
Focus on Poverty, 7

IR
P | focus on poverty vol. 40 no. 1 | 9.2024

irp.wisc.edu 

IRPfocus
on poverty

Eviction, 
Gentrification, 
and Renter 
Displacement

September 2024 | Vol. 40, No. 1

Peter Hepburn, Renee Louis, and  
Matthew Desmond

Stories about residential displacement 
often place the blame on gentrification and 
neighborhood change, without considering 
the geography of evictions and other 
mechanisms of forced displacement.

Displacement is common and consistent—
especially in low-SES neighborhoods—while 
gentrification is relatively rare.

Evictions are often concentrated in 
segregated Black communities and can be 
considered a racialized phenomenon.

Residential displacement—or being forced out of the place 
where you live—is a consistent dynamic of neighborhood 
life across the United States. In both academic research and 
popular discourse, gentrification is often cited as a leading 
cause of displacement. As our research strongly suggests, 
however, displacement is far more common in stable, low-
socioeconomic status (SES) neighborhoods compared to those 
that are gentrifying.1 In the summary below, we draw important 
distinctions between the broader topic of gentrification and 
specific underlying drivers of displacement—such as evictions—in 
low-income neighborhoods throughout the nation. 

In 2018, about 3.6 million eviction cases were filed in the United 
States.2 Contrary to popular narratives about the dynamics of 
displacement for renter households, most evictions occur in 
low-SES neighborhoods that are not gentrifying. No one argues 
against the existence and potential harms of gentrification, 
but eviction cases simply are not concentrated in these 
spaces. Evictions act as a far greater driver of displacement 
in neighborhoods with majority low-income residents. This is 
especially true in majority-Black neighborhoods throughout the 
United States. We analyzed 72 of the largest 200 metro areas 
in the nation and found that 1 in 16 renter households face 
eviction each year in majority-Black neighborhoods compared to 
1 in 38 renter households in gentrifying neighborhoods. Given 
robust evidence across decades of data, we consider eviction 
to be a racialized phenomenon, one very often concentrated in 
segregated Black communities.3

Gentrification and Evictions
Using multiple measures of gentrification and various 
robustness checks to overcome limitations of prior research, 
our results support the assertion that eviction acts as a stronger 
and more consistent driver of forced displacement in low-
SES neighborhoods compared to gentrifying neighborhoods. 
Data from 2000 to 2016 offers no evidence of gentrifying 
neighborhoods experiencing higher eviction rates than non-
gentrifying low-SES neighborhoods. 

A broad research agenda studying forced 
displacement in low-SES urban neighborhoods 
might ask fundamental questions such as: 

•	 Why have rents in low-SES neighborhoods accelerated 
at such a fast pace?

•	 Are evictions diffuse across low-SES neighborhoods or 
concentrated in specific blocks or buildings?

•	 Where do people go after being displaced from low-
SES neighborhoods?

•	 How does residential instability affect daily life in low-
SES communities?
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Figure 1. Median eviction rate by neighborhood gentrification classification 
and metropolitan area (2012–2016).

Source: Hepburn, Louis, & Desmond (2024).

Within our cross-sectional sample of 
over six million eviction court records, 
we find virtually no correlation between 
gentrification and eviction at the 
metropolitan level. Across all the cities in 
our study, about 13% of neighborhoods 
were considered gentrifying; these 
neighborhoods saw nearly 12% of the 
evictions we tracked. In contrast, the 45% 
of neighborhoods that we classified as non-
gentrifying low-SES neighborhoods saw 
over 60% of evictions. While eviction rates 
varied by neighborhood racial composition, 
we consistently found significantly higher 
rates in low-SES neighborhoods compared 
to gentrifying neighborhoods. 

Six of every seven metro areas in our 
study saw higher median eviction rates 
in low-SES neighborhoods than in 
gentrifying neighborhoods (see Figure 1). 
In Tucson, AZ, for example, the median 
eviction rate in low-SES neighborhoods 
was 5.85%, compared to just 1.55% in 
gentrifying neighborhoods. Several large 
metropolitan areas had notable differences 
in this direction, including Charlotte and 
Raleigh, NC, Jacksonville, FL, and Austin, 
TX. Median eviction rates were higher in 
low-SES areas both in metropolitan areas 
where eviction is common (e.g., Richmond, 
VA, Durham, NC) and in those where 
it occurs much less often (e.g., Seattle, 
WA, Birmingham, AL). Given significant 
between-metro differences, however, we 
caution against drawing overly broad 
conclusions based on single-site studies.

A Broader Research Agenda
Models of urban displacement developed 
in recent decades often center on the 
dynamics of gentrification alone. Based 
on our data, however, we argue that such 
theories must explore a broader range of 
phenomena. Displacement is common and consistent—especially in low-SES neighborhoods—
while gentrification is relatively rare. Majority-Black neighborhoods are often resistant to 
gentrification.4 But these neighborhoods, in cities nationwide, consistently see rising rents and 
high rates of forced displacement, even when gentrification is not occurring. 

Results from this work lead us to support calls for a broader research agenda documenting 
the dynamics of urban displacement.5 Understanding how concentrated poverty in cities 
emerges from disinvestment—or routine abandonment of urban neighborhoods—requires a 
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shift away from gentrification as a central focus and towards a 
more robust sociology of displacement. Research along these 
lines might explore the reasons for skyrocketing rents, the 
ebbs and flows of low-income rental markets, and how cities 
and suburbs manage the segregated coexistence of both poor 
and affluent neighborhoods.6 The main drivers of housing loss 
in low-SES neighborhoods, rather than periodic and external 
forces associated with theories of gentrification, are routine 
and internal to these neighborhoods. Residential churn and 
housing loss are, unfortunately, normalized features of low-SES 
neighborhoods. Recognizing and trying to address this routine 
displacement would forestall considerable suffering for families 
now and in the future.n
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Type of analysis: Quantitative

Data source: Court records of 6,007,475 
eviction cases.

Time frame: Years 2000 to 2016

Sample definition: Purposive sample drawn 
from eviction cases filed in 72 of the 200 largest 
metro areas in the United States; displacement 
documented by eviction judgments against 
tenants.

Limitations: Data on evictions vary by location 
and timeframe; reliability concerns arise when 
drawing upon such data sources. This research 
examines a specific period for 72 U.S. cities; 
relationships between gentrification, eviction, 
and displacement may differ at other times 
and in other locations. Underlying causes of 
eviction vary and can be difficult to determine; 
while this research examines heterogeneity 
in the relationships between gentrification 
and displacement, there is no attempt here to 
explain the causes of such variation. This work 
evaluates eviction and displacement risks for 
renters but does not address similar risks for 
homeowners.
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