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Problem: Mixed-income housing is a popular strategy used by planners, developers, and 
government agencies to simultaneously revitalize blighted urban neighborhoods and 
preserve affordable housing for low-income residents. However, the term mixed-income 
is not consistently defined so there is no clear understanding of what mixed-income 
housing is, what characterizes it, and how mixed-income projects differ from one 
another. Planners and policymakers are making important decisions about whether and 
how to pursue this urban redevelopment strategy without knowing the kinds of housing 
mixes available. 
 
Research Strategy: We constructed a dataset of all 260 HOPE VI mixed-income 
redevelopment projects, analyzed grant announcements, and obtained HUD internal 
records. Using the data, we conducted a descriptive analysis of income mixes across 
projects. Based on this analysis and previous studies of income mixing, we developed a 
framework for categorizing key aspects of mixed-income housing.  
 
Findings: We identify four key dimensions for distinguishing current and future 
approaches to mixed-income housing: allocation – the proportion and range of incomes 
included in projects; proximity – the spatial scale at which income mixing is intended; 
tenure – the balance between rental housing and homeownership units; and duration – the 
amount of time projects remain mixed-income based on funding restrictions.  Planners 
can influence the nature of mixed-income housing projects by making choices about the 
range of options offered within these dimensions. We show that HOPE VI developments 
vary dramatically across all of them. We also highlight additional characteristics that may 
affect the broader community: 1) rate of resident return; 2) development size; 3) building 
type; 4) neighborhood characteristics; and 5) race/ethnicity. 
 
Takeaway for Practice: Planners need to understand the four dimensions to clarify the 
tradeoffs involved in decisions about mixed-income housing projects. Ultimately, this can 
help planners better design and plan projects that balance social goals and local 
conditions. 
 
Key Words: Mixed-income housing; housing redevelopment; public housing; affordable 
housing; HOPE VI   
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Introduction 
 

Mixed-income housing is often touted as a politically, socially, and financially 

viable approach to replacing deteriorated urban areas with safe, attractive housing for 

economically integrated communities. Since the early 1990s the federal government has 

adopted mixed-income housing as a high-profile, $6 billion strategy for redeveloping 

public housing (Popkin et al., 2004; Schwartz, 2014). Although observers believe mixed-

income housing can address social and economic problems, much prior work finds that 

low-income residents experience few benefits (Chaskin & Joseph, 2015; Goetz, 2005; 

Kleit, 2005).  

Many government agencies have adopted mixed-income housing as a planning 

strategy without carefully examining—or even defining—what mixed-income housing is, 

what characterizes it, and how mixed-income projects differ from one another. This 

oversight makes it impossible to assess if projects work and how they compare because, 

at a fundamental level, there is little agreement on what constitutes mixed-income 

housing. In practice, planners and policymakers are making important and expensive 

decisions about whether and how to pursue this urban redevelopment strategy without a 

clear understanding of the kinds of housing mixes available.  

In this paper, we illuminate the practice of mixed-income housing by analyzing 

the complete set of redevelopment projects funded through the U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban Development’s HOPE VI program. HOPE VI encouraged local 

governments to partner with private developers to demolish deteriorated public housing 

(i.e., housing built by and operated by the public sector for low-income households) and 

to replace it with redeveloped communities serving a broader range of incomes. The 
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program evolved over time from a focus on addressing problems in public housing to 

revitalizing neighborhoods (Goetz, 2003; Zhang & Weismann, 2006). Although new 

grants for the program ended in 2010, HOPE VI is the largest single source of mixed-

income communities; mixed-income housing continues to be widely implemented 

beyond public housing redevelopment.  

We identify four dimensions for categorizing mixed-income projects, based on 

HOPE VI data analysis and prior case studies: 1) the proportion and range of incomes 

included in the mixed-income project, 2) the geographic scale at which income mixing is 

intended, 3) the balance between rental housing and ownership offered in mixed-income 

projects, and 4) the amount of time that projects are expected to remain mixed-income 

based on funding restrictions. Several additional project and resident characteristics help 

differentiate various mixed-income housing projects, and may also markedly influence 

the nature and viability of the resultant community: 1) rate of resident return; 2) 

development size; 3) building type; 4) neighborhood characteristics; and 5) 

race/ethnicity.  

We find a wide range of income mixes emanating from the same federal program. 

Most HOPE VI projects devote the majority of their units to low-income public housing 

residents. This finding contrasts with popular conceptions about mixed-income housing 

based on prior research that studied individual projects featuring substantial numbers of 

market rate units. Since researchers seek to assess the socio-economic outcomes of 

mixed-income developments for residents, communities, and larger neighborhoods to 

guide planning decisions, it makes a difference which types of mixing are attempted.  
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The four dimensions of housing mix are useful because they highlight the areas 

where planners, developers, and elected officials have the most discretion to shape a new 

community. Setting out these dimensions enables proponents of new mixed-income 

communities to more readily see the diversity of potential approaches. Having the 

categories also helps local, state, and regional planners and national policy analysts to 

systematically compare, contrast, and evaluate different mixed-income projects.  

We recommend that planners use the dimensions to better understand the ways 

that mixed-income projects can affect low-income residents and to plan mixed-income 

projects that better fit local needs. But we first need a common vocabulary for discussing 

the types of projects that have been developed before researchers and analysts can 

continue to conduct research on the best ways for planners and decision-makers to make 

those local decisions. This paper provides that valuable common vocabulary.  

 

Previous Efforts to Describe Mixed-Income Housing 

 For at least two decades, the chief area of agreement about the definition of 

mixed-income housing is that there is no agreement. Back in the 1990s, a HUD official 

and a housing analyst flatly stated that, “There is no accepted definition of mixed-income 

housing” (Khadduri & Martin, 1997, 35). Others observed that, “the term does not carry a 

formal definition in the housing field” (Brophy & Smith, 1997, 5), “there is no standard 

definition in the research literature for what constitutes ‘mixed-income’ housing” (Holin 

et al., 2003, 42), and that “no industry standard exists” (Epp, 1996, 574). A widely cited 

article, entitled “Mixed-Income Housing: Unanswered Questions,” made clear that the 

definition counted as one of those unresolved issues: “The term mixed-income housing 
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can refer to many different kinds of housing” (Schwartz & Tajbakhsh, 1997, 73). The 

definitional morass continues. By 2013, housing analysts could not pin down a useful 

definition, because “what counts as mixed income varies considerably” (Levy et al., 

2013, 16). 

Housing analysts, and even developers, have offered their own descriptions of 

mixed-income housing but these vary.1 Some have tried to operationalize the concept to 

describe housing developments where 20% or more of families are below 30% of area 

median income (AMI) and 20% or more are above 50% AMI (Holin et al., 2003). Others 

believe mixed-income projects consist of one-third public housing, one-third affordable 

housing, and one-third market-rate units (Baron, 2009). Some offered more normative 

perspectives, viewing mixed-income housing as a means to a particular social end, 

including locating low-income families with children in close proximity to resources and 

positive role models (Khadduri & Martin, 1997). Ultimately, many researchers accept the 

very general framework that “mixed-income housing means a deliberate effort to 

construct and/or own a multifamily development that has the mixing of income groups as 

a fundamental part of its financial and operational plans” (Brophy & Smith, 1997, 5). 

However, this almost tautological description offers little information about other 

important characteristics that may distinguish mixed-income housing and on which local 

planners can and should focus.  

 Prior work sought to identify some of the components of mixed-income 

developments but this has tended to be on a rather piecemeal basis. Public housing 

redevelopment into mixed-income housing can be characterized by the relative presence 

of poor residents and their level of poverty (Vale, 2013). Mixed-income housing typically 
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brings low-income families and higher income households to live together on the same 

site; spatial proximity is believed to be an important factor that affects social interactions 

and expectations among residents (Kleit, 2005; Shamsuddin & Vale, 2015), although we 

have found no studies that explicitly compare housing developments that separated 

income groups into discrete buildings with those where households with widely-differing 

incomes lived directly next door to one another. Previous work hypothesized that 

homeowners make larger financial, social, and political investments in their homes and 

neighborhoods compared to renters (for a review, see Rohe & Stegman, 1994). 

Differences in housing tenure might diminish opportunities to develop social 

relationships in mixed-income housing because renters and homeowners are likely to 

operate in different social networks (Kleit, 2005). Mixed-income housing can also be 

classified by the different types of subsidies used to make housing units affordable to 

low- and moderate-income families (Holin et al., 2003; Khadduri & Martin, 1997). These 

subsidies include continued public housing funding under an Annual Contributions 

Contract, time-limited federal Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) that guarantee 

affordability for 15-30 years, and state affordable housing voucher programs with their 

own time limits (Khadduri et al., 2012; Schwartz, 2014). 

There is another set of mixed-income development aspects that vary considerably 

with -- and are deeply rooted in -- the local context, which makes them harder for 

researchers to systematically categorize and for local planners to change. The percentage 

and characteristics of former residents who return to the redeveloped site may influence 

displacement, resident satisfaction, and perceptions of safety (Shamsuddin & Vale, 

2016). Local conditions, including the capacity of stakeholder groups, may influence 
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broader neighborhood development outcomes (Fraser & Kick, 2007). Urban designers 

argue that built environment characteristics including building type and development 

scale are important considerations for any project, especially public housing 

redevelopment, because they may affect social behavior (Calthorpe, 2009). Finally, the 

racial and ethnic composition of residents and the surrounding neighborhood may raise 

concerns about social isolation and segregation (Popkin et al., 2004; Vale, 2013).  

However these factors have not been analyzed for all projects in a systematic fashion.  

Mixed-income housing is intended to generate social and political benefits for 

residents. Existing literature theorizes that the presence of higher-income households may 

lead to: 1) increased social capital for low-income residents; 2) direct or indirect role 

modeling of social norms for work and behavior; 3) informal social control leading to 

safer and more orderly communities for everyone; and 4) gains for the broader 

community through enhanced engagement of political and market forces (Joseph, 2006; 

Joseph et al., 2007). However, this rationale makes no distinctions among the variety of 

mixes that have been tried.   

Evaluations of mixed-income housing tend to focus on a single case study or a 

handful of cases, overlooking the potentially broad range of projects encompassed by the 

mixed-income label. Previous work has often noted that low-income families living in 

HOPE VI mixed-income projects experienced few perceived benefits of income mixing, 

thereby casting doubt on this housing strategy (Chaskin et al., 2012; Joseph et al., 2007; 

Kleit, 2005; Oakley, Fraser, & Bazuin, 2015). However, past studies have examined 

isolated cases concentrated in a few cities, including Atlanta, Boston, and Chicago 

(Chaskin & Joseph, 2015; Graves, 2011; Tach, 2009; Vale, 2013). There are HOPE VI 
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mixed-income projects in over 130 cities across the country that also need to be 

considered in evaluating mixed-income housing. Moreover, if one also considers mixed-

income initiatives that go beyond HOPE VI, the variety of approaches gets even greater, 

as shown by research conducted by the National Initiative on Mixed Income 

Communities (NIMC, 2015).  

During the past twenty years, there has been considerable growth in the popularity 

of and faith in mixed-income approaches to urban revitalization and affordable housing, 

even as most empirically-based scholarship of the resultant communities has found 

significant problems. Mixed-income housing strategies have been adopted in major cities 

and small towns but, despite spending more than $6 billion on the federal mixed-income 

HOPE VI program, we lack a comprehensive characterization of these projects. This 

article categorizes the elements that can be mixed to create mixed-income housing and 

applies those categories to projects built under the HOPE VI program. 

 

Investigating Mixed-Income Housing 

 In this paper, we analyze the mix of housing subsidies across 260 projects; 

identify the distinguishing characteristics of mixed-income housing projects; and 

organize these characteristics into four key dimensions that categorize the differences 

among approaches to mixed-income housing. We focus on HOPE VI projects because 

these constitute some of the earliest, sustained attempts at income mixing, reflect a 

national effort to create mixed-income housing, feature data on a comprehensive set of 

developments, and demonstrate the challenge of including the lowest income members of 

society in mixed-income housing.2 To identify the different types of income mixing, we 
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use U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) records and data on the 

complete set of 260 projects funded by the HOPE VI program between 1993 and 2010. 

We also collected and analyzed grant history and funding information on mixed-income 

redevelopment projects from “HOPE VI Revitalization Grant Summaries” and “HOPE 

VI Revitalization Grant Recipient Individual Fact Sheets” published by HUD. In 

addition, we obtained reporting summaries created and used by the HUD Office of Public 

Housing Investments to track and record progress on all HOPE VI mixed-income 

redevelopment projects, a data source that had not previously been made available to 

researchers. The reports include project-level information on the amount of grant funding 

awarded and disbursed, sources of other funds, and the number of housing units 

constructed and demolished.  

We next conducted a descriptive analysis of the proportion of redeveloped units 

allocated to three mutually exclusive categories: 1) public housing, defined as deeply-

subsidized units under an Annual Contributions Contract (ACC) where residents typically 

pay only 30 percent of their income; 2) affordable housing, defined as units that receive 

some non-ACC shallow subsidy3 such as Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC); 

and 3) market rate, defined as units that do not receive any subsidy and are intended for 

higher income residents who can afford to pay the going rent in a local market. These 

categories reflect the basic division of all housing units into large subsidy, small subsidy, 

and no subsidy. We analyzed the data to calculate descriptive statistics on the range and 

distribution of these three unit types across all projects.  
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Based on our review of the literature, we identified four key variables for 

categorizing mixed-income projects. The HUD material provided data on some 

dimensions but did not contain information on all potential variables of interest.  

 

The Wide Range of Income Mixes 

Mixed-income housing has become nearly synonymous with HOPE VI but the 

lack of consistency in the way that income mixing has been defined is reflected in the 

diversity of its 260 projects. Figure 1 graphically conveys the multiplicity of mixed-

income practice in terms of levels of subsidy; it reveals, for the first time, that the range 

of income-mixing practice nationwide has been quite extreme. Looking only at the 

percentage of units allotted for occupancy to public housing residents in HOPE VI 

developments (shown in blue), Figure 1 shows a remarkably broad array of practices: 

projects range all the way from those with no public housing units to those with all public 

housing units, including 5 percent of developments that have fewer than one-fourth of 

units allocated to public housing residents, and fully 40 percent that have kept public 

housing residents in the minority. But—at the opposite end of the spectrum--another 13 

percent of HOPE VI developments are entirely devoted to public housing occupancy.4  
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Figure 1: Variety of Income Mixes in 260 HOPE VI Developments 

 

Figure 1 reveals the surprising fact that 60 percent of HOPE VI developments 

have a majority of units allocated to public housing residents. This finding runs counter 

to prevailing ideas about mixed-income housing. The chart also shows there is a large 

amount of variation in the distribution of units that are not allocated to public housing 

residents. The affordable components of these mixes (shown in red) range from 0% to 

more than 80% of units. The market-rate components (shown in green) range from 0% to 

more than 60% of units. Even though the trend is toward increasingly lower proportions 

of public housing during the course of the HOPE VI program iterations (see Table 1), 

taken overall public housing units still predominate. 
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Table 1:   
Time trends in the allocation of units in HOPE VI mixed-income housing developments, 
organized by year of grant 
 
 

 
Percentage of units allocated to various categories 

  Public Housing Affordable Market Rate 
Up to 1995 79% 13% 9% 
1996-2000 60% 30% 10% 
2001-2005 56% 31% 14% 
2006-2010 48% 40% 12% 
 
 
Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding. 

 

Four Dimensions of Mixed-Income Housing 

 We have identified four key dimensions that apply to mixed-income housing 

projects: 1) distribution of units by subsidy type (“allocation”); 2) spatial separation of 

income mix (“proximity”); 3) distribution of homeownership versus rental units 

(“tenure”); and 4) time limits for subsidies that preserve the income mix (“duration”). 

Taken together, these dimensions account for many of the variables that developers and 

housing agencies can control when choosing an approach to mixed-income housing.  

 

1. Allocation 

 Allocation refers to the distribution of low-income housing units and other 

housing units included in a mixed-income project. The concept of allocation is thus 

shorthand for the first key question that local planners should ask about a mixed income 

project: What is the range of subsidy levels included in the project, and what proportions 

of various income groups are thereby represented? Since mixed-income projects do not 

keep or report full data on resident incomes, allocation is most commonly expressed by 
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categories that refer to the type of subsidy: public housing, affordable housing, and 

market-rate housing. Translated into a rough proxy for income, however, public housing 

can be seen as housing for those with incomes that are typically less than 30 percent of 

AMI, affordable housing as serving those with 40-60 percent of AMI, and market-rate 

housing as serving those with at least 60 percent of AMI but often much higher. Public 

housing and affordable housing thus target those with extremely-low or moderately-low 

incomes, whereas the portion of a mixed-income project given over to market rate units 

targets those with higher incomes (see appendix for a discussion of measurement 

challenges). 

As Table 2 shows, mixed-income developments can be categorized as places that 

either do or do not house public housing residents as the majority.5 And, within that 

division, the non-public housing portion can be characterized as having either more 

affordable housing or more market-rate units. In turn, this two-by-two matrix provides a 

way to name these four types of allocation: Low-Income Skew; Polarized Low-High; 

High-Income Skew; and Broad Continuum.6  
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Table 2: HOPE VI Allocation Mixes 
 

  
Remaining Units 

  

More Affordable Than 
Market Rate Units* 

More Market Rate Than 
Affordable Units 

Public 
Housing 

		     
		 Low-Income Skew Polarized Low-High 

> 50% 52%  7% 
of Total Units (n=135) (n=17) 

		   		

		     
< 50%  Broad Continuum High-Income Skew 

of Total Units 30% 12% 
		 (n=77) (n=31) 
		   		

 
 
* 33 cases where there are exclusively public housing units have been added to the 
category of “More Affordable Units Than Market Rate Units”. The one case where 
affordable units and market rate units are equal in number has been included with the 
“More Affordable Than Market Rate Units” subset.  There are no cases with exactly 50% 
public housing. 
 

The Low-Income Skew, which describes 52 percent of HOPE VI cases, refers to 

projects that overwhelmingly house residents whose income is below 60% of AMI, 

typically public housing residents but also those in Low-Income Housing Tax Credit 

(LIHTC) units. The HOPE VI development at North Beach Place in San Francisco 

exemplifies this approach, since it includes one-for-one on-site replacement of all 229 

public housing units that were demolished on-site coupled with an additional 112 

apartments targeted to working poor families, all with incomes below 60 percent of AMI. 

In contrast to the Low-Income Skew, the Polarized Low-High mix features a 

sharp disparity between a majority of extremely low-income households and another 
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group paying market rates, with the middle tier of affordable housing de-emphasized. 

Only 7 percent of HOPE VI cases fit this category. Examples include efforts in places 

such as Boston’s Maverick Landing and Orchard Gardens, both of which reserved at least 

75% of apartments for public housing, with nearly all of the remainder offered at market 

rates.  

A third form of allocation, the High-Income Skew, connotes developments where 

public housing residents are in the minority, and where most of the other units are offered 

at market rates. Twelve percent of HOPE VI developments fit into this third variant, 

exemplified by Fischer Homes in New Orleans. Rebuilt as two-thirds market-rate rentals, 

the remaining one-third was divided equally between public housing rentals and 

subsidized low-income homeownership.  

Finally, the Broad Continuum mix refers to developments with a minority of units 

allocated to public housing households, but where more of the remaining households 

receive a shallow subsidy (usually resulting from LIHTC) than pay market rates. The 

remaining 30 percent of HOPE VI developments fit this description. Broad Continuum 

developments include many of the mixed-income communities carried out under the 

Chicago Housing Authority’s Plan for Transformation (now known as Plan Forward).   

Basic decisions about allocation may carry substantial consequences for residents and 

their neighborhoods. Projects with the first two types of allocations may help avoid 

displacement by preserving low-income communities and valued social ties that existed 

in the neighborhood prior to the mixed-income development project. Projects with the 

latter two types of allocations may encourage retail development or contribute to ongoing 

processes of neighborhood change and gentrification.  
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2. Proximity 

 Proximity refers to the geographic area over which intended income mixing is 

defined and proposed to occur. It is a way to ask the question: What is the smallest spatial 

scale at which members of different income groups are intended to interact?   

 

Table 3: Degree of Income Mixing Proximity 

 

 
Separation by: 

 

 
Category of Spatial Mix 

 
Apartment 

 

 
Intimate 

 
Floor 

 

 
Middle-Distance 

 
Building 

 

 
Segregated 

 

Note: HUD does not collect data about the proximity of income mixes. 

 

As Table 3 demonstrates, income mixing within a development can be structured along a 

continuum of different spatial scales, with separation measured by the relative proximity 

of the mixing. At the most intimate end of the spectrum, all or most of the units in a 

development can be mixed on the same floor of a building.  Other developments can take 

a more middle-distance approach to mixing: developers can allocate different subsidy 

types to different floors in all or most buildings, although existing case studies of mixed-
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income developments suggest that this practice is unusual. And, finally, at the most 

segregated end of the continuum, units containing different subsidy types can be 

separated into different buildings across all or most of a given project site. The categories 

are not mutually exclusive, however; some developments may combine intimate mixes in 

some buildings with other buildings that are segregated according to income or subsidy-

type.  

Planning decisions about the proximity of households from different income 

groups all carry implications for social relations among residents. To mix incomes by 

units on the same floor of a building, or by floors within a building, each suggests a fine-

grained approach that maximizes potential interaction between households of different 

income levels.7 These opportunities for interaction may help build social capital among 

residents and lead to information sharing about employment opportunities. Separating 

income groups by building, or by building type (e.g., by offering townhouses to market-

rate occupants but not to those with subsidies), makes the social distinction between 

groups much more architecturally visible. These forms of separation may promote social 

isolation that mixed-income projects are intended to mitigate.  

Despite the important social implications of decisions about how far to separate 

housing units carrying different subsidy types (which are therefore likely occupied by 

residents with different incomes), HUD did not collect and report data about this aspect 

of income mixing.  It is a key dimension that developers and housing officials can and do 

control so hopefully there will be future academic studies of HOPE VI developments 

comparing intimate income mixes with projects that separate their types of subsidy into 

discrete buildings.  
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3. Tenure 

A third important dimension for describing the types of mixed-income housing is 

tenure. This engages the question: What proportions of the development are devoted to 

rental housing and homeownership?  

Table 4: HOPE VI Tenure Mix 
 
 
Tenure Type 

 
% of cases 

 
Type of Mix 

 
Rental Only 
 

 
25% 

(n=64) 
 

 
All Rental 

 
At Least 2/3 Rental but 
Some Ownership 
 

 
57% 

(n=148) 
 

 
Renter-Skewed 

 
Between 1/3 and 2/3 Rental 
 

 
17% 

(n=44) 
 

 
Renter-Owner 

Balance 

 
At Least 2/3 Ownership but 
Some Rental 
 

 
1% 

(n=3) 
 

 
Owner-Skewed 

 
Ownership Only 
 

 
0% 

(n=1) 
 

 
All Ownership 

    
   Total           260  
 
As Table 4 suggests, tenure patterns in mixed-income communities can vary across the 

full continuum from rental to ownership. That said, HOPE VI proponents proposed fully 

25 percent of all developments entirely for occupancy by renters, and an additional 57 

percent are at least two-thirds rental, but include some ownership. A third kind of 
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potential development, comprising 17 percent of HOPE VI cases, is more balanced 

between ownership and rental opportunities, containing at least one-third of each.  

Additionally, developments may be skewed much more towards homeownership (1 

percent of HOPE VI cases) or even be entirely devoted to ownership opportunities.8	 The 

HOPE VI program contains just one example that is ownership-only:  Washington D.C.’s 

Townhomes on Capitol Hill, an initiative that is entirely composed of cooperative 

homeownership units.	 

 Planning decisions about the balance of rental and homeownership units in 

mixed-income projects can have consequences for resident involvement in the project 

and for neighborhood conditions. Homeownership units for low-income households may 

attract families that have existing ties to the neighborhood and are committed to 

improving it. Market-rate ownership units may be viewed by potential residents as short-

term investment opportunities to be sold if property values increase. Similarly, market-

rate rental units in mixed-income projects may experience high levels of resident turnover 

due to changes in employment and household size.  

 

4. Duration 

The anticipated duration of subsidies associated with various forms of housing within a 

mixed-income and mixed-finance community is a fourth key dimension of mixed-income 

housing. Duration of subsidy affects the long-term stability of mixed-income and mixed-

tenure developments. Many mixed-income developments have time limits built into some 

housing subsidies, in contrast to conventional public housing (or market-rate housing). For 

example, Low-Income Housing Tax Credits sometimes can carry guaranteed affordability 
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for as little as fifteen years. Choosing duration as a variable reminds us to ask:  How long do 

housing officials intend (or require) the project to keep its income mix, based on funding 

restrictions. 
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As Table 5 suggests, the developments that seem likely to retain their income mix 

are those that contain no time-limited subsidies—16 percent of the HOPE VI cases. At 

the opposite extreme, those few developments that are mostly or entirely dependent on 

tax credits or other time-limited subsidies to preserve affordability are the most 

vulnerable to losing their initial mix. In between, there can be developments that can be 

categorized from moderately long duration of subsidies, and therefore moderately long 

duration of income mixes, to those that have moderately short duration of income mixes. 

Sixty-one percent of HOPE VI developments have subsidy structures that are unlikely to 

change in the first fifteen years, suggesting that the initially intended mix of incomes may 

last. Overall, our analysis of the HUD data suggests fully 84 percent of HOPE VI 

developments have at least some time-limited subsidies. 	

 The duration of housing subsidies can have long-term consequences for the 

distribution of neighborhood housing opportunities. Time-limited subsidies may benefit 

lower income households in the near-term but there are challenges to preserving 

affordability beyond the contract period. Permanently affordable public housing units 

may help ensure the presence of some low-income households even in the face of future 

gentrification. 

 

Summary 

In short, vastly different social, economic, financial, and spatial mixes share the 

same “mixed-income” terminology. Thus many kinds of communities have been too 

easily lumped together under the mixed-income banner. It seems clear that the HOPE VI 
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program is better conceptualized as an umbrella that covers quite a large variety of local 

practices and strategies—with widely varying implications for the housing of the 

extremely low-income households that once called public housing home. Income mixing 

is often framed as an economic issue, but the lived experience carries a variety of social, 

spatial, political, and cultural implications. By dissecting the term mixed income into the 

dimensions of allocation, proximity, tenure, and duration it becomes more possible to 

categorize the heterogeneous set of projects. Variation occurs along particular, 

measurable dimensions.9  Income mixing practice reflects distinct choices by developers 

and housing officials about where and how low-income families should be housed, both 

under HOPE VI and beyond. It is crucial that local planners understand these choices 

and their possible consequences when seeking funding and working with developers on 

mixed income housing projects in different local environments. 

	

Implications of Mixed-Income Dimensions 

 We categorize the multifarious practice of income mixing into four dimensions to 

allow planners to further analyze the social and political implications of allocation, 

proximity, tenure, and duration. Planners can use these dimensions to better understand 

the tradeoffs involved in decisions about mixed-income housing. Ultimately, this can 

help planners better design and plan projects that balance social goals and local 

conditions.  

 Planners can choose from a range of allocations in considering local needs and in 

seeking a type that best matches the demand and supply of housing in their cities. 

Decisions along the allocation dimension that pursue large proportions of public housing 
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units may help maintain existing low-income communities. On the other hand, a high 

percentage of market-rate units may help encourage economic development in declining 

neighborhoods.  

 Similarly, the choice of strategy for how and where to mix households together 

can yield a range of consequences for social interaction and integration. Planners can 

push for projects that seek to bring different income groups together at the smallest 

spatial scale. Planners can also initiate community projects and activities in nearby open 

spaces that encourage social interaction among residents of mixed-income developments.  

The tenure variable is particularly salient because the question of rental versus 

ownership is typically presumed to have an impact on the amount of social, political, 

financial, and psychological investment that residents make in their homes and 

neighborhoods. Planners should be aware that usual assumptions that associate renters 

with transience and homeowners with stability may not hold sway in certain kinds of 

mixed-income communities: those living in deeply-subsidized rental apartments may be 

sufficiently financially dependent to remain in place for long periods, whereas those 

purchasing adjacent condominium units frequently may intend to remain for only a few 

years, before moving on to another purchase. Planners can ensure that regulations allow 

for a mix of residential uses to meet local demand, while also maintaining flexibility to 

respond to changing neighborhood economic conditions.	

As mixed-income developments age, it will matter how long units remain 

affordable and this may deeply affect the lived dynamic of a place. It is important to 

consider how expiring subsidies may encourage gentrification and neighborhood change 

that displaces low-income households. Planners can work to limit the conversion of 
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expiring subsidies by leveraging state laws on housing affordability and partnering with 

local funders committed to low-income housing.  

These four key income mix variables—allocation, proximity, tenure, and duration 

--fall largely within the purview of the development team to decide when considering the 

specifics of a mix, but other important factors linked to the larger urban context also may 

affect the meaning and social viability of that mix. The five contextual considerations 

listed next can be best assessed by researchers after a mixed-income community has been 

completed, and are only partly or indirectly controlled by the actions of developers and 

their partners. These are issues that can be important to regional, state, or national 

analysts who have the interest and resources to do post-occupancy research on outcomes.  

 

Beyond the Four Dimensions  

Several additional aspects of project characteristics and resident characteristics 

help differentiate various mixed-income housing ventures, and may also markedly 

influence the nature and viability of the resultant community: 1) rate of resident return; 2) 

development size; 3) building type; 4) neighborhood characteristics; and 5) 

race/ethnicity. These other factors seem likely to affect income mixing and community 

formation, so they deserve some brief comment here.  

In the particular sort of income mixing that happens as a result of efforts to 

redevelop public housing, as with HOPE VI, mixed-income communities differ markedly 

in terms of the number and the percentage of former residents who return following 

redevelopment. HOPE VI regulations did not specify how many former residents should 

be allowed to come back, but this question proved to be a significant arena of contention 
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in many places, especially in cases where the number of displaced residents greatly 

exceeded the number of public housing apartments in the newly built replacement 

development. HUD regulations, PHA policies, and private developers and managers all 

shape the rules regarding return, which may entail screening over everything from 

criminal and drug convictions to rent payment history to credit checks. These rules can, 

justifiably or not, prevent former public housing residents from returning to their homes, 

yielding marked tensions over issues of displacement that can significantly affect the 

viability of the income-mixing strategy. This is particularly sensitive in the context of 

HOPE VI where substantial numbers of very low-income households may be included—

but where, nearly always, far fewer low-income residents will be housed than in the 

previous 100 percent public housing project. Those households who have been 

involuntarily ‘mixed out’ of the chance to return to the new community may regard any 

discussion about the relative proximity of a mix on a HOPE VI site as irrelevant. 

The issues raised here in terms of proximity could also be framed in terms of 

project size: very large mixed-income developments may differ, socially and politically, 

from much smaller ones. The costs associated with developing or redeveloping large sites 

has meant that some projects have remained unfinished even years—or decades—after 

the disbursement of the initial funds. This problem has clearly afflicted both HOPE VI 

and other mixed-income initiatives. Planners and developers may not get to exercise full 

control over the size of the project, especially in cases where a mayor may favor citywide 

initiatives or broad neighborhood transformation, but the scale of the undertaking surely 

matters for social relations. 
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Similarly, and perhaps closely aligned with decisions about the scale of separation 

in the mix, the type of building (or the variation among building types) might affect the 

nature of community interaction. Spatial separation, subsidy allocation, subsidy duration, 

and tenure mix are all aspects of project design, but the physical design character of the 

project—townhomes versus mid-rises, for example--may also matter considerably in 

terms of social contact. To some extent, the larger neighborhood context may constrain or 

direct the choices about the architectural form of any new development so it may not be 

fully up to planners and developers to choose. HUD has not systematically retained 

material about building types in its database of HOPE VI project reporting, and other 

income mixing efforts also typically do not emphasize this aspect of data collection, 

either.  

The meaning of mixed-income housing also depends greatly on the type of 

neighborhood in which it is located. This matters both because the context of low-income 

housing depends on whether it exists within a broader area of low-income occupancy, or 

whether it is a last bastion of affordability in an otherwise gentrifying area. This 

neighborhood context also matters because, together with a city’s broader economic 

trajectory, it affects the viability of new mixed-income housing developments to engage 

prospective market-rate renters and homeowners. Every mixed-income development 

enters a different housing market. 

Perhaps the most consequential remaining variable—and another one that it is not 

easily transferable to the language of project types—is the race and ethnicity of residents. 

This factor, with its troubled roots in the segregated world of public housing and its 

history colored by a previous generation of racialized struggle over urban renewal, has 
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had enormous consequences for more recent efforts at mixed-income housing 

development and redevelopment. At base, the national enthusiasm for policies that mix 

households with different incomes too frequently fails to address directly the racial and 

ethnic composition of a project and how that project relates to the racial and ethnic 

composition of the surrounding neighborhood. The impact of this factor may vary 

separately from all of the factors previously discussed (though it may be significantly 

affected by the relative proximity of the mix). Mixed-income projects may be successful 

in reducing income segregation but nonetheless harbor intra-racial tensions rooted in 

class differences or—especially if subsidy types vary in tandem with race or ethnicity—

may induce additional strains (e.g., if whites disproportionately occupy market-rate units 

while non-whites predominate in public housing units).  

 These additional characteristics highlight topics that are more relevant to regional, 

state, and national analysts who conduct studies to evaluate mixed-income housing 

developments. The characteristics also suggest future directions for research by planning 

organizations to improve planning practice. 

 

The Discontinuity Between Past Mixed-Income Housing Research and Actual 

Practices 

Most research on mixed-income redevelopment has focused on projects that, once 

redeveloped, replaced 100-percent public housing communities with places where public 

housing residents no longer occupied even the majority of housing units. Given this 

focus, academic studies, professional reports, and journalistic accounts have too 

frequently assumed that HOPE VI mixed-income redevelopment typically entails roughly 
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equal allocations of public housing, market-rate, and affordable units. In fact, however, 

our review of the full set of 260 HOPE VI revitalization grants that have been undertaken 

since 1993 shows that only about one-third of projects have even as much as 10 percent 

of their units allocated to each of these three categories. Far from the “1/3-1/3-1/3” 

shorthand that developers frequently cite as their ideal, only one in ten HOPE VI 

developments (18 of the 179 that have been fully completed) have actually built at least 

20% of their units in each category. According to HUD records, 53 percent of the 

approximately 110,000 units produced through HOPE VI have been targeted to public 

housing residents. More broadly, more than 95% of HOPE VI projects have allocated a 

majority of housing units to low-income households (either public housing or affordable 

units)--even though many housing authorities try to target redeveloped HOPE VI units to 

the less poor among the poor. In short, previous work has been skewed to focus on 

atypical cases—with most attention given to the 30 percent of HOPE VI developments 

that have attempted broad income mixes. This overlooks the majority of projects that 

show that it can be politically and financially possible to keep most redeveloped units for 

low-income families. Moreover, by focusing chiefly on a few non-representative 

examples from the HOPE VI program, research on mixed-income housing has rarely 

considered the broader range of income-mixing practices that exist beyond HOPE VI. 

The framework in this article makes it clear to local planners the many choices they have 

and the variations that have been attempted in mixed-income housing development. The 

framework also reinforces that regional, state, and national housing analysts need to be 

clear about what elements of projects to include in their analysis and to conduct targeted 

research in areas where we lack information. Utilizing the framework proposed here also 
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offers a way for researchers to succinctly disaggregate the range of mixed-income 

housing practice that has previously been lumped together under a single vague term. 

 

Making Discussion of Mixed-Income Housing Less Mixed Up 

Local planners, private developers, and government agencies create mixed-

income housing projects to stimulate economic development in declining neighborhoods 

while also preserving affordable housing. But there is surprisingly little agreement on 

fundamental aspects of mixed-income housing, including its primary characteristics and 

how much projects differ from one another. Consequently, planning decisions to pursue 

mixed-income housing may overlook important characteristics to consider and miss out 

on some options for project development.  

We identify four dimensions for categorizing mixed-income projects, based on all 

260 redevelopment projects funded through the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development’s HOPE VI program. The dimensions are: 1) the proportion and range of 

incomes included in the project, 2) the geographic scale at which income mixing is 

intended, 3) the balance between rental housing and ownership opportunities, and 4) the 

expected time that projects will have subsidies to remain mixed-income. These 

dimensions reflect the key goals of projects to provide affordable housing and 

opportunities for social mixing. Planners can also influence the nature of mixed-income 

housing projects by making choices about the range of options offered within these 

dimensions. We also highlight additional characteristics that may affect the broader 

community: 1) rate of resident return; 2) development size; 3) building type; 4) 

neighborhood characteristics; and 5) race/ethnicity. These characteristics reflect areas of 
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study for regional, state, and national analysts and researchers who evaluate mixed-

income housing developments. Overall, we find that most HOPE VI projects devote the 

majority of their units to low-income public housing residents, which contrasts with 

popular conceptions about mixed-income housing based on prior individual case studies.  

Planners can use the four dimensions to identify and clarify the tradeoffs involved 

in decisions about mixed-income housing projects. Planners need to make choices from a 

range of possible allocations to address the local demand and supply of housing. They 

can advocate for bringing different income groups together at the smallest spatial scale to 

encourage social interaction. Planners can ensure that regulations allow for a mix of 

rental and homeownership opportunities to respond to changing neighborhood economic 

conditions. Planners must consider how expiring subsidies may encourage gentrification 

and neighborhood change that displaces low-income households.  

 Ultimately, if the discussion of mixed-income housing can become more 

analytically precise and less mixed-up, it will enable a more nuanced assessment of the 

kinds of communities that have resulted from these important social experiments. This 

additional precision will better equip planners to develop more effective mixed-income 

projects. 

 

Appendix 
 
Methodological Challenges of Measuring Mix 

  

When examining how designations like public housing, market rate, and 

affordable are used in reference to redevelopment projects, it is important to make the 
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distinction between units and families. A public housing unit refers to housing that is 

eligible to households with incomes from 0-80% of Area Median Income (AMI).10 But 

the family that actually resides in the unit will have a specific income that falls 

somewhere in that range. Public Housing agencies can use programs and discretionary 

authority to select the family that occupies a public housing unit, thereby making choices 

about how low a low-income household should be in public housing. Merely designating 

a portion of units as public housing may not fully explain which income groups this 

housing serves, at least in cases where there are special criteria applied to determine 

eligibility and preferences. The designation of replacement units as public housing can be 

used to replace extremely low-income families with households from the higher end of 

the low-income spectrum. For example, a housing project that housed a public housing 

population that averaged 20 percent of Area Median Income (AMI) prior to 

redevelopment might be reconfigured to retain a substantial percentage of units targeted 

to those who are public housing eligible. But there may be additional conditions, such as 

work requirements, separate development-specific waiting lists, and credit-screening, 

intended to skew the new public housing residents much closer to the upper boundary of 

public housing eligibility (i.e., 80 percent of AMI). In other words, occupancy by typical 

public housing residents (and those on citywide waiting lists) who overwhelmingly have 

extremely low incomes may be markedly different from occupancy by a carefully 

selected subset of those who are merely public housing eligible, thereby retargeting 

housing to favor the working poor while still ostensibly sticking with the same generic 

public housing category. These public housing eligible incomes may be as much as four 

times higher than the typical public housing household.  
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Similarly, the category of affordable housing units can refer to a range of 

household incomes, depending on local government priorities, the area real estate market, 

and program restrictions tied to funding. Sometimes affordable housing is used as 

shorthand for housing produced with Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC), which 

serve those up to 60 percent of AMI. LIHTC may be combined with other subsidies (such 

as project-based Section 8 funds) to reach households with lower incomes. In other cases, 

the affordable tier in a mixed-income development may target a much higher income 

group of renters, or even be used to designate below-market homeownership 

opportunities. 

In addition to questions about what terms like public housing, affordable, and 

market rate mean and how they are used, there are basic challenges to collecting valid, 

reliable, and consistent data about mixed-income projects due to the multi-step nature of 

the public housing redevelopment process. This is an equally acute problem for mixed-

income housing developed outside of HOPE VI, since expectations for reporting changes 

in project scope may be even less stringent. In many instances, the unit distribution in 

initial proposals becomes significantly transformed in the course of obtaining funding 

and finalizing a development plan, especially if local, state, or national economic and 

political conditions are also in flux.   
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1	HUD issued a working definition of mixed-income housing based on housing finance. 
They described a “mixed-income development” as “a mixed-finance housing 
development that includes a combination of public housing and non-public housing 
units” (HUD, 2001, 9). Later, HUD offered a different definition based on affordability: 
“A mixed-income housing development can be defined as a development that is 
comprised of housing units with differing levels of affordability, typically with some 
market-rate housing and some housing that is available to low-income occupants below 
market-rate” (HUD CPD, 2003, 3). However, the same document notes, “In practice, 
there is no single formula, or standard definition, of mixed-income housing” (HUD CPD, 
2003, 3).	
2	The authors are unaware of any comprehensive datasets on all mixed-income housing 
projects. Such a dataset would need to include data on hundreds of municipalities that 
have used inclusionary housing provisions to create many developments containing 10-30 
percent of units with housing subsidies.  In addition, Low Income Housing Tax Credits, 
which have supported construction of more than 2 million units, have likely contributed 
to the creation of many mixed-income communities, since some multi-family 
developments use the tax credits to support only a portion of their units, while the 
remainder remain rented at market rates.	
3	A shallow subsidy, such as that provided by LIHTC, reduces the cost of producing a 
housing unit, thereby enabling it to be offered to residents at a lower-than-market cost. 
By contrast, a “deep subsidy”--such as that provided by the public housing annual 
contributions contract or a housing voucher—typically covers the full difference in rent 
between 30 percent of a tenant’s income and a HUD-specified “fair-market” rent.	
4	Mixed-income projects can also involve income mixing within the low-income group. 
Even developments that are 100% public housing can be considered “mixed income” if 
tenant selection includes deliberate efforts at income tiering.	
5	Two HOPE VI developments proposed public housing occupancy of exactly 50 percent; 
we have categorized one of these in each category.  Approximately 8 percent of the cases 
are within plus or minus 2 percent of an even split between public housing and non-
public housing. Since HOPE VI proved controversial in many locations due to 
displacement of public housing residents, we have organized Table 2 to highlight their 
presence.	
6	Although every development can be considered as fitting only one of these types, even 
within each type, the proportion of families represented in different income groups can 
vary considerably.	
7	Some projects have specific units that are designated only for occupancy by low-income 
or higher income residents. Other projects are open in that each unit is available to any 
resident as long at the overall proportion of low-income and higher income residents 
remains within established limits.	
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8	The Great Recession, starting in late 2007, also caused some HOPE VI developments to 
complete fewer homeownership units than expected.	
9 The correlations between categories are relatively weak. For example, the correlation 
between the percentages of homeownership units and market rates units across projects is 
0.15, which indicates a weak positive linear relationship. The correlation between the 
percentages of public housing units and rental units across projects is 0.08, while the 
correlation between the percentages of affordable units and rental units is 0.02, which 
also indicate weak positive linear relationships. 	
10 HUD has established income limits that have been assigned labels that refer to different 
levels of income: 80% of AMI = low-income, 50% of AMI = very low-income, 30% of 
AMI = extremely low-income.  Some states and local governments use their own 
definitions to describe higher tiers of income, using terms such as moderate income and 
affordable. The income labels are used to regulate the provision of housing for various 
income groups but the distinctions made between income groups may not reflect 
meaningful differences.  For example, a family with an income that is 29% of AMI 
would be considered extremely low-income but their everyday experience might be quite 
similar to a family with an income of 31% of AMI that is considered very low-income.  
In addition, the income labels are based on area median income, so they are defined 
relative to the residents of an identified geographic area. This means that two households 
with the same incomes that live in different areas could fall under different income labels.  
For example, a four-person family with an income of $62,000 would be considered low-
income if they lived in the Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT metropolitan area 
but would be considered very low-income if they lived in the Stamford-Norwalk, CT 
metropolitan area.	


