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Transparency in Rental Fees
As part of the housing search, prospective renters 
often pay application fees to be considered for 
available rental units. Application fees can limit 
options for renters and strain household budgets, 
particularly for renters with low and modest 
incomes who already face high rental cost burdens. 
These fees may be particularly burdensome in 
tight markets where renters often submit multiple 
applications as they compete for scarce units. In 
addition, the monthly rent included in a listing may 
not reflect the full cost if a landlord later requires 
the tenant to pay undisclosed or hidden fees. This 
issue of Policy & Practice provides an overview of 
the research on rental fees and highlights strategies 
to encourage transparency and fairness in the rental 
market.

Research Insights

Most prospective renters contact several owners 
or property managers and visit multiple units 
during their housing search, even if they ultimately 
apply to fewer units. Typically, each application is 
accompanied by a rental application fee, which can 
range from $50 to several hundred dollars and is 
meant to cover the cost of background and credit 
checks.1 A tighter rental market nationally has led to 
an increase in the percentage of renters applying to 
two or more properties.2

Application fees are pervasive within the rental 
market3 and contribute to a prerental application 
process that disproportionately burdens Black and 
Hispanic renters and low-income households with 
housing vouchers.4 Black and Hispanic renters, on 
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average, apply to more units than White renters.5 
In addition to applying to more units, 73 percent of 
Black and Hispanic renters and 84 percent of Asian 
renters pay an application fee, compared with 56 
percent of White renters.6 

Even if prospective renters are charged modest 
rental application fees, the fact that most 
prospective renters apply to at least one unit 
means these costs can add up quickly. Because 
tenant screening reports may include inaccurate 
information, prospective renters may pay multiple 
application fees only to be repeatedly rejected 
because of those inaccuracies.7

Furthermore, after securing housing, renters may 
end up paying a monthly amount for their housing 
that exceeds the listed price of the unit due to 
hidden or junk fees.8 Tenants are sometimes evicted 
when they don’t pay these fees—even if they have 
paid their rent. These fees make it harder for renters 
to find housing in the future if they are saddled with 
debt, an eviction on their record, or diminished 
credit scores.9 

Innovative Policies and Practices

Across the country, state and local governments 
have placed limits on the amount and types of fees 
that can be charged to tenants and now require 
increased upfront disclosure of fees that tenants 
will be charged. Leasing platforms and housing 
providers have also taken action to limit or better 
disclose fees. These actions aim to increase 
transparency for renters and ensure that fees reflect 
the actual costs to housing providers. Although 
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state and local governments play an important 
role in regulating fees and promoting fairness, 
housing search platforms and housing providers 
can voluntarily take proactive steps to increase 
transparency in rental transactions. This section 
highlights actions that governments and housing 
providers can take to increase transparency or limit 
rental fees.

Cap or eliminate rental application fees.

Recognizing that application fees often exceed 
the costs of screening services, some states have 
limited the application fees that landlords can 
charge. Several states, such as Virginia, cap rental 
application fees at a specific dollar figure, with caps 
typically ranging from $20 to $50.10 Other states, 
such as Washington, set the cap to equal the exact 
cost of the tenant screening service.11 Vermont has 
banned rental application fees altogether.12

Allow prospective renters to provide their own 
screening reports. Instead of renters paying 
landlords to screen on their behalf, some states 
are enabling renters to purchase and provide their 
own screening reports. New York State prohibits 
landlords from collecting application fees from 
prospective renters with portable screening 
reports.13 State laws in California, Maryland, and 
Washington define reusable tenant screening 
reports, including the contents of those reports 
(e.g., income, rental history, credit history, and 
criminal history) and the length of time they are 
valid.14 Maryland and Washington require landlords 
to disclose whether they accept reusable screening 
reports.15 Those two states prohibit landlords from 
charging a fee to an applicant with a portable 
report unless the landlord has properly disclosed 
that portable reports are not accepted. Similarly, 
California prohibits landlords from charging a fee 
to an applicant with a portable report unless the 
landlord does not generally accept such reports.16

Allow a single application fee to cover multiple 
applications. Similarly, some rental leasing and 
property management websites allow renters to 
reuse applications and screening reports when 
applying to multiple listings on the platform. The 

Transparency in renTal Fees   |   July 2023

online rental platform Avail, which serves mom-and-
pop landlords, allows the 1.3 million renters on its 
platform to access their application information and 
submit it to multiple property owners at no additional 
cost.17 Zillow offers a universal rental application that 
allows renters to apply to unlimited units for 30 days 
and includes their credit and background reports.18 
Like the Common App for college applications, 
these policies enable prospective renters to apply to 
more units at no additional charge.

Limit allowable fees and deposits at the time of 
move-in or lease signing. When tenants sign a 
lease to move into a unit, they can be charged a 
mixture of nonrefundable fees and fully refundable 
deposits. State and local governments can set limits 
on these fees. For example, the city of Seattle allows 
only nonrefundable fees to be charged for cleaning 
and screening.19 Generally, those fees are limited 
to less than 10 percent of one month’s rent.20 In 
addition, Seattle’s regulations stipulate that landlords 
cannot charge cleaning fees at both the beginning 
and end of rental periods,21 and it forbids landlords 
from charging security deposits and fees in excess 
of one month’s rent.22 Several states also specify 
that the lease agreement must include the amount, 
timeframe, and conditions for late fees.23

Clearly identify bottom-line amounts that tenants 
will pay for move-in and monthly rent.

Advertisements and lease documents can include 
language that makes it tough for prospective renters 
to identify additional fees that increase their total 
monthly costs. These lease document features 
should be one page or less in length, in a readable 
format, and provided in the languages spoken in 
the local area and should clearly identify costs to 
renters and the purposes of those costs. The Texas 
Apartment Association provides a Summary of Key 
Information in their model lease document that 
succinctly highlights the total monthly costs and any 
additional fees to which renters may be subjected.24 

Connecting to the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development’s Efforts

In January 2023, the Biden-Harris Administration 
released a Blueprint for a Renter Bill of Rights, which 



Transparency in renTal Fees   |   July 2023 3

includes five principles that create a shared baseline 
for fairness for renters in the housing market. One 
of the principles focuses on clear and fair leases, 
highlighting the need for transparency around fees 
and security deposits, among other best practices.25 
This brief expands upon a letter that Secretary Fudge 
published urging all housing providers, as well as state 
and local governments, to take action to limit and 
better disclose fees charged to renters in advance of 
and during tenancy.26 
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