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Abstract

In France, place-based policies channel public subsidies to low-income urban zones labeled
"priority" neighborhoods. Yet, these policies may backfire by stigmatizing the targeted ar-
eas. This paper exploits a quasi-experimental discontinuity created by a reform that redrew
the subsidy map using a sharp poverty cutoff to evaluate impacts on school outcomes, pop-
ulation sorting across labeled and unlabeled neighborhoods, and urban segregation. Using
a difference-in-differences framework, we show that public middle schools in newly des-
ignated neighborhoods experienced a persistent decline in enrollment relative to schools in
unlabeled areas just above the cutoff. This territorial stigma, driven by school avoidance
across all socioeconomic groups, shifted pupils to public schools in unlabeled areas and, for
wealthier families, to private schools. Policy designation also depressed housing prices and
triggered reverse gentrification, while educational support proved insufficient to offset the
rise in urban segregation. Crucially, the stigma persisted even after neighborhoods lost their
subsidized status, leading to sustained declines in academic achievement due to both reputa-
tional damage and subsidy withdrawal.
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1 Introduction

For more than 50 years, policy makers have relied on place-based subsidies to reduce ur-
ban segregation and improve living conditions in low-income neighborhoods. In France,
these programs target about 1,300 designated “priority” neighborhoods, home to 5.4 mil-
lion residents (8% of the population). A central component of these geographically-tied in-
terventions is education: initiatives designed to expand opportunities for disadvantaged chil-
dren through tutoring, psychological support, cultural and sports activities, and personalized
healthcare, all aimed at improving educational outcomes.

However, despite substantial subsidies, concerns have grown that unintended effects may
undermine these place-based policies. This paper examines one such effect: territorial stigma-
tization (Wacquant et al.| 2014), which has received little attention in economics. In France,
“priority” neighborhoods are often negatively portrayed in the media (Magat et al., 2018;
ONPV| 2022), most infamously when a Fox News journalist labeled them “no-go zones” in
2015? Local of cials and school leaders also report that middle- and upper-class families of-
ten avoid schools in these neighborhoods, raising concerns about reinforced segregation and
reduced social mobility (Dieusaert, 2018; Ville & Banlieue, 2016).

This paper examines the unintended consequences of place-based policies in France, with
a focus on their effects on school enrollment, neighborhood composition, and urban segrega-
tion. Exploiting a quasi-natural experiment created by a reform that revised policy eligibility
based on a sharp and non-manipulable poverty threshold, we provide causal evidence on
how gaining or losing policy designation in uences both educational outcomes and local res-
idential dynamics.

Our main nding is that “priority” designation generates signi cant stigma. Public mid-
dle schools serving labeled neighborhoods experienced an immediate and persistent decline
in enrollment relative to comparable schools serving areas just above the eligibility thresh-
old. This decline, which persisted up to ve years after policy designation, re ects both a
“ ight-to-quality,” with low-income families relocating their children to public schools out-
side the targeted areas, and a “rich- ight,” with more af uent households either moving away
or switching to private schooling. We further document marked housing price depreciation
and patterns of “reverse gentri cation” following designation, indicating that the policy un-
intentionally reinforced, rather than mitigated, urban segregation. Importantly, reputational
damage appears highly persistent: we nd little evidence of stigma reversal even after neigh-
borhoods lose their policy status.

Place-based policies can in uence urban dynamics through three channels. First, they can
improve education outcomes by directing additional resources to disadvantaged students
enrolled in targeted neighborhoods. Second, they can simultaneously depress school rep-
utations by reinforcing negative perceptions of the areas receiving public subsidies. Third,
family-sorting responses and neighborhood compositional shifts resulting from this territorial
stigma can reshape peer environments, with further implications for student achievement.

1See, among others: Washington Post or Fox News.



The net effect is theoretically ambiguous, as potential gains may be offset by complex general
equilibrium effects induced by place-based redistribution (Gaubert et al., 2025), a tension that
this paper empirically investigates.

Our study speaks to several strands of the economics literature. The rst examines how
additional educational resources affect students' outcomes. Extensive US evidence shows
sizable gains in test scores, attainment, and earnings, particularly for disadvantaged students
(Card and Payne, 2002; Jackson et al., 2015; Jackson and Mackevicius, 2024), although the
magnitude depends on implementation (Handel and Hanushek, 2022). European ndings are
more mixed: positive effects in the UK (Machin et al., 2010; Gibbons et al., 2017) contrast with
null results in Romania (Munteanu, 2024) and France (Bénabou et al., 2009; Beffy and Dav-
ezies, 2013). This paper diverges from this existing literature because, unlike school-targeted
resource programs, French place-based educational initiatives allocate funds to municipalities
rather than schools, with bene ts owing directly to resident children.

Second, our study contributes to the literature on information, reputation, and school
choices. By labeling neighborhoods, place-based policies provide salient signals about so-
cioeconomic disadvantage, which parents can interpret as markers of school quality. This
mechanism aligns with evidence showing that family residential and school choices respond
strongly to social composition and perceived reputation (Rothstein, 2006; Burgess et al., 2015),
with downstream effects on segregation and housing markets (Bayer et al., 2007; Fack and
Grenet, 2010; Gibbons et al., 2013; Schwartz et al., 2014; Collins and Kaplan, 2017).

Third, we contribute to research on peer and neighborhood effects. While the in uence
of peers on academic trajectories is well documented (Epple and Romano, 2011; Sacerdote,
2011), the role of immediate neighbors has received less attention (Barrios-Fernandez, 2023;
Garrouste and Hémet, 2024; Zenou, 2025). Evidence from France (Goux and Maurin, 2007;
Behaghel et al., 2017), the UK (Gibbons et al., 2013), and the US Angrist and Lang (2004);
Abdulkadiro glu et al. (2014); Dobbie and Fryer (2014); Angrist et al. (2023) underscores that
peer composition shapes both academic and non-cognitive outcomes, albeit in heterogeneous
ways. Our ndings show that policy labeling in uences children's educational trajectories
not only through peer composition or resource allocation, but also by shaping perceptions of
neighborhood amenities, particularly school quality, paralleling how the public disclosure of
school performance metrics guides parental school choices (Friesen et al., 2012; Koning and
van der Wiel, 2013).

We also extend the broader literature on place-based policies, which has primarily focused
on enterprise zones and labor market outcomes (Neumark and Simpson, 2015; Bartik, 2020;
Corinth and Feldman, 2024). Existing studies nd limited effects on residents' employment
(Freedman, 2015; Reynolds and Rohlin, 2015), with bene ts often dissipating over time or
accruing to newcomers (Gobillon et al., 2012; Charnoz, 2018), with adverse consequences for
incumbent residents through job displacement (Briant et al., 2015; Mayer et al., 2017) or house
price in ation (Freedman, 2013; Ehrlich and Seidel, 2018; Kitchens and Wallace, 2022). By
contrast, evidence on human capital effects is sparse and largely indirect, often relying on
child mobility experiments such as Moving to Opportunity in the U.S. (Chetty et al., 2016;
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Chetty and Hendren, 2018a,b; Chyn, 2018,?; Chyn and Katz, 2021), refugee resettlement in
Israél or Sweden (Gould et al., 2004, 2011; Aslund et al., 2011) or school closures in France
Guyon (2022)2 The only evaluation of a French geographically targeted educational initiative
(Bressoux et al., 2016) found minimal effects on educational achievement and even declines in
students' self-esteem. Our study expands this evidence base by providing the rst large-scale
evaluation of French place-based education programs and documenting a powerful stigma-
tizing mechanism.

Finally, we contribute to the emerging literature on territorial stigmatization, which shows
that labeling-and sometimes treating-neighborhoods can adversely affect children's outcomes
(Fishback et al., 2023; Aaronson et al., 2021, 2023; Dominguez et al., 2023; Govind et al., 2024),
generate labor market discrimination (Bunel et al., 2016), depress housing prices (Koster and
van Ommeren, 2022; Andersson et al., 2023; Yamagishi and Sato, 2025), and reduce economic
interactions (Besbris et al., 2014). Our contribution is twofold. First, our quasi-experimental
setting, combining a two-way xed-effects difference-in-differences strategy with a spatial
discontinuity design, allows us to disentangle policy and labeling effects from residential
sorting, a persistent empirical challenge (Cutler and Glaeser, 1997; Sharkey, 2016; Caetano
and Macartney, 2021). This is especially salient in France, where school assignments are
tied to residential catchment areas, causing segregation across neighborhoods and schools
to reinforce one another (Monarrez, 2023; Boutchenik et al., 2020). Second, we show that
labeling shapes perceptions of school quality and induces persistent parental sorting across
both schools (public vs private) and neighborhoods (labeled vs unlabeled), ultimately rein-
forcing the segregation these policies were intended to mitigate. Notably, we also highlight
that stigma persists even after neighborhoods lose labeling, leading to sustained declines in
academic achievement driven by both reputational damage and the withdrawal of policy re-
sources.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the institutional
context and our quasi-experimental setting. Section 3 presents the empirical framework and
data. Section 4 reports main effects on school enrollment, while Section 5 discusses robust-
ness. Section 6 explores heterogeneous effects, and Section 7 analyzes neighborhood dynam-
ics and segregation. Section 8 concludes.

2 The French institutional background

Over the past two decades, social strati cation across French urban neighborhoods has deep-
ened, with an increasing share of areas concentrating either very af uent or very disadvan-
taged residents (Gerardin and Pramil, 2023). In response, a series of place-based policies have
been implemented to target the most deprived neighborhoods. These initiatives, jointly ad-
ministered by the State and municipalities, aim to improve living conditions, labor market in-
tegration, and educational outcomes in targeted areas. Since their inception in the late 1970s,
they have relied on zoning systems that allocate public support based on neighborhood-level

2An exception is Baum-Snow et al. (2019), which uses labor demand shocks across U.S. tracts to study children
who could not relocate.



socioeconomic indicators. This section provides a brief overview of the institutional context
and the 2014 reform that rede ned policy boundaries using a uniform income-based criterion.

2.1 Place-based urban policies in France before 2014

In France, the most comprehensive urban policy targeting low-income neighborhoods began
in 1996 with the launch of the Pacte de Relance pour la Vi(ldrban Stimulus Package). This pro-
gram introduced a three-tier zoning system that classi ed urban neighborhoods by increasing
levels of deprivation: 751 Tier-1 zones, 416 Tier-2 zones, and 100 Tier-3 zones. Tier-Zones Ur-
baines Sensibl§ZUS, Urban Sensitive Zones) were identi ed for their deteriorated housing
and low job-to-resident ratios. Tier-2 Zones de Redynamisation Urbai(#RU, Urban Revitaliza-
tion Zones) form a subset of Tier 1, and were selected among the lowest ranked Tier-1 areas
according to a multidimensional deprivation index, and designated as enterprise zones. Fi-
nally, Tier-3 Zones Franches Urbaindg2FU, Urban Tax-Free Zones) were chosen among the
most deprived Tier-2 areas and granted broader tax exemptions.® Each tier corresponded to
progressively more generous incentives for rms operating or locating within these areas. In
Tier-1 zones, scal support was modest and discretionary: local authorities could offer lim-
ited tax relief to micro-entrepreneurs and social housing providers, but these measures were
neither automatic nor extensive. By contrast, Tier-2 and Tier-3 zones bene ted from auto-
matic rebates on payroll, corporate, business, and property taxes, determined solely by rm
location. These incentives were substantially larger and longer-lasting in Tier-3 areas, where
rms also quali ed for further wage credits conditional on hiring local residents (see Table B1
for a detailed overview of such incentive schemes).4

In 2006, the program was expanded through the Contrats Urbains de Cohésion Socig&JCS,
Urban Social Cohesion Contracts), which incorporated all Tier-1 to Tier-3 zones and added
1,750 Tier-0 neighborhoods facing multidimensional social challenges. These contracts for-
malized cooperation between central and local governments, bringing the total number of
subsidized neighborhoods to nearly 2,500, and committed them to coordinated actions aimed
at improving residents' living conditions.

By then, all four tiers of zones were eligible for educational programs designed to promote
equal access to quality schooling for children and teenagers in targeted areas. The corner-
stone initiative, the Programme de Réussite Educat{@&lucational Success Program, hereafter
PRE), provides individualized support to disadvantaged resident pupils, addressing their
academic, psychological, and social needs to improve educational outcomes. Assistance in-
cludes tutoring and homework help, psychological counseling, healthcare interventions (e.g.,
screening for untreated illnesses, vision problems, mental health issues, and learning disor-
ders), and extracurricular activities (cultural, sports, or leisure programs) fostering social inte-
gration.® Recognizing the importance of parental involvement, the PRE also promotes family

%In a few cases, Tier 3 areas were extended beyond Tier 2 boundaries to include adjacent vacant land, which
explains that the two Tiers are not always perfectly nested.

“Tier bene ts are substitutive rather than additive, that is, Tier 2 bene ts replace those of Tier 1 where the two
overlap, and Tier 3 bene ts replace those of Tier 2.

5The PRE operates with an annual budget of approximately e100 million and supported approxi-



engagement through parenting workshops, counseling, and resources aimed at strengthening
parents' role in their children's education.

The local educational community plays a pivotal role in implementation. Teachers and
principals identify students showing early signs of disengagement, exclusion, academic dif-
culty, or behavioral issues, and refer them to appropriate programs. ©® However, schools act
only as intermediaries: they do not receive funds directly. Policy resources are managed by
local authorities and allocated to multidisciplinary teams, including educators, counselors,
social workers, health professionals, and psychologists, responsible for after-school initia-
tives. As a result, these programs primarily target resident children, while their schools play
a facilitative but non- nancial role.

The place-based educational programs examined in this paper therefore differ fundamen-
tally from conventional school-based policies, which typically focus on class-size reductions,
staff recruitment, teacher training and bonuses, or pedagogical reforms implemented within
schools. France also operates school-based programs, managed by the Ministry of Education,
that allocate additional resources to schools enrolling large shares of disadvantaged students
(e.g., pupils from low-income families, public scholarship recipients, or students who have
repeated a grade)” Because disadvantaged pupils are highly concentrated geographically,
place-based and school-based policies often overlap, although their bene ciaries do not nec-
essarily coincide.g As school-based programs can induce sorting, where relatively less disad-
vantaged families opt out of targeted schools (Davezies and Garrouste, 2020), our empirical
strategy includes school xed effects and an annual indicator of school-based funding, to en-
sure that the estimated impacts of place-based educational programs are not confounded with
school-based interventions.

2.2 The 2014 Reform of Urban Zoning (Lamy Law)

In 2012, the Court of Auditors, the French institution responsible for overseeing public fund
management, sharply criticized the spread of subsidies over too many urban neighborhoods
(Cour des Comptes, 2012). In response, the 2014 Lamy Law for Cities and Urban Cohesion
streamlined the existing four-tier zoning system into a single category of approximately 1,300
Priority Neighborhoods (Quartiers Prioritaires de la politique de la Ville, QPV hereafter). °
The Lamy Law determined geographical eligibility solely on the basis of residents' tax-
able income: urban neighborhoods with a median income below 60% of a reference income

mately 122,000 students at its peak in 2010. It is funded primarily by the Ministry of Urban Af-
fairs (70%), with the remainder provided by municipalities and inter-municipal structures. For de-
tails, see Demangeclaude (2018) andhttp://observatoire-reussite-educative.fr/dispositifs/
dossier-PRE/fichiers_utiles/affiche-ton-pre_anare

S0ther initiatives include Ecole Ouvertewhich keeps middle schools open during vacations and weekends to
provide educational, cultural, sports, and leisure activities promoting social inclusion and violence prevention.
For a comprehensive list, seehttp://observatoire-reussite-educative.fr/dispositifs/

"The main initiatives are the Reinforced Priority Education networks, known as REP+ (schools facmg severe
socio-academic disadvantages) and REP (schools with moderate dif culties).

8Among the 126,000 students attending a middle school in REP+ (resp. REP), approximately 65% (resp. 28%)
live in neighborhoods also targeted by place-based policies, compared with only 4% for students outside these
networks (Dieusaert, 2017).

%Loi n°2014-173 du 21 février 2014 de programmation pour la ville et la cohésion urbaine



quali ed for treatment, while others were excluded. The reference income was a weighted
average of national and local urban unit medians, ° limiting potential manipulation by local
authorities. This reform thus generated a transparent, income-based rule for policy inclusion.

Technically, eligibility was determined on a 200-meter square grid by computing the me-
dian taxable income of residents within each cell using 2011 data, with contiguous low-
income cells aggregated into neighborhoods meeting minimum population thresholds. This
mechanical, data-driven procedure, entirely outside the control of local actors, underpins our
identi cation strategy. The reform substantially reshaped the geography of policy interven-
tion: many previously treated areas were removed (e.g., polka-dotted zones in the right panel
of Figure 1), while previously ineligible areas entered the program (e.g., hatched zones in the
left panel). As Table 1 shows, similar reshufing occurred nationwide. Crucially, the Lamy
reform did not change school catchment boundaries, so schools entered or exited treatment
solely as a result of neighborhood reclassi cation. Figure 2 illustrates this reshuf ing in the
Paris region, which accounts for roughly 20% of newly eligible neighborhoods.

Figure 1 — Policy areas before and after the 2014 reform in the Paris region

(a) Neighborhoods entering policy zoning (b) Neighborhoods exiting from policy zoning

Source: Shape les from the French Ministry of Urban Affairs (ANCT-CGET).

Note: The boundaries of Parisian arrondissementare outlined in black. Hatched areas represent neighborhoods
entering the program, while polka-dotted zones indicate areas disquali ed after the reform.

We exploit this quasi-exogenous reshuf ing across France to identify the causal effects of
neighborhood entry and exit on school enrollment, neighborhood composition, and educa-
tional outcomes. Importantly, most subsidy schemes remained largely unchanged by the re-
form: educational programs stayed consistent, while enterprise tax bene ts were only slightly
modi ed in terms of generosity and duration (see Table B1 in Appendix B). Transitional ar-
rangements allowed rms in phased-out zones to retain bene ts for several years, mitigating
immediate local labor market economic shocks that could confound our analysis (see Sec-
tion 7.4 for a more detailed robustness check).

%" France, an urban unit is a municipality (or a group of adjacent municipalities) with over 2,000 inhabitants
forming a single unbroken built area. For urban units between 10,000 and 5 million inhabitants, the reference
income per consumption unit, Ir, was de ned as follows: Ir =0:7 Ilgr +0:3 lyu, with Igr the national
median income per consumption unit and |yy its equivalent for the relevant urban unit. For urban units over 5
million inhabitants (i.e., Paris), greater weight was assigned to the local median income, as it exceeded the national
median (e 22,048 versuse 19,218 in 2011)1g =0:3 Igr +0:7 lyu.
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