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Tribal Casinos and Identifying Who Moves to Opportunity’

By EMILIA SIMEONOVA, RANDALL AKEE, AND MAGGIE R. JONES¥

The relationship between geographic location
and economic opportunity has inspired a new
and growing branch of the economics literature
(Chyn and Katz 2021). A large body of work has
documented strong associations between neigh-
borhood quality and economic and social mobil-
ity across generations (Chetty and Hendren
2018a,b). Using quasi-experimental variation
in the opportunity cost of moving (the “push”
factors leading to mobility) and within-fam-
ily comparisons, previous studies have shown
that relocating to geographic locations of bet-
ter “opportunity” affects children’s long-term
economic success (Chetty, Hendren, and Katz
2016; Chetty et al. 2018). Much less research
has investigated how improvements in economic
conditions in different geographic locations
affect who moves to these locations. We con-
centrate on analyzing one type of these “pull”
factors—the establishment of tribal casino oper-
ations and their effect on the geographic mobil-
ity of tribal members residing off reservation.
The question we answer is: Conditional on an
exogenous positive change in the tribal reser-
vation’s social and economic conditions, what
types of households are most likely to move?

Using unique panel data on American Indians
(AI) who lived away from tribal lands in 1989,
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we make two contributions to the literature.
First, we demonstrate that there is substantial
selection in the type of households that relocate
to reservations in response to changes in local
conditions due to casino operations. This find-
ing emphasizes the importance of panel data
approaches in evaluating the impact of eco-
nomic shocks on household well-being. Second,
we show that there is selection in geographic
mobility in response to changing economic
opportunities in locations other than a house-
hold’s residence. This selection may impact the
estimation of long-term impacts of local eco-
nomic conditions on children’s outcomes.

Previous studies have documented substan-
tial economic and social mobility associated
with the advent of casino operations on tribal
lands (Evans and Topoleski 2002; Wolfe et al.
2012; Wheeler 2023). Which households are
more likely to move is an empirical question
that necessitates the use of individual panel
data. We demonstrate that there is selection in
the type of household that moves to the reserva-
tion in response to casino openings. The impact
of tribal casino openings on the probability of
moving among Al initially residing off the res-
ervation spans the entire range of possibilities:
it is large and positive among single parents,
there is no discernible response for married cou-
ples with children, and single individuals are
less likely to relocate to tribal lands after the
start of casino operations. The implication is
that cross-sectional studies that do not account
for differential geographic mobility likely
underestimate the impact of casinos (and other
place-based economic development programs)
on household economic well-being.

The US National Indian Gaming Commission
(NIGC) recently announced that the gross reve-
nues for the industry reached $40 billion in 2022
(Harris 2022), making it one of the most suc-
cessful economic development projects for this
population (Akee, Spilde, and Taylor 2015). As
a comparison, the annual congressional appro-
priations for the Bureau of Indian Affairs and


https://doi.org/10.1257/pandp.20241106
mailto:emilia.simeonova@gmail.com
mailto:rakee@ucla.edu
mailto:rakee@ucla.edu
mailto:margaret.r.jones@census.gov
mailto:margaret.r.jones@census.gov
https://doi.org/10.1257/pandp.20241106

436 AFA PAPERS AND PROCEEDINGS

Indian Education is approximately $2.8 billion
per year (Bureau of Indian Affairs 2019).

The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA)
of 1988 provided a standardized method for Al
tribal governments to establish casino opera-
tions on their federally recognized tribal lands.
Amidst decades of state-tribal conflict on exist-
ing tribal gaming operations, Congress provided
a pathway to establishing tribal gaming enter-
prises where none had existed previously and
thus created a novel economic opportunity for
tribal governments. Uses of the revenues from
tribal casino operations were restricted to the
following five categories: to fund tribal govern-
ment operations or programs, to provide for the
general welfare of the tribe and its members, to
promote tribal economic development, to donate
to charitable organizations, and to help fund
operations of local government agencies provid-
ing services to tribes.

We assemble a panel dataset at the individ-
ual level for primary and secondary tax filers
who reported tribal affiliation (according to their
responses on the 2000 decennial census) and did
not reside on tribal reservation lands in 1989.
This initial year predates the entry of most tribal
governments into the Indian gaming industry; the
vast majority of tribal casinos began operations
after 1989. Using this sample of nonresident indi-
viduals, we then examine whether the advent of
casino operations, and in some cases the distri-
bution of unearned cash transfers, affected their
geographic mobility. We focus on relocation to
tribal reservation locations, as casinos and related
economic activity alter the economic and social
opportunity landscape on tribal lands (Akee et al.
2020; Akee, Spilde, and Taylor 2015).

We are able to identify individuals® resi-
dence in each of the years 1989, 1994, 1995,
and 1998-2017 based on the panel dataset using
IRS 1040 filings. We crosswalk 1040 geogra-
phies to lists of tracts and zip codes associated
with tribal lands. We demonstrate heteroge-
neous responses by household type to casino
operations depending on marital status and the
presence of children. Unmarried tribal mem-
bers initially residing outside tribal lands who
have children in 1989 are more likely to move
to reservations after a casino opens. We refer to
this mobility as “moving to opportunity.” On the
other hand, tribal members without children in
the household in 1989 are less likely to move to
the reservation after a casino opens.
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I. Data Description

We use restricted-use data in our study from
two separate sources: the US Census Bureau
and the IRS. Records were linked at the Census
Bureau using a process whereby individuals
in each dataset were given a unique, protected
identification key called a “PIK.” When a SSN
is available in a dataset, the identifier is assigned
based on SSN and name verification. For records
without a SSN, personally identifiable informa-
tion such as name, address, and date of birth is
used in probabilistic matching to assign PIKs."
Only those observations that received the unique
person identifier are used in the analysis.”

Race and ethnicity data come from the 2000
decennial census—the census closest to the ini-
tial year of tax data that has reliable PIKs. We
categorize as Al anyone who reported Al race
alone or in combination.’| We restrict our analy-
sis to Al residing off tribal reservation lands at
the start of our data in 1989.

Tribal affiliation can be reported in addition to
Alrace in the 2000 census. We use these reports
to link individuals to tribes; we then link tribes
to information on their casino operations, such
as the year of establishment and the year any
profit-sharing agreements began. Only Al indi-
viduals who reported tribal affiliations in the
2000 census and resided off reservation lands
in 1989 are included in the sample. Note that
the use of the 2000 census necessarily restricts
that sample to individuals who resided off reser-
vation lands in 1989 and were alive in the year
2000.

We further restrict our analysis to all primary
and secondary filers who were born between
1940 and 1971 (18-49 in the base tax year
and 46-77 in the final year). The presence of
children in the household and marital status are
derived from 1040 tax filings.

"For more information on the linking process, see
Wagner and Lane (2014).

2The record-linkage approach introduces some bias.
Minorities and people with lower socioeconomic status
are less likely to receive a record-linkage key compared to
Whites and people who have higher levels of socioeconomic
status (Bond et al. 2014).

3We do not include Alaskan Native villages; thus, we use
the term “American Indian” and not the official Office of
Management and Budget term, “American Indian/Alaska
Native.”
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TABLE 1—SUMMARY STATISTICS

Never have a casino
(means in 1994)

Ever have a casino
(means in 1994)

Mean SD Mean SD
Lived on reservation in 1994 0.188 0.391 0.236 0.425
Casino opened by 1994 0.141 0.348 0 0
Cash transfer by 1994 0.002 0.044 0 0
Married in 1994 0.524 0.499 0.542 0.498
Had kids in 1994 0.702 0.457 0.708 0.455
Adjusted gross income in 1994 28,000 32,000 30,000 53,000

Notes: All estimates have been rounded according to disclosure rules. There are 82,000 observations for the “ever have a
casino” data and 32,000 observations for the “never have a casino” data. Linked data are derived from SSA Numident, 2000
decennial census, and Form 1040. The Census Bureau’s Disclosure Review Board has approved all statistics and estimates for
public release under approval number CBDRB-FY2024-CES014-006.

Data on the start of the casino operations were
collected by the authors using publicly available
information from several online sources.! This
variable is coded as zero for all years prior to
the start of casino operations and coded as one
in the year the casino started operations on the
reservation and for every year thereafter. For
tribes that did not open a casino until the end of
our observation period in 2017, the casino vari-
able is coded as zero throughout. The decision to
pursue casino operations is dependent upon each
tribal government and thus provides variation in
time and geographic location.

Our key dependent variable is an indicator
variable equal to one if a person moves to a tribal
reservation in a given year and zero otherwise.
We consider each tribal reservation as a sepa-
rate location and local market. In other words,
all census tracts that fall within a reservation are
considered part of the same “neighborhood.”

Cash transfer programs are permissible as
one of the uses of tribal casino revenues as
specified in the IGRA. Cash transfer programs
from casino revenues differ by Al tribal govern-
ment in terms of frequency, size, and start date.
Notably, it is tribal enrollment and not prox-
imity to tribal lands that determines eligibility;
thus, cash transfer recipients are not required to
live near a casino or be involved in its opera-
tion. Although we do not see official enrollment,
tribal affiliation is self-reported in the 2000
census. Given the likelihood that the presence

“Those sources are the following: tribal government
websites, casinocity.com, various state casino regulatory
websites, and the NIGC website (https://www.nigc.gov/).

of a casino—especially if there are associated
cash transfers—results in a higher probability
that individuals who are not actually tribally
enrolled report being tribal members, then we
may inadvertently assign a casino or cash trans-
fer treatment to individuals who are not eligi-
ble for them. As a result, we believe that our
results deliver a conservative estimate of the true
effect of cash transfers and casino operations in
general.

Additionally, the measure used in our analy-
sis only indicates whether a tribal government
submitted a Revenue Allocation Program (RAP)
document to the Office of Indian Gaming in
the US Bureau of Indian Affairs (Taggart and
Conner 2011). Therefore, our measure is inter-
pretable as an intention to treat, as not all of
the tribal governments that submitted the RAP
actually proceeded with a cash transfer program.
However, a tribal government that provides any
cash transfers derived from casino revenues
must have submitted a RAP document and
received approval from the Assistant Secretary
of Indian Affairs.

In Table 1, we provide summary statistics
on our ever-treated group versus the set of Al
whose reported tribe never opened a casino.
First, we show the one-period mobility rate for
the baseline year to the next year in our sample
(1994). By 1994, five years after the sampling
window opens, about 19 percent of those who
were affiliated with tribal nations that started
tribal casinos by 2017 had moved to tribal lands.
Among individuals whose reported tribes never
opened a casino, almost a quarter had moved to
tribal lands in 1994. The average differences in
marital status, the presence of minor children in
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the household, and annual income are not large
across the two groups.

Consistent with trends reported elsewhere
(Simeonova, Akee, and Jones 2021), only 0.2
percent of those whose tribes eventually got a
casino had begun receiving cash transfers in
1994. Cash transfers could only start after the
advent of casino operations and, in the majority
of cases, commenced a few years after casino
operations began.’

II. Empirical Strategy

Our analysis focuses on the effect of Al casi-
nos and tribal cash transfers on the residential
mobility of individuals who did not reside on
tribal lands in 1989. The outcome variable of
interest is an indicator for residence on a tribal
reservation in each year of our panel. The treat-
ment variables of interest are the presence of a
tribal casino and the presence of a cash transfer
agreement. Both of these variables vary within
person over time.

(1) TribalResidence;, = «y+ v x Casinoy
+ & x CashTransfer;
+ 0+ i+ €

In equation (1) above, Casino; is our first
variable of interest, and we estimate the coef-
ficient y in our analysis; this variable measures
whether or not a casino is operating on a par-
ticular reservation that aligns with a person i’s
own self-reported tribal affiliation category, in a
particular year ¢. The second variable of interest
is CashTransfer;,, and we estimate the coefficient
4 in our analysis; this variable also differs over
time and different reservation locations but must
align with the individual’s own self-reported
trial affiliation category and reservation. The
coefficient on the cash transfer variable is sep-
arately identifiable from the casino operations
variable because not all tribal governments
provide cash transfers; additionally, they do not
necessarily start offering cash transfers at the

SThe data for this measure are provided by Thaddieus
Conner and used in his research (Taggart and Conner 2011);
additional information was obtained directly from the US
Bureau of Indian Affairs through Freedom of Information
Act requests.
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same time as the casino is established. There are
no publicly available data on the size of the cash
transfers over time and across tribal nations;
however, anecdotally, the amounts distributed
may range from a few hundred dollars to thou-
sands of dollars.

We also include a year fixed effect 6, to
account for unobserved common factors over
time and a person fixed effect y;. Finally, we
include an intercept «p and an error term ¢;,. We
cluster the standard errors at the tribal group
level for all regressions.

III. Regression Results

The presence and direction of an effect of
casino operations on Al migration to tribal res-
ervation lands for those initially residing off
tribal lands are hard to predict. On the one hand,
associated economic activity, and, in particular,
the presence of unearned cash transfers that are
disbursed to all enrolled tribal members regard-
less of where they reside, may induce individu-
als to continue residing off the reservation and
take advantage of local amenities with their
improved household resources. On the other
hand, casino revenues and related jobs in the
service sector, tribal governments’ investment
in public goods, and other benefits available to
tribally enrolled members might induce reloca-
tion to the reservation or moving to opportunity.
We use “opportunity” here in a broad sense, not
only in terms of opportunity for economic gain,
but also the opportunity to send children to trib-
ally sponsored educational facilities and to take
advantage of subsidized housing and health care.
Additionally, there may be other benefits related
to assistance from family members in childcare
and housing. The costs of relocating are likely
higher for larger households that include chil-
dren at school.

We start out by estimating the average effect
of casino openings on the probability of mov-
ing to the reservation for all individuals in the
sample. Coefficient estimates are reported in
Table 2. Casino openings increase the individ-
ual probability of moving to the reservation in
each period in our panel by about 0.7 percent-
age points. However, this estimate masks large
differences across those who have children in
1989 and those who do not. We separate house-
hold types by the presence of children in 1989 to
avoid potential issues of endogenous fertility as a
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TABLE 2—MOVING TO TRIBAL RESERVATION LOCATIONS AFTER CASINO OPERATIONS BEGIN
Variables Residing on reservation Residing on reservation
(1) 2 3) ) (5) (6)

Casino 0.007 —0.004 0.010 0.007 —0.005 0.010

(0.003) (0.002) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002) (0.004)
Cash transfers 0.005 0.010 0.004

(0.007) (0.005) (0.009)

Sample Total No kids ~ With kids Total No kids ~ With kids
Description
R? 0.84 0.748 0.841 0.84 0.748 0.841
Observations 3,500,000 680,000 2,820,000 3,500,000 680,000 2,820,000

Notes: The samples are for the total set of observations, the set of households that initially have no children in 1989, and the set
of households that have any children in 1989. Linked data are derived from SSA Numident, 2000 decennial census, and Form
1040. The Census Bureau’s Disclosure Review Board has approved all statistics and estimates for public release under approval

number CBDRB-FY2024-CES014-006.

response to IGRA. Among childless individuals,
the probability of moving to the reservation is
reduced after a casino opening, The opposite is
true for those who have children in the house-
hold: the increase in the probability of moving
for those households is about 1 percentage point.
Compared to the mean mobility between 1989
and 1994 among those who were never treated to
casinos, this is an increase of 4.2 percent.

Separating out the associations with cash
transfers further reveals that households that do
not have children have the opposite reactions to
casino openings and cash transfer agreements:
casinos reduce their probability of moving to the
reservations, while the cash transfers act in the
opposite direction. The positive effects of cash
transfers are more than sufficient to reverse the
negative association with casinos; thus, the com-
bined effect for those eligible for cash transfers
is positive. On the contrary, the cash transfers
have no significant impact on the mobility prob-
ability of those with minor children.

Table 3 presents estimates by marital status
and the presence of children. Both measures are
taken in 1989. The positive association between
casino operations and relocation to the reser-
vation is driven by unmarried individuals, as is
evident when we compare the coefficients in col-
umns 1 and 2. The positive association between
cash transfers and mobility is entirely contained
in the sample of married couples without chil-
dren. There are no significant associations with
mobility among married couples with children
for casino operations or cash transfers. Single

childless individuals are less likely to move to
tribal lands after the advent of casino operations.
Single parents are driving the positive correla-
tion between casino operations and mobility
back to the reservation.

Casino operations and the associated economic
and social activity on reservations make tribal
lands more attractive to single parents and less
attractive to childless singles and have no signif-
icant impact on the residential mobility of mar-
ried individuals with children. Our results have
implications for studies of casino operations that
rely on cross-sectional data and are unable to con-
trol for mobility on and off the reservation. Our
results also point to intriguing patterns regarding
who is and who is not mobile and what sorts of
incentives induce people to move.’ Considering
the fact that nearly three-quarters of single par-
ents at baseline in our data are women, their
greater response to economic and neighborhood
incentives may reflect any number of mecha-
nisms, including lower attachment to origin labor
markets or a desire to return to extended family.
We leave such questions for future research.

IV. Conclusion

Our analysis of almost 30 years of household
panel data coupled with data on casino openings

In a further analysis, we also examine the probability
that on-reservation populations remain on the reservation
over time; that analysis is not shown here.
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TABLE 3—MOVING TO TRIBAL RESERVATION LOCATIONS AFTER CASINO OPERATIONS BEGIN BY MARITAL AND CHILD STATUS

Variables Residing on reservation Residing on reservation
) (2 3) ) ©) (6)

Casino 0.003 0.008 —0.003 0.005 —0.006 0.011

(0.002) (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)
Cash transfers 0.005 0.006 0.008 0.004 0.011 0.006

(0.004) (0.009) (0.004) (0.005) (0.007) (0.011)
Sample Married ~ Not married ~ Married Married ~ Not married Not married

no kids with kids no kids with kids

R? 0.888 0.845 0.795 0.892 0.771 0.844
Observations 1,640,000 1,860,000 380,000 1,260,000 300,000 1,550,000

Notes: Linked data are derived from SSA Numident, 2000 decennial census, and Form 1040. The Census Bureau’s Disclosure
Review Board has approved all statistics and estimates for public release under approval number CBDRB-FY2024-CES014-006.

demonstrates that tribal casino operations and
the cash transfer programs derived from asso-
ciated revenues increase the migration of Al
tribal citizens to reservation lands. We find the
largest impacts for unmarried parents with chil-
dren. Similar patterns are uncovered in moving
to opportunity analyses of compliers versus
noncompliers in an experimental setting that
offered poor households housing vouchers to
move to better neighborhoods (Kling, Liebman,
and Katz 2007). When randomization of pull
factors across similar groups of subjects is not
possible, studies should consider such sources
of selection in the analysis of neighborhood
effects.

The presence of cash transfers does little to
affect the mobility of most demographic groups
with the exception of married couples without
children, who tend to move to tribal lands in
response to unearned cash transfers. The pres-
ence of a casino, with the ensuing changes in
potential private market opportunities and
expansion of tribal government programs,
appears to drive mobility to tribal lands. It has
opposite effects for single individuals with and
without children, attracting single parents and
reducing the probability of moving to tribal
lands for singles without children. Children from
single-parent households tend to be more disad-
vantaged than those from married households.
This selection, even if coupled with the poten-
tial presence of tribally administered programs
intended to close gaps in economic background,
likely biases estimates of the long-term effects
of casino operations on economic outcomes
downward in cross-sectional data analyses.
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