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Abstract
Evictions have recently gained attention as a problem affecting millions 
of households worldwide. This study contributes to knowledge on the 
conditions leading to housing insecurity and evictions by examining the role 
of foreclosure markets in feeding portfolios of slum landlords and contract 
sellers in Detroit’s single-family residential neighborhoods. Leveraging 
data from tax foreclosure auctions and eviction filings from 2005 to 2017, 
we link foreclosure sales to subsequent eviction cases and estimate the 
neighborhood-level impact of prior year tax sales on current year evictions. 
We separately examine the acquisition size and eviction rate of major 
individual auction buyers. These findings shed light on the contemporary 
construction of eviction economies in distressed cities through foreclosure 
markets and investors’ methods for profiting from the constrained housing 
options of low-income and credit-impaired households.
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Introduction

Evictions have recently gained attention as a problem of crisis proportions 
affecting millions of low-income households across the U.S. and abroad 
(Desmond 2016; Soederberg 2018). The Eviction Lab at Princeton University 
estimates one million tenants are evicted each year, equal to the number of 
owner-occupant households displaced through foreclosure during the mort-
gage crisis (The Eviction Lab 2018). At the macro level, the eviction crisis 
corresponds with increasing rent and utility costs and decreasing wages and 
public assistance (Desmond 2016; Joint Center for Housing Studies 2017a). 
Urban scholars frequently focus on evictions in high-cost cities, for example, 
New York and San Francisco, where home prices and rents greatly outpace 
wages for low-income earners and the supply of affordable housing is inad-
equate and dwindling (Chum 2015; Maharawal and McElroy 2018; Martin 
and Beck 2018; Sims 2016; Wyly et al. 2010). Desmond (2016) shows evic-
tions are also a persistent feature of low-income neighborhoods with weak 
housing markets. Older buildings are costly to maintain and landlords may 
charge higher rent in anticipation of property damage and vacancy (Greif 
2018). Landlords operating in distressed neighborhoods, therefore, charge 
rents only slightly less than area averages. In cities where jobs for lower-
skilled workers are scarce and wages low, many households encounter diffi-
culties consistently paying rent. Landlords in low-income neighborhoods 
often withhold investment in their properties, for example, by deferring 
maintenance, to insure adequate returns. Low-income tenants thus pay rent 
not far below the area average—accounting for a large and unaffordable 
share of their monthly income—but are forced to endure inadequate and 
often unsafe housing conditions. Tenants regularly tolerate these situations, 
as their housing options are deeply constrained, but may face eviction as they 
withhold rent or deduct the cost of necessary repairs.

While the broad contours of these landlord-tenant dynamics were docu-
mented decades ago (Stegman 1972; Sternlieb 1969), researchers have 
recently turned their attention to the behaviors of landlord-investors pur-
chasing large numbers of properties in the wake of the foreclosure crisis 
(Fields 2018; Molina 2016; Raymond et al. 2018). Private equity firms pur-
chased tens of thousands of single-family properties in parts of the United 
States hit hard by the foreclosure crisis, converting them to rentals. The larg-
est institutional landlords innovated new financial products based on pro-
jected rental streams. Reminiscent of the disastrous mortgage-backed 
securities of the 2000s (Gotham 2009), these products enroll individual 
homes into global networks of speculation, generating pressure for property 
managers to keep income flowing (Fields 2018; Raymond et al. 2018). But 
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in distressed housing markets where home prices and income remain 
extremely low, investors follow a different model for generating profit, pur-
chasing large numbers of low-cost foreclosed homes and either renting them 
without making additional investment or selling them via high-cost land 
contracts (Akers and Seymour 2018; Immergluck 2018a). The substantial 
number of foreclosed homes purchased by investors following these models 
in distressed housing markets, paired with the growing number of low-
income households with irregular income and impaired credit dependent on 
investor-landlords for housing, has exacerbated housing insecurity in low-
income neighborhoods and has all but guaranteed increasing numbers of 
evictions. In short, post-foreclosure housing markets in distressed cities 
have been transformed to produce profit from precarity, increasing forced 
removals and further extracting money from low-income households.

This article examines the relationship between investment in foreclosed 
homes since the mid-2000s and recent evictions, specifically in the context of 
distressed housing markets. Net of income and housing costs, we hypothesize 
neighborhoods where investors have acquired single-family homes through 
foreclosure sales have a greater number of evictions. Inadequate and irregular 
income combined with other household expenses, especially transportation 
and health care, make it difficult for low-income households to consistently 
make their rent. But based on prior research and discussions with anti-eviction 
activists, legal aid attorneys, and investigative journalists in Detroit, we also 
expect investors’ practices create unsafe housing conditions leading tenants to 
withhold rent or contact building inspectors (Desmond 2016; MacDonald 
2017b, 2019). Both cases likely lead to eviction, as the legal system is tilted 
toward landlords, whose expectation of rent is privileged over tenants’ expec-
tations of adequate housing (Desmond 2016; Public Justice Center 2015). 
Furthermore, land contracts shoulder buyers with the responsibilities of home-
ownership but few of the protections of a traditional home-purchase agree-
ment (Battle et al. 2016). A single late payment can lead to repossession with 
the landlord retaining all prior payments. Contract sellers often remove buyers 
though eviction courts, though not the appropriate channel, to accelerate 
repossession. These properties are nearly always sold in “as-is” condition, 
exposing buyers to unexpected high-cost repairs and increasing their chances 
of falling behind on contract payments (Gross 2018a).

This study draws on eviction filings and real estate transaction records in 
Detroit, Michigan, to examine the relationship between investor acquisition 
of properties repossessed for delinquent property taxes and subsequent evic-
tions. We examine these relationships at both the property and neighborhood 
level. Using a longitudinal negative binomial regression model, we find a 
distinct, direct relationship between eviction filings in single-family 
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residential neighborhoods and county sales of tax-reverted properties in prior 
years. This relationship persists for at least 3 years, indicating elevated evic-
tion filings are linked to ongoing owner-tenant dynamics and failed land con-
tracts, not simply investors taking control of properties after acquisition.

Background

In the aftermath of the foreclosure crisis, there has been renewed and 
expanded interest in rentership; residential real-estate investment, particu-
larly in single-family homes; and landlord-tenant dynamics linked to housing 
insecurity and eviction (Desmond 2016; Fields 2018; Greif 2018; Immergluck 
and Law 2014a; Raymond et al. 2018). The U.S. homeownership rate fell 
from a pre-recession historical high of 69% in 2004 to 63.4% in 2016, the 
lowest rate since 1960 (U.S. Census Bureau 2018). This reduction is due to a 
combination of factors, including the forced displacement of approximately 
10 million owner-occupant households through mortgage foreclosure, the 
subsequent tightening of mortgage lending, stagnant wage growth, growing 
household debt, and delayed household formation (Acolin, Goodman, and 
Wachter 2016; Haurin 2016; Martin and Niedt 2015). Consequently, there 
has been a substantial increase in the number of renter households and 
demand for rental housing (Joint Center for Housing Studies 2017b). 
Investors in residential real estate have played an increasingly important role 
in supplying this housing, particularly through the acquisition of large num-
bers of single-family homes repossessed during the foreclosure crisis 
(Lambie-Hanson, Li, and Slonkosky 2019). The number of single-family 
rental units grew by 2.8 million between 2005 and 2015 to an estimated 14.6 
million total (U.S. Census Bureau 2009, 2015), with most of this growth 
concentrated in the largest metropolitan areas (Immergluck 2018b).

There has been growing interest in the role of these investors in single-
family homes, particularly the hedge funds and private equity firms who col-
lectively purchased more than 350,000 properties between 2011 and 2013 
alone, with most of those purchases involving bank-owned properties, also 
known as real estate owned (REO) (Eisfeldt and Demers 2014). The market 
for these purchases was spurred in part by a 2012 Federal Housing Finance 
Agency (FHFA) pilot program for disposing of properties repossessed by 
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, the two government sponsored enterprises 
over which the FHFA had oversight since 2008. This “REO-to-rental” initia-
tive allowed investors to purchase pools of foreclosed single-family homes 
contingent on maintaining them as rental units for a minimum number of 
years. Several institutional investors pursued this REO-to-rental strategy by 
purchasing properties directly through bank short sales and foreclosure 
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auctions (Dayen 2013). These investors focused their acquisition activities in 
Sunbelt metros with large REO supplies, but where long-term housing recov-
ery was expected (Fields, Kohli, and Schafran 2016; Mills, Molloy, and 
Zarutskie 2017). These investors’ basic business strategy is to collect ade-
quate rent to satisfy investors until such a time as local housing markets 
recover sufficiently to realize substantial profits through property sales. 
Single-family rental properties have become a prominent new asset class, 
drawing investors seeking new opportunities for yield, given the collapse of 
private-label mortgage securitization. Several corporate landlords have since 
issued bonds backed by projected rental revenues, reminiscent of the specula-
tive practices preceding the foreclosure crisis (Fields 2018).

The involvement of large corporate landlords in the single-family rental 
market represents a departure from the pre-crisis period in certain markets, 
when smaller “mom and pop” landlords supplied the vast majority of this 
housing. Housing advocates and researchers have questioned whether the 
organizational structure and business practices of these corporate landlords 
exacerbate housing insecurity in the markets in which they operate (Fields 
2014). Corporate landlords’ requirements to generate returns for investors 
could lead to higher and regularly increasing rent, making it difficult for low- 
and moderate-income tenants living paycheck-to-paycheck to rent and 
remain in these units. These same demands and the long-distance nature of 
the landlord-tenant relationship may make corporate landlords less likely to 
accommodate long-term tenants facing negative income shocks and more 
likely to add late fees and file for eviction. Furthermore, the limited experi-
ence and stretched capacity of these landlords might lead to limited mainte-
nance and poor housing quality. These concerns have been fueled by negative 
media coverage of poor property maintenance and fee gouging (Khouri 2014; 
Sanders and Reagor 2018). In a proposed class-action lawsuit against 
Invitation Homes, a subsidiary of private equity giant Blackstone Group, ten-
ants accuse the company of aggressively adding fees for minor infractions 
and penalizing tenants for delays caused by nonfunctioning online payment 
portals (Conlin 2018).

Raymond et al. (2018) address the relationship between corporate owner-
ship and housing insecurity in their study of evictions linked to single-family 
rentals in Fulton County, GA in 2015. Nearly the entirety of the city of Atlanta 
is contained within Fulton County, the most populous county in the Atlanta 
metropolitan area. Corporate landlords acquired large numbers of properties 
in the Atlanta area after 2012, particularly in suburban moderate-income 
neighborhoods, where large numbers of properties experienced foreclosure as 
the mortgage crisis expanded from subprime to prime and near-prime loans. 
The authors constructed a cross-sectional logistic regression model predicting, 
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among single-family rentals, the binary outcome of one or more eviction fil-
ings based on indicators of foreclosure history and corporate ownership. They 
found that properties purchased out of foreclosure markets were 58% more 
likely to have an eviction filing than homes without crisis-period foreclosure 
histories. Furthermore, they found rentals owned by large corporate owners, 
defined as entities owning 15 or more single-family homes, but excluding 
properties owned by institutional investors like Blackstone, were 68% more 
likely to receive an eviction notice than those owned by small landlords. 
Single-family rentals owned by institutional investors were between 11% and 
205% more likely to have received an eviction filing than small landlords, 
depending on the specific institutional owner. In short, the authors observe 
strong relationships between post-foreclosure property acquisitions by large 
investor-landlords and subsequent housing insecurity. The specific mecha-
nisms linking these two phenomena was outside the scope of the paper, but the 
authors suggest corporate landlords might be more likely to employ eviction 
filings to pressure tenants to pay rent than small local landlords.

The purpose of this article is to forefront displacement pressures in the 
hard-hit neighborhoods of cities with weak housing markets, where a differ-
ent class of investors acquired large numbers single-family foreclosures. 
Desmond (2016) sheds light on the business of being an inner-city landlord 
since the late 2000s. Like the tenement landlords of decades past (Stegman 
1972), these landlords hold portfolios of old, deteriorated properties and have 
a clientele of low-income households locked out of the mortgage market. 
Landlords specializing in low-income neighborhoods often charge rents not 
far below that of average housing in the same city, at least in the context of 
cities with weak housing markets like Detroit and Milwaukee. According to 
Desmond (2016, p. 74), in Milwaukee’s “poorest neighborhoods, where at 
least 40% of families lived below the poverty line, median rent for a two-
bedroom apartment was only $50 less than the citywide median.” Desmond 
(2016) explains inner-city landlords charge high rent precisely in order to put 
tenants in arrears. Prior delinquencies prevent tenants from claiming breach 
of covenant or retaliatory eviction. This enables landlords to defer mainte-
nance without fear of tenants placing rent in escrow. When delinquent tenants 
deduct repairs from rent, or cease paying rent altogether—actions afforded to 
fully paid tenants—they are immediately vulnerable to eviction. From the 
landlord’s perspective, the cost of evicting tenants, on balance, is less than 
bringing their substandard properties up to code. Given their low initial pur-
chase price and the relatively high rent charged by landlords, deeply substan-
dard properties yield the “biggest returns” (Desmond 2016, p. 76).

This economically rational, but socially destructive model for extracting 
profit from poor renters, applied to the large number of distressed properties 



Seymour and Akers 7

sold to investors in markets dense with desperate low-income families, is 
likely a significant driver of increasing evictions over the past decade. In this 
article, we are not only interested in landlord practices leading to eviction but 
also the upstream channels through which landlords in low-income areas 
acquire inventory. A major source for currently operating landlords and con-
tract sellers is the large number of mortgage-reverted properties sold by 
banks and federal agencies beginning around 2008 (Immergluck 2018a; 
Seymour and Akers 2019). These entities rapidly sold large numbers of prop-
erties at steep discounts to strike distressed assets from their ledgers (Dixon 
2011; Immergluck 2012). While attention has focused on the large corporate 
landlords buying homes in the Sunbelt, other types of investors purchased 
large numbers of properties in cities like Chicago, Cleveland, and Detroit. 
Many of these investors acted as wholesalers, trading properties to yet other 
investors, or sometimes working with local entities to manage portfolios of 
rental properties (Ford et al. 2013; Immergluck and Law 2014b). Other large 
investors in distressed markets sold properties via installment contracts, 
without investing more than the initial purchase price (Ford et al. 2013; 
Goldstein and Stevenson 2016). According to Desmond (2016, p. 150), “the 
crisis had provided landlords an almost magical opportunity,” allowing local 
landlords and out-of-state investors to cheaply expand their rental portfolios. 
This article contributes to the growing literature on post-crisis housing inse-
curity by examining the construction of eviction economies in low-income 
housing markets through large portfolios of foreclosures and the concomitant 
rise in the number of low-income renters lacking alternatives to predatory 
landlords and contract sellers.

The consequences of eviction are dire for displaced individuals and fami-
lies. In particular, eviction can exacerbate material hardship through a num-
ber of related mechanisms. Forced moves and the disruptions they generate 
make it difficult for low-income renters to retain their jobs, particularly given 
the absence of paid leave and advanced scheduling characteristic of low-
wage work. Based on a survey of low-income working renters in Milwaukee, 
Desmond and Gershenson (2016) found that individuals subject to forced 
moves are substantially more likely to lose their jobs than otherwise identical 
workers. Eviction also leads to financial hardship by imposing additional 
costs, particularly the cost of securing new housing, requiring individuals and 
families subject to forced moves to forgo other necessities. Leveraging a sur-
vey of families with new children in 20 U.S. cities, Desmond and Kimbro 
(2015) found that mothers who were evicted experienced greater material 
hardship in subsequent years. Furthermore, these mothers were also more 
likely to suffer from depression and report worse health for both themselves 
and their children. Evictions also compound the difficulties of securing 
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affordable housing in a decent neighborhood. A history of eviction can rele-
gate renters to substandard housing in unsafe neighborhoods, which in turn 
increases the likelihood of future mobility and the difficulties that entails 
(Desmond and Perkins 2016). In short, eviction can be seen to generate mul-
tiple, cascading hardships for evicted individuals.

Detroit Context

Detroit has received considerable scholarly interest in recent years due in 
large part to its extreme population loss and fiscal crisis (e.g., Akers 2013; 
Eisinger 2014; Kinney 2016), and it is difficult to discuss property relations 
in Detroit without first situating this research in the context of this decline 
and the market collapse with which it is entangled. Between the last two 
decennial censuses, Detroit was second only to New Orleans among cities 
over 100,000 in terms of percent population loss at fully 25% (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2000, 2010). This loss, while particularly deep, follows decades of 
decline. Detroit’s peak population was 1.85 million in 1950, meaning the city 
has lost more than 60% of its peak population, a statistic for which Detroit is 
second only to St. Louis. The reasons for Detroit’s decline are roughly reduc-
ible to the post-war conjuncture of deindustrialization, globalization, subur-
banization, and structural racism (Galster 2012; Sugrue 2014; Thomas 2013). 
Although Detroit’s experience is particularly severe, it is representative of a 
class of large and mid-sized cities in the Midwest with economies historically 
rooted in basic industry, including Buffalo, Cleveland, and St. Louis. Even 
“turnaround” cities like Chicago and Pittsburgh contain areas exhibiting 
Detroit-like characteristics, including neighborhoods with dense concentra-
tions of vacant properties (Hackworth 2016). As in other cities, Detroit’s 
population loss was also selective, with many more White residents leaving 
the city due to the push and pull factors of racist attitudes and government 
housing subsidies, respectively (Freund 2010). As of the 2010 Census, Detroit 
was 83% Black, the highest percentage among U.S. cities over 100,000 (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2010) and is tied with Milwaukee for the highest levels of 
metropolitan segregation between Black and White residents (Logan and 
Stults 2011).

Detroit was once defined by its high levels of homeownership. The city’s 
housing stock is predominantly detached single-family residential, due to the 
timing of the city’s industrial boom and the lack of geographic constraints to 
develop low-cost worker housing on greenfield sites (McCulloch 2015). Like 
other U.S. cities, however, Detroit experienced a substantial increase in renter 
households over the past decade due to the twinned foreclosure and financial 
crises and the ensuing entrance of foreclosed and newly formed households 
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into the rental market. In 2000, Detroit remained a majority homeowner city, 
possessing a homeownership rate of 55% (U.S. Census Bureau 2000). 
Predatory lending and the origination of large numbers of high-cost home 
purchase and refinance loans in the mid-2000s, however, triggered a large 
number of mortgage foreclosures in subsequent years (Ashton 2010; 
Immergluck 2011). With the onset of the recession, still fewer households 
could maintain costly monthly mortgage payments, leading to widespread 
default and repossession. Since 2005, there were more than 70,000 completed 
mortgage foreclosures in Detroit, involving nearly 30% of the city’s residen-
tial properties (CoreLogic 2014; Data Driven Detroit 2010). In an environ-
ment of widespread foreclosures, tightened mortgage lending, damaged 
household credit, and reduced incomes, homeownership plummeted to 46% 
by 2016 (U.S. Census Bureau 2016). While the total number of occupied 
housing units in Detroit decreased 17% between 2005 and 2016, the number 
of renter-occupied units barely changed, decreasing just 1% (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2005, 2016). In short, in a context of chronic population loss exacer-
bated by the mortgage foreclosure crisis, the net number of renter households 
remained stable, drawing, at least in part, from the large number of foreclosed 
homeowners.1

Job losses and reduced wages triggered by the recession exacerbated secu-
lar trends of high poverty and underemployment and unemployment in 
Detroit. In a context of plummeting home values, inflated property tax assess-
ments, vanishing public services, and financial difficulties faced by a large 
and growing number of homeowners, Detroit experienced a second foreclo-
sure crisis stemming from delinquent property taxes (Atuahene and Hodge 
2017; Dewar, Seymour, and Drută 2015). In 1999, state laws governing prop-
erty tax delinquency were reformed to streamline the foreclosure process, 
accelerating the minimum number of years between first year of delinquency 
and foreclosure from at least eight to just three. The shortened foreclosure 
process was intended to help local governments return properties to produc-
tive use, transferring ownership to responsible parties before properties dete-
riorated too far for investor interest (Akers 2013). Since 2002, Wayne 
County—the foreclosing unit of government—has held an annual tax fore-
closure sale. In a first auction in September, properties are auctioned with a 
reserve price of outstanding taxes plus interest and fees, and in a second auc-
tion in October, properties are auctioned with a reserve price of just $500. 
Between 2002, the first year of foreclosure under the new laws, and 2016, 
roughly 110,000 homes were repossessed, with the bulk of foreclosures 
occurring after 2009 (see Figure 1).

Speculators, contract sellers, and slum landlords use the annual county tax 
auction to expand their portfolios of low-value housing, buying homes in large 
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numbers at the second auction (Akers 2013; Dewar, Seymour, and Drută 
2015). Speculative bulk buying follows supply, and as the number of mort-
gage foreclosures has dwindled, this type of purchasing has increasingly 
focused on tax foreclosure. Investors account for roughly 90% of tax auction 
sales, many buying dozens or hundreds of properties at a time. The tax fore-
closure process performs other key functions integral to the business models 
of property speculators and slum landlords. These actors buy in large quanti-
ties, often acquiring more supply than they can they can quickly flip, sell on 
contract, or rent. These buyers externalize the costs of carrying these surplus 
properties by withholding taxes and passively disposing of them through tax-
reversion. Some foreclosure investors even use the tax auction to purchase 
properties back for an amount below outstanding taxes, effectively “tax-wash-
ing” their inventory (MacDonald 2011c, 2012, 2017d). In 2011, The Detroit 
News reported about 200 of the nearly 3,700 Detroit homes sold at auction the 
year past appear to have been bought back by the prior owners under aliases 
(MacDonald 2011c). After years of criticism over property speculators’ abuse 
of the auction, Michigan banned owners from repurchasing properties at auc-
tion in 2015. But speculators’ use of multiple limited liability companies has 

Figure 1. Residential tax foreclosures, Detroit 2005–2016.
Source. Office of the Assessor, City of Detroit (2014), Wayne County Treasurer (2016).
Note. Includes only residential properties with structures.
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allowed this practice to continue, while also making it difficult to quantify the 
extent of tax-washing (MacDonald 2017c). One large landlord particularly 
active at the auction, Jeffrey Cusimano, has engaged in this activity for years. 
In 2010, Cusimano bought back seven rental properties for $4,051, erasing 
$128,000 in government debt (MacDonald 2011c).

The accelerated foreclosure process and ensuing auction has served to 
remove large numbers of low-income households from their homes, with many 
eligible for poverty exemptions and other forms of relief, while investors have 
taken advantage of the system to increase their inventory and make quick prof-
its off low-income households consigned to the private rental and contract sale 
market. As shown in Figure 1, however, there has been a decline in the number 
of tax foreclosures in recent years. This is due in part to the efforts of the new 
Wayne County Treasurer to better serve notice of foreclosure and enroll eligi-
ble parties into repayment plans. In 2016, one year after these programs were 
initiated, more than 23,000 residential property owners who otherwise would 
have had their properties repossessed were enrolled in a repayment plan. This 
has at least temporarily restricted the flow of properties in this pipeline of cheap 
inventory for slum landlords and speculators. Although it remains to be seen 
how many of these properties remain out of foreclosure in future years—the 
average debt for homeowners who were enrolled in repayment plans was 
nearly $6,000, a substantial fraction of total home value in Detroit—this reduc-
tion does not diminish the impact of prior sales of homes through this one 
specific acquisition pathway (MacDonald 2016).

Data

To examine the relationship between investor acquisition of tax-reverted resi-
dential properties in Detroit and subsequent eviction, we leveraged a variety 
of local administrative data in conjunction with data from the U.S. Census. To 
measure eviction, our central outcome variable, we used records of landlord–
tenant cases obtained from the 36th District Court of Michigan, a special pur-
pose district with jurisdiction coterminous with the city of Detroit. Through a 
Freedom of Information Act request, we received records of cases filed 
between January 1, 2009, and March 3, 2016. These records contain the 
address of the property, the names of the plaintiff and defendant(s), and the 
dates cases were opened and closed. We received separate records indicating 
whether landlord–tenant actions resulted in a writ of possession, that is, 
whether they resulted in a court-ordered eviction, but we determined these 
data were incomplete. Cases known to have ended in writs of possession were 
missing from these records. Furthermore, landlords must pay filing fees to 
request eviction orders from the court and cover the cost of the court officer 



12 Urban Affairs Review 00(0)

carrying out the eviction, so they have an incentive to remove tenants without 
formally making this request subsequent to issuing an initial demand for pos-
session. As landlord–tenant cases (referred to as eviction filings below), 
regardless of whether they terminate in court-ordered evictions, are known to 
underestimate the full extent of eviction in other cities, the counts of cases 
used in this article are likely more conservative than liberal an estimate of 
forced displacement (Desmond 2016). To extend the temporal range of these 
data, we scraped the district court’s online database to obtain identical infor-
mation about eviction filings through December 2017, less the name of the 
plaintiff. The total number of filings between 2009 and 2017 is 297,714, 
involving roughly 130,000 distinct residential addresses, including many units 
in multi-family properties. After data cleaning, we geocoded these records 
based on defendants’ addresses. As addresses listed by plaintiffs in the court 
records frequently fail to match addresses in the city property assessor data-
base, we were unable to link all cases with other property information, includ-
ing property type, past ownership, and foreclosure history. This limitation 
informed our decision to analyze both property- and neighborhood-level cor-
respondences between auction sales and eviction, as described below.

To measure investor acquisition of tax-reverted properties, we drew on 
records of deeds conveyed after closed auction sales from the Wayne County 
Treasurer, the entity administering the auction. These records contain the 
name, address, and parcel number of the property, the name of the bidder, the 
amount paid, and the date of the transfer. We identified residential properties 
with structures, that is, those on which a subsequent eviction might occur, by 
linking sales records to datafiles obtained from Detroit’s Assessor Division, 
which include detailed property information. Although we did not possess 
parcel records for each year for which we also possess tax foreclosure data, we 
linked tax sale records to the nearest year available using data for years 2004, 
2006, 2009, and 2011–2015. Through this approach, we retained records of 
residential properties with structures potentially demolished in subsequent 
years. From the name of the buyer and the frequency of acquisition, we clas-
sified auction buyers as investors, finding 88% of buyers either had a corpo-
rate identifier in their name, for example, “LLC,” or purchased two or more 
properties and were not a government or nonprofit entity (see Figure 1). Only 
2% of buyers had the deed transfered to a corporate entity directly from the 
County Treasurer. Of the remaining purchases coded as investor-acquisitions, 
78% were bought by buyers of 10 or more properties, 12% by buyers of five 
to nine properties, and 10% by buyers of two to four properties.

Many evictions also follow mortgage foreclosure, as banks and other enti-
ties remove former tenants and homeowners to prepare homes for resale. 
Although mortgage foreclosures have rapidly declined in Detroit since 2010, 
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neighborhoods with larger numbers of mortgage foreclosures likely have larger 
numbers of evictions because of the mechanical link between the two events 
(Been and Glashausser 2009; Bratt 2017). This makes mortgage foreclosure an 
important variable to control for in an ecological analysis. For this reason, we 
incorporated records of completed mortgage foreclosures between 2000 and 
2017, drawing on real-estate transaction data obtained from CoreLogic. These 
records include filing date, document type, property type, and geographic coor-
dinates, among other fields. Based on these fields, we retained all records of 
Sheriff’s Deeds—indicating completed mortgage foreclosures—for residential 
properties, including condominium units.

To investigate the neighborhood demographic correlates of auction sales 
and eviction, we drew on several vintages of American Community Survey 
(ACS) estimates. These data were also integral to our neighborhood-level eco-
logical analyses predicting eviction filings on foreclosure purchases. 
Neighborhood eviction counts, particularly in unequally sized areas like block 
groups, are partly a function of the size and type of the housing stock. Eviction 
filings typically apply to households living in rental housing units, but they are 
also related to evictions following mortgage foreclosure and breach of install-
ment purchase and lease-with-option contracts, that is, properties whose own-
ers might report them as owner-occupied (Kurth 2016). Neighborhoods with 
large numbers of multi-family rental units experience larger number of evic-
tions than other areas, so we controlled for the volume and type of neighbor-
hood housing stock. Drawing on ACS 2016 five-year block group estimates, 
we dropped block groups where less than 80% of housing units are in one-to-
four unit residential structures, leaving block groups roughly corresponding to 
the typical concept of a single-family neighborhood. Single-family housing is 
the dominant housing type in Detroit, so this selection allowed us to retain a 
large number of neighborhoods, retaining 694 of 875 total Detroit block 
groups with one or more occupied housing units. We control for change in the 
housing stock over time by estimating the annual total number of residential 
structures in a block group drawing on property assessor data. Using 2009 and 
2016 assessor datafiles, we calculated the number of taxable single-family 
residential structures in a block group, and then we used linear interpolation to 
estimate values for intervening years. Figure 2 shows the geography of evic-
tion in Detroit’s residential neighborhoods, with high concentrations in the 
city’s historically more intact areas further from downtown.

Analytic Approach

Our analysis consists of three components. First, we examine the demo-
graphic and housing correlates of foreclosure, auction sales, and eviction 
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filings in Detroit’s predominantly single-family neighborhoods. The central 
purpose of this analysis is to descriptively assess whether auction sales, 
which are dominated by investors, are concentrated in higher- or lower-
income residential neighborhoods. We expect more auction sales occur in 
lower-income neighborhoods, at least in absolute terms, given the higher 
likely occurrence of tax-reversion there. Prior research on the neighborhood 
correlates of tax foreclosure sales in Detroit finds a higher percentage of 
properties offered in less disinvested areas being sold at auction, which is 
consistent with the greater return on investment expected by those purchas-
ing properties at extremely discounted prices. The vast majority of tax-rever-
sions and sales in absolute terms, however, are concentrated in high-vacancy 
neighborhoods where speculators and slum landlords are particularly active 
(Dewar, Seymour, and Drută 2015). This analysis is further oriented toward 
comparing rental costs and eviction filing rates across higher- and lower-
income areas, particularly given our expectation that rents are not dramati-
cally different across space in Detroit’s single-family neighborhoods. To 
conduct this analysis, we draw on the foreclosure, auction sale, and eviction 
sales data described above along with ACS data from several vintages. We 

Figure 2. Addresses linked to one or more eviction filing 2014–2016 per 100 
occupied housing units, Detroit, MI.
Note. Housing data from ACS 2016 five-year estimates. ACS = American Community Survey.
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stratify census tracts into four groups based on their median household 
income according to 2016 five-year estimates relative to the corresponding 
value for Wayne County, $42,043. We take this value as our area median 
income (AMI) below. Our choice of tracts rather than block groups, as 
employed in our regression model, was dictated by the large number of block 
groups with missing values in the ACS income tables.2 Among the remaining 
tracts, we retain those where more than 60% of housing units are located in 
one-to-four unit structures, regardless of tenure.

Second, we examine the direct link between tax auction sales and eviction 
filings linking records of residential tax auction sales to the subset of eviction 
filings for which we were able to find a corresponding address in the city 
parcel files. Through this analysis, we identify the auction buyers with the 
largest number of acquisitions linked to subsequent eviction filings, as well 
as the percentage of each buyer’s auction acquisitions linked to future filings.
We also identify the number of properties linked to two or more evictions 
subsequent to purchase, as properties linked to just one eviction could plau-
sibly reflect a buyer’s initial actions preparatory to taking control of a prop-
erty, as in the case of mortgage foreclosure, where the entity taking possession 
often evicts remaining occupants.3 Our identification of the individuals and 
corporate entities with the largest number of properties linked to subsequent 
evictions enables us to discuss the business practices of these actors and their 
implications for their renters and contract buyers.

As our dependent variable is the annual neighborhood count of distinct 
addresses associated with landlord-tenant cases, we estimate a longitudinal 
negative binomial regression model to predict the response of those counts on 
our independent variables. Negative binomial regression is widely used for 
modeling count variables, particularly when they are over-dispersed and 
skewed, violating the assumption of a normal distribution of the response 
variable required by Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression. Negative 
binomial regression is frequently found in criminology studies estimating 
counts of crimes occurring in small areal units (Hipp and Yates 2009; Osgood 
2000; Raleigh and Galster 2015). A number of recent papers have addressed 
the relationship between foreclosure and crime using this approach (Boessen 
and Chamberlain 2017; Ellen, Lacoe, and Sharygin 2013; Stucky, Ottensmann, 
and Payton 2012). The most relevant application is Immergluck and Smith’s 
(2005) use of negative binomial regression to estimate neighborhood mort-
gage foreclosure counts based on time-lagged counts of subprime loans. 
Ultimately, we chose to model annual small-area counts of landlord–tenant 
cases on prior foreclosures and tax auction sales because we were unable to 
link the universe of eviction filings to other property information, including 
foreclosure history. We were only able to match roughly two-thirds of the 
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addresses for tenant cases to foreclosure history and other property informa-
tion. Even if we had a higher match rate, we also lacked information on the 
total universe of rental housing—the city has a long-standing deficiency in 
registering rental properties (MacDonald 2017b)—so we were unable to 
compare rental properties purchased by foreclosure buyers with other rental 
properties in terms of likelihood of eviction, as was the strategy employed by 
Raymond et al. (2018). Finally, because evictions occur on non-rental proper-
ties, particularly those involved in installment contracts, an approach 
restricted to rental units would be inappropriate. While we are fundamentally 
interested in the relationship between tax sales and evictions for individual 
properties, using a small-area ecological approach is the best available to 
address our research questions and parallels the approach used by Immergluck 
and Smith (2005).

Because block groups vary in the underlying population at-risk of evic-
tion, that is, housing units potentially linked to eviction filings, we included 
the logged number of occupied housing units as an offset. Including this off-
set allows us to interpret our coefficients in terms of their impact on the pre-
dicted eviction filing rate. Since there are no administrative data sets 
containing the total number of housing units, annually or otherwise, we drew 
on ACS 2016 five-year estimates for 2012 through 2016 and 2010 Decennial 
Census Summary File 1 counts for 2009 through 2011. Our general model 
may be expressed as:

 y A F Z T Bbpt bpt bpt bpt dt b bpt= 1 1α β δ γ+ + + + + +− −   (1)

where ybpt  is the expected count of distinct addresses linked to eviction fil-
ings in block group b located in precinct d for year t; Abpt−1  is the count of tax 
auction sales in block group b for year t −1;  Fbpt−1  is the count of completed 
mortgage foreclosures in block group b in year t −1;  Zbdt  represents time-
varying characteristics of block groups (specifically, the total number of resi-
dential structures) to control for other observable changes in block groups 
over time that might contribute to changes in both auction sales and evic-
tions; Tpt  is a vector of fixed effects indicating the year t for each police 
precinct p, which controls for crime, home sales, and other potentially influ-
ential precinct-level trends not directly observed in our model; Bb  are block 
group fixed effects, which control for time-invariant differences between 
block groups with fewer or more tax auction sales; and bpt  is the error term. 
Where block groups cross precinct boundaries, we assign them to the pre-
cinct in which their geometric center is located. We obtained a shapefile of 
police precincts from the City of Detroit Open Data Portal (City of Detroit 
2016). As discussed below, we extend this general model with time lags for 
auction sales and completed mortgage foreclosure for t −1,  t − 2,  and t −3  



Seymour and Akers 17

to capture the short- and intermediate-term effects of these events on neigh-
borhood eviction filing rates.

Results

Neighborhood Correlates of Eviction

We first discuss the neighborhood correlates of foreclosure, auction sales, 
and eviction in Detroit’s single-family neighborhoods. Table 1 presents a 
number of characteristis for each group of census tracts stratified by median 

Table 1. Characteristics of Census Tracts Stratified by Median Household Income.

Strata Characteristics
<50%
AMI

<75%
AMI

<100%
AMI

≥100%
AMI

# tracts 64 127 42 14
% total householdsa 21.0 50.9 21.6 6.4
% mortgage foreclosures, 2000–2017 17.5 53.2 21.9 7.4
Mortgage foreclosure rate, 2006–2010b 26.2 32.2 32.5 38.5
% tax foreclosures, 2002–2015 26.8 55.8 15.1 2.3
Tax foreclosure rate, 2011–2015c 33.5 30.5 22.6 11.9
% tax sales, 2005–2015 20.8 56.8 18.6 3.7
Tax sales rate, 2011–2015c 11.1 13.1 11.5 7.7
% eviction filings, 2009–2012 23.6 52.3 19.5 4.7
% eviction addresses, 2009–2012 23.0 51.9 20.3 4.8
% eviction filings, 2013–2017 22.3 51.5 21.8 4.5
% eviction addresses, 2013–2017 22.5 51.4 21.6 4.5
Eviction filing rate, 2012–2016d 58.5 55.7 54.0 39.7
% Blacka 82.3 77.2 83.7 82.5
% below povertya 46.7 36.7 29.1 15.3
% renter householdsa 56.0 46.1 42.5 28.8
Median renta 703.0 782.0 887.5 1,045.0
Median home valuea 31,800.0 34,200.0 43,100.0 69,300.0
Median household incomea 18,241.0 26,076.0 34,792.0 52,886.5
% 1–4 units in structurea 77.8 85.8 87.8 92.4

Note. AMI = $42,043. Includes tracts without missing income data available from ACS 2016 
and where the percentage of housing units in one-to-four unit structures is greater than 60%. 
AMI = area median income; ACS = American Community Survey.
aACS 2012–2016. Strata percentages derived from area aggregations. Strata medians are 
median values.
bRate calculated per 100 mortgageable properties using ACS Table B25032 (see Ellen, Madar, 
and Weselcouch 2015).
cRate calculated per one-to-four unit structures using ACS Table B25024.
dRate calculated per 100 occupied housing units using ACS Table B25003.
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household income. Collectively, these strata account for 84% of Detroit 
households. Among these four strata, the group containing tracts with median 
household income between 50% and 75% of AMI accounts for the largest 
share at 51% of all households included in our sample of single-family neigh-
borhoods. The lowest-income strata, with median incomes below $21 thou-
sand, accounts for 21% of all households. The highest-income strata, 
operationalized as those earning 100% or more of AMI, accounts for just 6% 
of total households. This distribution conforms to our expectations given the 
city’s high overall poverty and unemployment rates. Although the city con-
tains several stable neighborhoods with higher than average homeownership 
rates and household income, these areas are outnumbered by neighborhoods 
with lower home values and lower-income residents (Deng et al. 2018; Reese 
et al. 2017). Looking next at mortgage foreclosures, each strata accounts for 
a percentage of total foreclosures close to their share of households, though 
we find a positive association between income and foreclosure rates, with the 
highest-income strata having a rate of 38.5 foreclosures per 100 mortgage-
able properties 2006–2010.4 This relationship is consistent with prior research 
showing Detroit’s relatively higher-income residential neighborhoods had 
higher homeownership rates, making them targets for subprime refinance 
loans in the early 2000s (Ashton 2010; Deng et al. 2018).

Unlike mortgage foreclosures, tax foreclosures are negatively associated 
with neighborhood income, consistent with intuition and prior research. 
Lower-income strata are over-represented in terms of the percentage of total 
tax foreclosures relative to each strata’s share of total households, with the 
highest-income strata accounting for 6.4% of households, but just 2.3% of all 
residential tax foreclosures. Lower-income strata similarly exhibit higher tax 
foreclosure rates, with the lowest-income strata exhibiting 33.5 tax foreclo-
sures per 100 one-to-four unit residential structures 2011–2015.5 Not surpris-
ingly, therefore, lower-income tracts account for a larger percentage of total 
tax sales. The second-lowest income strata is both over-represented in terms 
of its share of total tax sales relative to households, but also exhibits the high-
est tax sales rate, at 13.1 sales per 100 one-to-four unit structures 2011–2015. 
Consistent with Dewar, Seymour, and Drută (2015), we find higher-income 
neighborhoods exhibit larger ratios of auction sales to foreclosures, but the 
lower-income neighborhoods greatly outnumber other areas in terms of the 
absolute number of both tax foreclosures and sales.

Turning to eviction filings, each strata’s percentage of eviction filings and 
distinct addresses with filings roughly corresponds with its share of total 
households, with a modest over-representation for the two lower-income 
strata. These distributions have remained stable over time, with distributions 
for the pre-2013 period, when Fannie Mae and banks were the largest plain-
tiffs in eviction cases, resembling distributions in the subsequent period.
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In terms of the eviction filing rate, calculated as the number of filings per 
100 households, we find high rates in the three lowest-income strata, with 
each exhibiting between 54 and 58 filings per 100 households during this 
period following the peak years of mortgage foreclosures in Detroit.

This descriptive analysis shows that most of Detroit residential areas are 
occupied by low-income households, a great many of whom are living in 
poverty. These lower-income neighborhoods have also experienced large 
absolute and relative numbers of tax foreclosures, investor sales, and evic-
tions. Furthermore, it shows that Detroit exhibits far smaller declines in 
median rent across strata relative to changes in home values and income. The 
difference between the median income in the highest- and lowest-income 
strata is –66%, while the difference between median rent in those two groups 
is just –33%. Median rent in the lowest strata is just $51 lower than the esti-
mated citywide median rent, nearly identical to the $50 dollar difference 
between median rent and rent in the lowest-income neighborhoods found by 
Desmond (2016) in Milwaukee.

Direct Relationship between Auction Acquisitions and Evictions

Table 2 shows the direct relationship between tax auction sales and subse-
quent eviction filings. The overall ratio of 0.29 distinct addresses linked to 
cases filed against tenants occupying properties previously purchased at tax 
auction is likely lower than the actual value; however, it shows a strong, 

Table 2. Property Tax Sales with Subsequent Eviction Filings.

Year Tax Sales

Eviction Filings Distinct Addresses Repeat Addresses

Count Ratio Count Ratio Repeatsa Ratiob

2009 1,208 501 0.41 265 0.22 119 0.45
2010 3,320 2,709 0.82 1,246 0.38 627 0.50
2011 5,257 4,339 0.83 2,036 0.39 996 0.49
2012 9,937 6,393 0.64 3,323 0.33 1,477 0.44
2013 8,548 4,028 0.47 2,251 0.26 957 0.43
2014 6,987 2,906 0.42 1,804 0.26 664 0.37
2015 6,994 1,908 0.27 1,406 0.20 374 0.27
Total 42,251 22,784 0.54 12,331 0.29 5,214 0.42

Note. Includes tax auction sales 2009–2015 and landlord–tenant cases January 1, 
2009–December 28, 2017. Includes only distinct case numbers and addresses. Roughly 
one-third of eviction filings are excluded from analysis through failure to match addresses in 
property assessor records.
aDistinct addresses sold at tax auction linked to two or more eviction filings subsequent to sale.
bRatio of left column, “repeats,” to distinct addresses.



20 Urban Affairs Review 00(0)

direct link between foreclosure sales and subsequent evictions. Assuming 
this relationship holds for the addresses of eviction filings we were unable to 
match to city parcel numbers, approximately one-third of all residential tax 
sales are linked to at least one subsequent eviction.6 The falling ratios over 
time reflect the fact that these data are right-censored, with 2017 being the 
final year in which we observe eviction filings. The two right-most columns 
provide information about tax auction purchases linked to two or more sub-
sequent eviction filings. It is probable some auction buyers file for eviction a 
single time to take control of new acquisitions. We find more than 5,200 
properties purchased at auction were the site of two or more subsequent evic-
tions, equivalent to at least 12% of all tax sales and 42% of all addresses with 
at least one eviction filing. The regular return of tenants residing in these 
properties to eviction court provides partial evidence of auction buyers exac-
erbating displacement pressures in the low-income neighborhoods where 
their acquisitions are concentrated.

Unfortunately, this analysis is limited by the uncertain number of tax sales 
purchased by different types of investors. Some speculators acquire proper-
ties in bulk and take no immediate action, while others convert them to rent-
als or sell them through installment contracts. In the absence of this 
information, it is impossible to ascertain the true percentage of properties 
purchased by investor-landlords and contract deals linked to evictions. We 
were, however, able to determine many of the largest auction buyers linked to 
subsequent eviction filings are speculators and slum landlords who regularly 
fail to register, bring up to code, or pay taxes on their properties. Table 3 
shows the top 20 auction buyers in terms of properties linked to subsequent 
eviction filings. At the top of the list, Sameer Beydoun of Metro Property 
Group acquired more than 1,000 Detroit properties through sales of bank-
owned properties and tax auctions. Beydoun’s business model involved rap-
idly flipping homes via land contracts for several times his purchase price. 
Since 2009, Metro Property Group has filed for more than 1,700 evictions. In 
October 2017, Beydoun was sentenced to 24 months in federal prison for 
defrauding investors, many located overseas (Gallagher 2017).

Local landlord Michael Kelly has been one of the largest auction buyers 
over the past decade and is associated with five of the top 20 plaintiffs: Angel 
Group, Belmont Properties, Frenchy Sirois, Detroit Leasing, and Chase Detroit. 
Kelly and his associates have acquired more than 1,000 residential properties 
since 2005, contributing to his status as one of the largest private landowners in 
Detroit (MacDonald 2011d). Kelly, operating through various associates and 
LLCs, is a contract seller and a milker-landlord, as well as a speculator, acquir-
ing properties in future redevelopment areas (Akers 2013; Kurth 2016). Jeffrey 
Cusimano, a Detroit landlord residing in Macomb County, similarly built his 
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portfolio of rental properties through the tax auction. Cusimano is a classic 
milker-investor, withholding repairs and property taxes while continuing to 
collect rent. Cusimano has filed for eviction more than 800 times since 2009 to 
pressure or remove tenants, while simultaneously leveraging the auction to tax-
wash his holdings (MacDonald 2017a). Of the 160 residential properties 
Cusimano purchased at auction between 2010 and 2015, we found he was the 
prior owner of at least 72.

Keith Hudson and Antoine Hayes are both affiliated with the now-defunct 
Benjigates Estates, which acquired roughly 1,000 properties between 2010 
and 2012. Benjigates sold homes using land contracts where payments were 
to be completed in under two years. During the contract period, however, 
neither party would pay property taxes, and buyers were expected to resolve 
these engineered delinquencies before their homes faced repossession at the 
three-year mark. Many of these contracts failed, leading to eviction and resale 
prior to Benjigates’ 2016 court-ordered dissolution (Anglebrandt 2013; Gross 
2018b). Ernest Karr, a long-time Detroit landlord, bankrolled Benjigates’ ini-
tial acquisitions with more than $300 thousand (MacDonald 2011a). Karr, a 
notorious slum landlord with massive obligations in terms of blight tickets 
and tax delinquencies on his once-large portfolio of rental properties, also 
appears on our list of auction buyers with the largest number of properties 
linked to eviction filings (Collins 2002; Pinho 2016).

Stephen and Stevey Hagerman, a father and son investment operation 
based in suburban Detroit, are collectively one of the biggest auction buyers 
in the past few years, purchasing more than 300 homes between 2013 and 
2015 and 600 more properties in 2016 (Loveland Technologies 2016). The 
Hagerman’s business model is based on buying in bulk and flipping proper-
ties on land contract for several times their purchase price. They passively 
dispose of unsold inventory by withholding taxes and allowing them to fall 
back into foreclosure. The Hagerman’s acquire new properties at auction 
each year despite outstanding delinquencies on their existing inventory 
(Alvarez 2017). Edward Azar, a former Detroit resident now based in Florida, 
is another notable investor, operating a wholesale property business targeting 
smaller bulk buyers, as well as a sophisticated individual contract sales oper-
ation (Akers 2013, 2015; MacDonald 2011b).

For many of these foreclosure investors, eviction filings have been a fre-
quent occurence on a sizable portion of their acquisitions. Among all proper-
ties acquired by the top 20 auction buyers in terms of addresses linked to 
subsequent eviction filings, 60% of them experienced two or more subse-
quent eviction filings, and nearly 25% of the 7,700 total homes purchased by 
these 20 actors experienced two or more eviction filings. For many of these 
investors, eviction serves as a mechanism to pressure tenants for payment on 
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substandard properties or remove and replace them in the event of nonpay-
ment. Profits are generated precisely through serial eviction and new contract 
sales with large down-payments, all while withholding property taxes and 
repairs. Those obligations are passed down to buyers, though the structure of 
these sales and the conditions of the properties all but guarantees breach of 
contract and, eventually, repossession.

Regression Analysis

Table 4 presents the mean values for the variables included in our model. It 
shows completed mortgage foreclosures were highest in 2007 and fell steeply 
after 2010. Tax auction sales, on the other hand, grew precipitously from 
2007 though 2014, after which they dipped in number, reflecting the recent 
slowdown of tax-reversions by Wayne County. The greater number of resi-
dential structures compared to occupied housing units closely corresponds to 
Detroit’s overall housing occupancy rate, which stood at 77% in 2010 (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2010). Addresses with one or more eviction filings, our 
dependent variable, changes little over time, ranging between 20.5 and 22.4 
across the study period. For the average block group from 2013 to 2016, there 
were approximately eight addresses with eviction filings per 100 occupied 
housing units.

Table 5 presents the results of our longitudinal negative binomial regres-
sion models estimating the neighborhood-level number of addresses associ-
ated with eviction filings. Model 1 includes as independent variables the 
one-year lagged number of tax auction sales and completed mortgage foreclo-
sures, both of which are highly statistically significant. The coefficient for 
one-year lagged count of completed mortgage foreclosures indicates that a 

Table 4. Mean Block Group-Level Count of Dependent and Independent 
Variables.

Year
Eviction 

Addresses t
Tax Sales 

t −1
Tax Sales 

t − 2
Tax Sales 

t − 3
Sheriff’s 

Deeds t −1
Sheriff’s 

Deeds t − 2
Residential 
Structures

Occupied 
Units

2009 22.0 0.6 0.6 1.5 14.4 21.1 369.0 284.3
2010 20.5 1.5 0.6 0.6 8.8 14.4 355.4 284.3
2011 21.7 4.2 1.5 0.6 9.6 8.8 348.6 284.3
2012 21.3 6.7 4.2 1.5 7.1 9.6 341.8 265.0
2013 22.4 12.8 6.7 4.2 6.5 7.1 335.1 265.0
2014 21.8 10.7 12.8 6.7 4.0 6.5 328.3 265.0
2015 21.2 8.9 10.7 12.8 2.5 4.0 321.5 265.0
2016 21.0 8.4 8.9 10.7 2.2 2.5 314.7 265.0

Note. Includes 694 block groups and 5,552 total observations. Evictions refer to eviction filings.
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one standard deviation increase (seven properties) predicts a 4.8% increase in 
the eviction filing rate in year t.7 A one standard deviation increase in the one-
year lagged count of tax auction sales (7.4 properties) predicts a 4.5% increase 
in the current-year eviction filing rate. Model 2 incorporates two-year lagged 
variables. Including these variables does little to change the parameter esti-
mates or significance of the one-year lagged variables, but the two-year lagged 
variable for completed mortgage foreclosures is not significant while the coef-
ficient for the two-year lagged tax auction sales is highly statistically signifi-
cant. The parameter estimate for this variable indicates a one standard 
deviation increase in the count of tax auction sales at t − 2  (nine properties) 
predicts a 3.2% increase in the current-year eviction filing rate. Our third and 
final model adds a three-year lagged count of tax auction sales. These results 
show the three-year lag has a greater effect on current-year addresses with 
evictions than the two-year lag, with an increase in nine properties sold at auc-
tion three-years prior linked to a 4.5% increase in the dependent variable.

These results conform to our expectation the dose response of auction 
sales and eviction filings will be greatest in the short term, as auction buyers 
remove existing occupants to take control of properties, though many buyers 
seek to retain these occupants—some the former owners—as contract buyers 

Table 5. Longitudinal Negative Binomial Regression Models for Count of 
Addresses Associated with Eviction Filings 2009–2016.

Dependent Variable:

 Number Eviction Addresses

 (1) (2) (3)

# mortgage foreclosures 
( )t −1

0.0067*** (0.0010) 0.0074*** (0.0010) 0.0082*** (0.0010)

# mortgage foreclosures 
( )t − 2

0.0001 (0.0009) 0.0009 (0.0009)

# tax auction sales ( )t −1 0.0060*** (0.0008) 0.0056*** (0.0009) 0.0053*** (0.0009)
# tax auction sales ( )t − 2 0.0035*** (0.0009) 0.0027*** (0.0009)
# tax auction sales ( )t − 3 0.0049*** (0.0009)
# residential structures 0.0036*** (0.0002) 0.0035*** (0.0002) 0.0034*** (0.0002)
Constant −3.1950*** (0.1345) −3.1862*** (0.1345) −3.1792*** (0.1344)
Block group FE Yes Yes Yes
Year × precinct FE Yes Yes Yes
Observations 5,552 5,552 5,552
Log likelihood −16,735.2900 −16,727.5700 −16,714.1300

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. FE = fixed effects.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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or renters. The significance of lag variables provides further evidence proper-
ties at the tax auction are subject to multiple subsequent eviction filings. The 
greater response in filings from tax sales three-years prior compared to two-
years prior might reflect a lag between auction buyers enrolling parties into 
contract sales or rental agreements and eviction actions. This lag could also 
reflect repossession at the expiration of an agreement with a short contract 
period, as in the case of sales made by Benjigates. In all periods, however, the 
association between tax sales and current addresses with eviction filings is 
statistically significant, indicating a distinct, direct relationship between 
these events. The magnitude of the relationship, though, is modest. Many 
properties purchased at the tax auction sit idle in speculators’ portfolios, 
removing them from the possibility of subsequent eviction. These results also 
indicate eviction filings are strictly associated with recent mortgage foreclo-
sures, reflecting a mechanical linkage between repossession and eviction.

Discussion

A growing body of research foregrounds problems of housing insecurity and 
eviction in the United States, particularly for low-income households depen-
dent on the private rental market (Desmond 2016; Greif 2018; Purser 2016; 
Raymond et al. 2018). This study deepens our understanding of the mecha-
nisms driving eviction by examining the acquisition patterns and business 
practices of investors in tax-reverted properties, which include several of the 
largest private owners of single-family homes in Detroit. Many of these 
investors leveraged the annual Wayne County tax auction to grow their 
inventories of contract-for-deed and rental properties over the past decade. 
During the same period, an increasing number of Detroit households experi-
enced economic instability and foreclosure, contributing both to the supply of 
mortgage- and tax-reverted properties and demand for rental housing and 
non-conventional home-purchase arrangements. Investor practices, includ-
ing renting uninhabitable homes and offering unsustainable land contracts 
are therefore likely to have exacerbated displacement pressures and evictions 
for the growing number of low-income households consigned to the private 
rental or contract-for-deed market.

The specific purpose of this study was to determine the relationship 
between sales of tax-reverted properties and subsequent evictions. We found 
at least 23% of tax foreclosure sales between 2005 and 2015 were linked to 
one or more subsequent eviction filings, with many of the largest foreclosure 
buyers associated with large numbers of filings involving hundreds of proper-
ties. Furthermore, many investor-owned properties were linked to repeat evic-
tions on individual properties. The results of our ecological analysis indicate 
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that tax auction sales, nearly the entirety of which go to investors, lead to 
increased eviction filing rates in Detroit’s single-family neighborhoods, inde-
pendent of neighborhood context and annual trends. Furthermore, the effect of 
tax sales on eviction filings persists over time, with tax sales in at least each of 
the three prior years linked to present-year eviction filings. These findings 
support the chain of logic linking the practices of profiteering investors to 
heightened risk of eviction filings for tenants and contract buyers.

These results contribute to the growing scholarly literature addressed to 
the role of landlords in shaping housing security. Prior research addresses 
issues including tenant screening, geographical sorting into high-poverty 
neighborhoods, and subpar maintenance that make it difficult for low-income 
households to find and retain safe and affordable rental housing (Desmond 
2016; Rosen 2014). This literature has also identified ways in which land-
lord-tenant dynamics are shaped by the regulatory environment, including 
building code enforcement, nuisance ordinances, and municipal debt collec-
tion. Though such policies are intended to maintain property conditions and 
neighborhood quality-of-life, research has shown how they can have the per-
verse effect of exacerbating housing insecurity. Landlords screen out and 
evict tenants perceived to pose a risk of incurring municipal penalties or 
charge higher rents in anticipation of such sanctions (Desmond and Valdez 
2013; Greif 2018). This article shows how state sanctions, specifically in the 
form of accelerated tax-reversion laws, contribute to the expansion of unsafe 
and relatively high-cost rental and contract-for-deed housing. The low cost of 
property acquisition at auction, a minimum of $500, incentivizes profiteering 
investors to pursue short-term accumulation strategies. By withholding main-
tenance and property taxes for three or more years—the minimum time for 
tax-reversion to take place—landlords are able to make substantial profits. 
Given the chronically weak housing market conditions in many of Detroit’s 
neighborhoods, made worse by the foreclosure crisis and recession, auction 
buyers have little incentive to rehabilitate properties in the expectation of an 
adequate return on investment (Mallach 2014).

Adequate responses to displacement and eviction pressures require a com-
plete accounting of the mechanisms driving displacement. Accelerated tax 
foreclosures on homeowners potentially eligible for poverty exemptions and 
other forms of relief generate the first link in a chain of serial displacement in 
Detroit’s residential neighborhoods (Atuahene and Hodge 2017; Dewar, 
Seymour, and Drută 2015). Investor acquisition of tax-reverted properties at 
deeply discounted prices in a context of enormous and growing demand for 
adequate low-cost housing creates successive links in this chain of displace-
ment. Rather than returning properties to productive use, the auction has 
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served as vehicle for feeding speculative and predatory investor inventories, 
with many properties returning to auction in short order after investors have 
multiplied their initial investments at the expense of low-income and pre-
dominantly African-American households.

Although cities like Detroit are fiscally constrained and beset with wide-
spread property speculation, property tax-reversion laws and their enforce-
ment should be implemented in ways that avoid the perverse outcome of 
repossessing homes from low-income occupants and transferring them at a 
discount to the unscrupulous investors who dominate the tax auction. The 
revenues generated by these sales frequently fall far short of the outstanding 
debt authorizing repossession in the first instance (Akers 2013; Dewar, 
Seymour, and Drută 2015). As noted above, a number of recent changes have 
addressed this issue, including the enrollment of larger numbers of delin-
quent homeowners into repayment plans prior to foreclosure, as well as city-
wide reassessments to bring tax bills into conformity with property values. 
Detroit, like many cities, however, continues to possess a large number of 
low-income households dependent on the private rental market, many of 
whom continue to contract with the investors discussed in this article. This 
problem will persist absent the creation of larger numbers of safe and afford-
able housing units. Tenants currently residing in properties owned by prob-
lematic landlords and contract sellers would benefit from universal right to 
counsel, particularly in instances where landlords have failed to register their 
properties. New York became the first city to establish right to counsel for 
low-income tenants in 2017, and several cities, including Detroit, have been 
considering similar measures (Been et al. 2018).

As our analysis was focused on eviction filings, not completed evictions, 
we were unable to differentiate between investors using filings to pressure 
tenants for payment or to actually remove tenants. In some cases, individual 
tenants receive multiple eviction notices prior to a final dispossessory 
action (MacDonald 2017d). As noted by Raymond et al. (2018), we would 
benefit from additional research on how landlords leverage the legal sys-
tem, particularly evictions, as an integral component of their business prac-
tices. Regardless of whether filings are intended as rent collection or 
removal strategy, they have deleterious downstream effects as households 
seek subsequent housing. Furthermore, the nature of our analysis did not 
allow us to discern the specific reasons for evictions, particularly whether 
filings were related to legitimate landlord grievances or retribution against 
tenants living in substandard housing withholding rent. This would be a 
productive avenue of investigation for future qualitative or mixed-methods 
research on housing insecurity.
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Notes

1. Based on the National Suburban Poll, conducted between 2008 and 2012, Martin 
and Niedt (2015, p. 44) found adults displaced through foreclosure are likely to 
live in or near the same neighborhood they were living prior to foreclosure. ACS 
2012 five-year estimates show 86% of the population in renter households that 
were not living in the same unit one year prior had been living in a different unit 
in the same county. An unknown percentage of these 73,000 Detroit residents 
were likely displaced from a nearby unit through foreclosure.

2. Since 2015, the Census redacts estimates where the margin of error exceeds the 
estimate, an occurrence more likely in sparsely populated subunits.

3. Fannie Mae was by far the largest plaintiff 2009 to 2015, filing for eviction 
nearly 7,000 times.

4. Mortgageable properties refers to the number of units “at-risk” of receiving a 
mortgage. It is operationalized as the sum of attached and detached one-unit 
structures, one half the number of units in two-unit structures, two-sevenths 
the number of units in three-to-four-unit structures, and the number of owner-
occupied units in structures with five or more units, each as estimated by the 
2006–2010 ACS (Ellen, Madar, and Weselcouch 2015).

5. We calculate one-to-four unit residential structures as the sum of attached and 
detached one-unit structures, one half the number of units in two-unit structures, 
and two-sevenths the number of units in three-to-four-unit structures, regardless 
of tenure, from the 2011–2015 ACS.

6. Taking tracts where at least 80% of housing units are accounted for by one-to-
four unit structures, we were unable to locate parcel numbers for 14% of distinct 
addresses on eviction filings.

7. Model coefficients may be converted to percent change in the eviction filing rate 
using the formula 100 * exp(Coefficient – 1).
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