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CHAPTER 1 

SCREEN INCOME THOROUGHLY   
If I could give a new landlord only one piece of advice about tenant screening, it would be this: 

verify income thoroughly. 

Most landlords assume the biggest risk is property damage, late-night maintenance calls, or 

difficult personalities. While those things certainly happen, the overwhelming majority of 

landlord problems start with one simple issue: the tenant doesn't have enough money. 

Rent gets paid from income. It's really that simple. 

Every month your tenant has a list of financial obligations competing for their paycheck. There 

are car payments, utility bills, credit cards, insurance premiums, groceries, gasoline, and 

unexpected expenses that inevitably arise. Your rent payment is just one item on that list. If a 

tenant is financially stretched from the beginning, it doesn't take much for things to unravel. 

One of the most common mistakes landlords make is focusing on whether an applicant can move 

in rather than whether they can successfully stay in the property for the next twelve months. 

Almost anyone can come up with a security deposit and first month's rent. Borrowing money 

from family members, using credit cards, or cashing out savings can make a move-in possible. The 

real question is whether the tenant's income is sufficient to comfortably support the rent month 

after month. 

Over the years, I've found that income is one of the strongest indicators of tenancy success. That's 

why our company typically looks for household income of at least three times the monthly rent. 

This isn't a magic number, nor does it guarantee success, but it provides a useful benchmark. A 

household earning $12,000 per month generally has more flexibility and financial stability than a 

household earning $7,000 per month when both are applying for the same rental home. 

Income, however, should never be taken at face value. Verification is critical. Professional 

landlords rely on documentation rather than promises. Pay stubs, bank statements, tax returns, 

and employment verification all help paint a clearer picture of an applicant's financial condition. 

Self-employed applicants often require additional review because their income may fluctuate 

throughout the year. 

 

Landlords should also pay close attention to inconsistencies. Missing documentation, unexplained 

cash deposits, frequent job changes, or income that varies dramatically from month to month can 
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all be signs that additional investigation is needed. It doesn't necessarily mean the applicant is 

dishonest, but it does mean you need a better understanding of the situation before making a 

decision. 

Another mistake I frequently see is allowing emotions to override objective standards. A landlord 

meets an applicant who is friendly, sincere, and has a compelling story. They want to help. 

Unfortunately, good intentions do not pay rent. Some of the most expensive landlord mistakes 

begin with a decision that felt right emotionally but didn't make sense financially. 

Good tenant screening isn't about finding reasons to deny people. It's about finding reasons to 

confidently approve the right applicant. Those are two very different mindsets. The goal is to 

place tenants who are financially capable of meeting their obligations and who can enjoy the 

property without constantly worrying about making ends meet. 

Think of income verification as the foundation of the entire screening process. When the 

foundation is weak, every other aspect of the tenancy becomes more vulnerable. When the 

foundation is strong, the chances of a successful tenancy improve dramatically. 

At the end of the day, you're not simply renting a property. You're entering into a business 

relationship that may last for years. The stronger your applicant's financial position, the greater 

the likelihood that relationship will be successful for both parties. 

Landlord IQ Action Step: 

If you get push-back…move on to the next applicant. Remember, the easiest eviction you'll ever 

handle is the one you never have to file. Review your current screening standards. Make sure you 

have clear income requirements (3x the rent as their income), minimum 720 FICO, a consistent 

verification of 12 months of bank statement and two years tax returns, and written procedures 

that are applied equally to every applicant. Consistency protects both your investment and your 

decision-making process. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 
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VERIFY EMPLOYMENT 
After you've verified an applicant's income, the next step is verifying where that income comes 

from. 

Many landlords focus heavily on income but overlook employment stability. In my experience, 

that's a mistake. Income tells you where an applicant is financially today. Employment often tells 

you where they are likely to be six months or a year from now. 

Think about it this way. An applicant may earn a substantial income, but if they just started a new 

job last week, there may be more uncertainty than another applicant who earns slightly less but 

has worked for the same company for five years. As landlords, we're not trying to predict the 

future. However, we are trying to identify patterns that suggest stability and reduce risk. 

One of the first things I look for is the length of employment. Has the applicant been with the 

same employer for several years, or have they changed jobs repeatedly? There is nothing 

inherently wrong with changing jobs, especially in today's economy. However, frequent job 

changes can sometimes indicate instability. When I see a pattern of short-term employment, I 

want to understand the reason behind it before making a decision. 

Employment verification is also an excellent way to confirm that the information provided on the 

application is accurate. Most employers will verify basic information such as dates of 

employment, job title, and whether the employee is currently active. Some employers will verify 

income as well, although many will not due to company policy. 

The purpose of employment verification is not to catch applicants doing something wrong. The 

purpose is to ensure that the information you're relying on to make a business decision is 

accurate. Good tenant screening is built on verification, not assumptions. 

Over the years, I've occasionally encountered applications that looked excellent on paper but fell 

apart during the verification process. The pay stubs looked legitimate. The income appeared 

sufficient. The credit was acceptable. However, when we contacted the employer, we learned that 

the applicant no longer worked there or that the information on the application didn't match the 

employer's records. These situations are not common, but they happen often enough to make 

employment verification an essential part of the screening process. 

 

It's also important to recognize that stable employment often reflects other positive qualities. 

People who maintain steady employment frequently demonstrate responsibility, reliability, and 
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consistency. Those same characteristics tend to carry over into how they care for a rental property 

and how they meet their obligations under a lease agreement. 

Of course, no screening method is perfect. A person can have a stable job and still become a 

problem tenant. Likewise, someone who recently changed jobs may turn out to be an excellent 

resident. Screening is never about guarantees. It is about improving the odds and making the 

most informed decision possible with the information available. 

As you review applications, pay attention to warning signs such as unverifiable employers, 

inconsistent employment histories, significant gaps in employment, or information that doesn't 

match supporting documentation. None of these automatically disqualify an applicant, but they 

should prompt additional questions and further investigation. 

At the end of the day, you're looking for stability. Stable employment often leads to stable income, 

and stable income frequently leads to successful tenancies. While employment verification may 

seem like a small step in the screening process, it can prevent costly mistakes and help you place 

better tenants in your property. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Review your tenant screening process and ask yourself a simple question: Do you verify 

employment for every applicant, or only when something seems suspicious? 

Professional landlords don't screen based on hunches. They follow a consistent process every 

time. Create a written employment verification procedure and apply it equally to every applicant. 

Consistency not only improves your decision-making, it also protects you from claims of unfair 

treatment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 
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CHECK CREDIT 
One of the biggest mistakes landlords make when screening tenants is focusing too much on the 

credit score and not enough on the credit report. 

A credit score is just a number. A credit report tells a story. 

The score may tell you where an applicant stands today, but the report tells you how they got 

there. As landlords, we're not simply interested in a number. We're interested in patterns of 

behavior. We want to know how an applicant handles financial obligations, especially during 

difficult times. 

Many landlords automatically reject applicants below a certain score and automatically approve 

applicants above it. While a credit score can be a useful tool, it should never be the only factor in 

your decision-making process. 

Over the years, I've seen applicants with average credit scores become excellent tenants. I've also 

seen applicants with impressive credit scores become problem tenants. The difference was often 

found in the details. 

When reviewing a credit report, I look beyond the score itself. I want to see whether the applicant 

pays their bills on time. I want to know if there are collections, charge-offs, judgments, 

bankruptcies, or accounts that have been consistently delinquent. More importantly, I want to 

understand whether the issues appear to be isolated incidents or part of a larger pattern. 

Life happens to everyone. Medical emergencies occur. Businesses fail. Divorces happen. Good 

people sometimes experience financial setbacks. One isolated issue from several years ago 

doesn't necessarily concern me. What concerns me is a continuing pattern of missed obligations 

and financial instability. 

One area I pay particular attention to is housing-related debt. If an applicant has a history of late 

mortgage payments, unpaid rent obligations, landlord collections, or eviction-related judgments, 

I consider that information very carefully. Past housing problems often provide insight into future 

housing problems. 

Another factor worth evaluating is overall debt load. An applicant may have a strong income and 

a respectable credit score, but if they are carrying substantial debt, their monthly obligations may 

already be stretching their budget. The more financial pressure someone is under, the greater the 

chance that an unexpected expense could affect their ability to pay rent. 
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It's also important to look at recent activity. Credit reports often reveal whether an applicant's 

financial condition is improving or deteriorating. Someone who experienced difficulties several 

years ago but has since rebuilt their credit may actually represent less risk than someone whose 

financial problems are just beginning to emerge. 

Remember that credit reports are only one piece of the puzzle. They should be considered 

alongside income verification, employment history, rental history, and background screening. No 

single factor should determine the outcome of an application. Good screening comes from 

evaluating the complete picture. 

One concept I often share with landlords is this: you're not evaluating whether an applicant has 

ever made a mistake. You're evaluating how they handle responsibility. Credit reports provide 

valuable insight into that question because they reflect real-world financial behavior over time. 

As landlords, we are entering into a financial relationship with our tenants. The lease agreement 

is essentially a promise to make payments on time every month. A credit report helps us assess 

how likely an applicant is to honor that promise. 

The goal is not to find perfect applicants. Perfect applicants don't exist. The goal is to make 

informed decisions that reduce risk and increase the likelihood of a successful tenancy. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pull out the last credit report you reviewed. 

Ignore the score for a moment and read the report itself. Look for patterns. Were payments 

generally made on time? Was there a single hardship event or a history of financial 

mismanagement? Did you base your decision on a number or on the complete story? 

The smartest landlords don't just read credit scores. They learn how to read credit stories. 

I think this chapter introduces one of the central themes of the book: great landlords look for 

patterns, not perfection. That idea will come up again in employment, rental history, inspections, 

maintenance, and even tenant retention. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 
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CALL PREVIOUS LANDLORDS 
One phone call can save you thousands of dollars. I'm not exaggerating. 

Over the years, I've seen landlords spend hours reviewing credit reports, verifying income, 

checking bank statements, and analyzing applications, only to skip one of the most valuable steps 

in the entire screening process: calling previous landlords. 

The reason this step is so important is simple. Previous landlords know things that never appear 

on an application. They know whether rent was paid on time. They know whether the tenant 

followed the lease. They know whether neighbors complained. They know whether the property 

was cared for. Most importantly, they know what it was actually like to have that person living in 

their property. 

Years ago, I approved an applicant who looked excellent on paper. The income was solid. 

Employment checked out. Credit was acceptable. Everything appeared to be in order. Several 

months later, however, the problems began. Rent started arriving late. Neighbor complaints 

followed. Maintenance issues weren't reported until they became expensive repairs. Before long, 

the tenancy became one of those situations that every landlord hopes to avoid. 

After it was over, I went back through the file and tried to figure out what I had missed. The 

answer was obvious. I had never spoken to the previous landlord. Had I taken ten minutes to 

make that phone call, I probably would have learned exactly what I was getting into. 

That experience taught me an important lesson. Good screening isn't about collecting 

documents. It's about gathering information. Sometimes the most valuable information comes 

from someone who has already lived through the experience of renting to the applicant. 

When you call a previous landlord, don't limit the conversation to dates and rent amounts. Ask 

meaningful questions. Was the rent consistently paid on time? Did the tenant take care of the 

property? Were there any lease violations? Did they communicate well? Would the landlord rent 

to them again? 

That last question is one of my favorites. 

"If you had another vacancy tomorrow, would you rent to this tenant again?" Then stop talking. 

The answer is often incredibly revealing. Sometimes you'll hear an immediate and enthusiastic 

"Absolutely." That's usually a good sign. Other times you'll hear hesitation, uncertainty, or a 

carefully worded response that tells you far more than the words themselves. 
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One thing many landlords don't realize is that the current landlord isn't always the best source of 

information. Think about it from their perspective. If they have a difficult tenant who is finally 

moving out, how motivated are they to discourage you from renting to that person? Not very. 

That's why I often place more value on speaking with the landlord before the current landlord. 

They typically have nothing to gain and are more likely to provide an honest assessment. 

You should also be cautious about fake references. Unfortunately, some applicants ask friends or 

family members to pose as former landlords. For that reason, I recommend verifying ownership 

whenever possible. A quick review of public records can often confirm whether the person you're 

speaking with actually owns or manages the property. 

The longer I've been in this business, the more I've come to appreciate patterns. One late payment 

may not mean much. One complaint may not mean much. One misunderstanding may not mean 

much. But when you hear the same concerns repeatedly from multiple sources, that's no longer 

an isolated incident. That's a pattern. And patterns deserve attention. 

Remember, your goal isn't to find perfect tenants. Perfect tenants don't exist. Your goal is to 

identify applicants who have demonstrated responsibility, respect for property, and a history of 

honoring their commitments. A previous landlord can often tell you more about those qualities 

in ten minutes than an application can tell you in ten pages. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Verify the landlord’s name is the same as on public records (the next chapter will expand on public 

records).  You’re just trying to make sure it’s not their friend posing as a landlord. Before 

approving your next applicant, speak with at least one previous landlord—not just the current 

one. Ask whether they would rent to the tenant again and listen carefully to the answer. That 

single conversation may save you months of frustration and thousands of dollars in avoidable 

mistakes. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

SEARCH PUBLIC RECORDS 
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People tell you what they want you to know. Public records tell you what they forgot to mention. 

That may sound a little cynical, but after decades in property management I've learned that not 

every applicant arrives with a complete and accurate life story. 

Most applicants are honest people. They fill out the application, provide the requested 

documentation, and answer your questions truthfully. But every now and then you'll come across 

an applicant who leaves out a few important details. That's where public records become 

valuable. 

I once had an applicant who looked fantastic on paper. The income was strong. Employment 

checked out. The credit report looked decent. During our review, however, we discovered an 

eviction filing that wasn't disclosed on the application. When we asked about it, the explanation 

kept changing. The issue wasn't necessarily the eviction itself. It was the fact that the applicant 

wasn't forthcoming about it. 

Trust is important in every landlord-tenant relationship. When someone starts the relationship 

by withholding information, that's a problem. 

Public records can reveal things that don't always appear elsewhere. Depending on your 

screening process and local laws, you may discover prior evictions, civil judgments, bankruptcies, 

lawsuits, and other legal proceedings. These records don't automatically mean an applicant 

should be denied. What they do provide is additional information that helps you make a better 

decision. 

One mistake many landlords make is treating every negative record as a deal breaker. That's not 

always the right approach. Life happens. People lose jobs. Businesses fail. Medical emergencies 

create financial hardship. A bankruptcy from ten years ago may not carry the same weight as an 

eviction filed six months ago. 

What matters is context. The best landlords don't look for perfection. They look for patterns. 

If you find one isolated issue from years ago followed by a long history of stability, that's one 

thing. If you find multiple judgments, multiple collections, multiple evictions, and a pattern of 

financial problems that continues right up to the present day, that's something entirely different. 

As you review public records, remember that your goal isn't to play detective. Your goal is to 

manage risk. Every piece of information should help answer a simple question: 

"How likely is this applicant to become a successful tenant?" That's the question that matters. 

I've also learned that public records often provide valuable follow-up questions. Sometimes an 

applicant has a perfectly reasonable explanation for something you discover. Other times, their 
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response raises additional concerns. Either way, having the information allows you to make a 

more informed decision. 

Good screening is a lot like putting together a puzzle. Income tells part of the story. Employment 

tells part of the story. Credit tells part of the story. Previous landlords tell part of the story. Public 

records simply provide another piece of the puzzle. 

The mistake is relying on any one piece by itself. The smartest landlords look at the entire picture 

before making a decision. 

One final thought. Always make sure your screening practices comply with federal, state, and local 

laws. Rules regarding background checks, criminal history, and housing decisions continue to 

evolve. What matters is having objective criteria, applying those criteria consistently, and making 

decisions based on legitimate business factors rather than assumptions. 

Most landlord mistakes are expensive because they were preventable. Public records help 

prevent surprises. And surprises are rarely good for landlords. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pull out your current tenant screening checklist. Does it include a review of public records? 

If not, add it. Then review the last tenant you approved and ask yourself a simple question: 

"Would I have approved this applicant if I had known everything I know now?" 

Every screening mistake is a lesson. The goal is to make sure you only pay for that lesson once. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

DON'T FALL IN LOVE WITH A TENANT 
This chapter alone could save you more money than the rest of this book combined. Why? 

Because some of the worst landlord decisions I've ever seen started with a landlord falling in love 

with a tenant. You’re running a business, so keep it professional. 

Literally. 
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Emotionally. 

The applicant is your client. 

Whether they had a great personality. 

They reminded the landlord of their son, daughter, cousin, or best friend. 

They told a compelling story. 

The landlord wanted to help. 

And that's exactly where the trouble started. I can't tell you how many times I've heard a landlord 

say: "I knew they didn't quite qualify, but they seemed like such good people." That sentence has 

probably cost landlords millions of dollars over the years. 

Here's the reality. Most bad tenants don't look like bad tenants. If they did, screening would be 

easy. Most bad tenants are friendly. Most are polite. Many are extremely likable. Some are 

downright charming. The problem is that landlords often confuse being likable with being 

qualified. Those are not the same thing. 

Imagine you're a banker reviewing a loan application. A borrower walks into your office and says: 

"My credit isn't great." "My income is a little short." "I've had some problems in the past." "But 

trust me, I'm a really nice person." 

Do you think the bank approves the loan? Of course not. Banks rely on standards. Landlords 

should too. One of the most dangerous things a landlord can do is make exceptions based on 

emotion. The applicant's income is a little low. The credit score is a little weak. The employment 

history is a little unstable. The landlord starts negotiating with themselves. 

"It's probably fine." "They seem responsible." "I'm sure it'll work out." Maybe it will. Maybe it 

won't. 

The problem is that hope is not a screening criterion. Years ago, I learned that every applicant 

should go through the exact same screening process. The standards should be established before 

the application ever arrives. Once you begin making exceptions, you create inconsistency. And 

inconsistency often leads to poor decisions. 

The best landlords understand something that took me years to fully appreciate: You can like 

someone and still deny their application.  

Those two things are not mutually exclusive. In fact, some of the nicest people you'll ever meet 

may not be financially prepared for the property they're applying for. 
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Denying an application doesn't mean you're rejecting the person. It simply means the application 

didn't meet the standards. That's an important distinction. 

As property owners and managers, our responsibility is to protect the property, the owner, and 

the tenancy itself. A tenant who is placed into a property they cannot comfortably afford often 

ends up under tremendous financial stress. Eventually, that stress affects everyone involved. 

Good screening protects landlords. Good screening also protects tenants. When I review an 

application today, I try to remove emotion from the equation. I focus on the facts. Income. 

Employment. Credit. Rental history. Public records. Verification. 

The more objective the process becomes, the better the decisions tend to be. Remember, you're 

not choosing a friend. You're selecting a business partner. 

For the next twelve months—or longer—that tenant will be responsible for making payments, 

caring for the property, following the lease, and communicating when issues arise. That's a 

business decision. Not an emotional one. 

One final thought. The applicants you reject are rarely the ones who cause problems. The 

applicants who cause problems are often the ones you knew you should have rejected but 

approved anyway. Every experienced landlord has a story like that. The smart landlords learn from 

it. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Review your screening criteria today. Ask yourself one simple question: "Would I approve this 

applicant if I had never met them in person?" If the answer changes based on personality, charm, 

or emotion, your standards may not be objective enough. 

Great landlords don't make decisions with their hearts. They make decisions with their standards. 

CHAPTER 7 

PRICE THE PROPERTY CORRECTLY 
One of the most expensive mistakes a landlord can make is getting greedy. I know that's a strong 

statement, but after more than three decades in property management, I've seen it happen over 

and over again. 

A landlord calls and asks what I think their property will rent for. I give them my opinion based on 

comparable rentals, market conditions, and recent leasing activity. Then they say something like: 

"Let's try it for another $500 a month and see what happens." 
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What happens is usually predictable. 

The property sits. 

Showings slow down. 

Applications don't come in. 

Weeks turn into months. 

Before long, the landlord has lost far more money through vacancy than they ever would have 

gained from the higher rent. I once heard someone say that vacancy is the most expensive repair 

you'll ever make. There's a lot of truth in that statement. 

Let's say your property should rent for $4,000 per month. Instead, you decide to ask $4,500 

because you think someone might pay it. The property sits vacant for two months before you 

finally reduce the rent and lease it for $4,000 anyway. 

How much did that decision cost you? Not $500. It cost you $8,000 in lost rent. That's why pricing 

matters. The goal isn't to get the highest rent possible. The goal is to maximize income over time. 

Those are two very different things. 

Many landlords focus entirely on the monthly rent amount while ignoring vacancy. Professional 

landlords look at the bigger picture. They understand that a slightly lower rent with a qualified 

tenant today is often far more profitable than a higher asking price that results in weeks or 

months of vacancy. 

The market doesn't care what we want. The market doesn't care what we need. The market 

doesn't care what our mortgage payment is. The market only cares about value. 

That's why it's important to study comparable rentals rather than relying on emotion. What are 

similar homes renting for? How quickly are they leasing? What condition are they in? What 

amenities do they offer? Those answers provide a much more reliable guide than wishful thinking. 

One thing I've learned over the years is that the market speaks very quickly. 

If a property receives multiple qualified applications within the first few days, there's a good 

chance it was priced a little too low. 

On the other hand, if the phone isn't ringing, showings are sparse, and applicants keep 

disappearing after viewing the property, the market may be telling you something else. 

Listen to it. 

The market is usually right. 
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Another mistake landlords make is allowing emotional attachment to influence pricing. Maybe 

they remodeled the kitchen. Maybe they raised their family there. Maybe they believe their home 

is nicer than every other property in the neighborhood. 

They may be right. 

Unfortunately, tenants don't pay rent based on the owner's memories. They pay rent based on 

the alternatives available to them. A rental property is ultimately worth what a qualified tenant 

is willing to pay. Nothing more. Nothing less. 

The smartest landlords I know understand that pricing is not about ego. It's about strategy. They 

focus on keeping the property occupied with qualified tenants, minimizing vacancy, and 

maximizing long-term returns. 

That's how successful rental properties are built. Not one month at a time. Year after year. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pull up three comparable rental listings in your area right now. Compare them honestly to your 

property. Not through the eyes of an owner, but through the eyes of a prospective tenant. 

If your property were on the market today, would you rent yours or one of the competing 

properties? The answer may tell you whether your pricing strategy is helping you—or costing you 

money. 

 

 

CHAPTER 8 

RESPOND QUICKLY TO MAINTENANCE 
One of the most expensive words in property management is "later." 

I'll fix it later. 

I'll look at it next week. 

It's not that bad. 

It can wait. 

Those four words have emptied a lot of landlord bank accounts. 
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Most major repairs start as minor repairs. A small roof leak becomes damaged drywall. A dripping 

pipe becomes water damage. A loose tile becomes a trip hazard. A running toilet quietly adds 

hundreds of dollars to a water bill. 

The longer a problem sits, the more expensive it usually becomes. 

I learned this lesson years ago when a tenant reported a small water stain on a ceiling. It didn't 

seem like a big deal at the time. Unfortunately, a small roof leak had been slowly allowing water 

into the attic for months. By the time the problem was fully investigated, the repair bill was many 

times higher than it would have been if the issue had been addressed immediately. 

Maintenance is one of those areas where speed matters. 

Good tenants notice when repairs are handled quickly. They feel respected. They take better care 

of the property. They are more likely to renew their lease. On the other hand, when maintenance 

requests are ignored or delayed, frustration grows. Small issues become larger issues, and good 

tenants begin looking for another place to live. 

Many landlords view maintenance as an expense. 

Smart landlords view maintenance as asset protection. 

Your rental property is a valuable investment. Just like you service your car and maintain your 

home, your rental property needs regular attention. Deferred maintenance rarely saves money. 

More often, it simply postpones a larger bill. 

 

That doesn't mean every repair requires an emergency response. A loose cabinet knob is different 

from a water leak. The key is learning the difference between routine maintenance and problems 

that can quickly cause damage if ignored. 

Over the years, I've found that the best maintenance strategy is simple. Address problems early, 

communicate clearly, and work with reliable vendors who can respond when needed. 

Tenants don't expect perfection. They do expect responsiveness. When they know you're paying 

attention, small problems tend to stay small. That's good for the tenant. It's good for the property. 

And it's good for your wallet. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Walk one of your rental properties this month with a notebook. Make a list of every small 

maintenance issue you see, no matter how minor. Then schedule the repairs before they become 
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expensive problems. Remember, maintenance is almost always cheaper today than it will be six 

months from now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9 

DOCUMENT EVERYTHING 
The weakest words in property management are: 

"I thought." 

"I assumed." 

"I remember." 

Those words don't hold up very well when a disagreement arises. 
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One of the first lessons I learned in this business is that memories fade, but documentation lasts 

forever. A tenant remembers the conversation one way. A landlord remembers it another way. 

Both people are convinced they're right. That's when documentation becomes your best friend. 

Whenever something important happens, document it with video and still photos. If a tenant 

reports a maintenance issue, document it. If you approve a repair, document it. If a tenant gives 

notice, document it. If you have a conversation about the lease, document it. If there is a 

disagreement, document it. 

Good documentation creates clarity. It protects landlords, tenants, vendors, and property 

managers. More importantly, it helps eliminate confusion before confusion becomes conflict. 

Years ago, I had a tenant insist that permission had been given for something that clearly violated 

the lease agreement. The tenant was absolutely convinced the conversation had taken place. The 

problem was there was no email, no text message, no written approval, and no documentation 

supporting the claim. 

Fortunately, our file contained detailed notes of every significant conversation. The issue was 

resolved quickly because the facts were easy to verify. 

Without documentation, the outcome could have been very different. 

Photos are a powerful form of documentation. A move-in photo can prevent a move-out dispute 

years later. A picture of a maintenance issue can help a vendor understand the scope of a repair 

before arriving at the property. 

I've often said that cameras have saved more landlord arguments than attorneys. 

Documentation also creates consistency. When you maintain detailed records, you spend less 

time trying to remember what happened and more time making informed decisions. 

The best property managers I know are excellent record keepers. That's not because they enjoy 

paperwork. It's because they understand that every property eventually experiences a 

misunderstanding, a dispute, or a question about what occurred. When that day comes, good 

records become incredibly valuable. 

Many landlords wait until a problem develops before they start documenting things. 

That's backwards. 

Documentation should begin long before there's a problem. Think of it as insurance. You hope 

you never need it. But you'll be glad you have it when you do- because smart tenants are 

documenting everything too! 
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One final thought. Whenever possible, communicate important matters in writing. Emails and 

text messages create a record that can be referenced later. Verbal conversations are useful, but 

written communication provides a level of protection that memories simply can't. 

The goal isn't to prepare for a fight. The goal is to prevent one. And good documentation does 

exactly that. I'm a firm believer that the relationship between landlord and tenant does not need 

to be adversarial! By documenting everything you can actually save a relationship instead of 

causing a divide. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pick one tenant file today and review it. Would a complete stranger be able to understand the 

history of that tenancy simply by reviewing your records? If not, improve your documentation 

process. Remember, the shortest distance between a disagreement and a solution is often a well-

documented file. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10 

CONDUCT A THOROUGH MOVE-IN 
INSPECTION 
Most security deposit disputes don't start when a tenant moves out. They start the day the tenant 

moves in. The problem is that many landlords don't realize it until years later. A tenant moves into 

the property. Everyone is excited. The lease is signed. Keys are handed over. The moving truck 

arrives. 

Then the landlord skips one of the most important steps in property management. The move-in 

inspection. A few years later, the tenant moves out and suddenly there's a disagreement. 
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The landlord says the wall wasn't damaged before. The tenant says it was. The landlord says the 

carpet was new. The tenant says it wasn't. The landlord says the blinds were broken during the 

tenancy. The tenant disagrees. Now it's one person's memory against another person's memory. 

That's not a position you want to be in. 

A thorough move-in inspection creates a baseline. It establishes exactly what the property looked 

like before the tenant took possession. Every scratch, dent, stain, cracked tile, worn surface, and 

cosmetic issue should be documented. 

The more detailed the inspection, the better. 

Take photographs and videos. 

Lots and lots! 

Take pictures of walls, floors, appliances (even the insides of the oven and refrigerator), cabinets 

and inside the cabinets, countertops, windows, screens, doors, fixtures, garage door and anything 

else that could become the subject of future disagreement. Storage is cheap. Arguments are 

expensive. 

One of the biggest mistakes landlords make is assuming they'll remember what the property 

looked like. Trust me. You won't. Six months from now you'll forget. Three years from now you'll 

have no idea. Photos solve that problem. 

 

A detailed move-in inspection also benefits good tenants. It protects them from being blamed for 

damage that existed before they arrived. That's one reason I encourage tenants to participate in 

the inspection process whenever possible. 

When both parties start with the same understanding of the property's condition, 

misunderstandings become much less likely. 

Think of the move-in inspection as the starting photograph of the tenancy. Years later, when the 

tenant moves out, you'll compare the property's condition against that original baseline. 

Without a baseline, it's difficult to determine what changed. 

With a baseline, the conversation becomes much easier. 

The smartest landlords understand that inspections aren't about finding fault. 

They're about creating clarity. 
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And clarity prevents conflict. 

A thorough move-in inspection takes time. 

But it takes far less time than arguing over a security deposit years later. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Before your next tenant moves in, walk through the property with your phone and take at least 

100 photos. Document everything. Then save those photos where you can easily find them years 

from now. Remember, the best move-out inspection begins with a great move-in inspection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11 

CONDUCT A THOROUGH MOVE-OUT 
INSPECTION 
Most landlords think the move-out inspection is about finding damage. It isn't. 

The move-out inspection is really about documenting the condition of the property at the end of 

the tenancy and comparing it to the condition of the property when the tenant first moved in. 

When handled correctly, it becomes a straightforward process based on facts. When handled 

poorly, it often becomes an argument based on memories. 

One of the reasons I place so much emphasis on move-in inspections is because they establish 

the baseline. Years later, when a tenant moves out, you need something to compare against. 

Without photographs, notes, and documentation from the beginning of the tenancy, it becomes 



25 
 

© 2026 Rancho Coastal Properties, Inc. All Rights Reserved. This publication is intended for educational purposes 
only and should not be construed as legal, tax, accounting, or professional advice. Reproduction or distribution 

without written permission is prohibited. CalDRE# 1112089, #01836634 

 

difficult to determine what damage was caused by the tenant and what simply resulted from 

normal use over time. 

I once spoke with a landlord who was convinced a tenant had damaged several areas of the 

property. The tenant disagreed. Unfortunately, the landlord had never completed a detailed 

move-in inspection and had very few photographs. As a result, there was no clear evidence 

showing the condition of the property before the tenancy began. What could have been a simple 

conversation turned into a lengthy dispute because neither side had the documentation needed 

to support their position. 

When conducting a move-out inspection, I recommend moving slowly and systematically through 

the property. Open every cabinet. Check every appliance. Test plumbing fixtures. Inspect walls, 

flooring, doors, windows, blinds, and exterior areas. The goal isn't to look for problems. The goal 

is to accurately document the condition of the property. The more thorough your inspection, the 

fewer surprises you'll encounter later. 

Photographs remain one of the most valuable tools available to landlords. A clear set of move-

out photos allows you to compare the property's current condition to its original condition. Those 

photographs often answer questions long before disagreements develop. They also provide 

valuable support if deductions from the security deposit become necessary. 

One area where landlords frequently make mistakes is distinguishing between normal wear and 

tear and tenant-caused damage. Every property experiences wear over time. Paint fades, carpets 

show traffic patterns, caulking ages, and fixtures gradually wear out through ordinary use. Those 

conditions are expected. Damage, however, is something different. Large holes in walls, broken 

fixtures, missing items, unauthorized alterations, and neglect-related issues generally fall into a 

different category. 

It's also important to approach the inspection objectively. The move-out inspection should never 

become a judgment of the tenant. Whether the tenant was easy to work with or difficult to work 

with is irrelevant. The only thing that matters is the condition of the property. The more objective 

you remain, the easier it becomes to make fair and defensible decisions. 

Over the years, I've found that the smoothest move-out inspections usually occur when 

expectations were established from the beginning. Tenants understand their responsibilities. The 

landlord has maintained good records. Both parties understand how the property's condition will 

be evaluated. When everyone starts from the same understanding, disputes become far less 

common. 
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At the end of the day, a move-out inspection isn't about protecting a security deposit. It's about 

protecting the facts. Good documentation removes guesswork, reduces conflict, and allows 

everyone to focus on what actually occurred rather than what they think occurred. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Review the move-out process you currently use. 

If you don't have a written inspection checklist, create one. If you aren't taking comprehensive 

photographs, start doing so immediately. Then compare your next move-out inspection to your 

move-in inspection and ask yourself one simple question: 

"Would a complete stranger be able to clearly see what changed during the tenancy?" 

If the answer is yes, you're doing it right. That's much closer to the voice we've been chasing: 

conversational, easy to read, professional, and not packed with one-line punch statements every 

few sentences. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12 

UNDERSTAND FAIR HOUSING LAWS 
You don't have to be a bad landlord to violate Fair Housing laws. 

In fact, many Fair Housing violations are committed by well-meaning landlords who simply don't 

understand the rules. 

That's what makes this chapter so important. 

Over the years, I've met plenty of landlords who would never intentionally discriminate against 

anyone. They considered themselves fair, reasonable people. Yet some of them unknowingly said 

things, asked questions, or made decisions that could have created serious legal problems. 

The challenge is that Fair Housing laws don't focus on your intentions. They focus on your actions. 
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For example, a landlord may think they're just making conversation when they ask an applicant 

where they're from, whether they have children, what church they attend, or whether they plan 

on starting a family. Those questions may seem harmless, but they can quickly lead into areas 

protected by Fair Housing laws. 

The safest approach is to focus on the application, not the applicant. Your job is not to evaluate 

who a person is. Your job is to evaluate whether they meet your rental criteria. Can they afford 

the rent? Do they meet your screening standards? Do they have a satisfactory rental history? 

Those are the questions that matter. 

One of the smartest things a landlord can do is establish objective screening criteria before a 

property is ever advertised. When every applicant is evaluated using the same standards, 

decision-making becomes much easier and much safer. 

Problems often occur when landlords start making exceptions or changing standards from one 

applicant to another. The moment decisions become subjective, risk increases. Consistency is one 

of the best forms of protection available to landlords. 

Another area where landlords get into trouble is advertising. The wording used in rental 

advertisements matters more than many people realize. Certain phrases that may seem innocent 

can create the appearance of preference or exclusion. The goal is to describe the property, not 

the type of person you hope will live there. 

 

Think about it this way. You're renting a house, not selecting a friend. 

The property doesn't care about a person's background, beliefs, family situation, or personal 

characteristics. The property simply needs a qualified tenant who will pay rent, follow the lease, 

and take care of the home. 

That's why professional landlords focus on facts and qualifications rather than personal opinions 

and impressions. 

One lesson I've learned over the years is that Fair Housing compliance becomes much easier when 

you have a consistent process. Use the same application. Ask the same questions. Follow the 

same screening procedures. Apply the same standards. Document your decisions. 

When you do that, you're not only protecting yourself, you're creating a fairer process for 

everyone involved. 
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The good news is that Fair Housing doesn't have to be complicated. Most problems can be 

avoided by staying focused on objective criteria and treating every applicant professionally and 

consistently. 

At the end of the day, the goal is simple. Find the most qualified applicant based on your 

established standards and make your decision based on facts rather than feelings. 

That's not only good business. It's the right thing to do. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Review your current screening process and ask yourself one important question: "Would every 

applicant go through exactly the same process?" If the answer is no, make the necessary changes. 

The more consistent your process becomes, the better your decisions will be and the less risk 

you'll face as a landlord. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13 

KNOW YOUR LANDLORD-TENANT LAWS- 
ESPECIALLY IN CALIFORNIA 
One of the most expensive mistakes a landlord can make is assuming they know the law. 

I can't tell you how many times I've heard a landlord say, "I've been doing it this way for years." 

Unfortunately, the law doesn't care how long you've been doing something. It only cares whether 

you're doing it correctly today. 

The reality is that landlord-tenant laws change. Legislators pass new regulations. Courts issue new 

rulings. Local governments adopt ordinances that can significantly affect how rental properties 

are managed. What was perfectly acceptable five years ago may no longer be acceptable today. 

Many landlords learn this lesson the hard way. They serve the wrong notice. They enter a property 

improperly. They mishandle a security deposit. They increase rent incorrectly. They rely on advice 

from a friend, neighbor, or online forum instead of verifying the current law. Then a small problem 

suddenly becomes a very expensive problem. 
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One of the reasons I believe property management is more complicated today than it was twenty 

years ago is because there are simply more rules. Most landlords didn't get into real estate 

because they enjoy studying legal requirements. They bought rental property because they 

wanted to build wealth and create income. Unfortunately, owning rental property comes with 

legal responsibilities whether we like it or not. 

The good news is that you don't need to become an attorney. You simply need to understand the 

laws that affect your business and know when to seek professional advice. 

Over the years, I've found that the most successful landlords approach legal compliance the same 

way they approach maintenance. They don't wait until something breaks. They stay informed and 

address issues before they become problems. 

A landlord who understands notice requirements, security deposit rules, fair housing obligations, 

habitability standards, and entry procedures is far less likely to find themselves in a dispute. More 

importantly, when disputes do arise, they are in a much stronger position because they followed 

the rules from the beginning. 

 

Another mistake I see is landlords relying on what another landlord told them. While experienced 

landlords can be a great source of information, laws vary by state, county, and even city. What 

works perfectly in one area may be completely wrong in another. That's why it's important to 

verify information rather than simply accepting it as fact. 

Think of legal knowledge as insurance. Most of the time you won't need it. But when a tenant 

dispute, maintenance issue, lease violation, or eviction situation arises, you'll be grateful you 

invested the time to understand the rules. 

I've also noticed something interesting over the years. Landlords who understand the law tend to 

be more confident. They make decisions more quickly. They communicate more clearly. They 

don't panic when problems arise because they already understand the framework they're 

operating within. 

At the end of the day, landlord-tenant laws are not designed to make your life difficult. They 

establish the rules of the game. Your job is to understand those rules well enough to protect your 

property, your investment, and your business. 

The landlords who ignore the rules usually learn expensive lessons. 

The landlords who understand the rules usually avoid them. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 
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Identify the three landlord-tenant laws that affect your business most often. It might be security 

deposits, notices, habitability requirements, rent increases, or property access rules. Then spend 

one hour this week reviewing the current requirements in your area. A single hour of education 

today can save you thousands of dollars tomorrow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14 

CONDUCT PROPERTY INSPECTIONS EVERY 
SIX MONTHS 
Most landlords don't discover problems when they start. They discover them when they're 

expensive. A small leak becomes water damage. A small plumbing issue becomes mold. An 

unauthorized pet becomes damaged flooring. An unauthorized occupant becomes a lease 

violation. The problem isn't that these things happen. The problem is that they often go unnoticed 

for months. 

That's why routine property inspections are so important. 

Many landlords avoid inspections because they don't want to bother the tenant. Others assume 

that if the rent is being paid on time, everything must be fine. Unfortunately, rent payments and 

property condition are not always connected. Some tenants pay rent faithfully while neglecting 

the property. Others may not even realize a small problem is developing. 

A routine inspection gives you the opportunity to see the property's condition before minor issues 

become major repairs. It allows you to identify maintenance concerns, lease violations, safety 

hazards, and deferred maintenance while the problems are still manageable. 
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I once walked through a property during a routine inspection and noticed a small water stain 

under a bathroom sink. The tenant hadn't reported it because they thought it was insignificant. 

A plumber discovered a slow leak that had been dripping for months. Had the issue continued for 

another six months, the repair would have involved cabinetry, drywall, and flooring. Instead, it 

was fixed with a relatively inexpensive plumbing repair. 

That's the power of catching problems early. 

Routine inspections also help protect good tenants. 

Many tenants appreciate living in a property where the owner or manager actually pays attention. 

They see that maintenance matters. They see that the property is being cared for. That often 

encourages them to take better care of it as well. 

During an inspection, I recommend focusing on the condition of the property rather than looking 

for reasons to criticize the tenant. Check for leaks, safety concerns, smoke detectors, signs of 

deferred maintenance, unauthorized occupants, pet issues, and anything else that may affect the 

property's condition. The goal is to gather information, not create conflict. 

One thing I've learned over the years is that inspections should never feel adversarial. You're not 

conducting an interrogation. You're protecting an investment. Most tenants understand that 

routine inspections are a normal part of property management when they are handled 

professionally and respectfully. 

Documentation is just as important during routine inspections as it is during move-in and move-

out inspections. Take photographs, make notes, and keep records of anything that requires 

follow-up. Those records help establish a history of the property's condition and can be extremely 

valuable if questions arise later. 

The best inspections are often the ones that uncover nothing serious. That means the property is 

being maintained, the tenant is doing their part, and the systems you've put in place are working 

as intended. 

Routine inspections aren't about finding problems. They're about preventing them. And 

prevention is almost always less expensive than repair. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Review your properties and determine when each one was last inspected. If it's been more than 

six months, schedule an inspection and create a simple checklist to follow every time. The sooner 

you discover a problem, the cheaper it usually is to fix. 
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CHAPTER 15 

REQUIRE RENTERS INSURANCE 
One of the most uncomfortable conversations a landlord can have usually starts with the words: 

"Who's going to pay for this?" 

A pipe bursts. 

A fire starts. 

A washing machine overflows. 

A guest gets injured. 

A bicycle gets stolen from the garage. 

Something unexpected happens, and suddenly everyone is trying to figure out who is responsible. 

That's where renters insurance becomes incredibly valuable. 

Many tenants mistakenly believe the landlord's insurance policy covers their personal belongings. 

It doesn't. The landlord's policy generally protects the building itself. The tenant's furniture, 

clothing, electronics, jewelry, and personal possessions are usually the tenant's responsibility. 

Imagine a kitchen fire damages both the property and the tenant's belongings. The landlord's 

insurance may help repair the structure, but the tenant could be left replacing thousands of 

dollars' worth of personal property out of pocket if they don't have renters insurance. 
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That's a tough lesson to learn after the fact. 

Fortunately, renters insurance is relatively inexpensive. In many cases, a tenant can obtain a policy 

for less than the cost of a few cups of coffee each month. Yet that small expense can provide 

significant protection when something goes wrong. 

Renters insurance isn't just about personal property. Many policies also include liability coverage. 

This becomes important if a tenant accidentally causes damage to the property or if someone is 

injured while visiting the rental home. While every situation is different, liability coverage can 

provide an additional layer of protection for everyone involved. 

 

Over the years, I've found that tenants are often more receptive to renters insurance when they 

understand its purpose. It's not another rule created by the landlord. It's a practical tool designed 

to protect them from financial loss. Most people don't think about insurance until they need it. 

Unfortunately, by then it's too late to purchase it. 

From a landlord's perspective, requiring renters insurance is one of the simplest risk-management 

decisions you can make. It doesn't eliminate every problem, but it helps reduce confusion when 

unexpected events occur. Instead of arguing about who should pay for what, there is often an 

insurance policy available to help address the situation. 

Another benefit is peace of mind. Rental properties involve enough uncertainty already. Weather 

events, plumbing failures, accidents, and other unforeseen issues can happen at any time. 

Knowing that tenants have their own coverage helps create a clearer understanding of 

responsibilities before a problem arises. 

Good property management is often about preparing for situations you hope never happen. 

Renters insurance is a perfect example. 

Most tenants will never file a claim. 

Most landlords will never need to discuss it. 

But when something does go wrong, both parties are usually grateful the coverage was in place. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Review your current lease agreement and determine whether renters insurance is required. If it 

isn't, consider discussing the requirement with your attorney and updating your lease documents 

accordingly. The best time to address risk is before a problem occurs, not after. 
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CHAPTER 16 

BUILD A RELIABLE VENDOR TEAM 
One of the biggest differences between struggling landlords and successful landlords has nothing 

to do with the property. 

It has everything to do with the people surrounding the property. 

Sooner or later, every rental property needs help. A water heater fails. A roof leaks. An electrical 

outlet stops working. An appliance breaks down. The question isn't whether these things will 

happen. The question is who you're going to call when they do. 

Many landlords make the mistake of waiting until there's an emergency before looking for a 

contractor. That's usually when bad decisions get made. When water is pouring through a ceiling 

at nine o'clock on a Saturday night, you're not interviewing vendors. You're desperately searching 

for anyone who answers the phone. 

That's not the best time to build a team. 

The best landlords build their vendor relationships long before they need them. They have a 

plumber they trust. An electrician they trust. A handyman they trust. An HVAC technician they 

trust. They know who to call because they've already done the work of finding reliable 

professionals. 

Over the years, I've learned that the cheapest vendor is rarely the least expensive vendor. 

That may sound strange, but it's true. 

A contractor who charges a little less but performs poor work often ends up costing far more in 

the long run. The repair fails. The problem returns. The tenant becomes frustrated. Another 
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contractor has to be hired to fix the original repair. Suddenly the bargain wasn't much of a bargain 

after all. 

What landlords really need is reliability. 

You want vendors who show up when they say they will. You want people who communicate 

clearly, stand behind their work, and treat your tenants professionally. A good vendor doesn't just 

solve maintenance problems. They help protect your reputation as a landlord. 

I remember talking with a property owner who constantly complained about maintenance 

expenses. Every repair seemed to become a major project. Every vendor relationship ended in 

frustration. Eventually I realized the problem wasn't the property. The problem was that he hired 

a different contractor every time something broke. He was constantly starting over. 

Successful landlords don't do that. They build relationships. 

The longer you work with quality vendors, the better those relationships become. Vendors learn 

your expectations. They become familiar with your properties. Communication improves. 

Problems get resolved faster. In many cases, they'll even prioritize your calls because you've 

become a valued client. 

Another benefit of having a strong vendor team is peace of mind. When an emergency occurs, 

you're not scrambling to find help. You already know who to call. That confidence alone can save 

a tremendous amount of stress. 

One lesson I've learned after decades in this business is that property management is ultimately 

a people business. We spend a lot of time talking about properties, leases, and maintenance, but 

behind every successful rental property is a network of good people helping keep things running 

smoothly. 

The smartest landlords understand that they don't need to know how to do every repair. 

They simply need to know who can. 

That's a lesson that becomes more valuable with every property you own. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Make a list of the five vendors you would call if your rental property had an emergency tonight. 

If you can't immediately name a plumber, electrician, handyman, HVAC technician, and 

restoration company, start building those relationships this week. 

A great vendor team won't eliminate maintenance problems. But it will make solving them much 

easier. 
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CHAPTER 17 

MAINTAIN ADEQUATE CASH RESERVES 
One of the fastest ways to turn a good rental property into a stressful rental property is to run out 

of cash. 

I've seen it happen more times than I can count. 

The tenant moves in. The rent starts coming in every month. Everything seems to be going great. 

Then life happens. The air conditioner fails in the middle of summer. A water heater stops 

working. A roof leak appears after a heavy storm. Suddenly a landlord who felt financially secure 

a week ago is scrambling to find money for repairs. 

The problem wasn't the repair. 

The problem was the lack of preparation. 

Many new landlords assume that if the property is generating positive cash flow, they're in great 

shape. What they often forget is that rental properties don't operate on a perfect schedule. 

Expenses don't politely arrive one at a time. Sometimes several things go wrong at once. 

I've seen years where nothing major happened and years where it felt like every property needed 

something expensive within a few months. That's simply part of owning rental real estate. 

The landlords who survive those periods comfortably are the ones who planned for them. 

Think about your rental property like a business. Every successful business maintains reserves. 

They understand that unexpected expenses are not really unexpected. They know equipment 

eventually breaks, systems eventually wear out, and repairs eventually become necessary. 

Your rental property is no different. 
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One mistake I see landlords make is spending every dollar of positive cash flow as soon as it 

arrives. They treat the monthly profit as extra spending money rather than recognizing that some 

of that money needs to remain with the property. 

A rental home should have its own financial safety net. 

When a repair arises, you want to make the decision based on what's best for the property, not 

based on what happens to be in your checking account that week. 

 

Cash reserves also help during vacancies. Even the best properties occasionally sit vacant 

between tenants. The mortgage payment doesn't stop. Property taxes don't stop. Insurance 

doesn't stop. Having adequate reserves allows you to navigate those periods without panic. 

One of the reasons experienced landlords sleep better at night is because they understand this 

concept. They know problems will occur. They simply don't know when. Because they've planned 

ahead, those problems become inconveniences rather than emergencies. 

Over the years, I've found that landlords who maintain healthy reserves make better decisions. 

They aren't forced to hire the cheapest contractor. They aren't tempted to postpone important 

repairs. They aren't constantly worried about the next surprise around the corner. 

Instead, they can focus on managing the property properly. 

That's a much better way to own real estate. 

At the end of the day, cash reserves don't just protect your property. 

They protect your peace of mind. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Take a look at each rental property you own and ask yourself a simple question: "If the water 

heater failed tomorrow, could I replace it without stress?" If the answer is no, start building a 

reserve fund immediately. The best time to save for a repair is before you need one. 
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CHAPTER 18 

KNOW YOUR NUMBERS 
One of the biggest surprises for new landlords is discovering that collecting rent and making 

money are not always the same thing. 

A property may rent for $4,000 per month and still perform poorly as an investment. Another 

property may rent for less and generate a much better return. That's why successful landlords 

pay attention to their numbers. 

Over the years, I've met countless property owners who could tell me exactly how much rent they 

were collecting but had no idea how much money they were actually making. They knew the 

income. They didn't know the expenses. 

That's a dangerous place to be. 

Imagine owning a business and never reviewing the profit and loss statement. Most people would 

never do that. Yet many landlords operate their rental properties exactly that way. They collect 

rent, pay bills, and hope there's money left over at the end of the month. 

Hope is not a financial strategy. 

The smartest landlords know exactly where their money is going. They track maintenance costs, 

insurance premiums, property taxes, vacancy expenses, utilities, management fees, and capital 

improvements. They understand that every dollar spent affects the property's overall 

performance. 

One landlord I worked with was convinced his rental property was doing great. The rent had 

increased steadily over the years, and he rarely looked at the financial reports. When we finally 

reviewed the numbers together, we discovered that maintenance costs had quietly climbed year 

after year. Several small expenses that seemed insignificant on their own had combined to 

dramatically reduce his cash flow. 

The property wasn't performing nearly as well as he thought. 
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The lesson was simple. 

What gets measured gets managed. 

When you know your numbers, you make better decisions. You can identify unnecessary 

expenses. You can recognize opportunities to improve profitability. You can determine whether a 

rent increase is justified. Most importantly, you can evaluate whether your property is helping 

you achieve your financial goals. 

You don't need to become an accountant to be a successful landlord. You do, however, need to 

understand the basic financial performance of your property. Every rental should have a simple 

system that tracks income and expenses throughout the year. 

I also recommend reviewing your property's performance at least once annually. Think of it as a 

report card for your investment. How much rent was collected? How much was spent on repairs? 

How many days was the property vacant? What improvements were made? How did the property 

perform compared to the previous year? 

Those answers provide valuable insight. 

The longer I've been in this business, the more I've realized that successful landlords treat their 

rentals like businesses. They don't manage based on feelings. They manage based on facts. 

The numbers tell the story. 

Your job is to pay attention to what they're saying. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pull out your financial records from the past twelve months and calculate your actual income and 

actual expenses. Not what you think they were. What they were. Then ask yourself one question: 

"If I were considering buying this property today, would these numbers make me excited about 

the investment?" 

The answer will tell you a lot about how well your property is really performing. 
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CHAPTER 19 

STUDY MARKET RENTS CONSTANTLY 
One of the easiest ways to lose money as a landlord is to stop paying attention to the market. 

I've seen landlords underprice their properties by hundreds of dollars per month because they 

haven't looked at comparable rentals in years. I've also seen landlords overprice their properties, 

creating unnecessary vacancy while waiting for a tenant who never arrives. 

Both mistakes are expensive. 

The rental market is constantly changing. New properties come on the market. Interest rates 

move. Employers expand or downsize. Neighborhoods become more desirable. Schools improve. 

New apartment communities open. All of these factors influence what tenants are willing to pay. 

The problem is that many landlords only look at market rents when a tenant moves out. 

That's too late. 

The most successful landlords keep an eye on the market throughout the year. They know what 

similar homes are renting for. They know how long properties are sitting on the market. They 

know whether rents are moving up, staying flat, or beginning to soften. 

That information gives them an advantage. 

I once met a landlord who hadn't increased the rent in nearly six years because he assumed the 

market hadn't changed much. When we compared his property to similar rentals in the 

neighborhood, we discovered he was charging nearly $500 per month below market rent. 

He wasn't losing $500. 

He was losing $6,000 per year. 

And he had been doing it for years. 

On the other side of the equation are landlords who become emotionally attached to a number. 

They decide their property is worth a certain amount and refuse to adjust when the market 
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disagrees. The result is often weeks or months of vacancy while competing properties lease 

around them. 

The market always gets the final vote.  It doesn't matter what you think the property should rent 

for. It matters what qualified tenants are willing to pay. 

That's why I encourage landlords to regularly review comparable rentals. Look for properties that 

are similar in size, condition, location, and amenities. Pay attention to what they're asking, but 

pay even closer attention to what actually rents. 

Asking rent and achieved rent are often two different numbers. The goal isn't to chase every 

dollar. The goal is to maximize long-term income while keeping good tenants and minimizing 

vacancy. Sometimes that means raising the rent. Sometimes it means leaving it alone. The key is 

making decisions based on facts rather than assumptions. 

One thing I've learned over the years is that the market leaves clues. If properties are leasing 

quickly, demand may be strong. If listings are sitting longer than usual, conditions may be 

changing. The landlords who pay attention to those clues are usually the ones who make the best 

decisions. 

Real estate is local. The national headlines are interesting, but your rental property's value is 

ultimately determined by what's happening in your neighborhood. That's where your attention 

should be. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Spend thirty minutes this week reviewing rental listings that compete with your property. 

Look at pricing, condition, amenities, and days on market. Then ask yourself one question: 

"If my property became vacant tomorrow, would I know exactly what rent to ask?" A smart 

landlord doesn't wait for the market to surprise them. They stay one step ahead of it. 
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CHAPTER 20 

UPGRADE STRATEGICALLY 
One of the biggest mistakes landlords make is assuming every dollar spent on improvements will 

increase the value of the rental property. 

Unfortunately, that's not how it works. 

I've seen landlords spend $30,000 remodeling a kitchen only to discover tenants weren't willing 

to pay significantly more rent. I've also seen landlords spend a few thousand dollars on paint, 

flooring, lighting, and landscaping and dramatically improve the property's appeal. 

The difference wasn't the amount of money spent. The difference was how the money was spent. 

Successful landlords understand that rental properties are investments, not personal residences. 

That means upgrades should be evaluated based on return on investment, not personal 

preference. 

Just because you love a particular countertop, appliance package, or designer fixture doesn't 

mean a tenant is willing to pay more for it. 

Tenants care about value. 

They want a clean, attractive, functional home that fits their budget. Most tenants are not 

comparing the brand of faucet in the bathroom. They're comparing your property to the other 

properties available in the market. 

That's why I encourage landlords to focus on improvements that tenants notice immediately. 

Fresh paint, updated flooring, modern lighting, clean landscaping, and attractive curb appeal 

often provide a better return than expensive upgrades hidden behind walls or tucked inside 

cabinets. 

One of the best examples is paint. I've seen landlords spend thousands of dollars on elaborate 

improvements while ignoring walls that looked tired and worn. A fresh coat of paint often 

transforms a property more than many upgrades costing ten times as much. 
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The same principle applies to flooring. Worn carpet, damaged flooring, and outdated materials 

can make an otherwise attractive property feel neglected. Replacing them often creates a 

stronger first impression and helps justify higher rents. 

 

Another mistake landlords make is over-improving a property for the neighborhood. Every 

property has a ceiling. If similar rentals are leasing for a certain range, spending excessive 

amounts on luxury finishes may not produce additional income. The property becomes nicer, but 

the rent doesn't necessarily increase enough to justify the investment. This doesn't mean 

landlords should avoid improvements. It means improvements should be made strategically. 

Before spending money, ask yourself a simple question: "Will this improvement help me attract a 

better tenant, increase rent, reduce maintenance, or improve the property's long-term value?" 

If the answer is yes, it may be a worthwhile investment. If the answer is no, you may simply be 

spending money rather than investing it. 

Over the years, I've found that the best upgrades often accomplish more than one goal. They 

improve appearance, reduce future maintenance, and make the property more competitive in 

the marketplace. Those are the improvements that tend to generate the strongest returns. 

At the end of the day, your goal isn't to create the most expensive rental property in the 

neighborhood. 

Your goal is to create the most desirable rental property within its price range. 

There's a big difference. 

The landlords who understand that difference usually earn more money over the long run. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Before making your next property improvement, write down the expected benefit. Will it increase 

rent? Reduce maintenance? Improve tenant quality? Increase property value? 

If you can't clearly identify the benefit, reconsider the expense. The smartest landlords don't just 

spend money on their properties. They invest it. 
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CHAPTER 21 

CHOOSE DURABLE MATERIALS 
One of the most expensive words in property management is "cheap." Not because inexpensive 

materials are always bad. Because cheap materials often have to be replaced again and again. 

That’s where the saying “The cheapest thing you can buy is quality” comes from. 

I've seen landlords save a few hundred dollars on flooring only to replace it a few years later. I've 

seen bargain paint jobs require constant touch-ups. I've seen inexpensive fixtures break 

repeatedly while higher-quality products continued working year after year. 

The problem isn't the initial cost. The problem is the replacement cost. 

Every time something fails, you're not just paying for the material. You're paying for labor, 

scheduling, tenant inconvenience, and sometimes lost rental income. What looked like a bargain 

often becomes more expensive than buying a better product in the first place. 

One of the smartest landlords I know taught me a simple lesson. He said, "I only want to fix 

something once." 

That philosophy has saved him a tremendous amount of money over the years. 

When selecting materials for a rental property, durability should be one of your primary 

considerations. Remember, rental properties experience more wear and tear than owner-

occupied homes. Tenants move furniture. Children play. Pets scratch surfaces. Daily life takes a 

toll on the property. 

That's why I generally prefer materials that are attractive, easy to maintain, and capable of 

handling years of use. 

Flooring is a great example. A durable flooring product may cost more initially, but if it lasts twice 

as long, it often becomes the better investment. The same principle applies to paint, countertops, 

faucets, appliances, door hardware, and many other components throughout the property. 

Another benefit of durable materials is reduced maintenance. The fewer repairs required, the 

fewer service calls you'll receive. That's good for the tenant, good for the property, and good for 

your bottom line. 

 



45 
 

© 2026 Rancho Coastal Properties, Inc. All Rights Reserved. This publication is intended for educational purposes 
only and should not be construed as legal, tax, accounting, or professional advice. Reproduction or distribution 

without written permission is prohibited. CalDRE# 1112089, #01836634 

 

I also encourage landlords to think beyond appearance. Some materials look great in a showroom 

but perform poorly in a rental environment. Others may not be the trendiest option, but they 

hold up exceptionally well under everyday use. 

The goal isn't to create a luxury showroom. 

The goal is to create a property that remains attractive and functional for years. 

Over the decades, I've learned that durable materials often contribute to higher tenant 

satisfaction as well. Tenants appreciate properties that feel well-maintained and solid. When 

things work properly, they tend to report fewer frustrations and stay longer. 

That's a win for everyone. 

At the end of the day, every improvement should be viewed through a long-term lens. The 

question isn't simply what something costs today. 

The question is what it will cost over the next five, ten, or fifteen years. 

The landlords who understand that distinction usually spend less money over time and 

experience fewer headaches along the way. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Walk through one of your rental properties and identify three items that seem to require repeated 

repairs or replacement. 

Ask yourself whether spending a little more on a higher-quality product could eliminate those 

recurring expenses. Remember, the cheapest thing you can buy is quality. 
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CHAPTER 22 

LEARN NEGOTIATION SKILLS 
Most landlords think negotiation is something that happens when buying or selling a property. 

The truth is, landlords negotiate all the time. 

You negotiate with tenants. You negotiate with contractors. You negotiate with vendors. You 

negotiate with buyers, sellers, insurance companies, and sometimes even yourself. 

The better you become at negotiation, the more money you'll save and the fewer problems you'll 

encounter. 

One of the biggest misconceptions about negotiation is that someone has to lose for someone 

else to win. In my experience, the best negotiations are the ones where both parties walk away 

feeling like they were treated fairly. 

That's especially true in property management. 

A tenant asks for a lease renewal concession. A contractor submits an estimate that seems high. 

A tenant wants to terminate a lease early. These situations don't require confrontation. They 

require communication. 

Years ago, I learned that the first person to become emotional usually loses the negotiation. 

When people become angry, defensive, or stubborn, they stop listening. Once that happens, good 

solutions become much harder to find. 

That's why I always encourage landlords to approach negotiations calmly and professionally. Ask 

questions. Gather information. Understand the other person's position before presenting your 

own. 

Many disputes can be resolved simply because someone took the time to listen. 

Another lesson I've learned is that timing matters. If you negotiate from a position of desperation, 

you're usually at a disadvantage. A landlord with no reserve funds may feel pressured to accept a 

poor contractor bid. A landlord facing a long vacancy may feel pressured to accept an unqualified 

tenant. 

Preparation creates options. Options create leverage. And leverage improves negotiations. 

I also believe that good landlords focus on solving problems rather than winning arguments. 

There's a difference. Winning an argument may feel good in the moment, but solving a problem 

usually produces a better long-term outcome. 
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I've seen landlords spend weeks arguing over a few hundred dollars while losing sight of the 

bigger picture. Meanwhile, the issue remains unresolved and everyone becomes frustrated. 

The smartest landlords know when to stand firm and when to compromise. 

Not every issue deserves a battle. 

Not every request deserves an immediate yes. 

The key is finding solutions that make business sense while preserving relationships whenever 

possible. 

At the end of the day, negotiation is simply communication with a purpose. The better you 

become at understanding people, asking questions, and remaining calm under pressure, the 

better your outcomes will be. 

That's true whether you're negotiating a repair estimate, a lease renewal, or the purchase of your 

next investment property. 

Like most landlord skills, negotiation improves with practice. 

And the return on that investment can be substantial. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Think about the last negotiation you had with a tenant, contractor, or vendor. Ask yourself this 

question: Did I spend more time talking or more time listening? The best negotiators are rarely 

the best talkers. They're usually the best listeners. 
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CHAPTER 23 

UNDERSTAND EVERY LEASE CLAUSE  
Most landlords spend more time reviewing a restaurant menu than they do reviewing their lease 

agreement. That's a mistake. 

Your lease is one of the most important documents in your entire rental business. It establishes 

the rules, responsibilities, and expectations for both parties. When things are going well, most 

tenants never think about the lease. When problems arise, however, the lease often becomes the 

first document everyone reaches for. 

That's why it's so important to understand every clause in it. 

Over the years, I've met many landlords who downloaded a lease from the internet, borrowed 

one from a friend, or started using a form years ago without ever reading it carefully. They 

assumed the lease would protect them. Then a dispute arose and they discovered they didn't 

fully understand what the document actually said. 

That's not a position you want to be in. 

A good lease does more than collect signatures. It clearly explains the relationship between the 

landlord and the tenant. It outlines rent obligations, maintenance responsibilities, occupancy 

limits, pet policies, property access procedures, late fees, and countless other issues that may 

arise during a tenancy. 

The more clearly those expectations are defined, the fewer misunderstandings you'll encounter 

later. 

One lesson I've learned is that tenants often interpret silence in their favor. If a lease doesn't 

address a particular issue, people naturally fill in the blanks with their own assumptions. That's 

why clarity matters so much. A well-written lease reduces confusion because everyone 

understands the rules from the beginning. 

I also encourage landlords to review their lease periodically. Laws change. Regulations evolve. 

Rental practices adapt over time. A lease that worked perfectly five years ago may need updates 

today. Treat your lease like any other important business document. It should be reviewed 

regularly to make sure it remains current and effective. 
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Another mistake landlords make is failing to enforce the lease consistently. If a lease contains a 

rule that is never enforced, tenants quickly learn that the rule doesn't really matter. Over time, 

that can create confusion and frustration for everyone involved. 

The best leases are not necessarily the longest leases. 

They're the clearest. 

A tenant should be able to read the document and understand exactly what is expected of them. 

Likewise, a landlord should be able to explain every major provision without hesitation. If either 

party is confused, that's often a sign that something needs to be clarified. 

Think of the lease as a roadmap. Most of the time, you'll never need to refer to it. But when 

questions arise, it provides direction. The clearer the roadmap, the easier it becomes to navigate 

challenges when they occur. 

At the end of the day, your lease is more than paperwork. It's the foundation of the tenancy. And 

strong tenancies are built on clear expectations. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pull out your current lease agreement and read it from beginning to end. As you review each 

section, ask yourself one question: "If a tenant asked me to explain this clause, could I do it clearly 

and confidently?" If the answer is no, spend some time learning the provision or discussing it with 

your attorney. The best landlords don't just use their lease. They understand it. 
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CHAPTER 24 

ENFORCE RULES CONSISTENTLY 
One of the fastest ways to create problems as a landlord is to enforce your rules inconsistently. 

Most landlords don't do this intentionally. In fact, it usually starts with good intentions. A tenant 

asks for a small exception. The request seems reasonable. The landlord wants to be helpful, so 

they agree. A few months later, another tenant asks for a similar exception. This time the landlord 

says no. 

Now there's a problem. 

The issue isn't necessarily the rule. The issue is inconsistency. 

Over the years, I've learned that tenants pay close attention to how landlords handle situations. 

They notice when rules are enforced for one tenant but not another. They notice when exceptions 

are made repeatedly. Eventually, confusion begins to replace clarity. 

A lease works best when everyone understands the expectations from the beginning. Those 

expectations become much less effective when they change depending on the situation, the 

tenant, or the landlord's mood that day. 

I once worked with a property owner who constantly made exceptions. One tenant was allowed 

to pay rent late. Another tenant was allowed to keep an unauthorized pet. Another tenant was 

allowed to exceed occupancy limits. The owner believed he was being flexible and 

accommodating. 

What he was actually doing was creating a management nightmare. 

Every future decision became more difficult because tenants expected the same treatment others 

had received. Before long, the owner found himself spending more time explaining exceptions 

than enforcing the lease itself. 

Consistency simplifies property management. 

When tenants know the rules will be applied fairly and consistently, there is far less confusion. 

Expectations become clear. Decisions become easier. Disputes become less frequent. 

That doesn't mean landlords should never exercise judgment. Every situation is unique. 

Sometimes circumstances justify additional consideration. The key is making thoughtful decisions 

while maintaining a fair and predictable process. 
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One of the biggest benefits of consistency is that it removes emotion from decision-making. 

Instead of asking, "How do I feel about this tenant?" you begin asking, "How would I handle this 

situation for any tenant?" 

That's a much safer question. 

It's also important from a risk-management standpoint. Consistent enforcement helps 

demonstrate that decisions are being made based on objective business practices rather than 

personal preferences. That's a good habit for every landlord to develop. 

The most successful landlords I've known are often the most predictable. Their tenants know 

what to expect. Their vendors know what to expect. Their policies remain consistent. As a result, 

they spend less time dealing with unnecessary drama and more time focusing on the overall 

performance of their properties. 

At the end of the day, tenants don't need a landlord who changes the rules. They need a landlord 

who is fair. And fairness begins with consistency. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Think about the last three exceptions you've made for tenants. 

Ask yourself this question: "If another tenant made the same request tomorrow, would I handle 

it the same way?" If the answer is no, you may have a consistency problem. The best landlords 

aren't always the strictest. They're the most consistent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 25 

AVOID EMOTIONAL DECISIONS 



52 
 

© 2026 Rancho Coastal Properties, Inc. All Rights Reserved. This publication is intended for educational purposes 
only and should not be construed as legal, tax, accounting, or professional advice. Reproduction or distribution 

without written permission is prohibited. CalDRE# 1112089, #01836634 

 

Some of the most expensive mistakes I've made in real estate started with emotion. Not bad 

intentions. Not lack of experience. Emotion. 

The challenge is that rental property ownership is personal. It's your property. It's your money. 

It's your investment. When something goes wrong, it's natural to react emotionally. 

Unfortunately, emotional decisions are often the exact opposite of good business decisions. 

I've seen landlords become angry after receiving a maintenance request because they felt the 

tenant was being unreasonable. I've seen landlords refuse to negotiate because they wanted to 

prove a point. I've seen landlords approve unqualified applicants because they felt sorry for them. 

In each case, the decision was driven by emotion rather than facts. 

Rarely does that end well. 

One of the most valuable lessons I've learned over the years is that every problem looks different 

after twenty-four hours. Something that feels urgent today often looks much less dramatic 

tomorrow. That's why I try to avoid making major decisions when I'm frustrated, angry, or feeling 

pressured. 

Time has a way of improving judgment. 

A good example is tenant conflict. Every landlord eventually receives a strongly worded email, an 

unreasonable request, or a complaint that seems completely unfair. The temptation is to respond 

immediately. Many landlords fire off a response while they're still upset. 

That's usually a mistake. 

The best response is often the one written the next morning. 

When emotions settle down, clarity usually improves. The focus shifts from winning an argument 

to solving a problem. That's almost always the better approach. 

Emotional decisions also show up during tenant screening. A landlord meets an applicant with a 

compelling story and begins making exceptions to established standards. The applicant doesn't 

quite meet the income requirements. The credit score is lower than preferred. The rental history 

has gaps. 

But the landlord feels bad saying no. Unfortunately, feelings don't collect rent. Standards exist for 

a reason. Every time we abandon them because of emotion, we increase risk. 

The same principle applies to maintenance decisions, rent increases, lease enforcement, and 

vendor relationships. The best landlords don't make decisions based on how they feel at the 

moment. They make decisions based on facts, policies, and long-term goals. 
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That doesn't mean you should become cold or indifferent. Quite the opposite. You can be 

compassionate, professional, and respectful while still making sound business decisions. 

In fact, the most successful landlords often do exactly that. 

They listen carefully. 

They treat people fairly. 

They communicate professionally. 

But they don't allow emotions to control their decisions. 

At the end of the day, owning rental property is a business. Businesses perform best when 

decisions are based on logic, consistency, and good information. The more emotional a situation 

becomes, the more important it is to slow down and focus on the facts. 

I've learned that lesson more than once. 

Usually the expensive way. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Think about the last decision you made as a landlord that didn't work out the way you hoped. 

Now ask yourself an honest question: "Was I following my standards, or was I following my 

emotions?" The answer may teach you more than any real estate seminar ever could. Good 

landlords have emotions. Great landlords don't let emotions make decisions for them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 26 

UNDERSTAND THE TAX ADVANTAGES OF 
RENTAL PROPERTY 



54 
 

© 2026 Rancho Coastal Properties, Inc. All Rights Reserved. This publication is intended for educational purposes 
only and should not be construed as legal, tax, accounting, or professional advice. Reproduction or distribution 

without written permission is prohibited. CalDRE# 1112089, #01836634 

 

One of the reasons so many people invest in rental property has nothing to do with appreciation, 

cash flow, or even leverage. It has to do with taxes. 

Over the years, I've noticed that many landlords focus almost exclusively on the rent they collect 

while paying very little attention to the tax benefits that come with owning investment real estate. 

That's unfortunate because those benefits can have a significant impact on the overall 

performance of a property. 

I am not a CPA, and I always recommend consulting a qualified tax professional for advice specific 

to your situation. However, every landlord should have a basic understanding of how taxes affect 

their investment. The more you understand, the better decisions you'll make. 

One of the first things landlords discover is that rental property expenses are often deductible. 

Mortgage interest, property taxes, insurance, management fees, maintenance expenses, 

professional services, and many other costs associated with operating a rental property may 

provide tax benefits. Understanding these expenses helps landlords recognize the true financial 

performance of their investments. 

Another concept that surprises many property owners is depreciation. While a property may 

actually be increasing in market value, tax rules may allow an owner to depreciate certain 

portions of the property over time. This is one of the unique advantages of real estate investing 

and one of the reasons experienced investors pay close attention to tax planning. 

Good record keeping becomes especially important when taxes enter the picture. Every receipt, 

invoice, repair bill, and financial statement helps tell the story of your property's performance. 

When records are organized throughout the year, tax season becomes much easier and far less 

stressful. 

I've met landlords who treated record keeping as an afterthought. Every year they found 

themselves digging through boxes, searching old emails, and trying to reconstruct expenses they 

should have tracked all along. Not only was it frustrating, but it also increased the likelihood that 

important deductions would be overlooked. 

The most successful landlords I know approach taxes proactively rather than reactively. They 

meet with their CPA before year-end. They discuss upcoming expenses. They review their 

financial statements. They look for opportunities to improve their position while staying fully 

compliant with the law. 

Tax planning is not about avoiding taxes. It's about understanding the rules and using them 

properly. There is a big difference. The government provides certain incentives for real estate 

investors, and smart landlords take the time to understand how those incentives work. 
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One lesson I've learned over the years is that many landlords spend tremendous amounts of 

energy trying to save a few dollars on repairs while ignoring tax strategies that could have a much 

larger financial impact. Sometimes the greatest opportunities aren't found in reducing expenses. 

They're found in understanding how the business operates as a whole. 

At the end of the day, rental property ownership is more than collecting rent. It is a business, and 

taxes are part of that business. The landlords who understand their numbers, maintain good 

records, and work with qualified professionals often achieve better results than those who simply 

wait until tax season arrives and hope for the best. 

Knowledge doesn't eliminate taxes. 

But it can help you keep more of what you earn. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Schedule a meeting with your CPA before the end of the year and review your rental property's 

financial performance. Ask what records you should be maintaining, what deductions may apply 

to your situation, and whether there are any opportunities to improve your tax position. The best 

tax strategies are usually implemented before the year ends, not after. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 27 

UNDERSTAND INSURANCE 
Most landlords don't think much about insurance until something goes wrong. Unfortunately, 

that's usually the worst possible time to learn what your policy does and doesn't cover. 
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I've seen property owners discover coverage gaps after a major water leak, a fire, a liability claim, 

or a lawsuit. They assumed they were protected because they had insurance. What they didn't 

realize was that not all policies provide the same coverage, and not all risks are treated equally. 

Insurance is one of those expenses that can feel unnecessary when everything is going well. 

Month after month, you pay premiums and rarely think about them. Then one unexpected event 

occurs, and suddenly that policy becomes one of the most important financial tools you own. 

One of the first things every landlord should understand is the difference between homeowner's 

insurance and landlord insurance. A policy designed for an owner-occupied residence may not 

provide appropriate coverage for a rental property. Rental properties involve different risks, and 

those risks should be addressed with the proper insurance coverage. 

Another important consideration is liability protection. Most landlords spend a great deal of time 

thinking about physical damage to the property, but liability claims can be equally significant. If 

someone is injured on the property, legal expenses and potential claims can become extremely 

costly. Adequate liability coverage helps protect both the property and the owner's financial 

future. 

I also encourage landlords to think beyond today's value. Construction costs change. Labor costs 

change. Material costs change. A property that was properly insured several years ago may no 

longer have sufficient coverage today. Reviewing insurance policies periodically helps ensure that 

coverage keeps pace with changing conditions. 

Over the years, I've found that many landlords focus heavily on premium cost while paying less 

attention to coverage quality. Saving a few dollars per month can seem appealing until a claim 

occurs and the policy doesn't respond the way the owner expected. The cheapest policy is not 

always the best policy. What matters is having coverage that adequately protects the investment 

you've worked so hard to build. 

Another topic worth discussing with your insurance professional is loss-of-rents coverage. If a 

covered event makes the property uninhabitable, this type of coverage may help replace lost 

rental income while repairs are being completed. Many landlords overlook this benefit even 

though it can be extremely valuable during a major claim. 

As your portfolio grows, you may also want to discuss umbrella liability coverage with your 

insurance advisor. Many experienced investors use umbrella policies to provide an additional 

layer of protection beyond the limits of their primary insurance policies. Every situation is 

different, but it is a conversation worth having. 
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One lesson I've learned after decades in real estate is that insurance should not be viewed as a 

commodity. It should be viewed as a risk-management strategy. The goal isn't simply to satisfy a 

lender requirement. The goal is to protect your property, your income, and your financial future. 

At the end of the day, bad things don't happen often. But when they do, they tend to happen all 

at once. That's why insurance matters. Not because you expect disaster. Because you're prepared 

for it. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pull out your current insurance policy and review it carefully. Confirm that the property is properly 

insured as a rental property and not an owner-occupied residence. Then schedule a conversation 

with your insurance professional and ask them to explain any coverage limits, exclusions, or gaps 

you may not fully understand. 

A fifteen-minute insurance review today could prevent a very expensive surprise tomorrow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 28 

COMMUNICATE EARLY AND OFTEN 
Many landlord problems are not really maintenance problems, lease problems, or tenant 

problems. They're communication problems. 

Over the years, I've found that most disputes don't occur because someone had bad intentions. 

They occur because expectations were unclear, assumptions were made, or important 
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conversations never happened. A simple misunderstanding that could have been resolved with a 

quick phone call or email often grows into a much larger issue because nobody addressed it early. 

Good communication builds trust. When tenants feel informed, they tend to be more cooperative 

and more understanding when challenges arise. On the other hand, when tenants feel ignored or 

left in the dark, frustration begins to build. That frustration often leads to complaints, 

misunderstandings, and unnecessary conflict. 

One of the best habits a landlord can develop is responding promptly. You don't always need to 

have the answer immediately, but it's important to acknowledge the concern. A tenant who 

reports a maintenance issue wants to know someone is paying attention. Even a simple message 

explaining that you're working on the issue can go a long way toward maintaining a positive 

relationship. 

Communication is especially important when expectations need to be managed. If a repair will 

take several days, explain the timeline. If a vendor is delayed, let the tenant know. If there is a 

change in plans, communicate it. Most people are remarkably reasonable when they understand 

what's happening. Problems usually arise when they don't. 

I've also learned that communication should be proactive whenever possible. Don't wait for 

tenants to ask questions if you already know information they'll need. If you're scheduling an 

inspection, provide plenty of notice. If work is being performed at the property, communicate the 

details in advance. If a lease renewal is approaching, start the conversation early rather than 

waiting until the last minute. 

Another important principle is to communicate professionally, especially when emotions are 

running high. Every landlord eventually receives an angry email, a frustrated text message, or a 

complaint that feels unfair. In those moments, professionalism matters. Calm, clear 

communication almost always produces better results than reacting emotionally. 

Written communication can be particularly valuable because it creates a record. Emails and text 

messages help eliminate confusion about what was said, when it was said, and what actions were 

promised. That documentation often becomes invaluable if questions arise later. 

One thing I've noticed after decades in property management is that tenants are often willing to 

forgive problems. What they struggle to forgive is silence. A repair delay may be understandable. 

A lack of communication about the delay is much harder to accept. 

At the end of the day, successful property management is largely about relationships. Properties 

don't create problems. People do. And most people simply want to be treated with respect, kept 

informed, and communicated with honestly. 
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The landlords who understand that usually experience fewer disputes, better tenant 

relationships, and longer tenancies. Communication may not solve every problem. But it prevents 

a surprising number of them. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Think about the last tenant issue that became more complicated than it needed to be. Ask 

yourself whether better communication could have prevented the problem or reduced the 

frustration. 

Then choose one tenant this week and proactively communicate something helpful before they 

have to ask. It might be a maintenance update, a lease reminder, or simply a quick follow-up on 

a previous request. Good communication isn't something you do when problems arise. It's 

something you do before they arise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 29 

MASTER SECURITY DEPOSIT COMPLIANCE 
Few topics create more landlord-tenant disputes than security deposits. 

It's easy to understand why. 

The tenant believes they're entitled to get all of their money back. The landlord believes they're 

entitled to recover the cost of damage caused during the tenancy. When expectations don't 

match reality, disagreements often follow. 

The good news is that most security deposit disputes are preventable. 
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The key is understanding the rules, documenting the property's condition, and communicating 

clearly throughout the tenancy. 

One of the biggest mistakes landlords make is treating the security deposit as their money. It isn't. 

A security deposit belongs to the tenant unless there is a legitimate reason, supported by law, to 

make deductions. That distinction is important because it changes how you approach the entire 

process. 

Over the years, I've seen landlords make deductions because they were frustrated with the 

tenant, annoyed by the move-out process, or simply trying to recover normal operating expenses. 

That's a dangerous path. Security deposits should never be used as a punishment. They should 

only be used for lawful deductions that can be supported by documentation. 

This is where your move-in inspection becomes incredibly valuable. If you don't know what the 

property looked like before the tenant moved in, it becomes much more difficult to prove what 

changed during the tenancy. Detailed photographs, inspection reports, and written 

documentation create a baseline that protects both parties. 

Another common source of confusion is the difference between damage and normal wear and 

tear. Every rental property experiences wear over time. Paint fades. Carpet wears down. Caulking 

ages. Door handles loosen. Those conditions are expected and generally considered part of 

owning rental property. Damage, on the other hand, occurs when something is broken, abused, 

neglected, or altered beyond normal use. 

 

The challenge for many landlords is that the line between wear and tear and damage isn't always 

obvious. That's why documentation matters so much. The more evidence you have, the easier it 

becomes to explain and justify any deductions. 

I've also found that communication plays a major role in reducing disputes. When tenants 

understand the condition expectations before they move out, they're more likely to address 

issues themselves. A pre-move-out inspection, when permitted by law, can be an excellent 

opportunity to discuss potential concerns and avoid surprises later. 

Another mistake landlords make is missing legal deadlines. Security deposit laws are often very 

specific regarding timelines, documentation requirements, and accounting procedures. Failing to 

follow those rules can create liability even when the deductions themselves were legitimate. 

That's why every landlord should have a clear understanding of the requirements that apply in 

their area. 
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One lesson I've learned over the years is that security deposits are won or lost long before the 

tenant moves out. They are won through proper screening, clear lease agreements, thorough 

inspections, good documentation, and consistent management practices. By the time a dispute 

occurs, the outcome is often determined by the quality of the records you've maintained 

throughout the tenancy. 

The best security deposit conversations are usually the boring ones. The tenant moves out. The 

property is inspected. The documentation is reviewed. The accounting is completed. Everyone 

understands the result and moves on. 

That's exactly how the process should work. 

At the end of the day, security deposits aren't about making money. 

They're about fairly allocating responsibility. 

When handled properly, they protect both the property owner and the tenant. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Pull out your move-in inspection forms, move-out inspection forms, and security deposit 

procedures. 

Ask yourself one simple question: "If a judge reviewed my file tomorrow, would every deduction 

be supported by clear documentation?" If the answer is no, improve your process now. The best 

security deposit dispute is the one that never happens because the facts were documented from 

the very beginning. 

CHAPTER 30 

MONITOR MARKET TRENDS 
One of the biggest advantages a landlord can have is knowing what's happening before everyone 

else does. 

Unfortunately, many landlords don't pay attention to market trends until a problem appears. They 

notice the market has softened after their property sits vacant. They realize rents have increased 

after they've been undercharging for years. They discover demand has changed after several 

qualified applicants choose competing properties. 

By then, the market has already spoken. 

Successful landlords pay attention long before that happens. 
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The rental market is constantly changing. Population growth, employment opportunities, interest 

rates, housing supply, inflation, and local economic conditions all influence rental demand. While 

you don't need to become an economist, you should understand the factors affecting your local 

market. 

One of the reasons I enjoy studying market trends is that they often provide clues about what's 

coming next. If major employers are moving into the area, rental demand may increase. If large 

apartment complexes are being built nearby, competition may increase. If mortgage rates rise 

significantly, some potential homebuyers may remain renters longer than expected. 

None of these factors guarantee a specific outcome. 

They simply provide information that helps you make better decisions. 

I once worked with a landlord who raised rents aggressively every year because demand had been 

strong for a long time. Eventually, the market shifted. More rental inventory became available, 

tenants had more choices, and leasing activity slowed. The landlord continued using yesterday's 

strategy in today's market and paid the price through extended vacancy. 

The market had changed. 

He hadn't. 

One of the biggest mistakes landlords make is assuming current conditions will continue forever. 

Markets move in cycles. There are periods when rents rise rapidly and periods when growth 

slows. There are times when tenants compete for available housing and times when landlords 

compete for qualified tenants. Understanding those cycles helps you avoid surprises. 

Monitoring market trends also improves your decision-making when it comes to pricing, 

upgrades, lease renewals, and long-term planning. The more information you have, the easier it 

becomes to make strategic decisions rather than reactive ones. 

The good news is that staying informed isn't difficult. Review rental listings regularly. Watch how 

quickly comparable properties lease. Follow local housing news. Pay attention to major 

developments in your area. Talk with other real estate professionals. Over time, you'll begin to 

recognize patterns and identify changes before they affect your property. 

I've found that the most successful landlords are usually curious. They ask questions. They study 

the market. They pay attention. They understand that owning rental property is not a passive 

activity. The market is always changing, and successful investors adapt along with it. 
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At the end of the day, you don't need to predict the future. You simply need to pay attention to 

the present. The landlords who stay informed usually make better decisions than the landlords 

who operate on assumptions. And better decisions almost always lead to better results. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Set aside thirty minutes each month to review your local rental market. Look at comparable 

listings, recent leasing activity, vacancy levels, and any major economic developments that could 

affect housing demand. The more you understand your market, the less likely you are to be 

surprised by it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 31 

PREPARE FOR EMERGENCIES 
Most landlords spend a lot of time thinking about how to make money. Very few spend enough 

time thinking about what could go wrong. 

That's understandable. Nobody enjoys thinking about disasters, water leaks, fires, storms, or 

other emergencies. The problem is that emergencies don't care whether you've prepared for 

them. They happen anyway. 

One of the biggest differences between experienced landlords and inexperienced landlords is not 

how they handle routine situations. It's how they handle unexpected ones. 

Years ago, I received a call from a tenant who discovered water pouring through a ceiling late at 

night. The tenant was understandably upset. Water was spreading quickly, personal belongings 

were at risk, and nobody knew how extensive the damage would be. Fortunately, we already had 
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emergency procedures in place. The tenant knew who to call. We knew which vendors to contact. 

The problem was addressed quickly, and the damage was minimized. 

The emergency itself wasn't unusual. The preparation was. 

Many landlords assume they'll figure things out when a crisis occurs. Unfortunately, emergencies 

rarely provide the luxury of extra time. Decisions must often be made quickly. Contractors need 

to be contacted. Tenants need instructions. Insurance carriers may need to be notified. The more 

preparation you've done beforehand, the easier those decisions become. 

One of the smartest things a landlord can do is create a simple emergency plan. It doesn't need 

to be complicated. The goal is simply to identify the most likely emergencies and determine how 

they will be handled. Water leaks, plumbing failures, electrical issues, fire damage, storm damage, 

and security concerns are all good places to start. 

It's also important to maintain relationships with vendors before an emergency occurs. If you're 

searching for a plumber while water is flooding the property, you're already behind. The best time 

to build a vendor team is long before you need one. 

Communication plays an important role as well. Tenants should know how to report emergencies 

and understand the difference between an emergency and a routine maintenance request. Clear 

instructions can prevent confusion during situations where time matters. 

Another area that often gets overlooked is documentation. During an emergency, take 

photographs, keep records, and document conversations whenever possible. Good 

documentation can be extremely valuable when dealing with insurance claims, contractors, or 

future questions about what occurred. 

I've noticed that landlords who prepare for emergencies tend to remain calmer when problems 

arise. They don't panic because they've already thought through many of the potential scenarios. 

They understand who to call, what steps to take, and how to move forward. That confidence often 

results in better decisions during stressful situations. 

The goal isn't to eliminate every emergency. That's impossible. 

The goal is to reduce the damage, reduce the stress, and improve the outcome when emergencies 

occur. Because sooner or later, something unexpected will happen. That's part of owning rental 

property. The landlords who prepare for it usually recover faster than the landlords who don't. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Create a one-page emergency contact sheet for every rental property you own. Have evacuation 

routes and directions out of the building. Include emergency vendor contacts, utility information, 
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insurance information, and instructions for tenants on how to report urgent issues. Have multiple 

fire extinguishers. You may never need it. But if an emergency happens tonight, you and your 

tenants will be well prepared. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 32 

BUILD STRONG TENANT RELATIONSHIPS 
Many landlords think their job is to collect rent and fix things when they break. While those 

responsibilities are certainly important, I've learned over the years that successful property 

management is really about relationships. 

The better your relationship with your tenants, the easier almost every aspect of property 

management becomes. 

That doesn't mean you need to become friends with your tenants. In fact, I generally recommend 

maintaining professional boundaries. What it does mean is treating tenants with respect, 

communicating clearly, and recognizing that a good tenant is one of the most valuable assets a 

landlord can have. 

I've seen landlords spend thousands of dollars trying to attract new tenants while paying very 

little attention to the good tenants they already had. That's backwards. Finding a qualified tenant 

is difficult. Keeping a qualified tenant is often far more profitable. 
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One of the simplest ways to build a strong tenant relationship is to be responsive. When a tenant 

reports a maintenance issue, acknowledge it. When they have a question, answer it. When you 

make a promise, follow through. These actions may seem small, but they create trust over time. 

Trust is important because rental property ownership inevitably involves challenges. Repairs take 

longer than expected. Vendors miss appointments. Unexpected problems arise. Tenants are 

generally far more understanding when they trust that the landlord is acting in good faith and 

communicating honestly. 

Another lesson I've learned is that people want to feel heard. Sometimes a tenant's biggest 

frustration isn't the actual problem. It's the feeling that nobody is listening. Taking a few minutes 

to listen carefully and communicate respectfully can often prevent minor concerns from 

becoming major disputes. 

Good tenants also appreciate consistency. They want to know the rules will be applied fairly. They 

want to know what to expect. When landlords communicate clearly and manage properties 

professionally, tenants tend to respond positively. 

I've found that strong tenant relationships often lead to practical benefits as well. Tenants who 

feel respected are more likely to report maintenance issues early. They're more likely to cooperate 

during inspections. They're more likely to renew their lease. They often take better care of the 

property because they feel invested in the tenancy. 

One thing many landlords overlook is the cost of turnover. Every time a good tenant moves out, 

there's usually some combination of vacancy, cleaning, repairs, marketing, showings, and leasing 

expenses. Retaining a quality tenant can save a tremendous amount of money over time. 

That doesn't mean every tenancy will be perfect. Some tenants will still complain. Some 

relationships will still be challenging. That's part of the business. The goal isn't perfection. The 

goal is creating an environment where communication, respect, and professionalism are the 

norm rather than the exception. 

The longer I've been in this business, the more I've realized that most tenants simply want a safe, 

well-maintained home and a landlord who treats them fairly. When those expectations are met, 

good things tend to happen. 

At the end of the day, rental properties are buildings. 

But property management is about people. The landlords who understand that usually 

experience fewer headaches and better long-term results. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 
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Think about your best tenant. Now ask yourself why they were your best tenant. Was it because 

they paid on time, communicated well, took care of the property, or stayed for several years? 

Once you've identified those qualities, ask yourself what you can do to encourage more tenants 

to behave the same way. Strong tenant relationships don't happen by accident. They're built one 

interaction at a time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 33 

REDUCE VACANCY 
I know this is not a revelation to you, but vacancy is one of the most expensive expenses a landlord 

will ever face. The goal is to avoid turnover at all expense. 

The problem is that many landlords don't think of vacancy as an expense. They think of it as a 

temporary inconvenience. In reality, every day a property sits empty costs money. The mortgage 

payment continues. Property taxes continue. Insurance continues. Utilities may continue. 

Meanwhile, no rent is coming in. 

I've often told property owners that a vacant property is like a taxi with no passenger. The meter 

keeps running, but nobody is paying the fare. 

One of the biggest mistakes landlords make is becoming so focused on achieving the highest 

possible rent that they lose sight of the bigger picture. A property that sits vacant for two months 

while chasing an extra few hundred dollars in monthly rent often ends up generating less income 

than a property that was priced correctly from the beginning. 

The market doesn't reward stubbornness. I've had some landlords hold out for a price they 

thought their property was worth only to have it sit vacant for months on end before they finally 
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listened to me and lowered their price. People know what properties are supposed to be renting 

for, they go on to Zillow, Redfin, Realtor.com and they see other like properties and what they are 

renting for. If you're asking $6500 for your 3 bedroom house and the one down the street is 

renting for $6100 per month then you ought to pay attention to the market and adapt to it. It 

rewards value. 

Over the years, I've found that reducing vacancy starts long before a property becomes vacant. It 

begins with maintaining the property properly, responding to tenant concerns, and creating an 

experience that encourages good tenants to stay. Every time a quality tenant renews their lease, 

you avoid the costs associated with turnover. 

When a property does become available, preparation matters. Properties that show well tend to 

lease more quickly. Fresh paint, clean flooring, attractive landscaping, and professional 

photography can dramatically improve a property's appeal. First impressions matter because 

prospective tenants often make decisions within minutes of arriving at a property. 

 

Marketing also plays a significant role. A poorly written advertisement with dark photos and 

limited information will attract less interest than a professional listing that highlights the 

property's strengths. In today's market, tenants often form their first impression online before 

they ever schedule a showing. 

Another factor is responsiveness. Prospective tenants have choices. If someone inquires about a 

property and doesn't receive a response for several days, they may already be looking elsewhere. 

The landlords who respond quickly often secure the best applicants because they engage with 

prospects while interest is highest. 

I've also learned that pricing and condition work together. If a property is in average condition, it 

should probably be priced like an average property. If it's been updated and maintained 

exceptionally well, it may justify a premium. Problems arise when landlords try to achieve 

premium pricing with average presentation. 

One of the best habits you can develop is regularly reviewing competing rental listings. Look at 

the photos. Read the descriptions. Compare pricing. Ask yourself honestly whether your property 

stands out or blends in. Understanding your competition helps you position your property more 

effectively. 

The goal isn't simply to fill a vacancy. 

The goal is to attract a qualified tenant as quickly as possible while maximizing long-term income. 

Those are not always the same thing. 
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The landlords who consistently minimize vacancy are usually the ones who prepare early, price 

realistically, market professionally, and respond quickly. None of those things are complicated, 

but together they can make a tremendous difference. 

At the end of the day, vacancy is not something you manage after it happens. 

It's something you work to prevent before it happens. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Think about the last time one of your properties became vacant. Looking back, ask yourself what 

could have been done to lease the property faster. Was it pricing, condition, marketing, 

responsiveness, or something else? 

The answer may reveal opportunities to reduce vacancy the next time a property becomes 

available. Every vacant day has a cost. The smartest landlords work hard to keep those days to a 

minimum. 

CHAPTER 34 

INCREASE TENANT RETENTION 
One of the easiest ways to increase profitability as a landlord is to keep good tenants longer. 

That may sound obvious, but many landlords spend far more time focusing on finding new 

tenants than they do keeping the good ones they already have. The reality is that every time a 

quality tenant moves out, it costs money. There may be vacancy, cleaning, repairs, advertising, 

showings, screening, lease preparation, and all the other expenses associated with finding a 

replacement. 

Most landlords know exactly how much they collect in rent. 

Far fewer know how much tenant turnover costs them. 

I once worked with a property owner who was frustrated about a modest rent increase requested 

by his tenant. He was convinced the tenant should pay more and wasn't interested in discussing 

alternatives. The tenant moved out. The property sat vacant for several weeks, required cleaning 

and touch-up work, and eventually rented for only slightly more than the previous tenant had 

been paying. 

When we added up the vacancy and turnover costs, the landlord lost far more money than he 

would have gained from keeping the original tenant. 

That experience reinforced a lesson I've seen repeated many times throughout my career. 
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Good tenants are valuable. Really valuable. 

A good tenant pays on time, communicates well, takes care of the property, and creates fewer 

management headaches. Replacing a tenant like that is rarely risk-free. The next tenant may be 

equally good—or they may not. 

That's why tenant retention deserves serious attention. 

One of the best ways to retain tenants is through responsiveness. People appreciate living in a 

property where concerns are addressed promptly and professionally. When tenants feel ignored, 

they begin looking for alternatives. When they feel valued, they're often more willing to stay. 

Communication also plays an important role. Lease renewals should never be a surprise. Waiting 

until the last minute creates unnecessary pressure for both parties. Starting the conversation 

early gives everyone time to evaluate options and make thoughtful decisions. 

Another factor is fairness. Most tenants understand that expenses increase over time. Property 

taxes rise. Insurance costs rise. Maintenance costs rise. What tenants often dislike are sudden 

surprises or rent increases that feel disconnected from the market. Clear communication and 

reasonable expectations go a long way toward maintaining positive relationships. 

I've also found that small gestures can have a surprisingly large impact. A prompt response to a 

maintenance issue, a follow-up call after a repair, or simply treating tenants with respect can help 

create goodwill. Most tenants don't expect perfection. They expect professionalism. 

The landlords who achieve the highest retention rates usually create an environment where 

tenants feel comfortable staying. The property is maintained. Communication is consistent. 

Expectations are clear. Problems are addressed before they become major frustrations. 

At the end of the day, tenant retention is about more than avoiding vacancy. It's about protecting 

income. It's about reducing turnover costs. And it's about recognizing that a proven tenant is 

often worth far more than an unknown applicant. 

The smartest landlords understand that keeping a great tenant is usually easier and less expensive 

than finding another one. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Make a list of your current tenants and identify which ones you would love to keep for another 

year. Then ask yourself what you're doing to encourage them to stay. A small improvement in 

tenant retention can have a surprisingly large impact on your bottom line over time. 
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CHAPTER 35 

UNDERSTAND RISK 
Every rental property comes with risk. The question is not whether risk exists. The question is 

whether you recognize it before it becomes a problem. 

One of the biggest misconceptions about real estate investing is that it's passive. While rental 

property can be an excellent wealth-building tool, it also requires ongoing attention and decision-

making. Every decision a landlord makes either increases risk, reduces risk, or leaves risk 

unchanged. The most successful landlords I've worked with don't spend their time worrying about 

risk. They spend their time managing it. 

Think about tenant screening. Good screening doesn't guarantee you'll never have a problem 

tenant. It simply reduces the risk. The same is true for routine inspections, maintenance, 

insurance, lease agreements, and financial reserves. None of these eliminate risk completely, but 

each one helps improve the odds of a successful outcome. 

I've found that many landlord problems can be traced back to someone ignoring an obvious risk. 

The landlord who skips screening because they're eager to fill a vacancy. The landlord who 

postpones a repair because they're trying to save money. The landlord who doesn't carry 

adequate insurance because they've never had a claim before. 

In almost every case, the warning signs were there. 

They were simply ignored. 

One of the most valuable lessons I've learned over the years is that small risks often become large 

problems when left unattended. A minor maintenance issue becomes a major repair. A small lease 
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violation becomes a larger lease violation. A tenant who pays a few days late every month 

eventually stops paying altogether. 

The earlier you address a risk, the easier it usually is to manage. That's why successful landlords 

pay attention to details. They don't assume things will work themselves out. They don't rely on 

luck. They identify potential problems and take action before those problems become expensive. 

Another important concept is understanding the difference between controllable risk and 

uncontrollable risk. You can't control the economy. You can't control interest rates. You can't 

control natural disasters. However, you can control how thoroughly you screen applicants. You 

can control how well you maintain your property. You can control the quality of your lease 

agreement and the size of your reserve fund. 

The smartest landlords focus their energy on the things they can control. 

I've noticed that inexperienced landlords often spend a lot of time worrying about unlikely events 

while overlooking the risks they face every day. In reality, most financial losses in rental property 

ownership don't come from dramatic disasters. They come from a series of small mistakes that 

could have been prevented. 

Poor screening. Deferred maintenance. Inadequate documentation. Weak communication. Lack 

of preparation. Those issues create far more losses than most landlords realize. At the end of the 

day, risk management isn't about fear. It's about awareness. 

The more aware you are of potential risks, the more prepared you'll be to handle them. 

And the more prepared you are, the better your chances of protecting your property, your 

income, and your peace of mind. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Take a few minutes and make a list of the three biggest risks facing your rental property today. 

Then ask yourself what you're doing to reduce each one. You may discover that some of your 

greatest opportunities are not found in increasing income. They're found in reducing risk. 
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CHAPTER 36 

IT'S NOT HOW. IT'S WHO. 
This may be the most important chapter in the entire book. 

In fact, if you only remember one lesson from everything you've read so far, I hope it's this one. 

Most landlords spend their lives asking the wrong question. They ask, "How do I fix this?" "How 

do I screen tenants?" "How do I handle an eviction?" "How do I repair a roof?" "How do I do my 

taxes?" Those aren't bad questions. In fact, they're the same questions most of us ask when we're 

getting started. The problem is that they're focused on the wrong thing. 

Years ago, I believed successful real estate investors knew how to do everything. I assumed they 

were experts in construction, accounting, law, maintenance, leasing, negotiations, and property 

management. Then I started meeting investors who owned far more property than I did. What 

surprised me was how little they actually did themselves. 

They weren't plumbers. They weren't electricians. They weren't attorneys. They weren't 

accountants. They weren't roofers. What they were exceptionally good at was knowing who to 

call when a problem arose. 

That realization completely changed the way I looked at business. 

One of the biggest mistakes landlords make is believing they must personally solve every problem. 

They spend countless hours watching YouTube videos, reading online forums, and trying to 

become experts in subjects that have very little to do with their real goal. Their goal isn't to 

become a plumber. Their goal isn't to become an electrician. Their goal isn't to become a tax 

expert. Their goal is to own profitable rental property. 

Those are very different things. 
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I once knew a landlord who spent three weekends trying to repair a plumbing issue because he 

didn't want to pay a professional. After multiple trips to the hardware store, several frustrating 

days, and one flooded bathroom, he finally called a plumber. The plumber fixed the problem in 

less than an hour. 

At first glance, the landlord felt like he had saved money. But when you looked closer, he had 

actually paid a much higher price. He lost three weekends. He lost valuable time with his family. 

He experienced unnecessary frustration. Most importantly, he lost time that could have been 

spent growing his business or enjoying his life. 

The longer I've been in this business, the more I've realized that successful landlords are really in 

the relationship business. They build networks. They build teams. They surround themselves with 

people who know things they don't know. 

A great landlord may have a trusted property manager, attorney, CPA, insurance agent, plumber, 

electrician, handyman, landscaper, lender, and real estate broker. Individually, each person brings 

expertise. Collectively, they provide something even more valuable: leverage. 

Leverage is one of the reasons some investors own one property while others own twenty. The 

investor with twenty properties isn't necessarily smarter. They simply learned that growth comes 

from building a team rather than trying to do everything themselves. 

This lesson extends far beyond maintenance and repairs. When legal questions arise, the answer 

isn't learning enough law to become an attorney. It's knowing the right attorney to call. When tax 

questions arise, the answer isn't spending weeks studying tax code. It's having a CPA you trust. 

When you need a great tenant, a reliable contractor, or advice about a property purchase, the 

question isn't how to become an expert overnight. 

The question is who can help. 

One of the most valuable assets you can build as a landlord isn't equity. It's your network. Every 

reliable vendor, trusted advisor, experienced professional, and successful relationship you 

develop makes you a more effective landlord. They help you avoid costly mistakes. They help you 

make better decisions. They help you solve problems faster and with less stress. 

When I look back at the biggest breakthroughs in my career, very few came from learning how to 

do something myself. Most came from finding the right person. The right attorney. The right CPA. 

The right contractor. The right mentor. The right employee. The right client. The right tenant. 

That's why I believe this chapter is so important. 
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Many landlords spend years trying to become experts at everything. The smartest landlords 

become experts at building a team. They understand that wealth is rarely created by doing 

everything yourself. Wealth is created by leveraging the knowledge, skills, and experience of 

others. 

That's the lesson. And it's one worth remembering. 

 

 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Make a list of every responsibility you currently handle as a landlord. Next to each responsibility, 

write the name of a person who could help you perform that task better, faster, or more 

efficiently. 

If you don't have a name, make it your mission to find one. Because the fastest way to increase 

your Landlord IQ is to stop asking, "How do I do this?" and start asking, "Who already knows 

how?" 
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CHAPTER 37 

STUDY SUCCESSFUL LANDLORDS 
One of the fastest ways to improve as a landlord is to learn from someone who has already made 

the mistakes you're about to make. 

That may sound obvious, but many landlords insist on learning every lesson the hard way. They 

spend years figuring things out through trial and error when someone else could have taught 

them the same lesson in a thirty-minute conversation. 

I've certainly made my share of mistakes over the years. Looking back, many of them could have 

been avoided if I had simply listened to someone with more experience. Instead, I thought I 

needed to figure everything out myself. 

Experience is a wonderful teacher. 

It's also a very expensive one. 

One of the things I've noticed about successful landlords is that they're constantly learning. They 

read. They ask questions. They attend seminars. They talk to other investors. They seek out people 

who know more than they do and pay attention to what those people are saying. 

What's interesting is that successful landlords don't just study success. They study mistakes. They 

want to know what caused the eviction. What caused the lawsuit. What caused the vacancy. What 

caused the bad tenant placement. Because understanding what went wrong is often more 

valuable than understanding what went right. 

Years ago, I had the opportunity to spend time with several investors who owned significantly 

more property than I did. I expected them to have some secret formula that nobody else knew. 

What I discovered instead was that they simply made fewer mistakes. 
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They screened more carefully. 

They maintained their properties better. 

They understood their numbers. 

They surrounded themselves with good people. 

They stayed disciplined. 

There was no magic. 

Just better decisions made consistently over long periods of time. 

That lesson stayed with me. 

The truth is that real estate investing is not a sprint. It's a long game. Small improvements in 

decision-making can produce dramatic results when compounded over many years. That's why 

studying successful landlords is so valuable. You begin to recognize patterns. You see what works. 

You see what doesn't. Most importantly, you learn which mistakes are worth avoiding. 

I also encourage landlords to find mentors whenever possible. A mentor doesn't need to be 

someone famous. It could be a local investor, an experienced property manager, a broker, or 

someone who has successfully managed rental property for many years. The right mentor can 

shorten your learning curve dramatically. 

Another valuable habit is joining groups where landlords share experiences and ideas. Some of 

the best lessons I've learned didn't come from books. They came from conversations with people 

who were dealing with the same challenges I was facing. 

The most successful landlords I know are surprisingly humble. Even after decades in the business, 

they continue learning. They don't assume they have all the answers. They understand that 

markets change, laws change, technology changes, and best practices evolve. 

That mindset is one of the reasons they continue succeeding. At the end of the day, there is no 

reason to make every mistake yourself. Plenty of landlords have already made them. 

The smart move is to learn from their experiences, adopt their best practices, and avoid repeating 

the lessons that cost them time and money. 

That's one of the fastest ways to increase your Landlord IQ. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 
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Identify one successful landlord, investor, broker, or property manager you respect. Reach out 

and ask them one question: "What is the biggest mistake you made as a landlord?" Listen carefully 

to the answer. You may learn a lesson in five minutes that saves you thousands of dollars in the 

future. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 38 

NEVER STOP LEARNING 
One of the biggest mistakes a landlord can make is believing they've figured everything out. 

The moment you think you've seen it all, the rental housing business has a way of proving you 

wrong. 

Over the years, I've watched laws change, markets change, tenant expectations change, 

technology change, and property management practices change. Some of the things that worked 

perfectly twenty years ago would create problems today. Likewise, many of the tools available to 

landlords today didn't even exist when I first entered the business. 

That's why I believe one of the most valuable skills a landlord can develop is the willingness to 

keep learning. 

The best landlords I've met are curious people. They ask questions. They pay attention to changes 

in the market. They stay informed about new laws and regulations. They learn from both their 

successes and their mistakes. Most importantly, they understand that education is not something 

that ends after a seminar, a class, or a book. 

It's an ongoing process. 

One of the reasons real estate is such a rewarding business is that there is always something new 

to learn. Every tenant is different. Every property is different. Every market cycle presents new 

challenges and opportunities. The landlords who continue growing are usually the ones who 

embrace that reality rather than resist it. 
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I often think about the landlords who refuse to adapt. They continue using outdated lease 

agreements. They ignore changes in the law. They rely on information that may have been 

accurate years ago but is no longer relevant today. Eventually, those habits catch up with them. 

The world keeps moving. /8Whether we move with it is our choice. 

One lesson I've learned after decades in real estate is that knowledge compounds just like money. 

A small lesson learned today may not seem particularly important. But over time, those lessons 

accumulate. They improve your decision-making. They help you avoid costly mistakes. They make 

you more confident when challenges arise. 

That's why I encourage landlords to read books, attend educational events, listen to industry 

experts, and learn from experienced investors. You don't need to become obsessed with 

education. You simply need to commit to learning a little more this year than you knew last year. 

The landlords who do that tend to make better decisions. 

And better decisions tend to produce better results. 

As you've read through this book, you've probably noticed a common theme. Successful 

landlording isn't about luck. It's about making a series of good decisions over and over again. 

Better screening decisions. Better maintenance decisions. Better financial decisions. Better 

communication decisions. 

Education helps improve all of them. 

If there is one final lesson I'd like you to remember, it's this: no matter how long you've owned 

rental property, there is always another level. There is always something you can improve. There 

is always a new idea worth considering. 

The most successful landlords aren't the ones who know everything. They're the ones who never 

stop learning. That's how they continue growing. That's how they continue improving. And that's 

how they continue building wealth over time. 

Landlord IQ Action Step 

Commit to learning one new thing about landlording every month. Read a book. Attend a seminar. 

Talk to an experienced investor. Study a new law. Learn a better way to screen tenants or manage 

maintenance. The specific topic doesn't matter nearly as much as the habit. Because the moment 

you stop learning is the moment your Landlord IQ stops growing. 
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FINAL THOUGHTS 
A MESSAGE FROM MIKE DANIELS 

If you've made it this far, congratulations. You've just learned many of the same lessons that 

landlords spend years—and sometimes tens of thousands of dollars—learning the hard way. 

The truth is that successful landlording isn't complicated. It's simply a series of good decisions 

repeated consistently over time. Screen carefully. Maintain your property. Communicate clearly. 

Know your numbers. Follow the law. Build a great team. Continue learning. Do those things 

consistently, and you'll put yourself ahead of most landlords. 

At Rancho Coastal Properties, we've built our entire company around those same principles. 

We're different from many property management companies because we intentionally stay small. 

We are a boutique brokerage by design. We don't believe bigger is always better. In fact, we've 

found that when property management companies become too large, service often suffers. 

We manage fewer than 100 properties at a time. By keeping our portfolio intentionally small, 

we're able to remain hands-on, responsive, and deeply involved in the properties we manage. 

Our clients aren't account numbers. They're people who have trusted us with one of their most 

valuable assets. 

Over the years, we've helped landlords through virtually every situation imaginable. Difficult 

tenants. Maintenance emergencies. Lease disputes. Market changes. Vacancies. Evictions. 

Insurance claims. Property sales. You name it. 

One thing I've learned after decades in this business is that every landlord eventually encounters 

a challenge they weren't expecting. 

Sometimes everything is going perfectly. Sometimes it isn't. That's where having an experienced 

team can make all the difference. 

If your rental property is running smoothly, that's great. Keep doing what you're doing. But if 

things ever start to feel overwhelming, if a tenant situation gets out of control, if you're tired of 
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dealing with maintenance calls, legal compliance, rent collection, or the day-to-day 

responsibilities of property ownership, remember that you don't have to do it alone. 

Think of us as your Plan B. When you need help, we're here. I also invite you to visit our website 

at ranchcoastalproperties.com. Over the years, we've created an extensive library of educational 

videos designed specifically for landlords, property owners, tenants, and real estate investors. 

Whether you're a first-time landlord or a seasoned investor, you'll find practical information that 

can help you make better decisions and avoid costly mistakes. 

My goal in writing this book wasn't to impress you. My goal was to help you. If even one chapter 

saves you from a bad tenant, a costly mistake, or a stressful situation, then it was worth writing. 

Thank you for spending this time with me. I wish you success, great tenants, strong cash flow, and 

many years of profitable property ownership. And if you ever need a Plan B, don't hesitate to 

reach out. 

We Want What You Want... Only the Best Tenants Who Pay Their Rent On Time. 

Best regards,  

 

Mike Daniels 

Broker / Owner 

Rancho Coastal Properties, Inc. 

760-822-1528 

www.RanchCoastalProperties.com 

 

 

http://www.ranchcoastalproperties.com/

