
Author’s Accepted Manuscript

Housing mobility and adolescent mental health: The
role of substance use, social networks, and family
mental health in the moving to opportunity study

Nicole M. Schmidt, M. Maria Glymour, Theresa L.
Osypuk

PII: S2352-8273(16)30130-6
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2017.03.004
Reference: SSMPH151

To appear in: SSM - Population Health

Received date: 2 November 2016
Revised date: 22 February 2017
Accepted date: 15 March 2017

Cite this article as: Nicole M. Schmidt, M. Maria Glymour and Theresa L.
Osypuk, Housing mobility and adolescent mental health: The role of substance
use, social networks, and family mental health in the moving to opportunity
study, SSM - Population Health, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2017.03.004

This is a PDF file of an unedited manuscript that has been accepted for
publication. As a service to our customers we are providing this early version of
the manuscript. The manuscript will undergo copyediting, typesetting, and
review of the resulting galley proof before it is published in its final citable form.
Please note that during the production process errors may be discovered which
could affect the content, and all legal disclaimers that apply to the journal pertain.

www.elsevier.com/locate/ssmph

http://www.elsevier.com/locate/ssmph
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2017.03.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2017.03.004


1 
 

Housing mobility and adolescent mental health: The role of substance use, social 
networks, and family mental health in the Moving to Opportunity Study 
Nicole M. Schmidta,b, M. Maria Glymourc, Theresa L. Osypuka,d 
aUniversity of Minnesota, Minnesota Population Center 
bNortheastern University, Bouvé College of Health Sciences, Institute on Urban Health 
Research 
cUniversity of California, San Francisco School of Medicine, Department of Epidemiology 
and Biostatistics 
dUniversity of Minnesota School of Public Health, Division of Epidemiology and Community 
Health 
 
 
Abstract 

The Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experiment was a housing mobility program begun in the 
mid-nineties that relocated volunteer low income families from public housing to rental units in 
higher opportunity neighborhoods in 5 US cities, using the Section 8 affordable housing voucher 
program. Compared to the control group who stayed behind in public housing, the MTO 
voucher group exhibited a harmful main effect for boys’ mental health, and a beneficial main 
effect for girls’ mental health. But no studies have examined how this social experiment caused 
these puzzling, opposite gender effects. The present study tests potential mediating 
mechanisms of the MTO voucher experiment on adolescent mental health (n=2829, aged 12-19 
in 2001-2002). Using Inverse Odds Ratio Weighting causal mediation, we tested whether 
adolescent substance use comorbidity, social networks, or family mental health acted as 
potential mediators. Our results document that comorbid substance use (e.g. past 30 day 
alcohol use, cigarette use, and number of substances used) significantly partially mediated the 
effect of MTO on boys’ behavior problems, resulting in -13% to -18% percent change in the 
total effect. The social connectedness domain was a marginally significant mediator for boys’ 
psychological distress. Yet no tested variables mediated MTO’s beneficial effects on girls’ 
psychological distress. Confounding sensitivity analyses suggest that the indirect effect of 
substance use for mediating boys’ behavior problems was robust, but social connectedness for 
mediating boys’ psychological distress was not robust. Understanding how housing mobility 
policies achieve their effects may inform etiology of neighborhoods as upstream causes of 
health, and inform enhancement of future affordable housing programs. 
 
Abbreviations: MTO, Moving to Opportunity; RCT, Randomized Controlled Trial; HUD, US 
Department of Housing and Urban Development; ITT, Intention-to-treat 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Mental health disorders are a major worldwide public health concern (Murray & Lopez, 

2002), and the societal costs of such disorders are high (Ingoldsby & Shaw, 2002). Mental 
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