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Robust Exploration: Tennessee’s Housing Needs Assessment 

 
“… probably the most extensive statewide housing needs assessment that’s been done anywhere.”  

High praise has followed the release of THDA’s Housing Needs Assessment.  The quality of the 
document’s research has been widely recognized. The Needs Assessment has been presented at over 10 
different housing and trade group meetings since its publication. Further, THDA was invited to present its 
work at the Multifamily Housing Exchange, a national conference on Market Analysis, Underwriting and 
Housing Policy in Washington D.C. It has also been featured in local publications across the state as well 
as national publications (Tax Credit Advisor, February 2013). State and local policymakers have 
referenced the findings in the needs assessment when talking about housing policy, goals and strategy.  

The assessment provides a clear, accessible document that describes, graphs and maps the housing 
challenges across the state as well as the location and magnitude of a variety of housing programs that are 
designed to assist households in overcoming whatever housing challenges they may face. It not only 
outlines THDA’s housing programs, but includes data from our local PHA partners, USDA Rural 
Development, and federally administered HUD housing programs. Beyond this, it examines the match 
between housing programs and housing problems and tries to identify counties where specific needs may 
be particularly underserved.  

THDA’s vision, like those of HFAs across the county and NCSHA itself, is for all households in our state 
to live in safe, sound and affordable housing. In order to achieve this vision, it is essential that we have a 
clear understanding of both the challenges facing households across the state as well as the programs that 
are designated to serve them.   

In our search for a prototype of a meaningful study, we found many assessments at a local level, less at 
the regional level and few that approach need analysis at the state level.  We sought and undertook a more 
comprehensive study.  Our hope is that the Needs Assessment may provide a template for other states to 
follow, revise and improve upon when they explore approaches to assessing their housing needs at the 
state level. We look forward to working with other HFAs in their own efforts.  In July, THDA will be 
meeting with a sister HFA team to assist in creating their own housing needs assessment.  

Design 

Approaching this analysis at the state level posed a challenge for presenting information in a way that is 
both helpful in discussing macro trends but detailed enough to inform local and regional efforts. The 
Needs Assessment is split into three sections. The first contains current information about housing 
affordability, homelessness, foreclosures, vacancy rates and an array of other housing issues found across 
Tennessee’s counties. To complement the information on the state’s housing needs, the second section 
provides detailed analysis on many of the state’s housing programs. The third section presents a 
combination of need and program data to help identify next steps in addressing the state’s housing issues. 
It combines data from each of THDA’s internal databases with a dozen propriety, partner agency, and 
public datasets in a unique and comprehensive way to tell the story of housing needs in Tennessee. A 
primary goal of the document is to be clear and accessible and because of that, is heavily weighted 
towards a graphical, rather than textual, depiction of housing information. Across its 94 pages it contains 
25 tables, 40 maps, and 27 figures. 
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Because THDA had developed the internal capacity (both research and graphic design) to carry out this 
work in-house, rather than having to contract out to an expensive third-party, THDA and housing, 
planning and government agencies across the state (and to some extent across the county) have been able 
to leverage the benefits many times over. 

Response 

Thom Amdur, executive director, National Housing & Rehabilitation Association, described the study as 
a “great document… probably the most extensive statewide housing needs assessment that’s been done 
anywhere” (Tax Credit Advisor, 2013).  

Nine months after its publication date, its relevancy continues. In June 2013 it was again cited in 
Tennessee’s largest paper. THDA received data requests from the metropolitan planning organizations of 
the three most populous cities in the state and is currently working with them to fulfill their data needs. 
Two of these areas were recipients of HUD’s Sustainable Planning Grants and the assessment is one of 
the tools they are using to plan their next steps. Sherith Colverson of PlanET (East Tennessee) said “the 
presentation of the data is very understandable and will be extremely helpful in the work that PlanET is 
set to accomplish regarding our Fair Housing and Equity Assessment for our five-county area.”  

We have also produced some one-page summaries to allow for the Assessment to reach a range of 
audiences.  Not only has the Tennessee Housing Needs Assessment helped THDA serve Tennessee better, 
but it has raised the profile of the plight of the hundreds of thousands of households that face significant 
housing challenges. It continues to do this, and through our partnership and collaboration with local 
partners, helps other agencies serve these households better. Our next steps include some extensions to 
the analysis to help explore specific program or policy questions, continued support to local and regional 
users of the report and assistance to other states who wish to produce something similar in nature. 

Please see the Assessment and its white papers, one of general interest, one for homeownership and one 
on rental. 

 

From: Sherith Colverson [mailto:sherith.colverson@planeasttn.org]  
Sent: Monday, October 15, 2012 7:44 AM 
To: Mick Nelson 
Subject: Tennessee Housing Needs Assessment 

Good morning! 

I hope this email finds you well! 

I'm following up from a voice mail and wanted to first let you know how great the TN Housing Needs 

Assessment document is ‐ the presentation of the data is very understandable and will be extremely 

helpful in the work that PlanET is set to accomplish regarding our Fair Housing and Equity Assessment 

for our five county area.  Also, I was wondering if TN Housing Needs Assessment document is available 
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online or in a .pdf version? I have not been able to find a copy of it on the THDA website.  If it is 

available, can PlanET obtain a copy of it? 

Thank you again for all your work and if you have any questions, please let me know. 

Best Regards, 

Sherith Colverson 
PlanET Outreach Coordinator 
865.215.4396 - office 
865.661.3216 - cell 
www.planeasttn.org 
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Courier Place Apartment Homes, Claremont, California
Developer: Jamboree Housing Corporation

Photo for Jamboree by juantallo.com
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Housing needs in Tennessee are widespread,
diverse, and have intensified since 2000 despite
significant resources devoted to assisting home-

owners, renters, and others in the state, according to a
comprehensive new statewide housing needs assess-
ment study released by the Tennessee Housing
Development Agency (THDA).

The 94-page study, prepared by THDA Policy 
Analyst Mick Nelson, PhD, provides the “big picture”
about the size, breakdown, and
occupants of Tennessee’s housing
stock; the prevalence and type 
of housing problems; and the
degree and amount of assistance
provided to Tennesseans through
THDA-administered housing pro-
grams and other major federal
housing programs.

Information and statistics are
provided for the state as a whole 
and in many instances for each of
Tennessee’s 95 counties, either in
charts or indicated on color maps of the state that
depict all of the counties.

“What Dr. Nelson has provided for us is a treasure
trove of useful information that helps us better under-
stand the housing challenges in Tennessee that we
face,” THDA Executive Director Ralph M. Perrey said in
an interview. “And it will inform the decisions that we
make on where we need to work and the kind of work
we need to do.”

He added that THDA intends to use the study “as a
tool to help us make good decisions about what we’re
doing, where we’re putting our resources to work, and
the kinds of programs that we might wish to develop in
the future to meet particular needs.”

Perrey noted, for example, that THDA already
decided to modify its qualified allocation plan for its
2013 low-income housing tax credit program to place a
greater emphasis on preservation projects than in the
past in response to some of the early findings that

A Handy Guide
Tennessee Agency Releases Statewide Housing

Needs Assessment Study

Tennessee, continued on page 40

ended up in the final report.
Nelson indicated that the new study provides a guide

to help THDA in its mission and vision. “Our vision is
that we want every Tennessean to live in a safe, sound,
and affordable home,” he noted. “And for us to carry out
or make that vision more of a reality, we need to have a
good understanding of the issues facing Tennesseans
across the state. So this is an important first step.”

The publication, Tennessee
Housing Needs Assessment, is
divided into three sections. The
first examines housing needs in
each of Tennessee’s 95 counties
and compares the state to the
region and country. The sec-
ond part provides an overview
of housing programs for
which statewide data are
available. The third part looks
at the relationship between
housing needs and the vol-

ume and penetration level of housing programs
delivered in each county.

A Sampling of Findings
Some of the study’s findings are that:

• Homeowners surpass renters among all Tennessee 
households by 69.7% to 30.3% and are generally
better off financially;

• 68.6% of all housing units are single-family detached 
dwellings and only 12% are in multifamily buildings
(5+units);

• A much higher share of renter than homeowner 
households are cost-burdened (paying more than
35% of income for housing). But the rate has risen
significantly for both groups since 2000 due to stag-
nant or falling incomes and rising housing costs;

• Monthly median rents vary widely across the state, 
from a low of $334 in Clay County to a high of
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$1,045 in Williamson County. Similarly, the incidence
of cost-burdened renter households ranges from
18% in Clay County to 46% in Madison County; 

• About one in four Tennesseans experience significant
housing problem (paying more than 35% of income
for housing, living in overcrowded housing, or lack-
ing complete kitchen or plumbing facilities). The rate
is nearly half among minority households. Over half
of all housing problems are outside the four major
urban counties – containing Chattanooga, Knoxville,
Memphis, and Nashville; and,

• Nearly 600 affordable rental housing developments 
containing 50,000 units have been developed in
Tennessee with low-income housing tax credits or
tax-exempt bond financing.

One finding that Nelson found striking is the acute
needs of Tennessee’s renter population, particularly very
low-income renters. “We found there were only two
affordable units for every
five very low-income
renters across the state,”
he noted. “We have
250,000 renters earning
less than $20,000 a year
and only 150,000 units
that rent for less than
$500 a month.” More-
over, of the 150,000
units, 50,000 were occu-
pied by renter house-
holds making more than
$20,000 a year. 

Reaction to Study
Thom Amdur,

Executive Director of the
Tennessee Developers
Council and of the
National Council of
Housing Market
Analysts – two councils
of the National Housing
& Rehabilitation

Association – called THDA’s study a “great document.
It’s probably the most extensive statewide housing
needs assessment that’s been done anywhere, based on
our analysis.”

“First and foremost,” he noted, “it’s useful in evalu-
ating the success of Tennessee’s current program deliv-
ery...It also has a lot of potential to help direct [THDA’s]
priorities.”

However, Amdur suggested that while the study
provides a good general overview of where there are
housing needs in Tennessee, data for smaller geographic
areas than counties, such as for census tracts, would be
more useful for purposes such as better targeting THDA’s
LIHTC qualified allocation plan and giving developers a
better idea of where to plan new tax credit projects.

Perrey and Nelson indicated that THDA has already
begun to share the study and its findings with some of
the agency’s stakeholders and will continue to do so
going forward as well as further digest the document’s
findings internally.

(To view the study, go to http://tinyurl.com/
c62vp89) 

Tennessee, continued from page 39

Basic Information on Housing in Tennessee
Tennessee United States

2010 2000 2010
Total Housing Units 2,812,133 2,439,443 131,704,730
Vacancy Rate 11.3% 8.5% 11.4%
Owner Households ACS 2005-2009 1 2000 ACS 2005-2009 1

Number 1,682,052 1,561,461 75,320,422
(69.7% of all (69.9%) (66.9%)
households)

Median Annual Income $53,175 $55,750 $64,338
Median Home Value $128,500 $116,250 $185,400
Median Monthly Housing Cost $1,136 $1,103 $1,486
(with mortgage)
Number/Share 404,598 236,959 22,545,257
Housing Cost-Burdened (24.1% of owner (15.2%) (29.9%)

households)
Renter Households
Number 730,515 671,444 37,290,607

(30.3% of all (30.1% of all (33.1% of all
households) households) households)

Median Annual Income $25,305 $30,013 $31,258
Median Monthly Gross Rent $658 $631 $817
Number/Share 311,354 224,119 17,241,359
Housing Cost-Burdened (42.6% of renter (33.4%) (46.2%)

households)

Source: Tennessee Housing Needs Assessment; 1 American Community Survey, 2005-2009

TCA
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