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Matthew Desmond’s groundbreaking book, Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the
American City, offers an in-depth look into the lives of families facing
eviction in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The book’s compelling narratives and
detailed analysis are the result of meticulous research methodology,
combining qualitative and quantitative approaches to provide a comprehensive
understanding of eviction’s role in perpetuating poverty. In this article, we
explore the specific research techniques Desmond employed, assess their
effectiveness, and analyze whether his methodology meets rigorous academic
standards.

Overview of Desmond’s Research Approach

Matthew Desmond’s approach in Evicted is rooted in ethnographic fieldwork,
extensive interviews, and analysis of housing data. His goal was to capture
not just statistical patterns but also the lived experiences of individuals
caught in the eviction cycle. To achieve this, Desmond adopted a mixed-
methods research design—integrating qualitative narratives with quantitative
data.

This multifaceted methodology allows for a nuanced perspective that combines
the human stories behind eviction statistics with empirical evidence about
housing markets, poverty, and social policies. The following sections detail
each component of his research methodology.

Qualitative Research Methods

Ethnographic Fieldwork
Desmond spent considerable time living in Milwaukee’s poorest neighborhoods,
immersing himself in the community to observe daily life and housing
dynamics. This ethnographic approach involved:

Participant observation—living in and engaging with residents’
environments.



Attending community events and court proceedings related to eviction.

Building trust with residents to facilitate open and honest
conversations.

This immersive technique helped Desmond understand the social and emotional
impact of eviction beyond mere statistics, providing context about tenants’
struggles, aspirations, and interactions with landlords.

In-Depth Interviews
Desmond conducted hundreds of interviews with tenants, landlords, and social
service providers. These interviews served to:

Gather personal narratives about eviction experiences.

Understand tenants’ financial situations, employment status, and access
to resources.

Explore landlords’ perspectives and practices regarding rent collection
and evictions.

These qualitative insights were instrumental in revealing the complex
motivations and systemic issues that contribute to eviction cycles.

Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis

Housing Court Records
Desmond obtained and analyzed court records related to eviction cases in
Milwaukee. This data provided concrete information on:

The frequency and patterns of eviction filings.

Types of violations leading to eviction proceedings.

The outcomes of eviction cases and subsequent housing stability.

By systematically analyzing court data, Desmond was able to quantify the
scale of eviction and identify systemic trends.



Survey Data and Public Records
In addition to court records, Desmond used surveys and public housing data to
build a comprehensive picture. This included:

Statistics on housing affordability and rent burdens.

Data on poverty levels, employment, and income sources.

Information from social service agencies about residents’ needs.

This quantitative data helped contextualize individual stories within broader
socioeconomic patterns.

Sampling Strategy and Ethical Considerations

Desmond’s sampling strategy was purposive, focusing on neighborhoods with
high eviction rates and residents vulnerable to housing instability. He
prioritized diversity in terms of age, race, family structure, and income
levels to ensure representativeness within the targeted community.

Ethical concerns were central to his methodology. Desmond obtained informed
consent from all interviewees, ensuring confidentiality and respecting
participants’ privacy. His approach exemplifies responsible ethnographic
research, balancing depth of insight with ethical integrity.

Is Matthew Desmond’s Methodology Rigorous and
Effective?

Assessing the rigor of Desmond’s methodology involves examining its
comprehensiveness, validity, reliability, and ethical standards.

Strengths of Desmond’s Methodology

Rich, Contextual Data: The ethnographic approach provides a vivid
portrayal of residents’ lives, adding depth to quantitative findings.

Triangulation: Combining interviews, court records, and surveys
strengthens the validity of conclusions by cross-verifying data sources.

Policy-Relevant Insights: The detailed case studies and statistical



analysis inform policymakers about systemic issues.

Participant Engagement: Building trust with residents yields authentic
narratives and reduces bias.

Limitations and Critiques

Despite its strengths, some limitations include:

Geographical Focus: The study’s focus on Milwaukee may limit
generalizability to other urban settings with different housing markets.

Potential Bias: Ethnographic research relies on the researcher’s
interpretation, which could introduce subjective bias, although
Desmond’s systematic approach mitigates this.

Temporal Scope: The data collection spanned a specific period, and
housing dynamics may have evolved since then.

Overall, Desmond’s methodology is considered rigorous within qualitative
social science research. His mixed-methods design effectively captures the
complexity of eviction phenomena, combining rich narratives with empirical
data to produce credible, impactful findings.

Conclusion

Matthew Desmond’s research methodology in Evicted exemplifies a comprehensive
and ethically responsible approach to social science research. By integrating
ethnographic fieldwork, detailed interviews, and analysis of court and survey
data, he provides a nuanced understanding of the eviction crisis in
Milwaukee. His methodology not only enhances the credibility of his findings
but also offers a model for future research on housing insecurity and
poverty. Although no method is without limitations, Desmond’s balanced
combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques ensures that his
conclusions are well-founded and highly influential. Ultimately, his approach
underscores the importance of listening to residents’ stories while grounding
those narratives in robust empirical evidence—an essential combination for
meaningful social research.



Frequently Asked Questions

What research methods did Matthew Desmond employ in
his book 'Evicted'?
Matthew Desmond primarily used ethnographic fieldwork, including participant
observation and in-depth interviews with tenants and landlords in Milwaukee,
combined with extensive qualitative data collection and analysis to
understand eviction dynamics.

How did Desmond gather data for his study in
'Evicted'?
Desmond conducted immersive fieldwork over several years, accompanying
tenants and landlords, observing eviction processes firsthand, and collecting
detailed narratives to capture the social and economic contexts of eviction.

Does Matthew Desmond's methodology in 'Evicted'
involve quantitative analysis as well?
While primarily qualitative, Desmond complemented his ethnographic work with
quantitative data from court records, housing data, and surveys to support
his findings and provide a comprehensive analysis.

Is Desmond's research methodology in 'Evicted'
considered reliable and valid?
Yes, his mixed-method approach, combining ethnography with quantitative data,
enhances the reliability and validity of his findings by providing rich,
contextual insights supported by empirical evidence.

What makes Matthew Desmond's methodology in
'Evicted' relevant and effective?
His immersive ethnographic approach allows for a nuanced understanding of
eviction's human impact, making the methodology highly relevant for capturing
complex social issues and informing policy discussions.

Additional Resources
Describe The Research Methodology Matthew Desmond Used For His Book "Evicted"
— a comprehensive exploration of the rigorous and innovative methods that
underpin this influential work. Understanding Desmond’s methodology not only
offers insight into the depth of his research but also provides a model for
how qualitative and ethnographic research can illuminate complex social



issues like housing insecurity and poverty. In this article, we’ll dissect
the research strategies employed by Matthew Desmond in "Evicted," analyze the
strengths and limitations of his approach, and consider how his methodology
contributes to the book’s impactful storytelling and academic rigor.

---

Introduction: The Power of Methodology in "Evicted"

"Evicted" is more than just a compelling narrative about poverty and housing
instability; it is a product of meticulous research. Matthew Desmond’s
ability to intertwine personal stories with broad social analysis hinges on a
carefully designed research methodology. When discussing the research
methodology Matthew Desmond used for his book "Evicted," it’s essential to
recognize that his approach combines ethnography, qualitative interviews,
quantitative data analysis, and participant observation. This blend allows
him to present a nuanced, human-centered perspective on the eviction crisis
in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and beyond.

---

The Foundations of Desmond’s Research Approach

Ethnography as the Core Technique

At the heart of Desmond’s methodology is ethnography—a qualitative research
method rooted in immersive fieldwork. Ethnography involves the researcher
entering a community or social setting to observe and interact with
participants, gaining a deep understanding of their lived experiences.

- Why Ethnography?
Ethnography enables Desmond to capture the complexities of eviction and
poverty from the perspectives of those directly affected. Rather than relying
solely on statistical data, he seeks to understand the social dynamics,
emotional toll, and behavioral patterns associated with housing instability.

- How Did He Conduct Ethnography?
Desmond spent extensive time living in and around Milwaukee neighborhoods
experiencing high eviction rates. He engaged in participant
observation—attending community meetings, visiting tenants and landlords, and
observing daily life in their environments.

Qualitative Interviews for Personal Narratives

While ethnography provides contextual understanding, Desmond supplemented
this with in-depth qualitative interviews.

- Scope of Interviews
He conducted dozens of interviews with tenants facing eviction, landlords,
social workers, lawyers, and local officials. These conversations provided
rich, detailed personal stories that reveal the human impact behind



statistical trends.

- Interview Techniques
Desmond employed open-ended questions to allow respondents to share their
experiences freely, fostering trust and eliciting authentic narratives. He
often followed up on stories to deepen understanding and to explore patterns.

---

Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Data

Utilizing Existing Data Sets

Desmond integrated existing data sources to contextualize his ethnographic
findings.

- Data Sources Included:
- U.S. Census data
- U.S. Census Bureau housing surveys
- Local housing authority records
- Court records related to eviction filings

- Purpose of Data Integration
Quantitative data helped quantify the scope of eviction and poverty, identify
trends, and validate ethnographic insights.

Spatial and Demographic Analysis

Desmond mapped eviction rates across Milwaukee neighborhoods, highlighting
correlations with poverty, racial disparities, and access to social services.
This spatial analysis was crucial for illustrating systemic inequalities.

---

Fieldwork Logistics and Ethical Considerations

Selecting Study Sites

Desmond focused on Milwaukee’s poorest neighborhoods, selecting specific
communities where eviction rates were notably high. He aimed for diverse
settings within the city to capture different facets of housing insecurity.

Building Trust and Gaining Access

- Relationship Building
Desmond built rapport by spending time in these communities, attending local
events, and engaging with residents over an extended period.

- Ethical Protocols
He maintained strict confidentiality, obtained informed consent, and was
sensitive to the vulnerabilities of participants. Given the stigma



surrounding eviction and poverty, ethical considerations were paramount.

---

The Role of Longitudinal Observation

Desmond’s approach was not limited to a snapshot in time. Instead, he tracked
individuals and families over months and sometimes years.

- Why Longitudinal?
This allowed him to observe how eviction affects families’ lives over time,
including cycles of eviction, housing insecurity, and poverty.

- Impact on Findings
Long-term engagement provided insights into the ripple effects of eviction,
such as impacts on employment, health, and social relationships.

---

Thematic Analysis and Data Synthesis

After collecting extensive qualitative and quantitative data, Desmond
employed thematic analysis—identifying recurring patterns and themes.

- Themes Identified:
- The precarity of affordable housing
- Racial disparities in eviction rates
- The emotional toll of eviction and housing instability
- The systemic failures of social safety nets

- Synthesis Process
He integrated narratives with statistical trends to develop a comprehensive
picture of housing insecurity, grounding personal stories within broader
structural issues.

---

Is His Methodology Effective?

Strengths of Desmond’s Approach

- Depth and Richness
The ethnographic and qualitative methods provide a profound understanding of
individual experiences, making abstract data relatable and emotionally
compelling.

- Holistic Perspective
Combining qualitative stories with quantitative data offers a layered view
that captures both personal and systemic factors.

- Policy Relevance



Longitudinal insights and spatial analysis inform targeted policy
recommendations.

Limitations and Challenges

- Scope and Generalizability
Focusing on Milwaukee limits the scope; while illustrative, findings may not
fully generalize to other regions with different housing markets.

- Researcher Bias
Ethnography relies on the researcher’s interpretations, which may introduce
bias; Desmond mitigated this through transparency and triangulation of data
sources.

- Resource Intensive
Such detailed fieldwork demands significant time, effort, and resources,
making it difficult to replicate at larger scales.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of Desmond’s Methodology

Matthew Desmond’s research methodology for "Evicted" exemplifies a rigorous,
ethically grounded, and highly effective approach to studying social issues.
Through immersive ethnography, personal interviews, quantitative data
analysis, and longitudinal observation, he crafts a compelling narrative
backed by robust evidence. This methodology not only illuminates the lived
realities of eviction but also demonstrates how qualitative and quantitative
research can be combined to produce nuanced, policy-relevant insights. For
scholars, policymakers, and advocates, Desmond’s approach serves as a
blueprint for conducting impactful social research that humanizes statistics
and drives meaningful change.
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