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“If poverty is a disease that infects an entire community in the form of unemployment and 
violence; failing schools and broken homes, then we can’t just treat those symptoms in isolation. 
We have to heal that entire community. And we have to focus on what actually works.” 

– Barack Obama, July 18, 2007 
 

The Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative, a White House-led interagency collaborative, is furthering 
the Obama Administration’s place-based approach to Urban Policy by aligning federal programs to 
revitalize neighborhoods of concentrated poverty and transform distressed communities into 
neighborhoods of opportunity.  (For more on the Obama Administration’s place-based strategies, see 
Developing Effective Place-Based Policies for the FY 2011 Budget, Memorandum from the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB)). 
 
As President Obama declared in his Inaugural Address, the time has come to reaffirm the promise that in 
the United States of America, “all are equal, all are free, and all deserve a chance to pursue their full 
measure of happiness.”  In too many neighborhoods of concentrated poverty across the country, and for 
too many residents – particularly children – that promise is unfulfilled.   
 
In high-poverty neighborhoods, high unemployment rates, rampant crime, health disparities, 
inadequate early care and education, and struggling schools contribute to intensify the negative 
outcomes associated with living in poverty.  Neighborhood poverty is a critical factor in explaining why 
some children are more likely to have lower incomes as adults than their parents.  Studies show that 
children who grow up in a neighborhood with 20-30 percent of families in poverty have a 50 percent 
greater chance of downward economic mobility – moving down the income ladder relative to their 
parents – compared with children whose families had similar income levels, but who grew up in 
neighborhoods with under 10 percent of families in poverty.   Moreover, a Federal evaluation of the 
reading and mathematics outcomes of elementary students found that even when controlling for 
individual student poverty, there is a significant negative association between school-level poverty and 
student achievement. 
 
Due to the turmoil they face, many high-poverty neighborhoods are unable to leverage valuable assets 
that provide a basis for economic growth and improvement in resident well-being.  Many of these 
neighborhoods are located near central business districts, transit lines, waterfronts, museums and other 
art and cultural institutions, or key anchor institutions such as hospitals and universities.  Many have 
existing community-based organizations that have formed strong bonds and durable social capital.  
Although some community-based organizations have succeeded in developing good working 
relationships with business and institutional leaders in these centers of investment, these relationships 
need to be strengthened and local resources leveraged more fully so that more community members 
can gain the best possible access to quality education, services, and job opportunities. 
 
A New Approach 
 
Recognizing that interconnected solutions are needed in order to resolve the interconnected problems 
existing in high-poverty neighborhoods, the Obama Administration is developing a new approach to 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/memoranda_fy2009/m09-28.pdf


neighborhood revitalization to better support community-based initiatives that produce significant 
benefits for distressed neighborhoods as well as positive outcomes for surrounding areas.   
 
This approach is being developed by Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative, led by the White House 
Domestic Policy Council (DPC), White House Office of Urban Affairs (WHOUA), and the Departments of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Education (ED), Justice (DOJ), Health and Human Services (HHS) 
and Treasury.  The Initiative is examining and developing options for restructuring federal strategies for 
distressed neighborhoods in order to more effectively support local community, government, business, 
and institutional leaders in creating neighborhoods of opportunity. 
 
Given the national scale of the problem, and the significant resources the Federal government already 
directs to distressed communities – albeit often in an inconsistent and uncoordinated manner – Federal 
leadership in neighborhood revitalization is critical.  But the Initiative’s strategy also reflects an 
awareness of the limits of Federal programs; indeed, the difficult process of solving interconnected 
problems in distressed neighborhoods has always happened at the local level, with dedicated, inventive 
leaders and practitioners adapting their tactics to changing conditions, rewriting rigorous community 
plans to target their efforts, and diligently managing to those plans to achieve their vision.  President 
Obama recognized this fundamental truth in his speech to the nation’s mayors on June 21, 2008, 
affirming that “in this country, change comes not from the top-down, but from the bottom-up,” and 
that “the change we seek…will not come from government alone.”   
 
In recognition of the importance of a better federal strategy to support community-owned revitalization 
initiatives, the Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative is pursuing a new approach to federal engagement 
in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty.  This approach is designed to be: 
 

• Interdisciplinary, to address the interconnected problems in distressed neighborhoods; 

• Coordinated, to align the requirements of federal programs so that local communities can more 
readily braid together different funding streams; 

• Place-based, to leverage investments by geographically targeting resources and drawing on the 
compounding effect of well-coordinated action; 

• Data- and results-driven, to facilitate program monitoring and evaluation, to guide action 
needed  to make adjustments in policy or programming, and to learn what works and develop 
best practices; and 

• Flexible, to adapt to changing conditions on the ground. 
 
The Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative is operating under a shared theory of change – that an 
integrated, coordinated effort to increase the quality of a neighborhood’s (1) educational and 
developmental, (2) commercial, (3) recreational, (4) physical, and (5) social assets, sustained by local 
leadership over an extended period, will improve resident well-being and community quality of life.  
 
Creating Neighborhoods of Opportunity 
 
The goal of the Initiative is to support the transformation of distressed neighborhoods into 
neighborhoods of opportunity – places that provide the opportunities, resources, and environment that 
children, youth, and adults need to maximize their life outcomes.  This includes elements of each asset 
category such as high-quality schools and educational programs; high-quality, safe, and affordable 
housing; thriving commercial establishments; art and cultural amenities; and parks and other 



recreational spaces.  In light of the need for better coordination and greater consistency in Federal 
support, the Initiative is focusing on four key opportunities for action. 
 

1. Integrating place-based programs in distressed neighborhoods – ED, HUD, and DOJ intend to 
coordinate their funding for the Promise Neighborhoods, Choice Neighborhoods, and Byrne 
Criminal Justice Innovation programs, to give communities with the need and capacity for each 
program a better opportunity to braid these resources, and increase the odds of success for 
these federal investments by drawing on the compounding effect of well-coordinated action.  
HHS will encourage local partnerships between existing and new community health centers and 
these programs, and consider other ways to coordinate community health centers and other 
grant programs with the above neighborhood-focused programs.   

2. Coordinated peer review and alignment of program goals and requirements – ED, HUD, and DOJ 
intend to coordinate the review of their applications, including the sharing of reviewers with 
expertise across disciplines and throughout the continuum of development from birth through 
youth between the programs.  These agencies also intend to work together to align the goals 
and requirements of the various programs as much as possible.  This has included the 
development and use of common goals and program evaluation metrics, a shared theory of 
change, and common definitions of key terms, with the overall goal of ensuring that these 
programs align on the ground and that communities hear one clear message from the federal 
government on how resources could be targeted and coordinated. 

3. Collaborative planning – Agencies in the Initiative will create incentives for local communities to 
develop plans, build organizational capacity, and establish accountability mechanisms to ensure 
that revitalization activities have the best prospects for success. 

4. Integrated technical assistance – Agencies in the Initiative will jointly support integrated 
technical assistance in order to help high-need neighborhoods develop and implement 
comprehensive, collaborative approaches to neighborhood revitalization.   

 
To date, agencies in the Initiative have begun a collaboration centered on five programs. 
 

1. Choice Neighborhoods (HUD) – Choice Neighborhoods supports efforts to transform distressed 
public and assisted housing into sustainable mixed-income housing that is physically and 
financially viable over the long term, to promote positive outcomes for families, and to 
transform neighborhoods of concentrated poverty into viable, mixed-income neighborhoods 
with access to key assets and services. 

2. Promise Neighborhoods (ED) – Inspired by experiences of initiatives such as the Harlem 
Children’s Zone, Promise Neighborhoods supports projects that are designed to create a 
comprehensive continuum of education programs and family and community supports, with 
great schools at the center, that will significantly improve the educational and developmental 
outcomes of children and youth, from birth through college and career, in the nation’s most 
distressed communities.  

3. Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation (DOJ) – A new program proposed for FY 2011, Byrne is a 
community-based strategy that aims to control and prevent violent crime, drug abuse, and gang 
activity in designated high crime neighborhoods across the country, providing funding to 
support partnerships between law enforcement agencies and community-based organizations 
that balance targeted enforcement with prevention, intervention, and neighborhood restoration 
services.  

4. Community Health Centers (HHS) – Community Health Centers have for more than four decades 
provided comprehensive high-quality preventive and primary health care to America’s most 



medically underserved urban and rural communities.  Health centers serve patients regardless 
of their ability to pay, making them the essential primary care provider for nearly 19 million 
people in need. 

5. Behavioral Health Services – An HHS approach to services for mental and addiction disorders 
that coordinates a comprehensive array of home and community-based prevention, early 
identification and intervention, treatment and recovery services and supports, using an assets-
based approach to developing a system of wraparound services for families with complex, 
multigenerational behavioral health needs that can be built at the community level and 
anchored to a neighborhood-based infrastructure. 

 
Federal programs alone cannot address the challenges faced in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty, 
or identify all of the assets to build on.  For these efforts to succeed, local leadership must be strong.  
But the integration of Neighborhood Revitalization programs at the federal level reflects the 
collaborative planning necessary at the local level, and incentivizes localities to consider the 
interconnections between the problems they face in distressed neighborhoods, and the 
interrelationship of the solutions required to address those challenges.  
 
Next Steps 
 
The Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative will continue working toward tighter integration of the 
centerpiece programs described above.  Initiative membership will expand over the coming months to 
provide additional tools that local communities need to improve resident health and stimulate economic 
development.  Initiative members will strengthen program integration in FY 2012, and will explore 
jointly awarding portions of their agencies’ funding.  The Initiative also plans to host a convening on 
neighborhood revitalization in 2011, to unite practitioners and policymakers in a shared effort to 
improve our nation’s distressed communities.   
 
The neighborhoods that are the focus of this Initiative’s activity are critical sources of underutilized 
human capital, and their improvement is essential to the growth of regional economies and the 
expansion of the middle class.  The inadequacies of past federal, state, and local policies, combined with 
structural inequities in our economy, have isolated these neighborhoods from sources of capital and 
economic growth, leading to long-term, localized recessions that pre-date the current economic 
downturn. 
 
Failing to address economic distress at the neighborhood level not only limits our pool of human capital 
and diminishes regional and national economic capacity, but also perpetuates disadvantages 
experienced by low-income families and exacerbates disparities in our society.  To tap the full potential 
of these neighborhoods and their residents, revitalization efforts must connect the neighborhoods to 
surrounding communities and regional economies in ways that make both local and regional economic 
growth sustainable and equitable over the long term.  As President Obama observed in his Inaugural 
Address, “The success of our economy has always depended not just on the size of our gross domestic 
product, but on the reach of our prosperity, on the ability to extend opportunity to every willing heart – 
not out of charity, but because it is the surest route to our common good.”   


