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“Caminante, son tus huellas
el camino y nada mas;
caminante, no hay camino,
se hace camino al andar.
Al andar se hace camino,
y a volver la vista atréas
se ve la senda que nunca
se ha de volver a pisar.
Caminante, no hay camino
sino estelas en la mar.”

— Antonio Machado
Campos de Castilla
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ABSTRACT

The focus of this research is understanding the prevalence and patterns of serial eviction filing in
Knox County, Tennessee. Within the broader literature on eviction there has been a recent emphasis on
the role of landlords and their decision-making around filing for eviction. In that vein, the practice of
serial eviction filing (multiple evictions filed against the same household over time) has been identified as
a behavior employed by some landlords that places undue burden on tenants. However, the extent of
serial filing is difficult to assess because of challenges in obtaining and analyzing eviction data at scale,
leading existing research to be limited and focused on larger metropolitan areas. This study expands upon
current knowledge by assessing serial filing in a mid-size metropolitan region — Knox County, Tennessee
—during a period before, during, and after the CDC’s eviction moratorium. It was found that
approximately 11% of all eviction filings issued during the period observed were associated with a serial
filing chain, though most did not progress beyond a second filing. There were also key differences found
in case outcomes, legal representation, and the landlord types responsible for issuing them. Lastly, policy
recommendations intended to curb the practice of serial filing on a local level are discussed in the final

chapter.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Every day, thousands of renting households across the United States are faced with the threat of
eviction. Though eviction is not a new phenomenon, it was long neglected by researchers leading Hartman
and Robinson (2003) to dub it “the hidden housing problem” at the turn of the century. Since then, there has
been a renewed scholarly interest in eviction and recently, housing scholars have begun to conceptualize
evictions as a process rather than a discrete event. This body of literature contends that the effects of eviction
begin far before the moment of removal, beginning rather when the “threat” of eviction is first introduced
against a household. The threat of eviction can be official, as an eviction filed with the court, or more
nuanced, as when tenants, intimidated by their landlord, are ultimately compelled to leave. While studies
suggest that there are multiple informal evictions for every formal eviction (Desmond, 2016; Gromis &
Desmond, 2022; Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021), the informal process is significantly more difficult to
study because it takes place extrajudicially producing little to no documentation. And though formal evictions
have been the focus of most research — through the availability of data from courts — much remains to be
uncovered about the diverse manifestations of the eviction process.

The threat of eviction does not impact all tenants equally. In addition to the racial and socioeconomic
disparities that persist (Graetz et al., 2023; Hepburn, Louis & Desmond, 2020; McCabe & Rosen, 2020;
Merritt & Farnworth, 2021), a more recent niche of eviction literature has found that the type of landlord from
which a tenant rents is also a significant predictor of how the eviction process manifests and who is most at
risk (Garboden & Rosen, 2019; Gomory, 2022; Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021). Landlords hold
tremendous power over tenants, deciding whether, when, and how to evict, though they have only recently
become a focus of eviction research.

In the case of what has been deemed “‘serial filing” i.e., filing multiple evictions against the same
tenant household over time, landlords wield the threat of eviction strategically as a mechanism of tenant
discipline and forceful rent extraction (Garboden & Rosen, 2019; Gomory, 2022; Immergluck et al., 2020;

Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021; Porton et al., 2021). The limited research on serial filings has found that
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it is not employed uniformly across socioeconomic classes, legal landscapes, size of housing markets,
landlord types (Leung et al. 2021), landlord portfolio scales (Immergluck et al. 2020; Watson, 2023), or
building age and size (Immergluck et al., 2020). Understanding characteristics of landlords most likely to
employ serial filing as a tactic in addition to identifying the characteristics of neighborhoods most at risk can
help target legislation to curb the practice. These dual aims are the focus of the present research within the
context of Knox County, Tennessee.

Previous analyses of serial filings have predominantly focused on larger metropolitan areas including
Washington, D.C. (Watson et al., 2023), Atlanta (Immergluck et al., 2020), Boston (Gomory, 2022), and
Dallas, Cleveland, and Baltimore (Garboden & Rosen, 2019). The present research is the first of its kind in
Tennessee and the first exclusive examination of serial filings in a mid-sized metropolitan area. Though
Leung et al. (2021) did examine serial filings in counties across 28 states, they were limited in their ability to
examine all counties due to the lack of transparency in court recordkeeping that keeps eviction filing data
elusive in places like Knox County, Tennessee. And while Princeton's Eviction Lab reports national eviction
data for all fifty states and their respective counties, these data are only available for 2000-2018 and many are
model-derived estimates (Eviction Lab, 2023). The dataset for the present study is the most recent dataset
used (to date) to study serial eviction and includes full residential eviction filing data for Knox County
spanning the period of January 2, 2019- April 29, 2022. This study examines the prevalence of serial filing in
Knox County and a series of attributes related to those eviction filing cases as well as a neighborhood-level
examination of the attributes most associated with serial filing in Knox County. Specifically, this study
addresses the following research questions:

1. What is the prevalence of serial filings in Knox County, TN?

2. How does serial filing activity compare between “company” landlords and “individual”

landlords?

3. What are the spatial patterns of serial filings in Knox County, TN?

4. What are the neighborhood characteristics associated with serial filings in Knox County, TN?



It was found that the prevalence of serial filings among all filings issued during the observation
period was 11%. There were also several differences among the serial filings themselves that were notable
including disparities case duration, legal representation, and landlord type issuing the serial filings. Changes
to filing and serial filing frequency before, during, and after the eviction moratorium are also discussed.

Chapter Two provides an overview of the literature on evictions, serial eviction filings, and the legal,
demographic, and housing context of Knox County, Tennessee. Chapter Three outlines the provenance and
attributes of data utilized. Chapter Four summarizes the findings and Chapter Five includes a detailed
discussion of the findings in the context of existing literature and offers avenues for future research. Last,
Chapter Six provides policy recommendations for the mitigation of serial filing as a practice in Knox County,

Tennessee.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

The harm of evictions

Every year, a staggering 2.7 million households (7.6 million individuals) have an eviction filed
against them (Graetz, 2023; Gromis et al. 2022). While most of those filings are initiated on the basis of non-
payment of rent (Gromis et al., 2022; Nelson et al. 2021) and many will not be seen through to completion,
every household filed against faces uncertainty with the threat of removal. This burden is not felt equally
among tenants, however, as evictions are concentrated in economically distressed and majority-minority
neighborhoods and contribute to significant residential churn that disrupts local support systems (Hartman &
Robinson, 2003; Hepburn, Louis & Desmond, 2020; Merritt & Farnworth, 2021). Understanding the harm
posed by evictions underpins the importance of the present research, as the findings point toward strategies to
mitigate the prevalence of eviction filings and more specifically, serial eviction filings in Knox County.
Consequences of housing instability

Eviction is a major public health concern. Eviction harms physical health, contributes to financial
instability (Gold, 2016; Hatch & Yun, 2021; Vasquez-Vera et al., 2017), increases the risk of homelessness
(Treglia et al., 2023), threatens job security, complicates access to social services, and endangers future
housing stability (Desmond, 2016). For children, eviction has been found to increase school turnover
(Hartman & Robinson, 2003), exacerbate food insecurity (Leifheit et al., 2020; Ramphal et al., 2023), and is
associated with worse birth outcomes and worse educational outcomes (Ramphal et al., 2023). In addition to
physical manifestations, eviction is severely detrimental to mental health, fomenting anxiety, stress, and
depression (Madden & Marcuse, 2016; Vasquez-Vera, 2017). Individuals who experience eviction have lower
self-reported mental and physical well-being even years into the future (Hatch & Yun, 2021) and may
experience what Mindy Fullilove (2016) terms “root shock” which describes the trauma resulting from the
“destruction of all of one’s emotional ecosystem due to forced displacement” (p.11).

Madden and Marcuse (2016) point to the commodification of housing (i.e. housing treated as an

exchangeable good rather than a right) as a root cause of these myriad negative impacts. They suggest that
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such commaodification creates a state of precarity, insecurity, and disesmpowerment for tenants by threatening
their “ontological security” — an emotional state closely linked to the concept of trust (Giddens, 1991;
Madden & Marcuse, 2016). In terms of the home, ontological security refers to the specific sense of security
endowed by the consistency and sense of belonging in a material and social environment where the work of
social reproduction occurs (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998). Eviction — and arguably the threat of eviction —
inherently threatens this sense of security and exacerbates emotional distress. And though the commaodified
housing system affects all, it does not impact all equally. Madden and Marcuse (2016) highlight this in the
following passage:

“Ontological security has only ever been offered provisionally to poor people, to

female-headed households, and to households of color. The freedom to reside without

great difficulty or fear, to establish a household as a space of psychological and

economic stability with relative ease, is today a form of privilege.” (p. 74)

In addition to the physical and emotional impacts, the financial impacts are severe and long-lasting.

Often, evictions saddle tenants with sizable debts, and eviction filings linger on tenants’ public records. This
diminishes their ability to secure future housing as landlords discriminate against tenants with eviction filings
on their records (Burns, 2023; Desmond, 2016; Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021; Pappoe, 2023). In most
jurisdictions, including Knox County, eviction filings are browsable via online docket systems and companies
turn profits from collecting and selling that information to interested parties (Gold, 2016). In finding new
tenants, landlords ease their decision-making by engaging any one of the many proliferating businesses that
offer curated screening reports of a potential tenant’s credit history, residential history, criminal record, and
civil litigation background (Burns, 2023; Dunn & Grabchuck, 2010; Kleysteuber, 2007). Private equity-
backed screening tools operating with artificial intelligence are also emerging to give landlords even greater
access to tenant’s — often erroneous or misleading — eviction records (Burns, 2023). And for the few tenants
who can secure a housing voucher, an eviction permanently strips them of future rights to that voucher

(Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021). For these reasons and more, it has been found that those who



experience forced displacement, on average, end up in neighborhoods with poverty rates higher than those
who moved to a new neighborhood willingly (Desmond & Schollenberger, 2015).

Not all households and communities are impacted equally by eviction. Non-Hispanic Black renters
are vastly overrepresented in eviction filings (Hepburn, Louis, & Desmond, 2020; McCabe & Rosen, 2020;
Robinson & Steil, 2021; Thomas et al., 2024), comprising 52.2% of the population threatened with eviction,
but only 18.6% of the total population (Graetz et al., 2023). The presence of children in a household increases
the risk of eviction filing for Black women in particular — 28.4% with children present, and 16.3% without
children (Graetz et al., 2023). Gender disparities have also been found in evictions. In their analysis of
eviction filings across nearly 1,200 U.S. counties, Hepburn, Louis, and Desmond (2021) found Black and
Latinx female renters to have higher rates of eviction than their male counterparts. Researchers attribute this
to non-White women being more likely to be named on leases, exposing them disproportionately to the
negative consequences of eviction — both financially and in terms of securing future housing (Graetz et al.,
2023; Hepburn, Louis, & Desmond, 2021). Last, evictions have been found to be concentrated in
neighborhoods with a lower average educational attainment (Robinson & Steil, 2021).

Serial eviction filings

A niche area of study focused on understanding complex landlord-tenant dynamics is emerging in
eviction research. One landlord behavior drawing increasing attention is serial eviction filing. Serial eviction
filing, or simply serial filing, refers to the practice of a landlord filing multiple evictions against a single
household over time.

In an examination of over one million eviction filings across 28 states, Leung, Hepburn, and
Desmond (2021) found that 30.4% of all households threatened with eviction were serially filed against and
the median number of filings for households serially filed against was two — though significant variation was
observed from county to county. While most serial eviction studies operationalize serial filing dichotomously
(either it is or is not) Watson et al. (2023) take the temporal variation of serial filings into account and treat

them as chains of events to highlight the diversity of filing experiences among tenants. Households filed



against once or twice over the course of two years have a fundamentally different experience than those who
are filed against every other month.
What types of landlords are more likely to engage in serial filing?

The major metrics by which landlords are characterized is by their scale, i.e., how many units
they own, and by their operating structure, i.e., whether they are incorporated or a smaller scale “mom
and pop” operation (Gomory 2022). Researchers argue that this dichotomy is driven by different social
and economic incentives that underpin the basic operating logics of how landlords manage and interact
with their tenants. This underlying structural difference then drives their decision-making around when
and how to evict. Current findings on serial filings support this contention.

Garboden and Rosen (2019) conducted the first study on serial filings and found that larger
landlords employ more routine, automatic filing behaviors. Those initial findings were supported by
Immergluck et al. (2020) who found the largest owners and the largest buildings to be responsible for
large shares of serial filings in the Atlanta metropolitan area; Leung, Hepburn, and Desmond (2021) who
found that neighborhoods with a larger percentage of businesses responsible for initiating eviction filings
had more serial filings; Gomory (2022), who found large-scale landlords evict at two to three times the
rate of small-scale owners in Boston; and Watson et al. (2023) who found larger landlords more likely to
engage in serial filing than smaller scale landlords.

Why are landlords engaging in serial filing?

While the coercive nature of the landlord-tenant relationship exists within the very nature of renting
(the same way homeownership is undergirded by the power of the bank-owned mortgage), the formality of an
eviction filing draws the legal backing of the state to the fore, exerting immediate pressure upon tenants and
making the tactic of repeated filings uniquely punitive, especially when the landlord has no intention of
actually removing them (Garboden & Rosen, 2019). Garboden and Rosen (2019) as well as Leung, Hepburn,
and Desmond (2021) found landlords exploit this coercive power to extract rent from their tenants and as a
secondary income-generating mechanism via fee collection. There is also evidence to suggest that different

types of landlords are more likely to turn to serial filing as a matter of routine business procedure (Leung,
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Hepburn, and Desmond, 2021; Leung et al., 2023) and are either incentivized or disincentivized to do so by
the steps required to formally file an eviction with the court (Hatch & Yun, 2021).

Through in-depth interviews with landlords in Dallas, Baltimore, and Cleveland, Garboden and Rosen
(2019) conducted one of the first studies of serial filings to understand the factors weighed by landlords in
deciding whether, when, and how to evict. They found that landlords serially file to collect rent, and that
“focusing on the filing rather than the execution turns the punitive action of evicting into a threat that can
serve as a corrective action,” even when there is no intention of removing tenants, in addition to serving as a
generous income generating tactic on its own via late fees (Garboden & Rosen, 2019, p. 651). Two studies by
Leung and colleagues (Leung, Hepburn & Desmond, 2021; Leung et al., 2023) featured interviews with
property managers involved in decision-making around eviction in both the private and public housing
sectors. In each study they compared two regions identified to have high rates of serial filing — Charleston,
South Carolina and Cleveland, Ohio (Cuyahoga Metropolitan Housing Authority) — with areas exhibiting
lower rates of serial filing — Mobile, Alabama and Akron, Ohio (the Akron Metropolitan Housing Authority),
respectively. In both locations with high rates of serial filing, property managers described using it as a tool of
rent and fee collection rather than of displacement, whereas the property managers in areas of low serial filing
were more likely to treat eviction filing as a last resort. The more conservative filers first employ alternative
mechanisms for rent collection either because of the high barriers to filing (expensive filing fees etc.) or
stricter rent collection policies such as requiring full rather than partial payment to settle an eviction once the
process has begun (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021; Leung et al., 2023). So, when ultimately filing, it
was for possession. Lastly, in their analysis of serial filing chains, Watson et al. (2023) found longer filing
chains less likely to end in an executed eviction, supporting the conjecture that some landlords are employing
the use of serial filing with intentions other than tenant removal.

Some landlords interviewed by Garboden and Rosen (2019) expressed that under the threat of
eviction “tenants are less antagonistic, less likely to report maintenance issues, and even willing to help with
home repairs,” (p. 656). This informal labor arrangement was also described in Desmond’s ethnographic work

in Milwaukee. Desmond (2016) found landlords and tenants regularly negotiated maintenance work in
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exchange for rent reduction or credit on back-rent owed, ultimately saving landlords substantial sums. And
Balzarini and Boyd (2021) observed that small-scale landlords prefer to work with tenants rather than evict
them because their perceived burdens of eviction are higher. The uncertainty of how long it will take to
replace the current tenant, the responsibility of utilities shifting to the landlord, and the cost of repairs the unit
may need before being rentable to a new tenant contribute to these perceptions (Balzarini & Boyd, 2021).

While these informal labor arrangements are certainly exploitative on the part of the landlord, there is
concern that with the rise of corporate landlords and their automated processes, the ability for tenants to
negotiate will cease altogether. For smaller-scale landlords, the relationship with their tenant makes the
decision to evict more morally fraught opening space for negotiation. This contrasts larger-scale landlords
who typically have a greater emotional and bureaucratic distance from tenants, facilitating more automatic
financially-based decision making (Garboden & Rosen, 2019; Gomory, 2022).

Who is most at risk of serial filing?

Though findings on who is most at risk of serial filing are limited to few studies, there are several
attributes of apartment buildings and neighborhoods that have been found to be associated with serial
filings. Mirroring the racial disparities present in eviction filings, serial filing has also been found to
disparately impact block groups with larger Black populations. In the greater Atlanta metropolitan area,
Immergluck et al. (2020), found that an 80%-point increase in the proportion of renters in a block group
who are Black was associated with a nearly 10% increase in serial filing share. In an analysis of millions
of eviction records across 39 states, Hepburn, Louis, and Desmond (2020) found Black and Latinx renters
more likely than white renters to experience serial filings, and non-serial filings. Leung et al. (2023)
found that households were more likely to be filed against serially if at least one defendant (tenant) listed
on the eviction filing was Black, relative to households with non-Black defendants on the filing. As with
eviction filings, female-headed households and households with children in the greater Atlanta area were
positively associated with serial filings rates (Immergluck et al., 2020; Leung, Hepburn & Desmond,

2021; Leung et al., 2023).



Newer buildings and buildings with more units have been associated with higher shares of serial
filing, likely due to differing management strategies with smaller and older buildings (Immergluck et al.,
2020). Areas with higher rental burdens (Immergluck et al., 2020) and larger renter populations overall
(Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021) were positively associated with serial filing. Interestingly, Leung,
Hepburn, and Desmond (2021) found serial filings to be “characteristic” of mid-range neighborhoods,
finding serial filing to be associated with greater proportions of college-educated residents and fewer
residents in service occupations. They attributed this to landlords’ targeting of tenants for serial filing
based on their perceived ability to pay fees, arrears, and court costs (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021).
Therefore, they argue that their findings expand the breadth of those typically affected by eviction to also
include mid-range, college-educated tenants. Additionally, the rental vacancy of neighborhoods was
significantly associated with the serial filing rate such that neighborhoods with higher vacancy
experienced less serial filing, potentially a function of landlord concerns about replacing tenants in
slacker markets (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021).

Leung, Hepburn, and Desmond (2021) found serial filing rates to be higher in areas with more filings
overall (i.e., larger renter populations) and where there are fewer barriers for filing (Leung et al., 2023). Last,
there is evidence to suggest that in many jurisdictions, serial filing rates are higher among residents of public
housing than in the private rental market (Leung et al., 2023).

The literature on serial filings has been relatively consistent in its findings. Overall, landlords with
larger portfolios and landlords with a business structure are more likely than smaller-scale or ”’mom and pop”
landlords to engage in serial filing. Neighborhoods with a larger percentage of businesses as plaintiffs in
evictions overall are associated with higher serial filing rates. It was also consistently found that Black female
tenants and households with children are most at risk of serial filings. However, other findings have been
contradictory, such as the discrepancy in the literature about neighborhoods most at risk — mid-range
neighborhoods (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021) or the most rent-burdened neighborhoods (Immergluck
et al., 2020). And some findings, such as Watson’s (2023) examination of serial filings as chains in

Wiashington, D.C., have yet to be replicated in other regions. Much work remains to more precisely generalize
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the practice of serial filing among landlords. The present research addresses one missing piece by examining
serial filings in the mid-sized metropolitan area of Knox County, Tennessee.
Limitations of eviction data

Despite all the work done to understand evictions, the identification of eviction disparities has been
limited by the sparse information present in court records. These records, which are the primary source of data
for these studies, typically contain only names, addresses, and varying degrees of case details, and rarely — if
ever — demographic information about those targeted for eviction. There is no standardization in reporting nor
in recording eviction case information across jurisdictions. In addition to the inconsistencies in the content of
the data reported, there is a range of transparency in how the data are stored by housing courts. Thomas et al.
(2024) describe stored eviction data as being structured (in tabular form and ready to be analyzed) or
unstructured (in the form of scanned images of court records) which require processing to use, the latter of
these being most common. Unstructured data greatly hinders researchers’ ability to understand the true burden
and scope of housing instability (Graetz et al., 2023; Hepburn, 2024). And while there are federal standards
under the 1975 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA\) requiring lenders to disclose borrower information,
there is no equivalent for the rental market, in which low-income and minority populations are
overrepresented (Desilver, 2021; Graetz et al., 2023).

Responding to a call from Hartman and Robinson (2003) efforts have been made to develop a
comprehensive eviction database (e.g., Princeton’s Eviction Lab, Legal Services Corporation’s Civil Court
Data Initiative, the Anti-Eviction Mapping Project, Eviction Research Network, Georgia Tech’s Atlanta
Region Eviction Tracker). Challenges remain in generating a holistic picture of evictions nationwide due to
inconsistencies and the antiquated data recording methods of housing courts across the country. And while
these data initiatives have provided important insight on evictions, it has been much more difficult to obtain
information from “unstructured data” preventing the creation of a truly comprehensive national database.
There is promise in a natural language processing program created by the Eviction Research Network that
uses image analysis to convert digital images to text, unfortunately this methodology does not work for

handwritten documents, the form of Knox County’s eviction data records (Thomas et al., 2024).
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To overcome the absence of demographic information available for renters, researchers have
developed several strategies. Most commonly, race and gender are imputed using specialized algorithms
(Desmond, 2012; Hepburn, Louis & Desmond, 2021; Raymond et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2024; Watson,
2023) or, more simply, demographics are estimated on an aggregate level using census data from tracts or
block groups (Immergluck et al., 2020; Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021). And most recently, through
partnership with the United States Census Bureau, Graetz et al. (2023) linked millions of eviction records
with census data to analyze demographic trends on an individual level.

It is important to acknowledge that the documentation of “formal” eviction proceedings in court
records — the data upon which most eviction studies are based — necessarily underestimates the true ubiquity
of eviction displacements because formal records do not register informal evictions (Leung, Hepburn, &
Desmond, 2021). The threat of eviction looms large over far more households than those formally removed
via court-ordered eviction (Garboden & Rosen, 2019) and estimates indicate that there are five and half
informal evictions for each formal eviction (Gromis & Desmond, 2022). These formal and informal eviction
displacement estimates also do not account for forms of forced displacement that are less direct, such as
displacements due to gentrification or environmental degradation.

The legal landscape of eviction

The principle of due process has been replaced by mere process: Every
housing court would need to be adequately funded so that it could function like a
court instead of an eviction assembly line: stamp, stamp, stamp.

(Desmond, 2016, p. 304)

Housing courts across the country are consistently overburdened with the sheer volume of eviction
cases flowing through them. Overwhelmed courts coupled with ambiguous procedures compound the
disadvantages for tenants in the housing system. Because of the overwhelm, cases are heard in rapid
succession. In Chicago the average eviction case is heard in one minute and forty-four seconds, and even
faster if the landlord has an attorney and the tenant does not (Doran, 2003). The same study found that only

56% of tenants appeared themselves or via representative and were only represented by an attorney in 5% of
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those cases, while landlords appeared for 83% of monitored cases and were represented by an attorney in 53%
of them (Doran, 2003).

Landlords and their attorneys benefit from familiarity with court norms and are more likely than
tenants to possess the monetary and social capital to achieve a favorable outcome (Fleming-Klink et al.,
2023). Landlords are also far more likely than tenants to have legal representation in eviction proceedings,
contributing to an imbalance in the court system, and very few attorneys represent a majority of plaintiffs
(Engler, 2010; Fleming-Klink et al., 2023). In stark contrast to the attorneys who are paid to be there, housing
court can be challenging for tenants to attend, impacting their case outcomes when they are not present.
Longer travel times to court have been associated with an increased likelihood of receiving a default eviction
— a decision made when a tenant fails to appear in court (Hoffman & Strezhnev, 2022). And the effort to
attend court for tenants often requires missed time at work (a loss of income) to spend an indeterminate
amount of time in a crowded courthouse for an outcome not likely to favor them. Court hearings are
intimidating, difficult to navigate, and it is unsurprising that tenants often fail to appear.

In addition to the power imbalance between landlords and tenants exacerbated by the court, the
automated nature of eviction hearings potentially facilitates the behavior of serial filings by landlords. The
presence of serial filings in the system serves as a positive feedback mechanism for court overwhelm,
worsening these problems.

Knox County, Tennessee
Legal context of Knox County, Tennessee

In Knox County, Tennessee housing court is held approximately once per week at the Old Knox
County Courthouse. Each week hundreds of eviction cases are heard but many tenants do not attend, resulting
in default eviction judgements. Much like Desmond’s (2016) description of eviction court in Milwaukee,
attorneys in their formal dress contrast the anxious demeanor of tenants there to make their case before the
judge. Court proceedings last for hours and for the few tenants that are present, it is unclear when their turn

will arrive. The courtroom is small so many must wait in the hallway for their name to be called. If tenants
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miss their turn, they might receive a default eviction. Meanwhile, landlord attorneys often address their cases
in batches and leave once they have all been addressed.

Importantly for the present work, the period of study includes the Federal Eviction Moratorium
enacted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), which in Tennessee was in place from
September 2020 until July 31, 2021 (Shepardson, 2021). The moratorium banned evictions on the basis of
non-payment of rent during the height of the pandemic for tenants earning under $99,000 per year but left
open loopholes for landlords to evict on the basis of other lease violations (Arnold, 2020). Data from the
Eviction Lab suggest that the moratorium cut eviction filings nationwide in half (Hepburn et al. 2023). In
Knox County, though the court was briefly closed in 2020, it was still possible to file creating a backlog of
cases.

The housing and demographic landscape

Knox County, TN is home to half a million residents, forty percent of whom reside in Knoxville,
the county seat (United States Census Bureau, 2023). The population of Knox County is predominantly
White, comprising 85.5% of the county and 73.9% of Knoxville population. The Black population
represents the largest minority present in the county, comprising 8.7% of the county population and
16.1% of the city population. And Knox County’s diversity is growing, with substantial Asian (1.6%),
Latino (5.7%) and multiracial (6.4%) populations (United States Census Bureau, 2023). Approximately
30% of occupied housing units are renter-occupied, and the median gross rent hovers just above $1,000 in
both the city and the county — below the national average of $1,268 but increasing at one of the fastest
rates in the country (East Tennessee Realtors, 2024; United States Census Bureau, 2023). And while
housing segregation persists, it has improved since the passage of the Fair Housing Act in the 1960s;
block-level Black-White segregation (measured via dissimilarity index ranging zero to one, where one
represents complete segregation) has decreased from 0.92 in 1970 to 0.52 in 2020 (City of Knoxville,
2024). Black residents are underrepresented among homeowners and overrepresented among renters,

meaning issues affecting renters in Knox County disproportionately impact Black residents. Among
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owner-occupied households, 88.0% of householders are White, and 4.8% are Black, while among renter-
occupied households, 71.8% are White, and 14.7% are Black (United States Census Bureau, 2023).

The housing market in Knox County, concentrated around the Knoxville metropolitan area, has
been booming. Over the last four years, the housing market experienced the fastest-rising property prices
in the country with the median listing price increasing 83% during that time (Thompson, 2024). In
addition to the active property market, the rental market has experienced a spike in prices up 56% ($524)
since the beginning of 2020 while average earnings increased a mere 3.4% during the same period,
spurring the housing affordability crisis locally (East Tennessee Realtors, 2024). Knoxville’s rental
occupancy is also among the highest in the country, hovering about 96% and peaking at 99% in 2022
(East Tennessee Realtors, 2024).

Leaders of Knox County and Knoxville (the county seat) have leaned into the issue of housing
instability and homelessness, committing substantial resources to address the challenges the county is
confronting. In 2023, a Knox-Knoxville Joint Office on Housing stability was established to centralize efforts
(City of Knoxville, 2023). And in 2024 the City of Knoxville released a Fair Housing Equity Plan (a
requirement by the U.S. Housing and Urban Development Department for the city to receive funding)
outlining a path to provide equitable access to housing across the city and begin to undo the damage done to
Black communities during urban renewal that began over fifty years ago (Wales, 2024). Local scholars and
activists say urban renewal continues in the city to this day with the construction of a new minor league
baseball stadium and a proposed children’s science museum (WUOT, 2021). In Knoxville, 70% of the those
forced to move by urban renewal were Black, higher than the national average of 60% (Beck Cultural
Exchange Center, n.d.)

Financialization of housing and evictions

Housing trends in Knox County are unique to the local environment yet simultaneously intertwined
with the global housing market. Across the world and across sectors, there has been a relentless drive toward
privatization. As a result, there has been a systematic dismantling of public housing and housing assistance

programs (Rolnik, 2019) with finance increasingly occupying the roles of lenders, investors, and major
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landlords (Mykulyn & Raymond, 2022). In 2021, the top 50 firms on the National Multifamily Housing
Council’s list collectively owned 10% (2.3 million units) of the entire nation’s apartment stock (Vogell,
2022).This trend toward the financialization of housing picked up significantly during and after the 2008
financial crisis in which millions lost their homes in foreclosure and financial interests seized the opportunity
to purchase foreclosed homes at rock-bottom prices, convert them into rentals, and become notoriously
neglectful landlords (Travis, 2019; Vogell, 2022). These investments are coveted by finance capital for
several reasons: they can borrow against these properties at favorable rates, quickly squeeze a sizeable profit,
and the beneficial owners (those who get the money for the investment) can shield themselves from
responsibility (to tenants and local governments) by anonymizing themselves behind a limited liability
corporate (LLC) structure — as most states do not require a named beneficial owner, just a point of contact
upon registration (Mykulyn & Raymond, 2022; Wijburg et al., 2018).

Scholars Madden and Marcuse (2016) contend that corporate investors “purchase buildings on the
assumption that rents can be doubled, tripled, or more,” (p. 32) as explained by Neil Smith’s rent gap theory
(1979). This is illustrated perfectly by private equity’s explicit goal of rapid maximum returns, whatever the
investment may be. According to investigative reporting by Heather Vogell of ProPubblica, “the most
aggressive funds seek a profit of 20 percent or more on investors’ contribution, minus management fees” (p.
3). She further reports that federal institutions are essentially green lighting this practice by backing loans for
private equity to further grow their residential portfolios, worrying researchers and advocates that they are
facilitating the concentration of rental property ownership and driving rents up (Vogell, 2023). The
percentage of rental units owned by non-individual investors has been steadily rising (Lee, 2017).

The large share of private equity ownership in the rental market also affords investors significant
leverage to influence the legislation intended to regulate them, thereby protecting and expanding their
comfortable positions in the market (Vogell, 2022). A clear example of this is the voting down of a 2018
California ballot measure to allow rent control following a $6.2 million opposition campaign by Blackstone, a
major owner of single-family rental properties (Vogell, 2022). The U.S. Department of Justice is currently

preparing a lawsuit against the software company RealPage Inc. for an alleged price-fixing scheme by which
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large landlords and property managers submit non-public pricing data into the system and the algorithm uses
that data to recommend rent pricing, removing the competitive element entirely by allowing landlords to
collude and maximize their gains collectively (Sisco, 2024; Vogell, 2023).

Importantly for the present research, previous work has observed different behaviors from larger-
scale versus smaller-scale landlords. These differences have been attributed to their starkly different
operational logics and incentives in providing rental housing to tenants. In Milwaukee, Travis (2019) found
signs of housing disinvestment to increase when ownership transferred from individual to LLC ownership.
And Vogell (2022) has documented numerous stories of tenants whose buildings transferred ownership to
private-equity and the subsequent maintenance neglect paired with rent increases that pushed them out —
otherwise known as “re-tenanting.” This contrasts with “mom and pop” landlords whose investments are
primarily for long-term gains and stability sustained over time (Vogell, 2022). This is of increasing concern as
rental properties become increasingly concentrated in few hands. There has been little focus in eviction
literature on the structural forces driving these trends in the housing market and the implications for renters.
Summary

Evictions are harmful to individuals and communities. Those threatened with eviction far outnumber
those who experience an executed eviction, but the threat alone activates a precarious period of housing
instability and can set in motion a series of unfortunate events for tenants. Some landlords have been found to
employ serial filing to extract rent and additional fees, and in some cases, to alter tenant’s behavior. Landlords
differ in their approach to eviction decision-making and much of that variation has been attributed to their
level of professionalization (i.e. the extent to which their processes are formalized) and size. Eviction data in
Knox County, Tennessee is especially challenging because of the way it is stored and shared with the public.
It is not unique in this way, however, so this work could provide insights into evictions in other similarly
obscure jurisdictions. Understanding the neighborhoods most at risk and the characteristics of landlords most
likely to employ serial filing is necessary prior to taking any policy action to protect tenants unduly burdened
by the practice of serial filing. This is especially important with the rapidly rising presence of financial

institutions in the rental market.
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CHAPTER THREE
DATA AND METHODS
Eviction Data

Data used in this study included all evictions filed during the period of January 2, 2019 to April 30,
2022 in Knox County, Tennessee. These data were obtained via two modes from the Knox County Civil
Sessions Court. Approximately half of the eviction filing data (n = 3,928) were obtained directly from the
court and spanned the initial portion of the observation period, January 2019 - February 2020. The second
half of the dataset (n = 4,416), spanning March 2020 - April 2022, was significantly more challenging to
collect and was only possible with the help of many volunteers over the course of several years®. To assist
tenants facing eviction during the early stages of the Covid-19 pandemic, a coalition of community activists
in Knoxville began assembling a database of evictees and their case details. This curated database allowed
them to canvas homes threatened with eviction and share information about rental assistance, help tenants
complete the proper paperwork to avoid eviction during the moratorium, and help them navigate the rapidly
changing housing landscape.

Both datasets were cleaned by removing duplicate entries (multiple rows with the same case
identifier), and conversely, by filling in cases that were missing from the sequential case identifier pattern
used by the court. Details for each missing case were individually searched in the court’s “OnBase” database
system. Records that did not generate any documents when searched were marked as “NA” while for those
that did, missing details were recorded. Commercial evictions were also removed from the dataset as they did
not pertain to the research questions about residential evictions. These were identified with three
characteristics: 1) the defendant’s name was the name of a business, 2) the residential address of the tenant

did not match the location of the property facing eviction, and 3) the property address was in a location zoned

! Those to thank for this enormous data collection effort include Spring 2022 GIS in the community students,
Statewide Organizing for Community eMpowerment activists, and many more. Data collection arose from a
community effort to help protect tenants from eviction during the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020.
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for commercial rather than residential use. Last, both datasets were combined into a dataset of 8,165
residential evictions filed January 2, 2019 — April 30, 2022.
Identifying serial filings

Once the full dataset of evictions was assembled and cleaned, serial filings were identified using the
following procedure. First, addresses from the full dataset were geocoded in ArcGIS Pro using the “Geocode
Addresses” tool to standardize them. This was necessary because of the inconsistent capitalization and
abbreviations (e.g., Street and St. present in the original dataset). Next, the standardized address file was
exported and conditional formatting was applied to highlight duplicates in the column containing the
standardized tenant addresses. Highlighted addresses were considered “potential serial filings” and set aside
for the subsequent round of cleaning. Care was also taken to ensure that addresses whose apartment numbers
were dropped in the process of standardization were restored at this stage. This was done by comparing the
original address to the ArcGlS-standardized matched address. Last, once the “potential” serial filings were
identified (n = 2,024), the names of landlords and tenants involved in each case were compared to confirm
whether they were truly “serial” i.e., whether they were initiated by the same landlord against the same
tenant(s).

There were a few instances with multiple filings at the same address against the same tenants, but
with different landlords. In these cases, the property details were accessed via the KGIS property web search
portal to determine whether a sale occurred between the timing of the filings. If a sale did occur between
filing dates for each case, they were not deemed serial. Conversely, if no sale occurred, they were considered
serial. Once this final cleaning step was completed, the total number of serial filings during the period of
observation came to 899.

Serial filing “chains,” as dubbed by Watson (2023), were identified as multiple filings against the
same household. A variable capturing the sequence of each serial filing was assigned to each case based on
where each filing fell inside its respective chain. For example, if a tenant received a filing on March 3, 2020
and again October 15th, 2020, their chain values would be one, and two, respectively. Of course, this has the

limitation of not capturing cases that may have also been a part of a tenant’s “chain” of filings that occurred
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outside the scope of the period observed, though this is true of all similarly structured studies. And given that
the median length between serial filings has been found to be 2.4 months previously (Leung, Hepburn &
Desmond, 2021), the observation period of this study is likely to have captured a significant portion of the
serial filing activity during this period.
Serial filing rate

After identifying the serial filings, serial filing rates were calculated for Knox County overall and for
individual Knox County neighborhoods. This was done by dividing the unique number of households that
experienced serial filing by the number of unique households that were filed against either serially or non-
serially and multiplying by 100 (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021). This represents the share of households
serially filed against relative to all households filed against once or more. “Unique households” is a metric
used in eviction research because it more clearly reflects the prevalence of households at risk (Eviction Lab,
n.d.). By distinguishing between serial filings and non-serial filings, nuances in the experience of eviction are
revealed. Like the serial filing rate, eviction filing rates were also calculated for the county overall and
individual neighborhoods. It is the ratio of total filings to the number of occupied rental households multiplied
by 100. This represents the share of filings issued relative to the number of households for which an eviction
could be possible.
Eviction case characteristics

Several eviction filing characteristics relevant to the present research were also recorded in the dataset
for each case. These included the landlord type (company or individual), presence or absence of legal
representation for both plaintiffs (landlords) and tenants (defendants), the duration of each case, and the
documented judgement for each case. The following section describes each of these in more detail, and how
each was operationalized.

Landlord type was the only variable requiring some interpretation before being documented in the
dataset. Landlords were classified as either “company” or “individual” based on the name of the plaintiff
listed on the detainer warrant. Individual or couple names were coded as “individual” while any name

containing words such as: Limited Liability Corporation (more commonly seen as LLC), Limited Partnership
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(LP), Limited Liability Partnership (LLP), management, property, company, agent, apartment, etc. were
coded as “company.” This coding mechanism was adopted to allow for the parsing of eviction filings by
landlord type. Those coded as “company” include either property managers, apartment complexes (e.g.,
“XYZ Realty Express”, or “Apartments for Rent LLC”). This is admittedly an imperfect metric, as it relies on
plaintiff names from eviction filings where the plaintiffs listed are not always the owner of the unit, but rather
property managers or attorneys. However, the literature on the landlord-tenant relationship suggests that the
more important element is the level of professionalization of the person or entity making the decisions about
when or how to evict, not necessarily the owner of the property (Gomory, 2022; Leung, Hepburn, &
Desmond, 2021). This methodology mirrors the landlord classification employed by Leung et al. (2021) and
is appropriate for the present research in that property managers, not owners, are the ones more directly
involved in the landlord-tenant relationship and thus, their underlying business practices are more
consequential in the decision-making process that affects their treatment of tenants (Gomory, 2022). And
while this classification for landlord type is more likely to undercount the true number of “company”
landlords (because it is more likely for individual names listed as plaintiffs to have an underlying corporate
structure, and very unlikely for company-like names listed as plaintiffs to be individuals) any significant
differences found between landlord types would likely be an underestimate of the true figures.

Given the importance of legal representation in eviction case outcomes, representation (or lack
thereof) for both tenants and landlords was included in the dataset (Engler, 2010; Fleming-Klink et al., 2023).
It was documented as a variable with a four-part coding scheme: either both the defendant (tenant) and
plaintiff (landlord or property manager) had representation, neither had representation, or only the landlord or
tenant had representation. Legal representation was determined by what was manually recorded in the
detainer warrant for each case.

Case outcomes were recorded for each serial filing case as well. This variable highlights an important
aspect of the serial filing process, addressing the question of — what happens to serial filings in the court
system? An initial coding scheme consisted of twelve possible case outcomes which were documented

exactly as written in the detainer warrants. These categories were later collapsed into five major outcome
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categories including: nonsuit, writ of possession, trial, agreed, and default. Nonsuit case outcomes also
included those that were otherwise indeterminate and had no final judgment, including cases that were
dismissed and those for which there was simply no outcome documented on the filing. Similarly, any
judgment for which a writ of possession was issued was aggregated into the writ of possession category,
regardless of whether it was agreed, default, or if the case went to trial before the writ was issued. This
captured the prevalence at which writs of possession were issued among serial filings.

Last, to better understand the variation in timing among serial filing experiences, a case duration
variable was calculated for each eviction filing. This was done by subtracting the filing date from the
judgment date for a final case duration variable measured in days. Using dates recorded on court documents,
case duration was calculated as the number of days elapsed between when the eviction was filed and when the
judgment was reached. This did not include the dates on which a writ of possession was issued, if one or
multiple were issued in a single case
Eviction Moratorium

The eviction moratorium was an unprecedented action that was taken in response to the Covid-19
pandemic to protect vulnerable renters. In Knox County, the moratorium lasted from mid-September
2020, when the initial order was given, to the end of July 2021. Eviction filings were deemed as occurring
within or outside the moratorium period based on the filing date documented on each detainer warrant.

This variable was used to assess changes in overall eviction filings and serial filings inside and outside of
the eviction moratorium. This is the first study (to date) on serial filings to incorporate the pandemic
period.

Knox County Neighborhood Data

The final research question addressed by this study aimed to understand characteristics associated
with serial filing at the neighborhood level in Knox County, TN. To best reflect the count nature of the
dependent variable a negative binomial regression model was fit to predict serial filings by several tract-level
characteristics. As is common in social science and public health research, census tracts were used as a proxy

for neighborhoods. Census tract data for Knox County were obtained from IPUMS’ National Historical
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Geographic Information System data download portal. To most closely match the observation period of the
eviction data analyzed (2019-2022), 2022 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year estimates were
selected.

Based on previous studies, the tract-level variables chosen for inclusion in the model were race,
educational attainment, rental burden, household type — specifically single female-headed households with
children — rental vacancy, age of the housing stock, unemployment, and median gross rent. An additional
tract-level variable representing the share of overall eviction filings attributed to “company” landlords was
also calculated and included.

To understand the preparation of these tract-level variables, it is important to note that ACS variables
are broken into crosstabs of raw counts per sub-category (e.g. the race variable is broken into nine
subcategories). Simply put, to process the raw ACS data into a format amenable to regression analysis, each
variable was collapsed and transformed. Below, the preparation for each variable and justification for
inclusion in the model is explained.

Race

The population of Knox County is 85.7% White (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024) and the non-White
population is largely concentrated in a few neighborhoods located near the urban core of the county,
consistent with persistent patterns of urban racial segregation in metropolitan centers across the country. To
model racial composition, the percentage non-White population was calculated for each census tract. It was
expected that serial filings would increase as the non-White population in a tract increased, consistent with
findings by Leung et al. (2021) and Immergluck et al. (2020).

Educational attainment

Previous findings on educational attainment identified a positive association between a
neighborhood’s share (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021) and a building’s share (Immergluck et al., 2020)
of college educated adults and higher rates of serial filing. In the present study, educational attainment was
collapsed into a variable reflective of the percentage of each tract’s population whose educational attainment

did not exceed a high school diploma or GED equivalent. Consistent with previous findings, a negative
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association was expected between the neighborhood share of adults whose education did not exceed a high
school level, and the serial filing rate. To calculate the educational attainment variable for this study, the ACS
variable “Educational Attainment for the Population 25 and over” — which consists of twenty-four
subcategories ranging from “no schooling completed” to “doctorate degree” — was collapsed and converted
into a single proportion. The counts of each sub-category including and below the level of high school or
GED equivalent were summed and divided by the number of adults over twenty-five (the denominator for that
variable).
Rental burden

Mixed results on the relationship between rental burden and serial filings have been found in the
limited existing research. Immergluck et al. (2020) found a positive association between serial filings and
high neighborhood rental burden, and Leung et al. (2021) found serial filings to be highest in mid-range
markets, where researchers hypothesize landlords know tenants can afford to keep up with rent payments,
albeit not always on time. The rental burden was converted from a raw number to a percentage of census tract
residents who spent thirty percent or more of their monthly income on gross rent, which includes estimated
costs for household utilities and fuels. It was expected that more rent-burdened tracts would be associated
with serial filing.
Household composition

To test whether single female-headed households with children were more at risk of serial filing, the
share of households with single mothers as the head of household was included in the model. Previous
findings have indicated a positive association between single female heads of household and serial filings
(Immergluck et al., 2020; Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021) and the presence of children in the household
and serial filings (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021). It was expected that in Knox County, census tracts
with higher percentages of single female-headed households with children would be associated with increased

serial filing.
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Rental vacancy

Another variable previously found to be a significant predictor of serial filings is the extent of rental
vacancies in a neighborhood. Researchers hypothesize that serial filing is more prevalent in markets with
lower rental vacancy because market saturation signals to landlords that their unit would be more easily filled
once vacated, thereby making them more comfortable with the practice of threatening eviction via serial filing
(Garboden and Rosen, 2019; Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021). Vacancy was assessed here as a
percentage of rentals that were vacant and unrented, as a total of all rental units in each census tract. In line
with previous findings, it was expected that rental vacancy would be negatively associated with serial filing
i.e., that neighborhoods with more vacant units would exhibit less serial filing.
Age of housing stock

Age of housing stock has been less studied in the existing research, but Immergluck et al. (2020)
found a negative association between the age of a residential building and serial filings, indicating fewer serial
filings in older buildings. In the absence of building-level or rental-unit-level data, a proxy measure of
percentage of housing units constructed before 1980 was calculated for each census tract. It was hypothesized
that neighborhoods with a greater share of buildings constructed before 1980 would have lower serial filing
rates.
Unemployment

Employment has been found to be a significant predictor for eviction filing. However, it has not been
examined as a predictor of serial filings. Presumably, landlords would need to target tenants who are
employed to reap the additional income generating benefits that landlords seek, and employment is necessary
in order to pay rent and associated fees, even if late, rather than not at all. As Leung, Hepburn, and Desmond
(2021) found, serial filing is associated with more mid-range income neighborhoods, where they hypothesize
that landlords serially file against tenants who they presume can and will pay them back, albeit late. As such,
it was hypothesized that unemployment would be negatively associated with serial filing, i.e., as

unemployment in a neighborhood increases, serial filing was expected to decrease.

25



Eviction filing characteristics

Lastly, it was hypothesized that serial filings would also be positively associated with the share of
eviction filings initiated by company plaintiffs, consistent with previous findings (Leung, Hepburn, &
Desmond, 2021). Using the coding scheme for landlord types, a percentage of the overall eviction filings in
each tract initiated by “company” landlords was calculated.

Regression analysis

Ordinary least squares is a traditional starting point in regression as it is the most basic technique, but
it was not selected to model serial filing because it is a count variable, not a continuous variable. In modeling
count variables it is common to begin with a Poisson regression and then assess the fit before moving to more
specialized count models. However, Poisson models tend to be limited in their application to real-world data
because of the underlying assumption that the mean of the dependent variable must equal the variance. So, to
accommodate data that do not meet this strict Poisson requirement, other count models that allow for the
mean and the variance to differ are applied instead. One of those is the negative binomial regression.

A negative binomial regression model was fit to explain the variation in serial filings among census
tracts. This model was selected because it allows the mean and variance to differ and best suits the data given
the overdispersed count nature of the dependent variable (Hilbe, 2011; Green, 2021). The variance of the
negative binomial distribution is a quadratic function of the mean and the o parameter represents the
overdispersion within the model (Coxe, West, & Aiken, 2009). The following represents the estimated
negative binomial regression model formally:

Y ~ Negative Binomial (1, u + au®)
log (1) = bo+ bix1 + boXo + baxs +...+ log(n)

The dependent variable represents the count of unique households serially filed against per tract,
rather than all serial filings per tract (which would include multiples against the same household, thus
violating the assumption of independence). An offset value n was also included in the model to adjust for the
“exposure,” a measure that accounts for the number of events possible in each tract. Stated differently, the

offset value accounts for the differential risk of “exposure” to serial filings present in tracts with many filings
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versus those with few filings. This adjustment is algebraically the same as a rate model (Coxe, West, &
Aiken, 2009). This offset was included in the model as the log count of unique households filed against per
census tract. The analysis was done in R using the glm.nb function in the MASS package. Additionally, robust

standard errors for each parameter were calculated using the packages Imtest and sandwich.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

This study sought to answer four overarching research questions regarding serial filings in Knox
County, TN. First was simply an assessment of the overall prevalence of serial filings during that period. The
data revealed a total of 8,165 residential eviction filings against 7,685 unique households between January
2019 and April 2022. Five and a half percent (n = 419) of all households filed against were filed against more
than once and 11% (n = 899) of all the residential eviction filings processed by the court were associated with
serial filing chains. Overall, 2019 had the highest number of non-serial and serial filings, though this may be
due to the eviction moratorium that spanned parts of 2020 and 2021 (Figure 3.1). What follows is a more
detailed description of the attributes associated with serial filings in Knox County, TN.
Serial eviction filing case outcomes

A majority of the serial filing chains during this period ended after the second filing (88%; n=369).
Far fewer serial filings continued onto third, fourth, or fifth instances (6%; n = 50), as shown in Table 3.1.
The average case duration for first, second, and third filings was approximately the same, with a median
length of 28 days for each. Most serial filings resulted in the equivalent of a nonsuit ruling. These included
cases that were either formally recorded as “nonsuit,” “dismissed,” “returned to the court,” (simply denoted as
‘RTC’ on the detainer warrants) or that had no recorded outcome, as shown in Table 3.2 (For more
information on this categorization see Chapter Two). The second most common case outcome was that a writ
of possession was issued, meaning that the court gave the police permission to forcibly remove tenants and
their possessions from their rental home. For initial filings that ended in writs of possession, it is presumed
that though the authority was given to remove tenants forcibly, the writ was ultimately not executed allowing
landlords to file again against the same household at a later date.

When broken down by serial filing sequence, the first filing in each chain most often resulted in
nonsuit rulings (75% of first filings; n=313), followed in a distant second by default eviction rulings (9%;
n=36) — which are typical when tenants fail to appear in court — agreed (8%; n=34), writ of possession (7%;

n=28), and trial (2%; n=8), see Table 3.2.
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Figure 3.1 Frequency of non-serial and serial residential filings by year in Knox County, TN. Important note:
2022 only included four months of data and should not be compared 1:1 with 2019, 2020, or 2021 for which there
was complete data.

Table 3.1. Sequence and frequency of serial eviction filings in Knox County, TN, January 2019 - April, 2022

Sequence Count? Unique Serial Filing Chains ending?
1 419 -
2 419 369
3 50 40
4 10 9
5 1 1
Total 899 419

YIncludes the number of raw filings that were attributed with each sequential phase of unique serial filing chains.
2The number of unique households whose serial filing chain ended after two, three, four, or five filings.

Table 3.2. Case outcomes for first and second serial eviction filings within serial filing chains in Knox County, TN,
January 2019 - April 2022

Case Outcome All serial filings  First filing in chain Second filing in chain
Nonsuit 502 313 157
Default eviction 126 36 81
Agreed 91 34 50
Writ of possession issued 162 28 123
Trial 18 8 8
Total 899 419 419
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Looking at the second filing within serial filing chains, nonsuit outcomes were still the most common
followed by default evictions, but the frequency of writs of possession issued jumped significantly relative to
writs issued during the first filing. This is shown more clearly in Figure 3.2. In fact, among all serial filing
outcomes, the second filing is when most of them (76%) were issued, suggesting that perhaps these writs
were followed through upon after what was an initial threatening filing. And by the third filings, which were
significantly less prevalent, nonsuit outcomes were most common followed by default evictions.

Landlord type and legal representation

In this study, landlords were characterized as either “individual” or “company” landlords given the
hypothesis that the operational logic of a landlord necessarily impacts the landlord-tenant interaction. It has
been found that individual, or “mom and pop” landlords tend to have closer, more informal relationships with
their tenants relative to landlords who operate from a more business-like frame and strictly enforce protocols
(Garboden & Rosen, 2019; Gomory, 2022). In Knox County 78.6% (n=707) of serial filings during the
observation period were initiated by company landlords rather than individual landlords (n = 192; 21.3%).
While this finding is also true of eviction filings overall and may simply be reflective of the share of rental
properties owned by company landlords relative to individual landlords in Knox County, there are important
policy implications to explore. These are further discussed in Chapter Five.

Another factor characterizing a majority of serial filings was the disparity of legal representation
among plaintiffs and tenants. During data collection legal representation was operationalized via a four-part
coding scheme shown in Figure 3.3. Either the plaintiff (landlord) alone had representation (LL), neither the
plaintiff nor tenant had representation (neither), both had representation (both), or only the tenant had
representation (tenant). Among the 899 serial filings examined it was far more common for plaintiffs to have
representation than tenants. In more than three of every four serial filing cases, the plaintiff had representation
while the tenant did not. The next most common was for neither the plaintiff nor defendant to have formal
legal representation. In fact, cases in which the defendant (tenant) had representation and the landlord did not

were the least common situation.
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Case outcomes for 1st, 2nd, and 3rd serial filings

Case Outcome
200 Nonsuit
. Default Eviction
Agreed
Writ of possession
100

0 . -

Trial

Figure 3.2. Case outcomes for first, second, and third filings in serial eviction filing chain sequences. Most initial
filings ended with a nonsuit outcome. Second filings had a much more pronounced prevalence of writs of
possession issued. Far fewer chains went on to third filings and beyond.

Legal Representation by Landlord Type

Serial Filings January 2019 - April 2022

600

400 Landlord Type
Company

Individual

200

LL none both tenant

Figure 3.3. Legal representation in serial eviction cases by landlord type. Company landlords were the party most
likely to be represented and be the solely represented entity during court eviction proceedings involving serial
eviction cases.
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Zooming in to further compare representation by landlord type, it was far more likely for a company
landlord to have legal representation in eviction proceedings than an individual landlord (Figure 3.3).
Looking solely at the 707 filings initiated by company landlords, they had representation in 96.7% of cases,
and it was most common for them to be the solely represented entity in any given proceedings. This differed
substantially from cases initiated by individual landlords in which they had legal representation only 20.8% of
the time and the most common situation was for neither plaintiff nor defendant to have an attorney. Legal
representation by landlord type is outlined in Table 3.3. Tenants were rarely the solely represented entity, and
in these cases, the landlord was nearly always (10 of 11 instances) an individual landlord. Table 3.4 shows
the outcomes of serial filing cases based on the legal representation of the tenants and defendants. In a
plurality of cases (44.4%) the landlord was the only represented party and the outcome was nonsuit. It was
notable during the data collection process that few attorneys represented a majority of plaintiffs.

Case duration was another attribute of serial filings assessed and was calculated as the number of
days elapsed between when the eviction was filed and when the judgment was made. This did not include the
dates on which a writ of possession was issued, if one or multiple were issued in a single case or cases for
which there was no recorded date (n = 124). The average serial filing case was processed from filing to
judgment in 46.7 days (sd = 52.2 days), approximately a month and a half. However, half of the cases were
completed in a month’s time or less (median = 28 days). Comparing filings issued by company versus
individual landlords, the mean case duration for each was significantly different (t = -2.55, p < 0.05) at 27
days and 32 days, respectively. Faster average case durations could be another factor attributable to the
automation of processes by “company” landlords.

Impacts of eviction moratorium

Over the forty-month study period, an average of 204 residential evictions were filed monthly, though
some differences were observed with the introduction of the eviction moratorium. Outside of the moratorium,
an average of 218 residential evictions were filed monthly while during the moratorium this
dropped to 166 filings per month. The monthly frequency of overall eviction filings can be seen in Figure

3.4, where there is a clear dip in filing activity during the very early months of the pandemic in April and May
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Table 3.3. Legal representation of plaintiffs and defendants in serial eviction filing cases, by landlord type

Landlord Tenantonly Both landlord and No representation Total
only tenant represented
Company 665 1 19 22 707
Individual 39 10 1 142 192
Total 704 11 20 164 899
Table 3.4. Serial eviction filing case outcomes by legal representation of plaintiffs and defendants
Nonsuit Writ of Poss. Default Trial Agreed Total
Issued
Landlord 399 137 92 9 67 704
Tenant 7 1 0 0 3 11
Both 6 4 1 3 6 20
None 90 20 33 6 15 164
Total 502 162 126 18 91 899

Eviction filings per month before, during, and after

the eviction moratorium
Jan 2019 - Apr 2022

300

200

100

Mar 2019 Sept 2019 Mar 2020 Sept 2020 Mar 2021 Sept 2021 Mar 2022

Moratorium

No Moratorium

Figure 3.4. Overall eviction filings per month before, during, and after the eviction moratorium in Knox County,

Tennessee.
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2020 that picked up by June, though not to pre-pandemic levels. A similar but less significant drop also
happened during the winter months in which the moratorium was in place. That pattern was echoed more
closely by the company landlord filings than individual landlord filings, which appear to have continued their
pattern of less frequent, and consistent filing behavior before, during, and after the moratorium (Figure 3.5).
During 2019, the only “normal” year during the period of observation (in that it was unencumbered
by the pandemic and full eviction data were available), the average eviction filing rate across tracts was 4.6%,
with a maximum of 13.1%. The areas with most filings in 2019, during the moratorium (and the whole
observation period overall) were concentrated around the Knoxville downtown periphery, to the north, to the
east between Interstate 40 and Magnolia Ave, and to the West hugging Interstate 40. During the 11-month
moratorium period, the average eviction filing rate across tracts was cut to 2.6. A lesser drop was seen among

serial filings, with the average serial filing rate dropping from 12.1% in 2019 to 11.5% during the

moratorium.
Serial eviction filings per month before, during, and
after the eviction moratorium
Jan 2019 - Apr 2022
30
@]
20 e
10 <
0
M()I‘lﬂ()l'ill]‘ﬂ
30 No Moratorium
20 =
10 B,
0
Mar 2019  Sept 2019  Mar 2020  Sept 2020 Mar 2021  Sept 2021  Mar 2022

Figure 3.5. Frequency of serial eviction filings per month by landlord type before, during, and after the eviction
moratorium in Knox County, Tennessee.
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There were some differences in case duration between evictions filed during the moratorium and
those filed outside of it. Given the outliers in case duration, median case duration is a more reliable measure
of central tendency for both cases filed in and outside of the moratorium. The median case duration for
evictions filed during the moratorium was 43 days, while outside the moratorium was 27 days. Cases
tended to resolve more quickly outside the moratorium period, this difference is likely attributable to the
court being closed for proceedings but open to filings during a period of 2020.

Neighborhood Analysis
Tract-Level Summary Statistics

The tract-level summary statistics of the variables included in the regression analysis of serial
eviction filings are presented here and in Table 3.5, followed by the results of the analysis. Knoxville’s non-
White population is concentrated in a few pockets of the county with a mean non-White population of 18.3%

across tracts, ranging from zero to 82.1%. This is visible in the map of Knox County (Figure 3.6a) in which

Table 3.5. Tract-level summary statistics for variables used in regression analysis

Tract-level variables (n=119) Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Neighborhood characteristics
Nonwhite (%) 18.33 15.47 0 82.12
Occupied rental households (n) 573.70  422.75 24 1980
High school or less education (%) 33.96 14.67 4.59 76.31
Rent burden over 30% (%) 43.98 19.08 0 100.00
Households single female-headed with children (%) 4.92 4.80 0 25.29
Rental vacancy (%) 5.86 6.13 0 24.56
Housing stock constructed pre-1980 (%) 45.76 24.03 2.48 95.61
Labor force unemployed (%) 3.84 2.98 0 15.37
Median Gross Rent ($) 1131.90 293.62  389.00 2320.00

Eviction characteristics
ISerial filing rate 5.50 4.58 0 21.88
2Unique households filed against (n) 55.12 56.42 1 327
3Eviction filing rate 11.54 6.47 1.56 34.44
4Evictions initiated by company landlords (%) 56.82 25.56 0 100.00

! Calculated as a ratio of the unique households serially filed against to the total number of unique households filed
against, per tract, times 100.

2 The number of unique households serially or non-serially filed against per tract.

3 Calculated as the ratio of eviction filings per tract to the number of occupied rental households, times 100.

4 Percentage of all evictions initiated by “company” landlords per tract.
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the darker green areas indicate larger non-White populations as a percentage of the total population for that
census tract. Approximately one in three residents have a high school education or less, though this reaches as
high as three in four residents in certain tracts. The map of educational attainment in Knox County at the tract
level (Figure 3.6b) suggests a significant east-west divide in the county, where wealthier, more-educated
residents reside in the western half of the county and even more specifically, south of the Interstate-40 line
which bisects the county laterally.

In terms of rental burden, the U.S. government defines households that spend 30% or greater of their
monthly household income on rent to be cost-burdened (U.S Department of Housing and Urban
Development, 2014); in the average Knox County census tract, 44.0% of rental households are cost-burdened.
While the prevalence of households headed by single females with children is relatively low across the
county, there are pockets with significantly higher proportions, where up to one in four households are headed
by single females with children. Nearly half of the housing stock in the county was constructed pre-1980
(45.7%; Figure 3.6c), the median gross rent for the county is $1,131.90 per month, and the mean
unemployment rate across tracts is 3.8%. Lastly, in terms of landlord type responsible for a majority of
eviction filing activity across the county, more than half of all evictions filed were initiated by “company”
landlords, and in some tracts all the evictions filed were initiated by company landlords as seen in Figure
3.6d.

At the tract level, 5.5 of every hundred households threatened with eviction in the county were filed
against serially during the 40 months observed, however, this ranged from tracts with zero serial filings to
others with nearly 22 serial filings per 100 households during the overall observation period (Figure 3.7). The
eviction filing rate across tracts ranged from 1.6 to 34.4 filings per 100 renter households (Figure 3.8).
Regression results

The regression analysis (Table 3.6.) revealed several statistically significant variables associated with
serial filings across Knox County. Of all the variables included in the model, race, age of the housing stock,

and the share of eviction filings initiated by company plaintiffs were the only statistically significant variables
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Figure 3.6. Tract-level maps of Knox County of select demographic characteristics.
Source: ACS 2022 5-year estimates, IPUMS NHANES

Table 3.6. Regression results estimating serial filings per tract

Tract-level indicators (n=119) Coefficient Robust SE Beta Incidence Rate Ratio
Intercept -3.103*** (0.565) . 0.045
% Renters with rental burden >30% -0.004 (0.004) -0.074 0.996
% Non-White (%) 0.008* (0.006) 0.131 1.008
% High school education or less -0.007 (0.005) -0.103 0.993
% Households single female-headed w/kids 0.004 (0.015) 0.018 1.004
% Rental units vacant -0.006 (0.010) -0.038 0.994
% Housing stock built pre -1980 -0.005* (0.003) -0.121 0.995
% Labor force unemployed -0.003 (0.016) -0.008 0.997
Median gross rent ($100s) 0.020 (0.025) 0.058 1.020
% Share of filings from company plaintiffs 0.010%** (0.003) 0.243 1.010
McFadden’s R? 0.237

*p<.10, **p <.05, *** p < .01
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Figure 3.7. Serial filing rates by census tract in Knox County, Tennessee, January 2019 — April 2022. This
represents the share of households filed against serially to all households threatened with eviction (individual
households filed against either serially or non-serially).
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Figure 3.8. Eviction filing rates by census tract in Knox County, Tennessee, January 2019 — April 2022. This
represents the share of eviction filings relative to the number of rental households per census tract. Higher eviction
filing rates represent more filings per number of occupied rental households.
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Rental burden, educational attainment, households headed by single females with children, unemployment,
rental vacancy, and median gross rent were not found to be statistically significant in the final model. These
variables, though not found to be significant, were retained to avoid a type Il error, as they were found in
previous studies to be important.

Tracts with larger non-White populations were associated with more serial filings. Tracts with greater
shares of older housing stock (constructed prior to 1980) were negatively associated with serial filings, in
other words, more older buildings in a census tract meant fewer serial filings. Last, higher shares of eviction
filings (both serial and non-serial) that were initiated by “company” landlords was the strongest predictor (p <
0.01) for the number of serial filings present in each census tract. While median gross rent did not have a
significant effect in this model, it did have a sizeable Beta coefficient (0.058) and incidence rate ratio (1.020).

The implications of these and previously described findings are discussed further in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

The major findings of this research largely support existing literature and expand it into a difficult-to-
assess legal jurisdiction not previously studied. Overall, 2019 experienced the greatest number of both non-
serial and serial eviction filings among the years observed. Fluctuations in eviction filing and serial eviction
filing occurred month to month and year to year, likely due to disruptions introduced during the Covid-19
pandemic and the subsequent eviction moratorium that was in place for approximately eleven months
between September 2020 and July 2021. The annualized county eviction filing rate was highest in 2019 at
4.7%, declining in 2020 and 2021 to 3.1% and 3.0% respectively. This is significantly lower than the 7.2%
average county-level eviction filing rate identified by Leung, Hepburn and Desmond (2021) in their analysis
of 2014 eviction filings across 28 states, but in the ballpark of the Eviction Lab’s 2018 estimates for Knox
County of 3.5% (Eviction Lab, n.d.). It is likely that the eviction moratorium was responsible for the drop
seen in 2020 and 2021. And relative to other Tennessee counties, Knox County has among the highest
eviction filing rates in the state, fourth behind Davidson, Shelby, and Hamilton Counties, where Nashville,
Memphis, and Chattanooga are located, respectively (Eviction Lab, n.d.).

The median length for serial filing chains (individual series of filings against a single household) in
Knox County was two, consistent with previous findings from Leung, Hepburn and Desmond (2021). There
were a few chains that extended beyond two occurrences, with a maximum of five filings in the longest chain,
far lower than the maximum observed in previous findings of chains of up to 26 serial filings (Watson et al.,
2023). This suggests that serial filing, while relatively prevalent in Knox County (with a serial filing rate of
5.5% over the forty-month observation period, and 7.7% at its peak in 2019) is not as common as in
jurisdictions such as Charleston, South Carolina (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021) where more than half
of all households filed against were filed against serially in 2014. It is, however, higher than some
jurisdictions observed by Leung, Hepburn and Desmond (2019) where the serial filing rate was essentially

zero. Thus, there is room for improvement in curbing the practice of serial filing in Knox County, TN.
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The majority of serial filing chains resulted in nonsuit or equivalent rulings with a sizable increase in
default eviction and writs of possessions issued by the second filings. Landlords may be using serial filings as
an initial “warning” filing against tenants — who most likely fell behind on rent — and then followed through
on that threat by the second filing. This would be consistent with findings by Garboden and Rosen (2019)
who found landlords use eviction filings with “the goal not of removing them, but rather of collecting rent,”
(p.639). Interestingly, very few filing chains went on to third, fourth, and fifth filings. This could be due to the
eviction process perhaps being more burdensome than in jurisdictions with higher serial filing rates, thereby
discouraging as much serial filing activity. Though, this would require further analysis to confirm.

By far, a majority of both serial and non-serial findings were initiated by company landlords. Among
serial filings alone, 78% of chains were initiated by company landlords. This is consistent with previous
findings that found larger landlords and landlords that operate within the framework of a formal organization
are more likely to evict and to evict serially (Gomory, 2022) and neighborhoods with greater shares of
company landlords initiating eviction filings have higher serial filing rates (Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond,
2021). There are likely several factors driving this disparity in filing initiation between landlord types. First,
and most obviously, this is likely a function of the number of units held by individuals versus incorporated
entities. Larger apartment complexes are seldom held by individuals. However, without connecting these
eviction data to individual landlord portfolio sizes, as Immergluck et al. (2020), Gomory (2022) and Watson
et al. (2023) were able to do, this is simply a hypothesis. This ownership gap could also be reflective of the
increasing privatization and consolidation of rental properties in fewer hands. Secondly, as Gomory (2022)
explains well, company landlords are far more likely to have formal processes in place which outline clear
instructions for when and how to handle a tenant’s late rent and subsequent filing for eviction through the
court. Individual landlords are less likely to evict until significant disagreement has accumulated with their
tenant and are also less likely to have a routine plan for when and how to evict each tenant (Gomory, 2022).
Furthermore, formalized landlords are able to maintain a bureaucratic distance with their tenants and make

more “objective” business decisions without having to contend with landlord-tenant relationships (Gomory,
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2022). It is suspected that these dynamics play into the disparities in both serial and non-serial filing by
individual and company landlords observed here.

The stark disparities in legal representation observed between company and individual landlords is
also perhaps reflective of the formalization of company landlords. Company landlords had legal
representation in far more cases (96.7% of cases filed by company landlords) than individual landlords
(20.8% of cases filed by individual landlords), highlighting a proximity to the court that individual landlords
seem to not have. This changes the balance within the courtroom for tenants based on the type of landlord
from which they rent. The proximity of company landlords to the court via their legal representation
facilitates the ease with which they can file and manage tenants against whom they have filed for eviction.
Tenants, on the other hand, rarely had legal representation (in only 31 of the 899 observed cases), and when
they did, it was most often provided by legal aid. To current knowledge, this is the first study on serial filings
to examine legal representation.

Another attribute examined was case duration. There was a significant difference observed in case
duration among serial filings issued by company or individual landlords, with cases issued by company
landlords receiving judgement five days faster. This could be further evidence of the formality and increased
ease of processing evictions afforded to company versus individual landlords and would require further
exploration to determine more certainly.

The results of the regression analysis suggest that serial filing trends in Knox County largely conform
with the trends observed in other regions of the country. Variables found to be significantly associated with
serial filing in Knox County have also been previously identified as significant predictors of serial filing in
other jurisdictions, namely: neighborhoods with higher shares of non-White residents, neighborhoods with
fewer older buildings, and neighborhoods with more eviction activity from company landlords.

Immergluck et al. (2020) similarly found block groups with higher shares of Black renters to have
higher serial filing rates, consistent with what is known about non-White majority neighborhoods being most
vulnerable for eviction filing generally (Graetz et al., 2023; Hepburn, Louis, & Desmond, 2021; McCabe &

Rosen, 2020). In line with our finding that neighborhoods with greater shares of buildings built prior to 1980
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were negatively associated with serial filings, Immergluck et al. (2020) also found older buildings to have
lower serial filing shares. This could be attributable to the gentrification process, in which older buildings
slowly filter out of the rental market through disrepair, or are purchased, flipped, and converted into higher-
end rental properties that increase the rate of non-serial filing in those buildings. In fact, both Immergluck et
al. (2020) and Gomory (2022) have found dramatic increases in non-serial filing rates following the sale of
rental properties. This could be important to investigate further in Knox County to protect renters in buildings
facing sales from mass non-serial eviction filings.

The variable with the largest effect in predicting serial filing in Knox County was the share of
evictions initiated by company landlords as a total of all filings initiated against residents of each tract. The
more filings initiated by company landlords, the higher the serial filing rate. This was also found in a much
larger-scale study conducted across 28 states by Leung, Hepburn, and Desmond (2021). This is likely
reflective of the disparity in eviction activity between company and individual landlords, tracts with more
filings — especially filings generated by company landlords — are more likely to have serial filing activity
relative to other tracts.

Several other variables hypothesized to be predictors of serial filing were not found to be statistically
significant in the final model. It is possible that due to the limited geographic area of study — and therefore the
limited number of observations in the model at the tract level — that variables found to be significantly
associated with serial filing in previous studies remained undetected here.

A major contribution of this work is its exhaustive examination of all evictions filed over a three
year and four month period in a jurisdiction where eviction data are difficult to obtain. This study is also a
first look at legal representation in the context of serial filing, another important avenue for policy work to
strengthen tenant rights. Notably, similar findings were observed here as in previously studied
jurisdictions but more remains to be studied.

Scholars have come to understand the importance of theorizing eviction as a process of complex
dynamics evolving over time between landlords and tenants, not simply a single event of expulsion

(Garboden & Rosen, 2019). And as Immergluck et al. (2020) cautions, housing advocates and researchers
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should carefully distinguish between serial and non-serial filing as they describe two different phenomena
and landlord intentions. Serial filings represent a unigue scenario in which landlords exploit the legal
system to extract outcomes other than those intended by the eviction system, placing undue burden on
tenants, whereas non-serial filing is more focused on the intention of removal and repossession of the
property. As has now been well-documented, serial filing is employed by landlords to varying extents,
largely based on environmental factors such as the legal landscape in which they are operating to
“threaten” or otherwise coercively extract rent and extra funds via late fees (Garboden & Rosen, 2019;
Gomory, 2022; Leung, Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021; Watson et al., 2023). The process of eviction from
an initial filing to judgement creates a precarious state of being for tenants that is extended when filed
against repeatedly. As Leung, Hepburn, and Desmond (2021) have found, the impact of serial eviction
filings extends the impact of eviction beyond demographic groups typically associated with eviction —
low income, minority populations — to mid-range income groups as well.

Though serial filings in Knox County were not found to be as prevalent as in other areas of the
country, there is room to reduce the current rate and put measures in place to prevent it from increasing
further. This is of importance as the population of the county is expected to grow at a rapid pace,
accompanied by corporate entities increasingly purchasing and consolidating the rental housing market.
Since landlords with more formalized business practices are expected to engage in higher rates of serial
filing, it would be expected that the serial filing rate in Knox County could potentially increase along with
the shift in rental property ownership from smaller scale to larger scale landlords in coming decades.
Rental price growth in Knoxville has been ranked among the most rapid in the country in recent years, not
keeping pace with wage growth, contributing to the local housing crisis. There is also an affordable
housing shortage as the creation of new affordable housing options is not keeping pace with the need.
Policy proposals for both curbing and preventing the practice of serial filing in Knox County are
discussed in the next chapter.

This study was not without limitations. The time span of study was selected based on data

availability, though it was interesting and challenging in that it encompassed the Covid-19 eviction
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moratorium put in place in 2020. The estimations of evictions and filings are necessarily an undercount
because of the number of informal evictions that take place but go undocumented. Lastly, the
dichotomization of landlord types was an imperfect proxy intended to capture landlords’ underlying
business practices. Given the opaque nature of LLC and similar business entities, it would have been
outside the scope of this work to attempt to uncover the true ownership of rental properties based solely
on plaintiff names in court records, though some effort was made at the beginning of the project.
Nonetheless, the conclusions seem to reflect the findings of previous researchers, validating the decision
of that classification of landlord types as an acceptable proxy here.

Avenues for future research include investigating the role of public housing in eviction in Knox
County; both publicly operated and publicly subsidized (housing vouchers) rental housing. Additional
work examining the structural forces impacting the housing market would be an interesting contribution
to this work and an important step toward protecting renters from future housing market pressures.
Extending the analysis of serial filings further into the past to understand the trend of serial filing locally
could also provide valuable insights for policymakers. As would the incorporation of qualitative data to
understand the views of tenants who have experienced serial filing and landlords who are responsible for
serial filing. The following chapter provides a brief overview of policy recommendations collected during
the process of this research, offered by housing researchers and advocates specifically to curb the practice

of serial filing and protect tenants.
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CHAPTER SIX
RECOMMENDATIONS

There are many policies that could curb the current practice and prevent the increase of serial
filing in Knox County. Some deal with serial filing directly by addressing environmental and legal factors
that facilitate the practice for landlords, and others are indirect in that they provide additional support for
tenants facing eviction. As a politically conservative state, there are barriers in place at the state-level
preempting local governments from implementing policies aimed at rent regulation or inclusionary
zoning, both known to provide protection to tenants and increase the availability of affordable housing
(Greene, Ramakrishnan, & Morales-Burnett, 2020). Because these are not allowed in Knox County, they
are not included in the discussion below.

Direct policy measures to curb serial eviction filing

Given the disparities in legal representation between tenants and landlords in eviction
proceedings, making representation more readily available would be an important step toward housing
justice. As in criminal proceedings when a right to legal representation is guaranteed for defendants, civil
proceedings should be similarly treated via the establishment of a right to counsel for tenants (Chapple,
2023; Immergluck et al., 2020). The right to counsel movement is growing steadily across U.S.
jurisdictions. Efforts are currently underway in Knox County to establish a formal right to counsel and a
pilot program has been funded to expand the legal aid program locally and provide more representation to
tenants. This is important because most of the legal representation provided to tenants in cases observed
in this study was provided by the local legal aid organization.

Another way to prevent the increase in serial filing in Knox County would be to increase the
barriers to filing. As Leung, Hepburn, and Desmond (2021) found counties with more barriers to filing
had lower serial eviction filing rates. One barrier commonly mentioned in the literature is the cost to file.
Increasing filing fees (Garboden & Rosen, 2019; Leung, Hepburn & Desmond, 2021) and taking care to
ensure the fees are not passed on to tenants (Lowrey, 2021) would be one way to curb the practice of

repeated filing by landlords. Expanded pre-filing notice requirements to slow the process of eviction
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(Immergluck et al., 2020, Lowrey, 2021) giving tenants time to make rent, would also help. In Tennessee,
there is a five-day grace period and landlords are required to provide a 14-day notice before filing a
detainer warrant for eviction with the court. This 14-day period could be extended to give tenants more
time to pay. This period lasts up to 30 days as in Washington, D.C. Last, because most evictions are
initiated on the basis of nonpayment of rent, placing a minimum amount owed to landlords before they
can file would help reduce the number of eviction cases heard by the court and would keep landlords for
filing for eviction for — relatively — trivial amounts. For example, in Washington, D.C. landlords cannot
file for less than $600 owed (Gomory, 2022).

Since previous findings have indicated many landlords and property management firms employ
serial filing as a mechanism for extracting extra income via late fees — capping the fee amount allowable
could make serial filing a less financially lucrative, and therefore less appealing endeavor (Leung,
Hepburn, & Desmond, 2021). Leung, Hepburn, and Desmond (2021) highlighted the example of
Washington, D.C. and their limitation on late rent fees capped at 5% of total monthly rent as a potential
model to follow.

Indirect policy measures to curb serial eviction filing

Other measures that can be taken to prevent tenants from being filed against, or serially filed
against involve strengthening the social safety net for tenants locally. Increasing the pool of affordable
housing options in Knox County would be a critical measure to keep people housed (Chapple et al., 2023;
Immergluck et al., 2020). Chapple et al. (2023) provide an excellent overview of policies implemented by
local governments to prevent displacement and provide affordable housing for residents. Three major
strategy categories they discuss include the production of new affordable housing, the preservation of
existing affordable housing, and the stabilization of tenants with programs such as rental assistance and
right to counsel. Rental assistance programs for both tenants and landlords create a barrier between a
tenant’s inability to pay rent on time and the subsequent filing of an eviction against them.

There is also a need for transparency in eviction data and modernization and standardization of

court recordkeeping practices (Hartman & Robinson, 2003; Immergluck et al., 2020; Thomas et al.,

47



2024). Eviction data in Knox County are currently difficult to access due to the way they are stored in
scanned documents of detainer warrants in which most case details are documented in handwriting. This
lack of transparency makes it difficult for local researchers and housing advocates to fully understand the
nature of eviction in Knox County, relying instead on piecemeal data and anecdotal information. Public
records of tenant’s eviction filing history are already accessible to landlords who use background checks
to screen potential renters, so the opacity of eviction data is not preventing landlords from viewing tenant
histories, but it is impacting advocates’ ability to use the data to make a case on behalf of tenants to
policymakers. Several thoughtful and impactful examples of making eviction data actionable for housing
advocacy while protecting tenant privacy are described in Tran et al. (2024). They worked collaboratively
with local activists in Georgia to create an interactive dashboard of eviction data to “challenge power,”
based on principles outlined in Catherine D’Ignazio and Lauren Klein’s book Data Feminism. Another
example is the Anti-Eviction Mapping Project’s Evictorbook tool (www.evictorbook.com) where San
Francisco area tenants are empowered to look up their landlord or potential landlord and see their history
of tenant eviction. Activists can use the tool for organizing purposes and explore the complex corporate
networks of ownership governing their city’s rental property market.

Last, serial filing is particularly damaging to tenants because of the volume of eviction filings
placed on their public records as a result. The mere presence of the filing on their record — whether it was
dismissed or a judgment was made in favor of the tenant — impinges their ability to secure housing in the
future. It is notoriously difficult to remove them from public record, so there should be a standardized,
straightforward manner for tenants to do so. This discussion of policy recommendations is not meant to
be exhaustive simply a starting point for future action and research to protect tenants against serial

eviction filing.
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