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Chairman Brown, Ranking Member Toomey, members of the Committee, thank you for the
opportunity to testify before you this morning. My name is Matthew Desmond. I’m a professor
of sociology at Princeton University, where I direct the Eviction Lab, an interdisciplinary
research team dedicated to understanding the causes and consequences of housing instability in
America.
1. State of the Problem
I come before you today gravely concerned about millions of American families brutalized by
our country’s painful and utterly preventable rental housing crisis.
Since 1985, rent prices have exceeded income gains by 325 percent.1 Nationwide, median
asking rent more than doubled over the last two decades, rising from $483 in 2000 to $1,216 in
2021. All regions of the country have experienced a surge in rents. Since 2000, median asking
rent has increased by 112 percent in the Midwest, 135 percent in the South, 189 percent in the
Northeast, and 192 percent in the West.2
Last year, rents increased faster than they ever have on record. Nationwide, median
asking rent increased by 17 percent in just a single year. But some cities saw rent increases
double that. Since March 2021, rent rose by nearly 40 percent in Portland, Oregon; 35 percent in
Newark, New Jersey; 30 percent in Orlando, Florida; 29 percent in Cincinnati, Ohio; and almost
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22 percent in Dallas, Texas.3 This is the inflation crisis, the cost-of-living crisis, on steroids.
When the price of gas goes up, that stings, but we adjust. We might cancel that crosscountry road trip or carpool to work. When the price of food goes up, we adjust, eating out less
often and replanning our meals. But when the cost of housing rises 15, 25, 30 percent, what can
families do? They can’t relocate to affordable housing because they often are already living in
the cheapest apartments available. They can’t double up with relatives because local occupancy
laws make that illegal. They can’t move if they want to keep their jobs and schools and family
ties. All they can do is cut back on other necessities, including healthcare, educational
enrichments, and food. Research has shown that when such families finally receive a housing
voucher after years on the waiting list, a voucher that lowers their rent burden to 30 percent, they
do one consistent thing with their freed-up income: they take it to the grocery store. They buy
more food. Their kids become less anemic, healthier. But too many American children today are
not getting enough to eat—because the rent eats first.4
According to the latest data from the American Housing Survey, the majority of renting
households below the poverty line (50.5%) spend at least half of their income on housing, with
one in four of those households (26.7%) spending over 70 percent of their income on shelter
costs alone.5
As a direct result of the rental housing crisis, the United States has a much higher
eviction rate than other industrialized democracies. The number of eviction filings increased by
21.5 percent between 2000 and 2018, rising from 3,009,832 to 3,656,428 cases. That amounts to
seven evictions filed each minute in the United States.6 Most evictions are for one or two months
of rent, but many eviction cases are initiated for relatively small sums of money. For example,
last year, one in seven eviction cases in Cincinnati involved a claim of less than $500.7
Eviction affects communities across America (Fig. 1). In fact, cities with the highest rates
of eviction are not large, coastal cities most often discussed in the media coverage of the housing
crisis. The problem is most acute in average-size cities with average housing costs, places like
Richmond, Virginia, where one in nine renter homes is evicted each year, or Tulsa, Oklahoma,
where one in thirteen is. In one in six metropolitan areas, the eviction rate is higher in the
suburbs than in the city itself, while small cities and rural communities have also been deeply
affected by the eviction crisis (Fig. 2).8 The eviction crisis is not only New York’s problem or
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San Francisco’s. The crisis is harming families in every type of town, big and small, and in every
region of the country.9

Fig. 1. Eviction filing rates (red dots) by county and population (purple shading). The Southeastern, Midwestern,
and MidAtlantic regions have the highest eviction filing rates in the country. Source: evictionlab.org.

Eviction is incredibly harmful to families and communities. Children often lose their
schools; families lose their homes and neighborhoods; they regularly lose their possessions, too,
which are taken by moving companies, piled on the sidewalk, or discarded by property owners.
An eviction comes with a legal record, which prevents families from relocating to safe
neighborhoods and decent housing because many property owners view such a record as
disqualifying. This is why research shows that after getting evicted, families relocate to worse
housing than they lived in before and to neighborhoods with higher levels of crime and poverty.10
Other studies have shown that eviction causes job loss. Losing a home is such a drawn-out,
stressful event that it can cause Americans to make mistakes at work and lose their footing in the
labor market.11 And then there is the effect eviction has on people’s health. Studies have linked
eviction to depression and suicide.12 Babies born to mothers who experienced an eviction while
pregnant are significantly more likely to experience adverse birth outcomes, which have been
shown to have lifelong and even multigenerational consequences.13 Communities with high rates
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of eviction have higher rates of crime and lower rates of voter turnout, all else equal, which
implies that housing instability destabilizes and disrupts entire neighborhoods, tearing at the
social fabric.14 The evidence is in and it’s clear: eviction is not just a condition of poverty; it is a
cause of poverty.

Fig. 2. Eviction rates (red dots) by county and population (purple shading) in Ohio and Pennsylvania. Rural and
suburban counties in states like these have nontrivial eviction rates. Source: evictionlab.org.

2. Have Rents Increased So Much Because Property Owners’ Operating Costs Have?
Why have rents risen so aggressively? One possibility is that property owners’ expenses have
risen (e.g., the cost of upkeep, insurance rates, water bills), and to maintain a steady income,
owners pass on rising costs to tenants in the form of rent hikes. While restrictive building and
zoning regulations have been shown to push up housing costs,15 the evidence indicates that other
dynamics are at work. Table 1 draws on the Rental Housing Finance Survey, which collects
financial data on rental properties nationwide. Between 2012 and 2018, owners of multifamily
properties (with five or more units) saw their rental revenues increase at a faster rate than their
operating expenses. This was especially true for landlords who owned and operated properties
with market valuations in the bottom 25th percentile, properties located primarily in low-income
neighborhoods. These property owners saw their rental revenues increase by 47 percent between
2012 and 2018, but their operating expenses only increase by 14 percent.
This implies that rent increases—particularly in low-income neighborhoods where severe
rent burden and evictions are most common—are not explained by rising operating costs, as
revenues have outpaced expenses. Rather, increases in rent revenue reflect a market opportunity
caused by both a scarcity of privately-operated affordable housing and publicly-subsidized
housing, as most families who qualify for federal housing assistance don’t receive it.16 In other
14
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words, both the private housing market and the federal government have failed to provide
American families with enough affordable housing. As a result, property owners have seized the
opportunity to increase rents knowing they have a captive tenant base. The data show that recent
rent hikes have been motivated primarily by profit motive, not in response to increased operating
costs, especially at the bottom of the market.
Table 1. Rental Revenue and Costs per Unit in Multifamily Properties, 2012-18
All multi-unit properties
Median monthly rental revenue per housing unit owned
Median monthly costs per housing unit owned
Bottom 25% of multi-unit properties by market value
Median monthly rental revenue per housing unit owned
Median monthly costs per housing unit owned

2012
$558
$451
2012
$333
$329

2018 Change
$694
24%
$532
18%
2018 Change
$490
47%
$375
14%

Source: Rental Housing Finance Survey, 2012 and 2018. To avoid weighting sensitivity, sample is limited to
multi-unit properties with at least five units. Total costs include regular costs such as mortgage payments,
property taxes, operating expenses (e.g., payroll, insurance, utilities, maintenance/repairs, management company
expenses), and other professional expenditures (e.g., legal, accounting, grounds/landscaping, security) as well as
irregular costs such as capital expenditures (e.g., major repairs and improvements to roofs, furnaces or heating
appliances, plumbing, exterior upkeep, windows, doors, floors, electrical wiring, kitchens, bathrooms, security
systems, swimming pools, playgrounds,
handicap-accessible installations). The National Apartment
Association’s Survey of Operating Income and Expenses in Rental Apartment Communities found that annual
rent revenues per unit for multifamily properties increased by 34 percent between 2012 and 2018, while operating
expenses over this time period increased by 19 percent.

3. How Do Institutional Investors Impact the Rental Market?
“Institutional investors” in the rental market are market actors that are intimately connected to
financial institutions. They may be financial institutions themselves (e.g., private equity funds) or
indirectly connected to financial institutions through Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs).
Although institutional landlords, including REITs, have invested in multifamily properties for
decades, they began noticeably entering the single-family rental (SFR) market after 2010.17
Institutional SFR landlords have primarily focused on a handful of metro areas in the American
Sunbelt, including Atlanta, Phoenix, Tampa, Charlotte, and Miami, because (1) these areas have
experienced a large number of foreclosures and accompanying property devaluation since 2008,
but (2) property values are likely to rebound quickly owing to sustained population growth and
the fact that the housing stock is relatively new.18
In 2021, it was estimated that institutional investors owned over 340,000 single-family
homes, which equated to 2.3 percent of the SFR market. Although their market share is small
from a national perspective, in some metropolitan areas, institutional investors have a much
17
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larger footprint. In some neighborhoods in the Atlanta metro area, for example, institutional
investors own over a third of all rental properties. The rent-setting, property-maintenance, and
eviction dynamics of institutional investors can also spread to other property owners, impacting a
market beyond the properties they own, and the political activities of institutional investors can
also have market-wide impact. For example, in 2018, Blackstone Group spent nearly $7 million
to defeat a California ballot proposition that would have allowed municipalities to re-establish
rent control. Blackstone’s contributions represented $1 out of every $7 spent against the ballot
measure.19
Studies have found institutional investors to differ from smaller-scale property owners in
at least three critical ways. First, institutional landlords raise rents more aggressively. Invitation
Homes, the largest SFR institutional investor, raised its rent prices by almost 11 percent in a
single quarter in 2021, increasing rents by 8 percent for lease renewals and 18 percent for new
tenants. In Las Vegas and Phoenix, they raised rents for new leases by 30 percent and 29 percent,
respectively.20 Second, studies have found that institutional landlords under-maintain their
properties and attempt to transfer maintenance responsibilities onto tenants.21 Third, institutional
landlords rely heavily on eviction. One study found that the eviction filing rate of large
institutional landlords in Atlanta was roughly 20 percent higher than that of other landlords, after
controlling for property and neighborhood characteristics.22 A House subcommittee recently
found that four institutional landlords filed nearly 15,000 evictions between March 2020 and July
2021, at the height of the Coronavirus pandemic, when the Centers for Disease Control’s
eviction moratorium was still in effect.23
Irrespective of their connections to financial institutions, studies have found that largescale property owners evict their tenants more frequently than small-scale owners do.24 Areas
with more large-scale landlords also have higher rent prices, suggesting that large-scale owners
push up rents.25
4. How a Small Number of Landlords Drive the Eviction Crisis
Evictions occur in the same neighborhoods and even the same street blocks year after year.
19
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Rather than occurring when neighborhoods are destabilized, through gentrification or other types
of neighborhood change, eviction remains the status quo in pockets of American cities.26
Eviction is common in some neighborhoods because a handful of landlords (and therefore
buildings) evict large numbers of tenants every year. As few as 100 buildings drove one in
six evictions in Cleveland and two out of every five evictions in Fayetteville, NC and Tucson,
AZ (Fig. 3). Most landlords evict tenants rarely, if they ever do—even in neighborhoods that
have high overall eviction rates. Yet, a small set of landlords displace large numbers of tenants,
year after year. These ‘routine evictors’ inflate the overall level of instability in their cities.

Fig. 3. The Contributions of Routine and Infrequent Evictions to the City’s
Overall Eviction Rate in Tucson, AZ (2004-2013) and Fayetteville, NC (20072016). Source: Rutan and Desmond (2021).

Because just a few landlords account for large numbers of all evictions, interventions can
make outsized progress toward addressing the eviction epidemic by targeting the landlords most
responsible for it. A clear policy implication of this finding is that interventions into the eviction
process—like establishing a right to counsel in housing court—will not affect the vast majority
of property owners.
26
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5. How a Mismatch Between Labor Market and Housing Market Dynamics Leads to Late
Fees, Serial Evictions, and Significantly Higher Rental Costs
Traditionally, rent is owed on the first of the month. However, less than 5 percent of U.S.
workers are paid monthly. Roughly a third are paid weekly, and 43 percent are paid biweekly.27
This situation presents a misalignment between rent deadlines and payment schedules, as wages
sufficient to cover monthly rental expenses often are not fully available when rent comes due.
What at first presents itself as a liability to property owners can be transformed into
opportunity through the eviction process, as workers on weekly or biweekly pay schedules often
receive automated eviction notices near the beginning of the month. These notices do not result
in actual eviction, nor are they intended to. Instead, tenants are forced to “pay to stay,” handing
over late fees and eviction costs associated with their case. In this way, the eviction process is
used to increase rental revenue. One study that drew on data from multiple states estimated that
each eviction filing translated into an average of $180 in fines and fees for renter households,
effectively raising their monthly housing costs by 20 percent.28
Because housing loss is significantly costlier than paying fines and fees associated with
the eviction process, tenants are incentivized to pay these costs and remain in place. That
incentive grows each time a property owner files for eviction, as each filing generates a court
record that can limit tenants’ future housing options. In screening prospective tenants, property
owners tend to view recent eviction records as disqualifying, even in cases where the court
process did not render an eviction judgement.29 Ironically, then, an eviction filing is sometimes
used to retain tenants, not to displace them, by rendering them ineligible for competing housing
options.
First-of-the-month rent payment requirements—and accompanying late fees—are
burdensome to workers paid on a bimonthly or weekly basis. Rent collection practices should be
more sensitive to the reality that monthly pay schedules are, for the vast majority of American
workers, a relic of the past.
6. How a Lack of Transparency in the Rental Market Harms Families
We do not know who owns our cities. Many properties are owned by Limited Liability
Companies (LLCs) or other shell companies. Lack of transparency in housing ownership
makes it difficult for governments to hold property owners accountable for illegal activity and
property neglect. It also makes it difficult for residents to contact their landlords or to organize
together (e.g., across properties) against abusive practices.
LLC ownership has been linked to property neglect. This is not attributed to the fact that LLC
owners are more likely to purchase and manage older housing stock; rather, the evidence shows
that LLCs invite moral hazard. Properties deteriorate more rapidly when under LLC ownership
27
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than when they are owned by sole proprietors.30
Corporate entities that limit investor’s liability can also limit their accountability. Cities
have discovered that it is difficult to penalize LLC investors who allow their properties to go into
tax foreclosure, since true ownership information is often hidden and the LLC—but not the
owners themselves—remains on the hook. A Cleveland-based study found that large, out‐of‐state
investors were five times more likely than their small local counterparts to be delinquent on their
property taxes and allow their properties to go into foreclosure.31 Similar patterns have been
documented in Detroit32 and Milwaukee.33 LLCs and other mechanisms that thwart transparency
and accountability enable some property owners to incorporate property neglect, eviction, and
even property abandonment, into their business models, externalizing the costs of this predatory
behavior onto renting families and city governments.
7. Solutions
Deepen investment in housing stability. Federal policies aimed at promoting residential stability
work. After receiving a housing voucher, families move to better neighborhoods, and their
children do better in school.34 Children raised in public housing have better later-life outcomes
than their peers.35 Housing programs powerfully promote economic mobility. But the majority of
our low-income renting families are denied this opportunity. Only one in six eligible families
(16.8%) receive housing assistance from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development in the form of public housing, a rent-reducing voucher, or a subsidized multifamily
unit.36 A 2012 survey found that most Public Housing Authorities Housing Choice Voucher
Programs (65%) had been closed for more than a year. Today, families spend an average of 26
months on waiting lists for rental assistance.37 In our largest cities, the wait time isn’t counted in
years but decades. In October 2018, Los Angeles opened its waiting list for Housing Choice
Vouchers for the first time in 13 years. I have two young children. If I applied for public housing
today in this city, Washington, D.C., chances are I would be a grandfather by the time my
application came up for review.
Last year, two bipartisan-sponsored bills were introduced in the Senate: The Eviction
Crisis Act and The Family Stability and Opportunity Vouchers Act. The Eviction Crisis Act
30
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would go a long way toward reducing unnecessary evictions, mitigating the harm of
displacement, and deepening our understanding of the problem. The Family Stability and
Opportunity Vouchers Act would create 500,000 new housing vouchers for families who
desperately need them and improve services to increase housing and neighborhood choice. I
strongly endorse both pieces of legislation.
To address this crisis, we need short- and long-term solutions. We need to increase the
supply of affordable housing by deepening investments in development and expanding public
housing offerings. But we can’t build our way out of this because families need relief now—not
three years from now, when developers finally break ground after clearing all the red tape, not
seven years from now when the doors finally open—but today. Congress could provide much
needed relief by providing families more housing vouchers or extending Emergency Rental
Assistance. The impact of such interventions was made manifest during the COVID-19
pandemic. At the end of 2021, several months after the national eviction moratorium expired,
eviction filings were down 53 percent in Albuquerque, 54 percent in Cleveland, and 63 percent
in Memphis.38 Government aid in the form of rental relief was entirely responsible for these
historic reductions in residential instability. But as that program is sunsetting, eviction filings are
now increasing well above normal levels (Fig. 4).

Eviction Filings in Connecticut

38

Eviction Tracking System, Eviction Lab, Princeton University, 2022.
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Eviction Filings in Minnesota

Fig. 4. Monthly Eviction Filings in Connecticut and Minnesota, Jan. 2020 to July 2022. Source: Eviction
Tracking System, Eviction Lab, evictionlab.org.

Bring transparency and accountability to the rental housing market. Regarding a lack of
transparency in the rental market, the Corporate Transparency Act (CTA) was passed in 2021
and is currently in the rulemaking process. This law will bring about a registry of beneficial
owners under the Treasury’s Financial Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN) for corporations
and LLCs that meet certain criteria. However, this registry will not be publicly available; rather,
it will be available to state and local governments by court order. I support calls to make
beneficial owner information from the Treasury FinCEN database publicly available.39 The true
owners of properties could also be revealed through FOIA requests or similar mechanisms. (Our
peer nations collect and publish beneficial ownership data. For example, since 2016 the United
Kingdom has had a public registry of beneficial ownership information and released a land
registry dataset on corporate land ownership in 2017. Over 100 other countries have set up or
committed to setting up registries of corporate ownership.40) This could allow municipalities to
hold landlords accountable for tax evasion, tax foreclosure, property neglect, and overreliance on
eviction. It could also empower them to crack down on property owners who use eviction court
to collect more fines and fees, treating civil court as a first, not last, resort. Requiring property
owners to obtain rental licenses, too, could help ensure more transparency and accountability.
Reform housing court. In all but a handful of cities, families facing eviction have no right to an
attorney. But most landlords do hire attorneys, which results in an unfair playing field. Knowing
this, many families who receive eviction notices don’t show up to court, and their case results in
39
D. Victoria Baranetsky, “Op-Ed: You Should Have the Right to Know Your Landlord’s Name,” Los Angeles Times, February
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40
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a default judgement decided in a matter of seconds. When tenants are provided legal counsel, the
odds of them remaining in their homes increase dramatically. Under New York City’s right to
counsel in eviction court, 84 percent of represented renters facing eviction remain housed. In
Cleveland, 93 percent of represented renters facing eviction avoid displacement. Deepening
federal investments in the Legal Services Corporation or providing county courts with incentives
and best practices could help reform an utterly broken housing court system.41 Providing tenants
facing eviction with legal counsel would not affect the majority of rental property owners, who
do not execute any evictions in a typical year. This intervention would impact high-evicting
landlords, who place an undue burden on social services by fueling the eviction crisis.42

Fig. 5. Eviction Diversion is Most Effective when it Intervenes Early in the Eviction Process. Source:
evictionlab.org.

Create eviction diversion programs nationwide. Eviction diversion programs have been shown
to be effective at preventing forced moves and helping to make property owners whole. Cities
have effectively used funds from the Emergency Rental Assistance Program to design and
implement diversion programs. The Philadelphia Eviction Diversion Program has settled 80
percent of its cases without an eviction. The Durham Eviction Diversion Program has resulted in
73 percent of families remaining housed. In Boston, 95 percent of families threatened with
41
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(Washington: ACLU Research Brief, 2022); Ingrid Gould Ellen, Katherine O’Regan, Sophia House, and Ryan Brenner, “Do
Lawyers Matter? Early Evidence on Eviction Patterns after the Rollout of Universal Access to Counsel in New York City,”
Housing Policy Debate 31 (2021): 540-61.
42
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Markets,” American Journal of Sociology 124 (2019): 1090-1124.
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eviction in public housing, but who go through the diversion program run by HomeStart, remain
housed in their apartments two years later. Successful eviction diversion programs combine
advocacy (e.g., access to legal counsel, case management) and assistance (e.g., rental assistance,
cash grants) to work toward an alternative to eviction (e.g., court-mandated mediation, payment
plan).43 Eviction diversion programs that intervene early in the eviction process and that mandate
participation as a prerequisite for eviction are the gold standard models (Fig. 5). Congress could
incentivize county courts to establish permanent eviction diversion programs, helping to bring
about a more humane and rational adjudication process.
Collect better data. The federal government does not collect data on evictions, even evictions
from government-subsidized housing. A recent study of 25 million eviction filings issued
between 2006 and 2016 found that the average Public Housing Authority files roughly 40
evictions each year, or 7.6 cases for every 100 public housing households. Public housing
complexes were responsible for approximately 5.8 out of every 100 eviction filings nationwide,
while only 3.5 in 100 renting households resided in public housing.44 Yet the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development does not track evictions executed by the Public Housing
Authorities it oversees. It should, incorporating that information into its evaluation criteria. And
the federal government, more generally, should collect high-quality information on evictions.
The only source of national data on eviction comes from the Eviction Lab at Princeton, which I
direct. But I will not collect these data in perpetuity. Reliable data on eviction allow us to assess
the scope of the problem and to evaluate the effectiveness of housing policies. These data are the
only way to detect violations of the Fair Housing Act caused by the eviction process and are
useful for understanding the prevalence, causes, and consequences of housing instability and to
designing informed public policy.
8. The Bottom Line
I wish I could have provided a more temperate testimony. But we should not use our softer
voices in times of emergency. Now is no time for moderation, for indecisiveness, for the same,
tired debates about spending. A recent study found that simply collecting unpaid federal income
taxes from the top 1 percent of households would bring in roughly $175 billion a year.45 There
are plenty of ways to pay for deeper investments in renting families without increasing the
deficit. What we cannot do is look renting families in the eye, those families spending sixty or
seventy percent on housing costs, those families living in cars and garages and attics and storage
sheds, and say to them, “You know, we’d love to help you, but we just can’t afford to,” because
that is a lie. Now is the time to act. The “cumulative impact of years of inadequate federal
funding for rental assistance”46 has contributed to the current rental housing crisis. Congressional
disinvestment in renting families reflects a dereliction of duty.
Trying to promote economic opportunity without addressing the housing crisis is like
43
Mark Treskon, Solomon Greene, Olivia Fiol, and Anne Junod, Eviction Prevention and Diversion Programs: Early Lessons
from the Pandemic (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, April 2021).
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(2022), published online.
45
John Guyton, Patrick Langetieg, Daniel Reck, Max Risch & Gabriel Zucman, “Tax Evasion at the Top of the Income
Distribution: Theory and Evidence,” National Bureau of Economic Research, Working Paper No. 28542, March 2021.
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pouring water in a leaky bucket. When we boost incomes at the bottom—through government
programs or economic growth—without addressing rising rents, those gains are often recouped
by the housing market. A study conducted by the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia found
that when states raised minimum wages, that boosted families’ ability to pay rent—at least at
first. But landlords quickly responded to the wage bumps by increasing rents, which diluted the
effect of the policy.47 The implication is that investing in affordable housing isn’t only necessary
to ease families’ rent burdens and promote community stability. It is also essential because the
success of all other economic mobility efforts depends on it.
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