage, semiskilled positions, residents still 
face significant barriers to long-term employment. There are no programs to 
help residents have access to reliable transportation, and public transportation 
in Nashville is poor, particularly during evenings and weekends, times when 
people working shifts or in the customer service industry might need it most. 
Moreover, there is a shortage of affordable child care opportunities in the 
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neighborhoods that host HOPE VI sites. Residents with children repeatedly 
told us that the lack of quality child care options and the significant expense 
of day care made it very difficult to sustain their involvement in the work-
force. While space was allocated for day care at one HOPE VI site’s com-
munity center, no such opportunities existed at the other sites. Furthermore, 
no agency provided subsidized child care spaces, so work remained a chal-
lenge for many Nashville HOPE VI residents (Resident Interview JHH03, 
JHH05).

Not only has MDHA been ineffective at developing relationships with 
other entities to improve service delivery to residents but also their own 
efforts have been anemic at best. At the newest complex, they built a new 
office building and community center as part of the redevelopment. Several 
offices were constructed for nonprofits to have a presence at the site, but 
these offices remain vacant three years after they were completed. While 
these years have represented fiscal challenges to many nonprofits, MDHA 
appears to have made little effort to entice service providers to this space. 
Worse yet, its own efforts at case management have been hampered by bud-
get cuts, such that the entire site of 225 families is being served by a half-time 
case manager. The Family Self Sufficiency program at the site is at full 
capacity, but there is space for only 65 families. Moreover, when residents 
themselves have asked for space to hold a Narcotics Anonymous meeting, 
they were refused, in part because management did not believe that any resi-
dents would have drug problems. Attempts to convince the PHA to purchase 
school supplies for neighborhood children have also been rebuffed. The only 
activities the residents’ association has been permitted to do are things like a 
back-to-school festival, movie nights, and holiday parties. Their ability to 
influence PHA decision making, to provide input on their own needs, and to 
help craft responses to those needs is severely limited.

Community and Supportive Services in Atlanta

Unlike Nashville, where HOPE VI redevelopment did not impact all the tra-
ditional public housing offerings, Atlanta used HOPE VI and Section 18 of 
the amended Housing Act of 1937 to get rid of its entire project-based hous-
ing stock. By early 2011, Atlanta became the first U.S. city to eliminate all of 
its remaining traditional public housing, no longer owning nor operating any 
large family developments (Popkin et al. 2012). In addition, through the evo-
lution of public housing elimination—particularly via HOPE VI—in contrast 
to Nashville, Atlanta’s CSS component had very strict benchmarks. Between 
1996 and 2004, Atlanta became known as an innovator in public housing 
transformation through HOPE VI initiatives. During this period, the city 
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demolished 13 traditional public housing projects and built 10 nationally 
acclaimed mixed-income projects. In early 2007, the Atlanta Housing 
Authority (AHA), the fifth largest in the country, announced plans to demol-
ish all remaining family public housing as well as two senior high rises 
(Husock 2010). About 10,000 residents were relocated since 2007, bringing 
the total since 1994 to 50,000. Almost 70% of the residents were relocated to 
private-market rental housing with the help of a Housing Choice Voucher, 
another 15% moved back into the new mixed-income HOPE VI communi-
ties, and the remainder either moving without any subsidy or into non-AHA 
project-based Section 8 or Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) hous-
ing (Popkin et al. 2012).

This evolving context with greater reliance on private rental market subsi-
dies meant that the AHA had to rethink its case management and social sup-
port strategies to comply with CSS requirements, because the existing in-house 
services no longer met the needs of the relocated residents (Glover 2009). The 
revamped CSS centered around a public–private partnership with the Integral 
Group LLC and became known as the Human Services Management Program 
(HSMP). According to its founder Hope Boldon (2011),

The HSMP is the outgrowth of original efforts of The Integral Group LLC, 
(Integral) and AHA to fulfill the mandate of HOPE VI, which provided funds 
and required parallel development tracks for both the people and real estate in 
recipient communities. While the real estate and financing models were hailed 
as successful, upon examination of the results, Integral was not satisfied with 
the first efforts to support the development of residents. So with agreement 
from AHA and lessons from those efforts, the HSMP was created (p. 34).

The design of HSMP emerged out of findings from a survey conducted by 
AHA in 1992 revealing that while there were over 100 social service pro-
grams serving residents at Techwood Homes, this community had some of 
the worst statistics concerning crime and educational attainment in the 
Southeast (Boldon 2011). The foundation of HSMP incompliance with CSS 
requirements centered around moving families to self-sufficiency through 
employment and/or improved educational opportunities. The program was 
implemented in 2002 in the three initial HOPE VI communities, and then, it 
was incorporated into the AHA’s Quality of Life Initiative (QLI) as a key 
component of the Authority’s Moving to Work (MTW) model, approved by 
HUD in 2003 (AHA 2004). In 2005, the HSMP program expanded not only 
to the new HOPE VI sites but also to more specifically address the complex 
set of issues that families relocated to private-market housing faced, includ-
ing barriers to transportation and child care, as well as dealing with landlords 
and higher utility bills (Boldon 2011; Glover 2009).
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The MTW Demonstration was established by HUD in the late 1990s to 
give PHAs greater regulatory freedom and flexibility to design and test vari-
ous approaches for providing and administering housing assistance that (1) 
reduce cost and achieve greater cost-effectiveness in federal expenditures; 
(2) provide incentives to families with children where the head of household 
is working, seeking work, or is preparing for work by participating in job 
training, educational programs, or programs that assist people to obtain 
employment and become economically self-sufficient; and (3) increase hous-
ing choices for low-income families (HUD 2010). There are currently 33 
PHAs across the country designated as MTW sites. According to HUD 
(2010),

MTW is currently the only HUD program through which public housing 
authorities can wholly transform their operations, programs and housing. The 
broad flexibility to waive statute and regulations allows these agencies to better 
serve and house their residents and broader communities while streamlining 
their internal operations (p. 66).

Although each MTW site differs in its design, all have some kind of work 
requirement. In Atlanta, all able-bodied adults in any type of AHA subsidized 
housing must be employed or “moving to work” through educational pro-
grams. The overall goal is for every family member to successfully obtain 
economic self-sufficiency (AHA 2004). Thus, a key component of HSMP is 
assisting residents in reaching this goal (AHA 2011).

According to Boldon (2011), HSMP departs from other PHA’s CSS pro-
grams in that it does not replace existing providers. Instead, HSMP coordi-
nates with other providers in terms of tailoring support services to meet each 
household’s needs. This is facilitated through the AHA Service Provider 
Network (SPN), established by the Authority during the 2005 fiscal year. The 
network includes a wide variety of local support services to connect AHA-
assisted families to employment, training, educational, and other mainstream 
opportunities (AHA 2005, 2012). The HSMP program is guided by perfor-
mance benchmarks concerning resident self-sufficiency, connection to sup-
portive services, and success at residing in the private rental market as well 
as sustained involvement in the workforce (AHA 2005).

To achieve these resident outcomes, HSMP revolves around four core 
principles: (1) intensive case management, (2) ongoing “life counseling and 
coaching,” (3) connections to quality resources through SPN, and (4) promo-
tion of personal responsibility. Pivotal to this effort are the HSMP Family 
Support Coordinators (FSCs) who not only coordinate supports from other 
service providers but also meet with family members at least once a month 
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for between 27 months and 5 years, depending on the level of support needed 
(AHA 2005). Typically, these meetings require home visits and involve step-
by-step guidance toward the achievement of short and long-term self-suffi-
ciency goals (Glover 2009).

Congressional testimony by Boldon (2011) states that the program is both 
cost-effective and scalable primarily because of the low administrative costs. 
Specifically, while over 80% of costs were for direct labor, there were signifi-
cant savings achieved in all other administrative areas. The average cost per 
family per month over the entire period, including direct payments for educa-
tional support, transportation, and initial child care, is $170, with the total 
price tag for the program since 2002 at $27 million. As Boldon (2011) stated, 
“The costs for other PHAs starting implementation of a similar program 
would have to be based on the number of residents being served and local 
cost of living”( p. 38).

The program has been lauded among social conservative and neoliberal 
constituencies because of its similarities to the Social Reform efforts of the 
Victorian Era concerning human transformation. In fact, in a 2010 City 
Journal piece, Howard Husock, contributing editor and director of the 
Manhattan Institute’s Social Entrepreneurship Initiative, commended the 
AHA’s efforts at “transform[ing] the dysfunctional behavior that condemns 
people to languish for years in public housing . . . and recreate a culture of 
ambition and discipline.” Husock argues that HSMP is a prime example of 
the “new paternalism” approach to social-welfare programs characterized by 
“close supervision of the dependent” (see Mead 1997) to achieve the long-
term goal of self-sufficiency.

How effective is this approach? According to a longitudinal study con-
ducted by Boston (2005) under contract with the AHA, evidence suggests 
that relocated families do better with support. In addition, the AHA (2011) 
reported that 69% of the assisted heads of households are employed. But 
there really is no concrete evidence that this is because of the counseling. 
After all, residents who are not compliant can lose their housing assistance. 
Even Boldon (2011) acknowledged this:

The development and inclusion of a lease addendum to the leases signed by the 
residents receiving housing assistance, and which laid out the work requirement, 
accompanied by access to support, was a critical part of the original framework 
that allowed for the successful implementation of the HSMP (p. 39).

At the same time, the attrition rate continues to decrease, suggesting that 
HSMP is effective at job retention. In 2007, about 23% of the assisted resi-
dents were noncompliant with the work requirement; by 2009, this percentage 
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had decreased to 12 (Husock 2010). Boldon (2011) had many individual sto-
ries of success:

In 2006 we worked with a resident who was ambitious but stuck, because she 
had not completed high school, had a daughter, had moved from one low 
paying job to another, and could not juggle the demands of life with no support. 
The exercise of developing her Personal Life Wealth Plan allowed her to set 
interim goals and see the path ahead clearly. We referred her to subsidized 
childcare services close to a GED center and she was able to complete the 
preparation and get through that exam. She then registered in the local Technical 
College for the course in Childcare Training. The college had a center on site 
which enabled her to have her daughter close for free. Today, after doing a few 
more classes along the way, she owns her own home, and is Deputy Director 
for a Childcare Center in the City (p. 40).

Yet, there is little evidence—at least as of yet—to suggest that HSMP is 
moving residents out toward self-sufficiency. An ongoing longitudinal study 
conducted at Georgia State University (GSU), which has been following a 
sample of relocated residents since 2008, found that the average monthly 
income of Atlanta’s public housing residents was just over $800 prior to relo-
cation, and this did not change much after relocation (Ruel et al. 2010). This 
very low level of income puts these former public housing residents well 
below the federally established poverty line and therefore in need of a hous-
ing subsidy while employed. A major reason for this, according to the GSU 
study, is the low educational attainment of the residents prior to relocation. 
Ironically, the requirement to have full-time employment preempts the ability 
of the residents to further their education level. This study also found that six 
months post relocation, families reported increases in borrowing money to 
pay bills (from 41% pre relocation to 60% post) and increases in mild-to-
moderate financial strain (Georgia State University Urban Health Initiative 
2011).

Another issue is sustainability of the program. Funding for HSMP came 
from HOPE VI grants. As mentioned earlier in the article, the HOPE VI pro-
gram ended in 2010, replaced by a much smaller scale Neighborhood Choice 
demonstration. In addition, according to HUD (2010), MTW was designed as 
a temporary response to the ongoing need for a “sustainable public housing 
platform” (HUD 2010). The MTW Demonstration will expire in 2018. Thus, 
despite the low administrative costs of HSMP, questions remain about how 
HSMP will continue to be funded. As Boldon (2011) acknowledged,

. . . this work is not easily funded through private sources after the Authority’s 
service contracts end. [We are] in the process of developing a non-profit to 
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enable it to seek foundation funding and ensure that this work is sustainable in 
the long term (p. 5).

Funding issues have not been lost on the Authority. In fact, the AHA’s FY 
2013 MTW Implementation Plan includes the development of an endowment 
through the sale of some of the land where the traditional public housing was 
demolished to establish an in-house version of HSMP (AHA 2012). This 
raises further questions about increased administrative costs as well as the 
sustained feasibility of bringing in-house a previously outsourced program.

Discussion

A very charitable view of these two efforts to provide supportive services to 
HOPE VI residents would say that they are a modest success. For example, 
in Nashville, there is very limited evidence that some residents have become 
financially self-sufficient, moved toward homeownership, and experienced 
higher quality of life. Nashville maintained a halfhearted traditional service 
delivery model that seems to have fallen by the wayside as the physical side 
of HOPE VI redevelopment came to an end. In the case of Atlanta, evidence 
indicated an increasing compliance level to program criteria: more residents 
have jobs. Atlanta had a more innovative suite of wrap-around services, but 
as with Nashville, there are significant concerns as to the long-term sustain-
ability of the initiative. That said, the successes are far more modest than 
many HOPE VI proponents had hoped for.

For many PHAs, like that in Nashville, HOPE VI is about the redevelop-
ment and recapitalization of their physical plant; the CSS requirements are 
peripheral to the core functions of property management. HUD has encour-
aged such an orientation through a relative lack of oversight of the CSS pro-
cess and failing to hold PHAs accountable for the provision of adequate 
services. In Atlanta, the PHA tried harder to create a program to meet HOPE 
VI’s people-based goals by more directly attaching it to employment require-
ments. But these support services were time limited and really did not lead to 
increases in income post move from public housing. Thus, in both cases, 
despite the differing orientation, organization, and effort, CSS fails to address 
many of the significant barriers to employment that long time public housing 
residents experience in a sustainably effective way.

Because of the overall low educational attainment of many former public 
housing residents, educational programs and job training programs available 
through HOPE VI are oriented toward producing lower wage, semiskilled 
workers (i.e., obtaining a general education diploma [GED] and some voca-
tional training). While this is an improvement over not having a high school 
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diploma and the even lower wage, nonskilled positions that are usually avail-
able to people in such circumstances, these jobs are not adequate to help the 
majority of HOPE VI residents move into self-sufficiency or private home-
ownership. For example, in Nashville, the state housing agency estimates that 
a single wage earner needs to make approximately $20 per hour to afford to 
purchase a median-priced home in the area and requires a salary of over $15 
per hour to afford to rent an average two-bedroom apartment (Tennessee 
Development and Housing Authority 2010). This is about the same in the 
Metropolitan Atlanta region. Clearly, for a nurse’s assistant making $11 per 
hour, even a modest apartment or home is a significant financial stretch, and 
for those working minimum wage jobs, even getting out of subsidized hous-
ing is impossible. HOPE VI, therefore, equips people to be the working poor, 
able to get and hold down a job but unable to accumulate wealth or have suf-
ficient resources to afford private-sector housing with any security.

But more specifically, what our two case examples clearly illustrate 
despite their very different approaches is how CSS can be used as a stealth 
tool, regardless of how unintentioned, to individualize risk. Residents are told 
that they need to take personal responsibility for their poverty. The govern-
ment will rather provide some resources to help them work themselves out of 
poverty by “investing” in them. This investment is dependent on a number of 
conditions that are difficult for many former public housing residents to meet 
without additional help. It is also time bound, with a limited window for resi-
dents to achieve self-sufficiency before being excluded from the program. It 
is also conditional on residents continually enacting a tableau to prove their 
submission to the program that has been set out for them. It is tightly based 
on theories of poverty that focus on the individual and the underclass—that 
is, blind of broader structural barriers.

There can be no doubt that HOPE VI’s CSS are intended, at least in some 
part, to help residents improve their economic and personal well-being, but 
another agenda is also being perceived. We need only look at the types of 
programs that are encouraged and implemented in HOPE VI’s CSS to see 
clear signs that a neoliberal agenda is being pursued in the guise of a benevo-
lence: incentives to save up a down payment, programs to help repair or 
establish credit ratings, workshops on basic home repairs, and training to get 
marginally better paying work are all features of the neoliberal form of citi-
zen who is, above all, disciplined into full participation in the market and 
especially into bearing debt (see Gill 1995). The fact that more participatory 
governance models or support for complex problems like addiction are not 
part of the standard CSS offerings only serves to reinforce this point, for 
these programs are only of secondary importance in preparing people for the 
market. The great drive toward the market has no time for discussion or 
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dissent. Moreover, it has few places for those who need too much support; it 
is as if an implicit cost-benefit analysis is done, finding those who cannot get 
to the point of the homeownership and mortgage holding with minimal effort 
not worth the more significant “investment” it would take to remake them 
into debt-capable citizens. Gill (1995) called this trend a form of social and 
economic triage.

All that being said, it is important to note that the implementation of neoliberal 
ideologies are always uneven, imperfect, and negotiated, taking place across 
multiple scales (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Peck 2002). Indeed, the neoliberal 
policy transformation of the last three decades has focused on replacing the 
national welfare state with “privatized localism and globalized deregulation” 
(Peck 2002). While the basic parameters of CSS are mandated by the federal 
government as a condition of the grant, the actual form and function depend 
almost entirely on the local PHA and its formal and informal partners. In some 
ways, describing this downscaling as neoliberal flies in the face of the 
community development scholarship of recent decades, where the “local” is 
seen as more participatory and more nimble to the needs of people in affected 
communities. However, relatively little about HOPE VI is local, and the 
choices PHAs have in formulating unique programming that could adequately 
meet needs are constrained by federal requirements. These constraints are 
explicit in the sense of how CSS proposals are scored by HUD. While increasing 
emphasis has been placed on the evaluation of CSS planning in the HOPE VI 
grant process, they are also looking for “proven,” “high-quality” program 
designs that leave little opportunity for innovation and local participation. This 
actually might be the basis for Atlanta’s strict benchmarks. But accountability 
is basically what the PHA reports to HUD, nothing more. Therefore, in 
assessing CSS from a broader theoretical perspective, we must recognize the 
agendas of urban growth elites that tend to reflect and often reproduce extra-
local (i.e. state and federal) implicit goals of inner-city revitalization – goals 
that do not necessarily prioritize the residents themselves (see Peck, 2002; 
Peck and Tickell, 2002; Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Fraser et al. 2003; and 
Logan and Molotch, 1987.

There is no inherent reason that private, market-conforming investments 
geared toward improving the physical plant of public housing and living 
experiences of its residents—even if such redevelopment processes include 
support services—should or must create meaningful self-sufficiency for 
those who find it difficult to integrate with the market. Moreover, the neolib-
eral push toward a disciplined citizenship in which people are expected to 
participate as fully as they can in the market takes place in a context where 
incomes for a great number of Americans have remained steady or decreased 
in real terms for several decades, despite steeply rising housing costs. In this 
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context, HOPE VI creates new strata of inequality by choosing to “empower” 
a small number of people who are relatively easy to help and then leaving 
them adrift in market conditions that are hardly conducive to financial or 
general well-being.

That we see so few other options is perhaps an indication of the degree to 
which neoliberalism has not only become the dominant policy orientation of 
the last 30 years, but also has changed our understanding about the legitimate 
and potential roles of government in society (see also Peck and Tickell 2002). 
To the uncritical eye, HOPE VI and its CSS serve to empower poor people, 
giving them the tools they need to fish for themselves (to quote a somewhat 
hackneyed proverb). However, if society is invested in creating truly self-
sufficient people from the “dependent” poor, we must do better than to equip 
them to participate more fully in the market. Fuller participation in the market 
must be accompanied by stronger, not weaker, safety nets to support those 
who fail to successfully integrate to it. At the same time, we must reformulate 
the relationship between capital, management, and labor, such that people are 
paid more for the work they do, at least in as far as wages compare with hous-
ing costs. Only under such conditions could programs like HOPE VI’s CSS 
operate to create real independence and well-being.
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Note

1. Case studies from a variety of cities reveal many challenges to the successful 
implementation of the CSS plans even as they increased in importance via U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) criteria. For example, 
in Durham, North Carolina, and Boston, Massachusetts, public housing authori-
ties had little in-house expertise in providing these types of services, and they 
decided to contract out services to a main service provider (Collins et al. 2005; 
Curley 2010; Fraser 2008). In Durham, the contractor failed miserably during 
the first year of the project to set up a system to serve residents (Fraser 2008). 
The housing authority eventually terminated the contract and set up its own sys-
tem. Similar delays were experienced in multiple other cities, as for-profit devel-
opers tried to take on social service delivery, a task with which they had little 
experience (Joseph 2010). Likewise, the Urban Institute’s HOPE VI (Housing 
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Opportunities for People Everywhere) Panel Study and HOPE VI Tracking Study 
have revealed weaknesses within the overall approach with the provision of 
social services as part of HOPE VI redevelopments (Levy and Kay 2004; Levy, 
McDade, and Dumlao 2010; Levy and Wolley 2007; Popkin 2010; Popkin, Levy, 
and Buron 2009). Two HOPE VI sites provide examples of more effective social 
service integration into the mixed-income housing redevelopment focus of the 
program. In Seattle, the Rainier Vista redevelopment process extensively included 
existing residents in the planning and implementation of both the relocation and 
supportive services processes (Reid, Liebow, and O’Malley 2006). Likewise, 
The Chicago Housing Authority partnered with multiple community service 
organizations, foundations, and researchers to develop the Chicago Family Case 
Management Demonstration (CFCMD) that had some success (Popkin 2010).
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