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1 INTRODUCTION 

The closure of public housing projects in the city of Atlanta was an upheaval and a 

paradigm shift that played out on the landscape of urban low-income housing in this southern 

city.  Once dubbed “the city too busy to hate” during Mayor William Hartsfield’s administration 

(Kruse 2005:41), the history of Atlanta is one characterized as rich with innovation and an 

indomitable entrepreneurial spirit, yet rife with segregation and plagued by a large section of its 

population living in poverty (Stone 1989, Kruse 2005, Keating 2001).  The deconcentration of 

that poverty was the justification for the upheaval of public housing tenants, and what resulted 

was a shift in the direction of federal housing assistance towards favoring a market-centered 

delivery of funds via housing choice vouchers.  At the same time public housing projects met 

their demise, Atlanta, like many of the nation’s cities, experienced a wave of properties entering 

foreclosure during what has been called the Great Recession or the Housing Crisis.  What did 

these concurrently running phenomena mean for Atlanta’s neighborhoods?   

These approaches to housing reform- the closure of public housing projects and relaxed 

mortgage lending regulations- are part of a broader trend in the economy which favors the free 

market and a reduction in the role of government, a phenomenon referred to scholars of political 

economy as neoliberalism (Hackworth 2007, Harvey 2005).  This study seeks to contribute to 

literature on neoliberalism and to that of mobility, which involves the politics of movement, by 

investigating how residential mobility occurs in the context of urban neoliberalism.  Hackworth 

(2007) contends that cities are the scale at which neoliberalism can best be understood.  Cities 

are places, yet they are subject to increasing fiscal pressures as states and the federal government 

shift the costs of social welfare to the urban scale.  Harvey (1989) describes how, in response to 
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this shift, cities are forced to take on an entrepreneurial stance in order to compete for new jobs, 

grants, and residents.  This competition alters cities all the way down to the very urban form 

itself, as evidenced in Atlanta’s built environment with the demolition of public housing projects 

that are now left as acres and acres of vast empty fields.  While neoliberalizing processes affect 

many dimensions of urban life, in this work, I focus on those reforms that bring about changes in 

housing and access to housing, therefore resulting in intense periods of residential mobility.   

Before going too far with the housing story, it is important to discuss relevant history 

regarding public housing and residential mobility in the city.  In 1934, Atlanta became the first 

city in the United States to receive approval and federal funding for the development of public 

housing (Lapping 1973, Oakley, Ruel and Reid 2010, Bayor 1996).  What began as a slum 

clearance project initiated by the entrepreneurial vision of a developer named Charles Palmer 

(Palmer 1955) eventually came to be project-based public housing for over 50,000 tenants under 

the management of the Atlanta Housing Authority.  Over time, due to the reduction of federal 

funding for housing and the continued racist practices of Atlanta’s urban regime (Stone 1989), 

the projects began to suffer.  Through years of neglect, Atlanta’s public housing projects had 

become notorious as crime ridden slum housing by the 1990’s (McNulty and Holloway 2000).  

With the upcoming 1996 Olympics, slum clearance began again in the city in a process that 

brought the end of project-based housing in Atlanta.   

Techwood Homes and Clark Howell homes were the first projects to go.  Their location 

in prime real estate situated within close proximity to the Olympic athletes’ housing and what 

would be the tourist laden Centennial Olympic Park was the catalyst the city needed to take 

action.  These games bring tourists, and the tourists bring money to spend, but they also bring a 

watchful eye reinforced by a near constant stream of visual media distributed via international 
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television networks.  Because of this, the process of preparing the city for the 1996 Olympic 

Games was not unlike urban renewal in that a large portion of the city’s low-income African 

American residents were moved away from the prime real estate in the core of the city and 

forced into the outskirts, away from much needed public services (Bayor 1996).   

The federal Hope VI program made available funding which was initially used to either 

remodel or demolish and rebuild public housing projects into Mixed Income Communities 

(MICs) (Ruel et al. 2013).  These MICs were meant to re-house only a portion of the previous 

residents who were displaced during the development (Lake 2009), but the process did not stop 

when the Olympics were over.  The demolition of public housing projects continued until 2011, 

when the Atlanta Housing Authority (AHA) demolished the last of its project-based housing, and 

concluded a process that ended in the removal of approximately 10,000 of Atlanta’s housing 

units originally designed for extremely low income singles, seniors, and families.  In this 

process, thousands of individuals and families were scattered across the city, some with financial 

assistance through the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program, formerly known as Section 8, 

while others were left without public-housing assistance.   

In 2007, the Atlanta Housing Authority announced it would move residents out of the 

city’s last ten family-housing projects and two of the senior/disabled projects (Ruel et al. 2013).  

Unlike the federal HOPE VI project that allowed for development of MICs and required 

rehousing a portion of former public housing tenants, this new round of demolition held no such 

requirement.  Instead, this process was completed under the guidelines of Section 18 of the 1937 

Housing Act, which meant the AHA had no immediate requirement to rebuild housing (Ruel et 

al. 2013).  Some saw this massive movement of people as beacon of hope that these individuals 

and families would benefit from living in areas with greater upward social mobility (Glover 



4 

2009).  Others reckoned the situation akin to an urban-scale Trail of Tears in which this 

predominately African American population was forced out of their homes, disrupting social 

networks, and pushing them further into the outskirts of the city away from jobs, city services, 

and transportation (Bayor 1996, Tester et al. 2011).  During this three year time period, the 

receiving neighborhoods were in many cases plagued with their own rapidly evolving situation- 

the foreclosure crisis (Aka 2012).  In the course of my own field research, I saw that in some 

receiving neighborhoods, as many as three out of four homes on a block were boarded up1.  

Businesses, no longer having a customer base, were forced to close, and those who remained 

were left to question their sense of place in spaces of absence.   

A third element to this “perfect storm” of mobility that affected Atlanta’s neighborhoods 

was that among those relocated out of public housing were school-age children.  Children of 

families in public housing or in foreclosed homes were often forced to change schools. Schools 

themselves were sometimes shuttered, as families moved, leaving behind fewer school-age 

children in their catchment areas.  Likewise, receiving schools were not without problems.  The 

influx of children from former public housing projects did not go unnoticed in cafeterias and 

classrooms and in neighborhoods across the city.   

Purpose of the Study  

This research seeks to explore what mobility looks like in urban areas under neoliberal 

reforms.  Using four Atlanta neighborhoods as the case studies, the empirical research examines 

the effects of the residential relocation on neighborhoods during this period of intense residential 

mobility.  Chapter two covers a review of the historical and emerging literature on neoliberalism 

                                                           
1 Maps in Appendix C show the rates of vacancy in Atlanta’s census tracts between 2006-2012 
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and mobility that suggests that research is needed to better understand the relationship between 

neoliberal reforms and mobility.  Chapter three details the research questions for this project.      

Chapter four covers a description of the methodology.  This study involved the use of 

qualitative analysis of policy documents from the Atlanta Housing Authority (AHA) and Atlanta 

Public Schools (APS) and semi-structured interviews with forty residents from four 

neighborhoods in southwest Atlanta.  Additionally, I used NVIVO 9 to assist with coding and 

analysis and ArcG.I.S 10.1 to create maps which help to visualize the number of vacant 

properties around Atlanta and in neighborhoods featured in this research.   

Chapters five and six include a discussion of the foreclosure crisis.  On November 2, 

2009, the House of Representatives Subcommittee on Domestic Policy held a hearing to discuss 

the real estate crisis in Atlanta.  At just two years into the crisis, the numbers participants 

discussed were quite grim: 1 in 85 homes were in foreclosure and over 9,500 homes from the 13-

county metropolitan area were on the auction block- for only one day’s auctions (U.S. 

Congressional Hearing 2009).  What these numbers do not reflect, however, is that many of 

those foreclosures were concentrated in hard-hit and often low-income neighborhoods, while 

more affluent neighborhoods bore little of this burden.   

Chapter seven details the neighborhoods’ responses to this period of intense residential 

mobility.  Neighborhood activism varied widely, in some ways without regard to differences in 

income levels.  One neighborhood featured informal activities by churches and non-profit 

agencies, which aimed to provide social welfare needs such as food and shelter housing to those 

affected by this transition.  Other neighborhoods had highly organized neighborhood 

associations, which were both a source of resistance to residents from public housing while at the 
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same time contributing financially to the reduction of vacant properties in order to protect 

property values.   

Chapter eight focuses on public schools, looking into how both neighborhoods and the 

schools themselves experienced this period of mobility.  During the closure of public housing, 

students who moved to new school district zones faced not only the challenge of being the “new 

kid in school,” but also the accompanying stigma of being from public housing.  Schools had to 

adjust to the influx of new students and deal with skirmishes between students from rival 

housing projects who were previously educated in two or more different school zones.  

Neighborhoods dealt with the challenges associated with vacant school buildings or the threat of 

school closures.   

The final chapter discusses the findings and implications of this research within the 

context of mobility and neoliberal policy reforms.  This section includes a nod towards potential 

uses of this research for school districts, neighborhoods, and urban policymakers.   
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Both neoliberalism and mobility have been subjects of much academic scrutiny over 

time.  This review of the literature examines the historical and emerging trends in these bodies of 

literature.  It also clarifies the working definitions used for the purpose of this research.  The 

latter sections examine the linkages between neoliberalism and mobility and also research related 

to residential mobility in Atlanta.     

2.1 Neoliberalism 

Over the past twenty years, a major trend in public housing has been the demolition of 

thousands of low-income housing units and the forced relocation of residents to the private sector 

through the use of a voucher payment system (Purcell 2008).  This trend is part of a larger series 

of neoliberal reforms, which gained a solid political backing during the leadership of Ronald 

Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, although shifts toward neoliberalism began pushing into markets 

as far back as the early 1970’s (Harvey 2005).  During this time there was a paradigm shift in 

social ideologies which moved from Keynesian policies geared toward strong central 

government and labor unions to “pulling oneself up by the bootstraps” in order to reach one’s 

fullest personal potential through industriousness and innovation.  Harvey (2005:2) attests to this 

new ideological framework by defining neoliberalism as follows:  

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that 

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 

characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade. 

 

Harvey goes on to claim that the neoliberal turn is “in some way and to some degree associated 

with the restoration or reconstruction of the power of economic elites” (19).  Neoliberalizing 

processes have been so powerful, in fact, that much of the rhetoric of the Occupy movement 
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which started in 2011 was directed at exposing and pushing back against income inequality 

which has been on the rise over the past few decades.    

  Parekh (2005) describes the way neoliberalism came out of a split between three factions 

of liberalism.  According to Parekh, Manchester liberalism (later called neoliberalism in the post 

Thatcher/Reagan era) was bitterly opposed to trade unions, minimum wages, and workplace 

regulations, but in favor entirely of laissez-faire economics.  Other liberalisms, termed classical 

liberalism and social liberalism, rested in the center and left end of the spectrum respectively, 

favoring at least some amount of government intervention to protect “individual liberty and 

social order” (Parekh 2005:200)      

Peck and Tickell (2002) recognize the progression of neoliberal practice, acknowledging 

that “Neoliberalism seems to be everywhere (380).”  They further Harvey’s definition by noting 

that neoliberalism aims for free markets and free trade, with an inherent anti-Keynesian element.  

Neoliberalism strips away the security of welfare for the poor in support of “best practices” in 

business.  Social services that were once fulfilled, or attempted to be fulfilled, with collectivist 

strategies are increasingly left to the will of the market.   

These researchers note that neoliberalism reinvents itself in an ongoing process of 

transformation.  According to Peck and Tickell (2002), neoliberalism’s most recent addition has 

been a type of remobilization of government efforts to expand the policing of immigration, 

welfare, and surveillance, with the most deleterious effects being felt by those already 

marginalized by neoliberal policies (389).  For example, the policing of welfare requires that one 

seeking benefits must go through an extensive certification process to ensure that she works 

enough hours per week and does not earn over a certain dollar limit.  Gone are the days of just 

walking up to the welfare window, reminiscent of pictures from the Great Depression.  The 
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initial process can take well over a month, and that is in the best of circumstances when one has 

access to a computer with internet service.  Waiting for an appointment to complete the 

application with a representative could take longer.  The process starts all over again when it is 

time to recertify.   

Another example of the remobilization of government lies in the expansion of the prison 

industrial complex, which today houses over two million prisoners compared to less than 

350,000 in 1972 (Alexander 2012).  In The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 

Colorblindness, legal scholar Michelle Alexander (2012), makes the claim that racial caste has 

not ended in the United States, but rather, it has been redesigned into a system in which far too 

many young black men and women are incarcerated under the guise of the War on Drugs.  With 

many federal and state prisons now privatized, the business of incarceration is one in which great 

profit can be earned off of the housing and surveillance of those who are at an incredible 

disadvantage.  This restructuring of neoliberal policy which leans toward privatization can also 

be referred to as “creative destruction” (Brenner and Theodore 2002, Harvey 2007).   

Scholars have devoted their efforts toward trying to establish at what scale neoliberalism 

is best understood.  The links between globalization, and therefore the global scale, and 

neoliberalism have been clearly established (Harvey 2005, Kingfisher 2002).  It is at this scale 

that terms like time-space compression, global financial markets, spatial fixes, and competitive 

advantage can best be understood, but this certainly does not capture the entire picture.  Instead, 

some authors focus their work on the urban scale.  For example, Mark Purcell (2008) claims that 

capitalism has been a dominant urbanizing force over time, and it is at this urban scale that 

problems of neoliberalism can best be dealt with to achieve the highest positive impact.  Jason 

Hackworth (2007) agrees that neoliberalism can best be understood at the urban scale, but 
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contends that neoliberalism itself has been an urbanizing force.  Hackworth introduces The 

Neoliberal City: Governance, Ideology, and Development in American Urbanism with a chapter 

about bond rating agencies that disciplined cities by forcing them to cut back on social services 

in order to improve their lending scores and remain competitive against other cities.  Drawing on 

the work of David Harvey, Hackworth describes a transformation in which the spatial fix to the 

Great Depression has shifted to a spatial fix on uneven development within and between cities, 

affecting the very urban form in that the urban core becomes reinvested with inner suburbs 

become disinvested.   

 David Harvey claims that, “neoliberalism has meant, in short, the financialization of 

everything” (33).  Milton Friedman and Friedrich von Hayek, the fathers of neoliberal thinking, 

may not have placed housing policy at the top of the list of concerns for what would eventually 

be a shift in the management of the world economy.  However, since its inception, neoliberal 

reforms have steadily made their way into federal, state, and local housing policies.  For 

example, Rolnik (2013) focuses her attention on how the commodification of housing hijacked 

“the conceptual meaning of housing as a social good” (1059).  According to Rolnik, rather than a 

social good, housing is now considered a means to wealth, and the invitation of low and 

moderate income earners into the housing market was an opportunity to speed the sale of 

transactions which brings about the possibility of creating more value.  With the rollback of 

federal oversight into these kinds of transactions, the stage was set for serious trouble.  

Immergluck (2009) describes how a rise in risky lending wreaked havoc on communities which 

were left with high vacancies after homes went into foreclosure.   

Another example of this change in meaning of housing is the transition from housing 

low-income earners in publicly funded structures managed by municipal housing authorities to 
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housing them in the private rental market.  The funding for tenants to relocate from public 

housing into the market comes from the Housing Choice Voucher Program (formerly Section 8), 

which is a federal program that is administered locally by public housing authorities.    Smith 

(2006) describes how public housing is being “reinvented and represented as ‘new and 

improved,’” yet the risks involved in this transition have not yet received enough attention (20).  

The potential loss of tens of thousands of low-income housing units across the country signals an 

incredible shift in federal housing policy, especially since many of the tenants of these units will 

not be re-housed in mixed income communities, but rather, they will receive vouchers which put 

them at the mercy of the private housing market.  This program fits exceptionally well into 

Harvey’s (2005) definition of neoliberalism, as the voucher system effectively removes tenants 

from state sponsored housing, leaving them to the will of the market.   

The devolution of central government processes to local agencies and the private market 

is typical under neoliberal reform, as central governments tend to “roll back” economic 

regulation and social welfare, and “roll out” support for capital (Peck and Tickell 2002).  Under 

this program, the private rental market receives an obvious boost, as tenants flood the market 

with funds that are practically “guaranteed” since they are backed by the federal government.  

For voucher holders, however, the benefits are less certain.  The market has a limited number of 

low cost housing units, which tend to be clustered in the most disadvantaged areas of the city 

(Fainstein 2010).  In Atlanta, the market was flooded with so many vouchers that landlords had 

the unprecedented opportunity to pick and choose applicants based upon the most desirable traits 

(Hankins et al, forthcoming).  Voucher holders with negative credit marks, criminal 

backgrounds, children, handicaps, and minority ethnicities were sometimes passed over, whereas 

in public housing, strict regulations were put in place to avoid such discrimination.   
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While proponents of neoliberalism argue that it is a good system for advancing human 

well-being (Friedman 2006, Birdsall and Fukuyama 2011), critics of the economic reforms note 

their tendency toward uneven economic development, finding it to be a system in which a few 

people and locations benefit at the expense of others (Harvey 1989, Harvey 2005, Peck and 

Tickell 2002, Brenner, Peck and Theodore 2010, Smith 1984, Purcell 2008).  Sometimes the 

demolition of public housing is associated with public-private partnership plans for the 

development of mixed-use communities to be placed at the demolition sites and house a 

percentage of former residents (Goetz 2010).  There is evidence to support the critics’ claim, in 

that the percentage of residents who are able to return to their old communities is often merely a 

fraction, as investors find it more lucrative to build premium housing which is priced beyond the 

limits voucher holders can pay (Hightower and DeMarco 2008).  Fainstein (2010) cites 

substantial evidence of this phenomenon in her case study of New York, particularly under the 

leadership of Robert Moses and Rudolf Giuliani.  Sugrue (1996) found similar results in various 

neighborhoods across Detroit.  In this way, the developers benefit from increased revenue and 

access to prime real estate, while the majority of former tenants are left to find housing away 

from their old communities, in neighborhoods that are sometimes the most undesirable or 

underserved in the city.   

Neoliberal reforms in housing policy had the effect of increasing residential mobility.  

Relaxed lending regulations, innovative schemes aimed at inviting low and moderate income 

earners into homeownership, and the closure of public housing were specifically designed to 

bring about movement through space- as in movement of people and goods out of one housing 

situation and into another.  The Housing Choice voucher program also has an explicit goal of 

bringing about social mobility, meaning, a change (hopefully upward) in the social position of 
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voucher holders.  Before one can really assess these goals and understand their implications, 

however, it is important to review the literature surrounding mobility studies, as the term is 

deeply entrenched in several arenas of academic study in the social sciences.   

2.2 Mobility 

Scholars of mobility studies come from departments such as geography, sociology, urban 

planning, transportation planning, public health and engineering.  While this multidisciplinary 

approach to studying phenomena can certainly add richness to our available knowledge, it can 

also become an obstacle to understanding what kind of mobility one is referring to.  According to 

Kaufmann (Kaufmann 2011), the social sciences first saw the term “mobility” used by 

geographers from the Chicago school in the 1920’s.  When examining the dynamics of cities, 

geographers used an analytical framework which included residential and daily mobility of 

residents.  In this sense, mobility was seen by geographers as movement through space 

(Kaufmann 2011).   

The automobile revolution in the early twentieth century saw mobility used by 

transportation scientists to mean transportation flows (Kaufmann 2011).  According to Adey 

(2010), early transportation mobility studies involved the analysis and planning of transportation 

patterns, infrastructures, and policies in a very abstract manor which emphasized the movement 

of objects or people in a void of social or political context.  Likewise, Kaufmann (2011) 

highlights how transportation mobility was understood as flow patterns in space, which 

contrasted with spatial mobility which focused on a changes in position from point “A” to “B” 

without necessarily delving into the flows used to get there.  The key concern of transportation 

studies involved the removal of impediments to this mobility flow (Freudendal-Pedersen 2009).  

On the temporal scale, these flows also tend to be limited to relatively short time periods of 
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seconds, minutes, hours, or days, which differ from other kinds of mobility patterns that could 

span years, such as the process of public-housing demolition or, on the other hand, gentrification 

in urban neighborhoods. 

In the 1950’s, the social sciences adopted a new meaning of mobility which focused on 

topics such as career paths and “social inequality resulting from the social reproduction and 

movement (or not) on the occupational ladder” (Kaufmann 2011).  Earlier examples of social 

mobility referred to changes in social positions or roles.  At the time sociologists adopted this 

focus on employment trends, sociologists already used terms such as vertical mobility, meaning 

the upward or downward movement in a social position, and horizontal mobility, meaning a 

lateral move in a social position.  Pitirim Sorokin (Sorokin 1927) illustrated these terms by 

placing them social stratification pyramids.  For example, in an employment pyramid for a 

nation, there may be four tiers, with the lowest (and largest) level comprised of low-wage service 

sector jobs.  The next tier might be manufacturing positions, topped by a tier with professional 

positions such as banking, scientists, and finance.  The highest (and smallest) tier would be 

comprised of high-paid executive level positions such as CEOs and COOs of large corporations.  

Vertical mobility would signal a change upward or downward from one tier to another, while 

horizontal mobility would signal a change from one position in a tier to another position in the 

same tier, such as moving from a food service job to a retail job.  This framework provided a 

strong foundation for analyzing how professional positions were relegated to people of various 

socio-economic groups in the post-World War II period.   

In the post-World War II period, spatial mobility also experienced some changes.  The 

field became fragmented into four subfields- daily mobility, migration, tourism, and residential 

mobility (Kaufmann 2011).  Daily mobility studies are characterized by in-home surveys which 
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track peoples’ destination and origin points, as well as demographic data.  Later, time parameters 

made their way into these surveys, which enabled researchers to better understand how people 

allocate their time, whether that be working, in transit, or participating in leisure activities either 

in or outside of the home.  Migration looks at the movement of groups of people within and 

outside of their home lands, and even on smaller scales such as across cities.  Tourism examines 

trips people make outside of their typical patterns on a for-pleasure basis as opposed to work 

trips.  Access to speedier and cheaper methods of transportation encourages greater amounts of 

tourism, so this is a field of study that will continue to evolve over time.  Finally, residential 

mobility aims at “understanding changes in residential locations within a given geographical area 

focusing primarily on its causes, links and consequences” (Kaufmann 2011)(27).  Residential 

transitions can be positive or negative, depending upon how closely the results of movement 

align with the intended purpose.  

The mobility turn 

In mobility studies, a new paradigm has evolved over time as researchers have come to 

realize that these earlier mobility studies were lacking in context.  Rather than seeing mobility as 

one-dimensional and abstract, these researchers called for developing a better understanding of 

the meanings associated with movement (Adey 2010, Cresswell 2010, Kaufmann 2011, Sheller 

and Urry 2006).  Adey (2010) reminds us that mobility in itself is neither good nor bad, but 

rather it is “given or inscribed with meaning” (36).  Drawing on the work of multiple scholars, 

Adey conceptualizes mobility as not just movement, but rather, a relationship through which the 

world is understood and lived in.  Formerly, researches may have asked, “Where are you coming 

from or going to?”, but Kaufmann (2011) claims that the “entire question” is “Why do we 

move?” (35). Sheller and Urry (2006) call this new line of inquiry the ‘mobility turn.’   
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According to Cresswell (2006), mobility involves physical movement, representations, 

and practices and the delicate entanglement thereof.  He follows this up with an examination of 

the politics of mobile practice in which he discusses not only constellations of mobility over 

time, but also the political implications of six facets of mobility: rhythm, route, speed, motivating 

force, friction, and experience (Cresswell 2010).  With this analytical framework Cresswell 

provides, one can instantly begin to see the value of new mobilities literature, for example, by 

applying these facets of mobility to residential mobility patterns.  Hankins et al (forthcoming) 

utilize this framework to arrive at a deeply contextualized understanding of the many challenges 

faced by public housing tenants as they moved into the private rental market.  Rather than taking 

a limited look at the origin and destination addresses of public housing tenants, we were able to 

discover the significant amount of friction experienced in the process of relocation, such as 

incredible time delays associated with waiting for vouchers or inspections, not having enough 

money for utilities deposits, racism and classism, and a general lack of available rental properties 

with affordable rental prices.  This kind of research confirms Kaufmann’s (2011) claim that we 

can no longer attempt to understand mobility without considering the “experiences and 

aspirations of the actors in question” (2).  In fact, I would posit here that the entire question is not 

“Why do we move?” (Kaufmann 2011), but rather, the mobilities turn provides us the 

opportunity to ask a multitude of questions- How was the experience of moving?  What 

resources were available?  What could have made this movement better?   

Mobility in the neoliberal city 

 According to Kaufmann (2011), we live in an age when “residential attachment and 

stability have come to symbolize elements of insecurity” (32).  How could this be?  After all, 

owning a home is, in fact, the very foundation of the American dream (Jackson 1985).  The 
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answer to this lies in the connection between neoliberalizing forces and mobility.  In its purest 

form, the most basic nature of neoliberalism is the desire for freedom, for completely unfettered 

markets.  In pursuit of this freedom, we created an infrastructure for making instant transactions 

in the global financial market, we moved millions of jobs to distant corners of the Earth, we 

made advancements in technology which allow us to transport billions of dollars of goods across 

the globe at unprecedented speeds (Harvey 2005, Peck and Tickell 2002), and yet, baffling as it 

is, in the face of this constant buzz of mobility, we still hold on to the hegemonic idea that the 

white picket fence surrounding the neat (suburban) home is the penultimate symbol of what we 

must own to reach contentment or validation of our status as worthy citizens who have done their 

civic duty.  The reality is that the hegemony of the American dream is dismantling more quickly 

than the masses are catching on, and it is because neoliberalism requires mobility at all scales 

from global down to the individual.  Decaying manufacturing plants in the American Rust Belt 

reveal precisely this kind of creative destruction.  Home ownership—or property ownership 

more broadly—presents a dilemma for the twenty-first century family.   

 The problem with home ownership can perhaps best be illustrated by motility studies, 

which seek to understand the link between mobility and opportunity.  Kaufmann (2004) defines 

motility as simply the ability or potential to move.  Freudendal-Pedersen (2009) adds to this by 

describing how motility is linked with freedom in that it shapes the idea of what options a person 

has. Motility becomes mobility when one makes the decision to move, in whatever format that 

movement takes.  Homeowners have serious impediments to motility, especially if they live in 

undesirable neighborhoods or lack equity in their homes, yet, in this era of globalization, there 

are countless examples of the motility that jobs have.  For instance, India has a comparative 

advantage in that it has a highly educated, English speaking workforce, and a low cost of labor.  
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With the development of favorable internet platforms, Americans now have Indian tutors 

providing online lessons in various academic subjects, and Indian radiologists providing 

diagnostic reports on CT scans administered thousands of miles away.  Insecurity comes in this 

disconnection between the motility of homeowners and the motility of the very jobs that pay 

homeowners’ wages which are used to keep up with mortgages.  

 Neoliberal reforms in housing result in greater mobility.  We can clearly see this in the 

forced relocation of public housing tenants into the private rental market, and in the relaxed 

lending regulations that eventually resulted in foreclosures and the eviction of people from their 

homes.  Since greater mobility has been associated with greater power and upward social 

opportunity (Cresswell 2010), does this mean the thousands of people who experienced these 

two phenomena received some kind of advantage over stable homeowners in this process?  Not 

necessarily.  While neoliberalism requires mobility, when social, political, and economic context 

is added into the picture, we can see that those who are forced into this kind of mobility continue 

to suffer hardship, such as the inability to find or afford appropriate housing, social rejection in 

their new neighborhoods, and sometimes even homelessness (Kingsley and Austin Turner 1993).   

Residential mobility in Atlanta 

Scholars from various disciplines have examined the effects of forced relocation by the 

Atlanta Housing Authority, drawing attention to benefits and drawbacks for those relocated, as 

well as the neighborhoods surrounding the demolition sites.  The economist Thomas Boston 

(2005) finds that relocation brought former housing project residents to better socioeconomic 

standing, increased their mobility, and allowed them to reside in better neighborhoods.   In 

contrast, urban planner Larry Keating (2000) finds that the experience for relocated individuals 

was troublesome, in that they had little agency in the relocation process and suffered distress in 
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finding replacement housing.  This study reviewed the displacement of mostly black residents 

from the Techwood and Clark Howell projects and notes that the reclaimed land was used in the 

process of gentrifying the neighborhood to prepare for the 1996 Olympics.  Due to this process, 

displaced residents were very unlikely to return to their former neighborhood due to increased 

rental prices (Keating 2000).  The obvious discrepancies in the above research reflect the 

sometimes vastly different perceptions and experiences of thousands of individuals and families 

who have been relocated from public housing. 

The mobility of students who move to a new school as a result of residential relocation is 

another area which has received some attention.   Rumberger (1998) defines student mobility as 

a “non-promotional school change” and finds that students in grades 8-12 with even limited non-

promotional mobility are up to twice as likely to drop out of high school.  Student achievement 

also suffers with high mobility, according to Isernhagen and Bulkin (2011) who found that high 

student mobility negatively effects performance on standardized testing.  The residential mobility 

of students from public housing in many cases resulted in the movement of students from one 

school district to another.  Large-scale movement of students presents challenges for school 

districts as well as affected neighborhoods—not to mention in the arena of student achievement.  

As students moved out of the public housing projects into various neighborhoods across the city, 

many of them lost their educational “anchors.”  One study by Ruel, et al (2012) found that 

average tenure of families in Atlanta Housing Properties was 6.01 years.  After up to an average 

of six years of attending one school, students from public housing experienced not only the 

initial move to a new school, but potentially movement to a different school every year, as those 

who received vouchers can move every year.   

Gaps in the literature 
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 The literature surrounding neoliberalism and mobility covers a wide range of topics.  

Mobility is grounded in many academic disciplines, and even within those disciplines, mobility 

studies were fragmented into sub-fields.  The ‘mobility turn’ saw the addition of context to the 

analysis of mobility patterns which were previously viewed as abstract.  With this new direction 

in research, investigators are able to look for the meaning embedded in movement, which added 

for the extraction of far greater deal of analytical depth.  Neoliberalism is a theoretical approach 

to social economic systems wherein human well-being can best be advanced through free 

markets.  Scholars have examined the many approaches to freeing markets, such as deregulation, 

privatization, and the reduction of government at multiple scales.  Creative destruction is the 

process through which neoliberalism reinvents itself, and one example of this is the two phase 

process which started with a roll back of social welfare measures followed by a roll out of 

policing and surveillance efforts.   

The link between neoliberalism and mobility is that neoliberalism requires mobility in order 

for this process of creation and destruction to continue.  While there is literature devoted to 

understanding the effects of neoliberal reforms on residential mobility at the household level, 

there is a gap in the research that this work seeks to fill regarding neighborhoods.  

Neighborhoods are constituted by people who live in them, and yet they are subject to the logics 

of the housing markets and waves of investment and disinvestment by public institutions.  By 

their very nature, neighborhoods lack motility.  They are effectively immobile, yet they are 

greatly affected by residential mobility.  As neoliberalism brings about changes in housing and 

access to housing, the resulting dynamics of residents at the margins who move into and out of 

those neighborhoods reveals yet another instance of the precariousness of the poor and the 

growing inequalities in American society.   
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3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This research investigates mobility in the context of neoliberal reforms in urban areas.  

Specifically, this thesis is a case study which investigates two particular approaches to housing 

reform that have resulted in large scale residential mobility- the closure of public housing 

projects with the resultant transition to market-based housing choice vouchers and relaxed 

regulations on mortgage lending practices which contributed to bursting the housing bubble and 

a steep rise in foreclosures.   

To reveal the contours of this mobility, I focus on these more specific empirical questions, 

which will help to shed light on this period of mobility:  

Empirical question 1: How did the occupancy of properties change over the years from 

2006-2012 in Atlanta neighborhoods?  In particular, as I explain below, I focus on the four 

neighborhoods of Greenbriar, Beecher Hills, Pittsburgh/Mechanicsville, and English Avenue.  I 

ask, how did residents of these neighborhoods explain vacancy rates in their neighborhoods?   

Empirical question 2: What concerns do neighborhood residents express regarding the 

lived experience of neighborhood change in light of residential mobility?  Just as the 

experience of mobility varies based upon social stature and access to resources  (Cresswell 2010, 

Hankins et al. forthcoming), so does the experience of being “left behind” during periods of 

intense residential mobility.   

    Empirical question 3: What are the characteristics of acceptance or resistance to 

residential mobility?  How welcoming are neighborhood residents to the influx of former public 

housing occupants?  How do neighborhoods provide guidance to new residents? 

       Empirical question 4: What are the impacts of residential mobility on public schools? 

Public schools and housing projects are traditionally linked due to spatial proximity.  In this 
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reciprocal relationship between these two iconic public institutions, when housing projects 

close, nearby schools face vulnerability as their enrollment numbers decline when housing 

tenants move away.  Because schools affect property values (Brunner and Sonstelie 2003), an 

investigation of the implications of this process must be considered.   
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4 DATA AND METHODS 

This case study consisted of interviews with residents from four neighborhoods in 

southwest Atlanta, a review of archival documents from Atlanta Public Schools and Atlanta 

Housing Authority, and the use of GIS to visualize data.  Specifically regarding public schools, 

this study was a good fit for qualitative approach because multiple factors contributed to 

demographic shifts in Atlanta Public Schools districts during the study period.  In addition to the 

closure of public housing and the foreclosure crisis, which hit Atlanta with great force in 2007, 

the Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT) scandal, which was exposed in 2009, left 

Atlanta Public Schools with an array of challenges.  While a quantitative study would expose 

demographic shifts, a qualitative study was needed to disentangle mobility patterns and 

understand the nuance of these demographic shifts.  

4.1 Case Studies:  Four Atlanta Neighborhoods 

Neighborhoods that received tenants from public housing were selected for inclusion in 

the study.  Table 1 shows the percentage of housing (either apartment complexes or individual 

homes) that accepts Housing Choice Vouchers.  The range for all Atlanta neighborhoods was 0% 

to 16.4%.  The vast majority of census tracts in these selected neighborhoods are in the 5.01%-

10% acceptance range, putting them in the middle of the data set. These neighborhoods were 

identified using data from a longitudinal study on the closure of Atlanta’s public housing 

projects, which was conducted by the Urban Health Initiative at Georgia State University.  

Additionally, table 1 shows that neighborhoods included in this study have poverty rates ranging 

between 10% to 32% and above.  Because mobility is felt differently depending upon one’s 

access to resources and social stature, this choice of neighborhoods provided a way to better 

understand the effects of mobility on neighborhoods at a variety of economic conditions.  
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Appendix B includes a map which depicts the location of these neighborhoods and their 

economic characteristics.   

Table 1: Neighborhood Characteristics 

Neighborhood Name Poverty Rate Percent of Housing That Accepts 

Housing Choice Vouchers 

English Avenue 32% and above Varies by area from 1.01% -5% and 

5.01%- 10% 

Pittsburgh/Mechanicsville2 Varies by area from 

19%-31% and 32% 

and above 

Varies by area from 1.01%- 5% and 

5.01%-10% 

Beecher Hills 10%-19% 5.01%- 10% 

Greenbriar 19%-32% 5.01%-10% 

4.1.1 English Avenue 

English Avenue is located in the center of Atlanta and is closely linked with Vine City 

just to its south.  The neighborhood’s history dates back to a land purchase by James English in 

1891, and during this time of segregation, English Avenue was designated as a white area.  The 

area was home to middle class families and a street car line, which made it very desirable.  The 

Atlanta fire of 1917 and general housing shortage for African Americans in Atlanta resulted in 

continuous pressure to desegregate the neighborhood, and because of this, English Avenue was 

one of the earlier Atlanta neighborhoods to transition due to white flight.  Herndon Homes, a 520 

unit public housing project, was built in the neighborhood in 1941.   

The neighborhood has proximity to the Georgia Dome, but it is more known for a section 

of the neighborhood called “The Bluff,”3 which is notorious throughout Atlanta for the 

availability of illegal drugs.  Today, English Avenue faces very high crime rates, extreme 

                                                           
2 Data for Pittsburgh and Mechanicsville include the views of three residents of Mechanicsville and seven 

residents of Pittsburgh.  For the purpose of this study, this data was combined due to the proximity of the 

Mechanicsville residents to the Pittsburgh neighborhood border.  Their homes were located across the street from 

the line that divides the two neighborhoods.   
3 Some sources refer to the entire English Avenue area as “the Bluff” 
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poverty, and a troublesome lack of development (Jonsson 2008).  There are few businesses, and 

residents struggle to purchase home goods and groceries due to the distance to markets and poor 

public transportation service.  During the course of my field research in English Avenue, I could 

see that on some streets as many as three out of four homes were boarded up.  Small apartment 

buildings, one after the other, were boarded and overgrown.   

4.1.2 Pittsburgh/Mechanicsville 

Pittsburgh/Mechanicsville is just a bit south of the center of Atlanta.  The neighborhood 

is part of Neighborhood Planning Unit (NPU)-V, which its spirited residents will tell you is short 

for victory.  Established by African Americans in 1883, Pittsburgh is one of Atlanta’s oldest 

neighborhoods.  The neighborhood was named for its likeness to the steel mills in Pittsburgh, PA 

(www.pcia-atlanta.org).  A rail line divides Pittsburgh from Mechanicsville, which was named 

for the Mechanics who worked at the nearby rail yard.  Pittsburgh was home to four streetcar 

lines, which led the area to attract many businesses, until the era of white flight.  During this 

time, middle and upper class African Americans also fled the neighborhood, which depleted the 

customer base for the businesses that eventually closed down (www.pcia-atlanta.org).   

Today, Pittsburgh is home to an optimistic group of residents who are hoping to help the 

neighborhood redevelop and attract new residents.  Led by the Pittsburgh Community 

Improvement Association (PCIA), the community works toward securing public private 

partnerships to increase investment into the area.  Many residents of Pittsburgh are very hopeful 

that the Atlanta Beltline project will result in much needed investment.  On one of my visits to 

the neighborhood for field work, I participated in an event called “Positive Loitering.”  

Community leaders and activists join hands with the local police department in this crime 

prevention initiative.  By regularly gathering in high-traffic negative loitering areas (areas of 
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drug trafficking or prostitution), positive loiterers hope to send a message to those in the area that 

unacceptable behaviors are not welcome in the community.  At these events, one will see 

community members and police playing cards, handing out brochures about community events, 

and even cleaning up vacant lots.   

4.1.3 Beecher Hills 

Beecher Hills is located on the west side of Atlanta, almost equidistant between Langford 

Parkway and I-20.  It is a small neighborhood that is comprised of large homes that are often 

brick and two stories, with large lots.  True to its name, the neighborhood is very hilly, but many 

of the participants report that they are adamant about walking its roads every day.  Beecher Hills 

elementary school is hidden away in the back of the neighborhood, but otherwise it seems that 

the neighborhood is entirely residential.  The neighborhood features a large nature preserve.  A 

one mile section of a wooded trail will eventually connect to the Atlanta Beltline, which some 

residents are concerned might result in an uptick in property crime. 

Homes in Beecher Hills were built in the mid-1960’s.  Many interview participants 

reported moving to the neighborhood during the period of white flight in Atlanta.  The 

neighborhood was considered very desirable because of its location, which has easy access to 

interstates and downtown Atlanta.  There is an active and longstanding neighborhood club, 

named BBF for the major streets in the neighborhood- Beecher Circle, Boilingbrook Drive, and 

Fleetwood Circle.  The club is largely geared toward fostering social activities for the many 

aging residents.     

4.1.4 Greenbriar 

Greenbriar is located on the far southwest side of Atlanta, bordering I-285 and Langford 

Parkway.  The neighborhood is comprised of two distinct housing sections with additional large 
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tracts of land dedicated to Greenbriar Mall and Tyler Perry studios.  On the north end of 

Greenbriar is a community that calls itself Continental Colony, named after the nearby 

elementary school.  Residents of Continental Colony do not always identify as being part of the 

greater Greenbriar area, in an attempt, perhaps, to retain a measure of exclusivity.  Homes in this 

area are large and brick with sprawling lots.  It is an incredibly well kept area, resembling an 

enclave subdivision one might see in Cobb or Cherokee county, outside the I285 perimeter.  The 

Continental Colony section has a very active neighborhood organization named Continental 

Colony Community Association (CCCA), which hosts social activities, fundraising events for 

the nearby elementary school, and a neighborhood watch.  On the south side of Greenbriar, there 

are multiple large apartment complexes, with 200-400 units or more.   

Based on participants’ accounts, the history of the neighborhood dates back to the late 

1950’s or early 1960’s.  Greenbriar mall was built in 1965, and the area attracted a wide variety 

of eateries and shopping opportunities.  The area was originally occupied by whites, many of 

whom worked at Hartsfield Airport just a short drive away.  This neighborhood also seems to be 

one of the later neighborhoods to transition, as African Americans reported moving here in the 

mid 1970’s.  One study participant discussed how excited she was to move to the Greenbriar area 

when the opportunity arose for African Americans to move in.  She claimed it was “all the rage” 

for her and her peers to move to an area with so many shopping outlets, restaurants, and 

entertainment options.   

4.2 Data Collection 

Interviews with residents of these four neighborhoods were semi-structured and lasted for 

approximately forty-five minutes.  Participants were given $40.00 as remuneration for their 

participation.  This was funded through grants from the National Science Foundation and the 
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National Institutes of Health.  The main technique for recruitment was a snowball process, which 

began by contacting residents who had participated in a previous short five to ten minute survey.  

This survey was conducted as part of a longitudinal study by the Urban Health Initiative of 

Georgia State to better understand the person-environment-fit of former public housing tenants 

as they transitioned into their new neighborhoods.  Interviews were completed with those who 

wished to participate, and referrals were also accepted.  Finally, in some areas where there were 

not enough contacts available, it was necessary to simply knock on doors in the neighborhoods 

and introduce the project in hopes of setting up interviews with potential participants.  A 

limitation of this study is that the interview sample is not necessarily a representation of 

neighborhood demographics, rather, it was a convenience sample.  All participants' names were 

changed in order to protect their privacy.  Table 2 shows characteristics of participants by 

neighborhood. 

Table 2: Characteristics of Participants 

 English Avenue Pittsburgh/ 

Mechanicsville 

Beecher Hills Greenbriar 

Average Age 41 59 54 65 

Age Range 19-69 29-74 21-79 28-91 

Average Income 

Range 

$5000-15,000 $5,000-15,000 $35,000-45,000 $45,000-55,000 

Average Tenure 

in Neighborhood 

34 years 31 years 21 years 28 years 

 

4.3 Analysis 

In order to examine the effects mobility had upon neighborhoods, interviews were coded 

using the computer assisted qualitative analysis software package, NVivo 9.  While some 

skeptics fear that the use of computer assisted qualitative analysis software may cause a 

disconnection from the broad themes of the data or an over-simplification of complex social 



29 

processes, like many other researchers who have worked with such software (Walsh 2003, 

Cambra-Fierro and Wilson 2011), I found it to be an innovative technique which was invaluable 

in keeping up with the demands of large datasets.  Rather than over-simplifying complex 

problems, the use of NVivo illuminated these problems through the simplicity of the way data 

are tagged and easily retrieved later on in the process.   

After uploading the transcriptions into NVivo, I initially read through them without 

searching for any particular themes.  The purpose of using this open coding process was to allow 

the data to “speak for itself.” During this read, I found repeated references to schools as 

resources for the neighborhood, fear of vacant buildings, and activism.  During second read of 

the data, I searched specifically for text that aligned with several themes- resistance or 

acceptance of former public housing tenants, perceptions of vacancy, and neighborhood 

response.  On the third and final read-through of the data, I focused on clarifying the findings.   

Finally, I was able to utilize the analysis capabilities of NVivo to query terms for the creation of 

word trees, tag clouds, and charts which were helpful in drawing attention to important concepts 

that may have been missed without this step.   

4.4 GIS Methods 

In order to answer Empirical Question 1- How did residents in neighborhoods of various 

economic patterns feel the lived experience of neighborhood change in light of residential 

mobility- it is important to first understand what the economic patterns actually are and where 

residential mobility occurred.  To this aim, I used Arc GIS to conduct a geospatial analysis, and 

the methods of this analysis are described in this section.  The analysis required two data sources.  

Places and Census Tracts TIGER/Line geodatabases (2010 data) were downloaded from 

Census.gov.  The Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Aggregated United States Postal 
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Service (USPS) Administrative Data on Address Vacancies was downloaded from HUD.gov.  

This dataset includes quarterly aggregated data on residences, businesses, and other types of 

properties that are identified as having been vacant during the previous quarter.  These data are 

provided at the census tract level (choice of 2000 or 2010) for urban routes throughout the entire 

United States.  HUD defines “vacant” properties as having been vacant for 90 days or longer.  

One limitation of this data, which has potential impacts on the analysis is that the USPS began 

implementing new procedures to improve accuracy in March 2010.  Comparisons of data 

between years may show more vacancies after 2010 as a result of increased accuracy in data 

collection.  However, because this study examines data from many years- 2006-2012, general 

trends are still clearly visible.   

Arriving at a visualization of vacancy levels in the study neighborhoods required several 

analytical processes.  First, the USPS vacancy data required the removal of large amounts of 

extraneous data and the calculation of percentages of vacant properties.  The data was assembled 

into one spreadsheet that included a single time column, as opposed to the original format of one 

spreadsheet for each year.  The preparation of this data was the most time consuming aspect of 

this analysis.   

The Census data required a series of geoprocesses that resulted in the creation of new 

layers.  First, from the Places data set, I selected by attribute places with Atlanta as the city 

name.  This yielded five results.  I exported this layer and saved it as Atlanta_US.  From the 

Atlanta_US layer, I used the selection tool to select Atlanta, GA.  I exported this as a layer and 

saved it as Atlanta_Boundary.  Next, I joined the USPS data table to the Census tract shapefile, 

using Geoid10 as the common column.  I then intersected the Census tracts layer with 

Atlanta_boundary.  I exported this new layer and saved it as Atlanta_tracts_intersect.  The result 
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of this process is a layer featuring the city of Atlanta, GA divided into Census tracts with the 

joined table of vacancy data.   

In order to highlight the neighborhoods of interest, I used Google Earth to create 

polygons for Pittsburgh, Mechanicsville, Greenbriar, English Avenue, and Beecher Hills.  I 

saved these as .kmz files and used the KML to layer tool in ArcGIS to add them to the map.  

While I could have intersected these neighborhood layers with the census tract data to yield a 

map featuring only the specific neighborhood vacancy data, I felt that showing these 

neighborhoods in the context of the greater Atlanta area yielded a better understanding of the 

vacancy trends.  For this reason, I opted to display these layers as hollow with a strong black 

border for highlighting.  At this point, I enabled time on the map and focused on improving the 

display by using cartographic design principles.  The final product of this work is a series of 

maps showing the selected vacancy data for Atlanta and selected neighborhoods from 2006-2012 

(included in Appendix C).  In the following chapter, I describe the results of this analysis.    
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5 IDENTIFYING AND UNDERSTANDING SPACES OF ABSENCE 

 Neoliberal reforms in housing result in increased residential mobility, as evidenced by the 

closure of public housing and the housing crisis.  Understanding the impacts of this in the four 

neighborhoods included in this study required an initial investigation to assess vacancy levels.  

Identifying the extent to which the study neighborhoods were actually affected by vacancy helps 

to add context to participants’ perceptions of the vacant properties they see around them and try 

to understand or explain.  Beginning with identifying vacant space over time and followed by a 

discussion of what study participants felt were reasons their neighborhoods were either safe or 

greatly affected, the story of Atlanta’s neighborhoods receives much needed attention.   

Identifying spaces of absence with GIS 

 This section describes geospatial analysis aimed at answering the question: How did the 

occupancy of properties change over the years from 2006-2012 in the Atlanta neighborhoods of 

Greenbriar, Beecher Hills, Pittsburgh/Mechanicsville, and English Avenue?  Because mobility is 

faced differently based upon economic status (Cresswell 2010), these four neighborhoods were 

included in the study as a representatives based on the number of residents living at poverty 

level, which ranges from 10% to greater than 32% (see Table 1 in chapter 4).  While Atlanta in 

general was particularly hard-hit by the foreclosure crisis (Immergluck 2009, Lee and 

Immergluck 2012), the analysis shows a correlation between lower income neighborhoods and 

increased incidents of vacancy.  

The analytical procedures for this study are described in detail in Chapter 4: Data and 

Methodology.  All maps are included in Appendix C.  Here, I present the results of the analysis, 

which shows that there is large variation in the percentage of vacant properties for each 

neighborhood by income, but that there was little variation in the amount of vacancy by 
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neighborhood over the duration 2006-2012.  High vacancy neighborhoods remained high and 

low vacancy neighborhoods remained low.  The two lowest income neighborhoods, Pittsburgh 

and English Avenue, had high vacancy rates before the foreclosure crisis became widespread 

throughout the rest of Atlanta.  The 2006 map shows vacancies of 19% and above, with 

Pittsburgh being on the most extreme end, having vacancies between 28.89% and 72.73%.4  In 

only two years, the situation reversed, and in 2008, English Avenue had extreme amounts of 

vacancy while Pittsburgh had slightly recovered.  Vacancy rates in these two neighborhoods 

remained consistently high throughout the entire study time period.   

Greenbriar is in the middle of the range of residents living in poverty.  The amount of 

vacancy remained consistently low throughout the study period.  In fact, this was the lowest 

vacancy rate of all four study neighborhoods, even though Beecher Hills has fewer residents at 

poverty.  Beginning in 2006 with vacancy rates between 4.56% and 8.2%, and ending in 2012 

with rates at 0% to 4.55%, Greenbriar seems particularly resilient in light of the housing crisis.  

One would expect Beecher Hills to have the lowest vacancy rate because it has the highest 

income.  However, the geography of Greenbriar contributes to the lack of correlation with 

income data.  Greenbriar functions more like two distinct neighborhoods lumped into one.  The 

north side of Greenbriar features large homes with rambling lawns, and it looks more like a 

classic suburban subdivision.  There were very few foreclosures in this neighborhood.  Study 

participants from this section had a median income of $45,000, with the highest income at over 

$250,000 annually.  The south end of Greenbriar hosts apartment complexes, many of which 

receive low income tax credits.  For these reasons, the vacancy rate remains low, and the average 

                                                           
4 While Mechanicsville is drawn separately on this map, for the purpose of this study, data from Pittsburgh and 

Mechanicsville are presented together.  The three study participants from the Mechanicsville neighborhood live 

directly across the street from the Pittsburgh boundary, and their housing characteristics align more closely with 

Pittsburg than the larger Mechanicsville area.   
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income remains on the lower end because it reflects a dense population of lower-income 

residents from the apartment complexes.   

Beecher Hills featured the most variation in occupancy, although it continued to reflect 

values in the middle of the spectrum.  From 2006-2008, the neighborhood had between 13.09% 

to 19.62% vacancy rates.  From 2009-2012 the neighborhood bounced back between 4.56% to 

8.2% and 8.21% and 13.08% vacant.  One final note about the geospatial analysis is that general 

trends across the city of Atlanta show that for all study years, there were higher vacancy rates 

from the center of Atlanta going westward.  Lowest vacancy rates could be found consistently on 

the north side of Atlanta, from the center heading eastward, and in the far southwest.   

Reasons for foreclosure rates in neighborhoods- participants’ perceptions 

 From 2008 until around the past year, watching the nightly news without hearing the 

latest ills of the housing crisis was just not possible.   There were stories about speculative or 

subprime lenders, absentee landlords, irresponsible lenders, irresponsible buyers, a lack of 

government oversight, mortgage fraud, and house flipping.  It seems the mortgage crisis came 

from many different angles.  Here, I would like to present the views of participants on what 

caused the mortgage crisis in their neighborhoods.  So many times, we hear the analysts, the 

politicians, big bankers, yet we rarely hear the voices of those who really lived through this 

experience.  I would like to take this further by positing that, with the exception of individual 

homeowners who lost their homes, the mortgage crisis is something experienced most 

profoundly at the neighborhood scale, and therefore, these voices are incredibly important if we 

really want to understand the crisis.   

 Participants were asked about the kinds of changes they had witnessed in their 

neighborhoods over the last few years, and if they had noticed new people moving in or long-
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Figure 4: School closings in Atlanta, 2008-2013 

 

Atlanta Public Schools also explicitly and publicly identified the closure of Atlanta 

Housing Authority properties as the reason for school closures.  The following is text is taken 

from a letter that was distributed to parents of students at Tull Waters elementary.  The same text 

was included in a letter addressed to faculty members of the school, concerning job placement in 

other A.P.S. schools.  

As you are aware, the Atlanta Housing Authority (AHA) has closed Jonesboro North and 

Jonesboro South communities.  These closures have resulted in declining enrollment at 

Tull Waters Elementary School.  We have projected that the in-zone population for the 

2008-2009 school year will decline to approximately 210 students.  In addition, with the 

closing of another Atlanta Housing Authority community, Leila Valley, there is 

                                                           
mile for middle and high school students.  Using these distances as buffers would add an additional two schools 

within close proximity of a former public housing complex. 
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Appendix C: Maps of Atlanta Vacancies from 2006-2012 
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