
A large body of research suggests that residential mobility
may have negative effects on child wellbeing across multiple
domains. Mobility, particularly chronic mobility, may
adversely affect children by removing their parents from
existing social networks and potential sources of social 
capital and by increasing maternal stress and disrupting
parenting routines. Each of these factors is expected to
increase children’s behavioral problems and interfere with
their cognitive development. Although the short term
effects of residential mobility may be negative, the long
term consequences may be positive, especially if the family
moves to a higher quality neighborhood. Moving to a better
neighborhood may provide mothers with improved job
opportunities, offer their children better schools, and
reduce the external stressors associated with living in a 
poor neighborhood.

This brief uses data from the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study to examine the frequency and correlates of
mothers’ and children’s residential mobility during the first
three years after birth. Whereas past research on mobility
has typically focused on school-aged children and adoles-
cents, we focus on families with young children. Moreover,
our data contain a large over-sample of children born to
unmarried parents and minority parents. Thus, we
are able to examine racial-ethnicity and marital 
status differences in the prevalence and correlates of
residential mobility. 

Data and Methods
The Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study
[see box on back] follows a cohort of roughly 5,000
parents and their children living in twenty large cities
throughout the U.S. This brief employs data from the
first three waves of interviews, which correspond
approximately with the child’s birth, and first and
third birthdays. At each of the follow-up interviews,
mothers were asked to report the number of times
they had moved since the previous survey. They
also report on their relationship status. The sample
for most of the analysis is limited to mothers who
were interviewed in the first three waves and who had

data on each of the relevant covariates (N = 3,913). For the
analysis of change in neighborhood poverty among movers
(column 3 of Table 2), the sample is limited to mothers who
were interviewed in all three waves, who indicated that they
moved between interviews, and who had neighborhood data
and data on each of the covariates (N = 1,653). Neighborhood
poverty is measured as the proportion of people in the 
census tract who have incomes below the poverty line. 

Findings
Table 1 reports the total number of moves the mothers (and
children) experienced during the three years following 
the birth of their child. Only one-third of mothers were 
residentially stable for all three years. About two-thirds of
mothers moved at least once in the three years following the
child’s birth, with about one-third of mothers moving only
once and another third moving two or more times. Roughly
16 percent of mothers moved one or more times each year
(three or more times in the three year period).

Table 2 examines the patterns of residential mobility in the
year following the child’s birth for mothers by relationship
status and by race-ethnicity. The first column reports the
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Table 1. Frequency of Moves 
Between Birth and Three-Year Interview

Number of 
moves from birth Cumulative 

to age 3 Frequency Percent Percent

0 1325 34 34

1 1261 32 66

2 698 18 84

3 353 9 93

4 154 4 97

5 or more 122 3 100

Total 3913 100



proportion of mothers who moved once in the year 
following the birth of the child and the second column
reports the proportion that moved two or more times in that
year. Roughly 70 percent of the moves over the three-year
follow-up took place in the first year. Thus we focus on
these early moves.

As shown in Table 2, thirty-three percent of mothers moved
at least one time between birth and one-year and twelve
percent of mothers moved two or more times. These 
numbers vary substantially by mother’s relationship status:
54 percent of mothers who were single at birth and at 
the one-year interview moved at least once, whereas only
29 percent of mothers who were married at both waves
moved. Stably cohabiting mothers moved more than 
married mothers but less than single mothers. Mothers who
experienced a relationship transition experienced more
moves than stably married or cohabiting mothers – roughly
fifty-five percent of mothers who married or started cohab-
iting with the child’s father and mothers who divorced or
broke up with the child’s father experienced a move. Lastly,
mothers who married or moved in with a new partner in
the year following the child’s birth experienced the most
residential mobility. Among this group, about 69 percent
moved at least once and 21 percent moved two or more
times. Surprisingly, there were not large racial differences in
residential mobility. Forty-eight percent of black mothers

moved at least once, compared to 44 percent of Hispanic
mothers and 41 percent of white mothers. 

When mothers move, are they likely to move to neighbor-
hoods with better or worse living conditions? The last 
column in Table 2 reports the proportion of mothers who
experienced an increase or decrease in neighborhood poverty
of ten percentage points or more. As the table indicates,
most mothers move into neighborhoods that are similar to
their original neighborhoods (more than two-thirds of
mothers fall into this group). Among those who experience
a change, more mothers move up rather than down in
terms of neighborhood quality. This pattern varies slightly
by relationship status and race. More than one-quarter of
mothers who married or moved in with their child’s father
in the year following the birth experienced an improvement
in neighborhood quality, as measured by the poverty rate.
Less than five percent of mothers in this group experienced
a decline in quality. Interestingly, about 20 percent of 
mothers who divorced or moved out of their partner’s home
also experienced an improvement in their neighborhood
conditions, whereas 15 percent experienced a decline.
Among mothers who moved in with or married a new 
partner following the child’s birth, 17 percent moved into
better neighborhoods and 16 percent moved into worse
neighborhoods. White mothers experienced the least
amount of change (positive or negative) in neighborhood
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Table 2. Proportion of Mothers Moving Between Birth and the One-Year Interview and the Proportion of
Movers Who Experienced a Change in Neighborhood Poverty, By Relationship Status and Race-Ethnicity

Moved X times in year following child’s birth Change in 

One Two or more
neighborhood poverty 

among moversa

All mothers – average 0.33 0.12 .19/.13

Single (both waves) 0.40 0.14 .20/.15

Cohabiting (both waves) 0.34 0.11 .19/.13

Married (both waves) 0.24 0.05 .14/.10

Single â Cohab/Married Child’s Father 0.35 0.21 .29/.04

Cohab/Married â Single 0.36 0.17 .21/.15

Single â Cohab/Married New Partner 0.48 0.21 .17/.16

White 0.31 0.10 .11/.07

Black 0.36 0.12 .24/.16

Hispanic 0.30 0.14 .14/.13

Other race 0.27 0.08 .14/.10

N 3913 3913 1653

a The first number is the percent of mothers who experienced a decline in neighborhood poverty of 10 percentage points or more. The second number is the percent
who experienced an increase in neighborhood poverty of 10 percentage points or more.   



poverty when they moved. Nearly one-quarter of black
mothers experienced an improvement in neighborhood
conditions, whereas about 16 percent moved into worse
neighborhoods. Roughly the same proportion of Hispanic
mothers moved into better neighborhoods (14 percent) as
moved into worse neighborhoods (13 percent). The patterns
described above are similar if we look at movement between
the one- and three-year waves.

Conclusion
Residential instability is high among mothers in the Fragile
Families sample. Roughly two-thirds of mothers moved one
or more times in the child’s first three years of life and nearly
half (45 percent) moved at least once in the child’s first year.
Mothers who experienced relationship transitions were most
likely to move. Moreover, only about one-third of mobile
mothers moved to neighborhoods that were significantly
different than their previous neighborhoods and among this
group, more mothers ended up in neighborhoods that were
less poor than in neighborhoods that were poorer. 

These results suggest that children – particularly children
born to mothers in unstable relationships – are at substantial
risk of experiencing a move some time during early 
childhood, which means that they are at great risk of expe-
riencing some of the consequences associated with moving.
Although some mothers who move are able to improve
their neighborhood circumstances, for most mothers this is
not the case. Over 80 percent of mothers are moving to
neighborhoods that are similar or worse than their previous
neighborhoods in terms of poverty, which might suggest
that, in most cases, mothers’ moves are not intentional efforts
to improve their child’s environment, but rather responses
to changes in their own financial or relationship situation
and to changes in the rental markets that make it difficult
for new mothers to find secure housing. One way of reducing
mobility among new mothers may be to increase access to
stable and safe affordable housing. A voucher or some other
form of subsidized housing may foster stability for a new
mother even as her economic situation fluctuates and her
relationship status changes.
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This research brief uses data from the Fragile 
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