
Tenant Screening: Crime 
and Best Practices
A webinar by 



Creating a repeatable tenant screening process will save you 
time, stress, and litigation.

You can (and should!) set clear policies to address tricky 
situations, like an applicant’s criminal history or lack of social 
security number.

The Department of Urban Housing and Development wants 
you to be able to explain the “why” behind your tenant 
screening process.
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Tenant Screening 
and Fair Housing



A Snappy 
Fair Housing Overview
Seven protected classes nationally:

● Race
● Color
● Religion
● Sex (including gender identity and sexual 

orientation)
● Disability
● Familial status

Pro Tip: Enroll in TurboTenant’s Fair Housing for 
Landlords course to avoid up to a $16,000 fee for your 
first violation. Learn More >>

https://academy.turbotenant.com/course/fair-housing-for-landlords


To align with fair housing laws, should be:

▪ A repeatable process
▪ The same for each renter
▪ Free from blanket judgments in 

most regards

Why  does setting 
criteria matter?



Poll:  

Are you exempt from the FHA?



Fair Housing Act Exemptions: 
Crash Course
Per HUD:

● Owner-occupied buildings with no more than four units
● Single-family houses sold and rented by the owner without 

the use of an agent
● Housing operated by religious organizations and private 

clubs limiting occupancy to members

 may be exempt from the FHA

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/fair_housing_equal_opp/fair_housing_act_overview


Tenant 
Screening Basics



Start With Marketing
● Follow the Fair Housing Act
● Ensure key qualifiers are in your listing
● Specify what your screening process entails
● Use an automatic pre-screening tool



Pre-Screener Questions
● TurboTenant asks each lead for their:

▪ Contact information
▪ Employment situation
▪ Monthly income
▪ Desired move-in date
▪ Number of co-habitants
▪ Pet information
▪ Smoking status
▪ Questions re: the unit
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Poll:  

How confident are you in your ability 
to screen tenants?



● A criminal background check

● A credit check 

● An eviction history report

The Components of 
Tenant Screening

● Income verification

● Interviews with former 

landlord(s)



● Shows you applicants’ financial history 
and current financial health

● Includes: 
▪ Credit bureau score
▪ SSN verification
▪ Employment history
▪ Fraud indicators
▪ Address history
▪ Payment history
▪ Collection accounts
▪ Civil records

The Tenant Credit Check



General rules of thumb:
▪ Credit score: 560-850

● If you reject an applicant based 
on credit score, you must send 
an adverse action letter

▪ Rent-to-income ratio: ~30% of 
gross income

▪ Old/no collections

Setting Financial Criteria

Did You Know? TurboTenant’s free rent-to-income 
calculator makes this step easy.

Decline
350-523

Conditional
524-537

Low Accept
538-559

Accept
560-850

https://www.turbotenant.com/rent-to-income-ratio-calculator/
https://www.turbotenant.com/rent-to-income-ratio-calculator/


Tenant Screening 
Report Example



Tricky Tenant 
Screening Situations



● The applicant has no credit history at all?

● Their credit score is too low, but their other 
financials are good?

● Consider requiring 
a co-signer/guarantor + higher deposit

What if…



● Black renters equal ~19% of 
America’s renter population
▪ And ~43% of those evicted 

nationally
● Black women with children are the 

most vulnerable

Evictions Crash Course

Evictions stay on your public record for up to seven 
years, according to Experian.

https://www.experian.com/blogs/ask-experian/how-long-does-eviction-stay-on-report/#:~:text=Eviction%20records%20can%20stay%20in,bankruptcy%20and%20information%20about%20lawsuits.


● One previous eviction listed? 
▪ Discuss with the applicant
▪ Get in touch with former 

landlord(s)*
▪ Require a co-signer +/or increased 

security deposit*

How to Handle Evictions



Criminal Background Criteria
● HUD advises landlords to:

▪ Remember that some protected 
classes are disproportionately 
arrested

● Look at every case closely 
▪ Determine if there was:

● A conviction
▪ The age of the conviction

● Evidence of rehabilitation
▪ Consider the applicant’s history since 

that point



Isn’t any felony conviction proof of a  
threat?
No 
● HUD cites University of Minnesota 

1960’s study re: crime recidivism
▪ Findings: 

● No additional crimes within 
seven years of original crime?

● Same risk level as someone 
without criminal history



So, I can’t blanket-ban felons?
No

▪ Investigate the circumstances 
of each criminal history report
● Does the applicant pose a 

current threat?
▪ Refuse applicants whose 

presence would endanger 
yourself, other tenants, 
neighbors, etc. Registered sex offender status may not show up on the 

criminal background check, but the registry is a public 
database. Check your local laws for specific statutes - 
you may need to cite them in your lease!

https://www.nsopw.gov/
https://www.nsopw.gov/


Screening
International Applicants
● Asking about a lead’s 

immigration status or 
citizenship + requiring proof 
of legal residency is illegal in 
some states

● There are many valid reasons 
for a lead to be in the U.S.
▪ And you can still screen 

them!



International Leads:
What to Evaluate
Some/all of the following:
● A copy of their passport and visa (as applicable)
● A letter of reference from their previous landlord
● A letter from the lead’s employer verifying their income
● Two months of pay stubs
● A credit reference letter
● A monthly billing statement



Rejecting an Applicant
● Remember that you cannot deny an 

applicant based on their:
▪ Gender
▪ Age
▪ Race
▪ Ethnicity
▪ Sexuality
▪ Or any other protected class

● Send an email stating you won’t be 
offering them a lease Pro Tip: Wait to reject other applicants who passed 

your criteria until you have a signed lease.



Rejection After Screening 
Report Example



Q &  A

TurboTenant, Inc does not provide legal advice. This material has been prepared for informational purposes only and TurboTenant assumes no responsibility or 
liability for any errors or omissions in the content of this material. All users are advised to check all applicable local, state, and federal laws and consult legal 
counsel should questions arise.



Landlord from everywhere 
life takes you with 

TurboTenant’s mobile app

Streamline every part of 
rental property management 

by going Premium

● Unlock Income Insights from 
TransUnion

● Cut your applicant’s fee by $10
● Enjoy phone support from our 

Colorado-based team

● Review pre-screening questionnaires 
on the go

● Send tenant screening requests from
anywhere

● Find your new renter faster

https://turbo-tenant.app.link/e/download-mobile-app

