Reverse Selection: Landlords and the
Sorting of HCV Renters

Scholars of poverty and residen-
tial mobility have long been interested
in how the choices and preferences of
low-income families interact with hous-
ing policy to create and reproduce high-
poverty and racially segregated neigh-
borhoods (Massey & Denton 1993;
Mayer & Jencks 1989; Wilson 1987).
However, both of these explanations
ignore a critical intermediary force in
distributing residents across urban
space: the landlord. Recent research
has revealed that landlords affect resi-
dential instability and the reproduction
of poverty through eviction (Desmond
2012; Hartman & Robinson 2003). But
how do landlord practices sort residents
into homes across urban areas? Land-
lords function as gatekeepers, affect-
ing where people end up living. In my
work, I examine landlords as a miss-
ing piece of the puzzle, and find that
landlord practices combine with struc-
tural forces and residential choices to
unequally sort renters across urban
space.

To show how policy, preferences
and landlords meet, I consider the
transformation in housing policy over
the past two decades, which has
brought about the demolition of large-
scale public housing and the shift to
tenant-based housing subsidies. The
Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD)’s Housing Choice
Voucher (HCV) program, formerly
“Section 8,” has been expanded to
serve over 2.2 million low-income
households nationwide (CBPP 2012),
with the intent to provide opportuni-
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ties for poor families to access new
neighborhoods. Out of the five mil-
lion households across the country that
federal housing programs now assist,
over half are now housed in privately
owned properties (Schwartz 2010).
But even though a voucher can be used
in any neighborhood with an afford-
able unit (defined as 40-50% of Area
Median Rent), voucher holders are
concentrating in neighborhoods with
moderate to high poverty rates (Galster
2005; Hartung and Henig 1997; Orr
et al. 2003), and Black voucher hold-
ers live in poorer and more segregated

We must focus on those
supplying housing.

neighborhoods than White voucher
holders (Devine 2003; Galvez 2010;
Pendall 2000). This raises an impor-
tant puzzle: Why don’t renters move
to better neighborhoods when they are
provided the financial assistance to do
so?

A rich body of research has con-
sidered the myriad obstacles to suc-
cessful lease-up with a voucher, in-
cluding bureaucratic barriers with the
HCV program and problems with
landlords (Boyd et al. 2010; DeLuca,
Garboden & Rosenblatt 2013; Edin,
DeLuca & Owens 2012; Pashup et al.
2005); discrimination (Freeman & Li
2013; Tegeler, Cunningham & Turner
2005); and social ties (Boyd 2008;
Boyd et al. 2010). However, in order
to understand why voucher holders end
up in the neighborhoods they do, I
argue that we must also look beyond
those who are seeking housing, to fo-
cus on those who are supplying hous-
ing. I find that landlord strategies are
linked to residential sorting patterns
through three steps: 1) selection, where
landlords favor certain types of ten-

ants; 2) a matching process, where
landlords cherry-pick certain types of
tenants for certain types of units; and
3) the selective retention of tenants
who do not have the means to leave.
These decisions can have an important
impact on which voucher holders end
up in which properties and how long
they stay.

The Baltimore Study

To explore this question, I lived in
Baltimore for 15 months between 2011
and 2012, where I conducted ethno-
graphic fieldwork and in-depth inter-
views with 20 landlords and 82 resi-
dents. All landlord respondents own
one or more rental units, though some
are also property managers (with
whom tenants often interact as the
landlord’s proxy), and I observed them
in this capacity as well. The sample
spans the range of types of landlords
who rent to voucher holders, and also
represents a significant portion of the
units rented through the HCV program
in Baltimore at this time. Together,
these individuals and the companies
they represent own and manage over
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3,000 units in Baltimore city, over
1,600 of which are rented to voucher
holders, meaning that they control over
14 % of the nearly 12,000 units rented
through the HCV program at the time
of the study (HUD 2009). Below I
describe some of the key findings from
a forthcoming paper in City & Com-
munity, entitled “Rigging the Rules of
the Game: How Landlords Geographi-
cally Sort Low-Income Renters”
(Rosen 2014).

FINDINGS

The Appeal of the Voucher Program

The city now has one of the highest
voucher rates in the country (HUD
2009; U.S. Census Bureau 2010). Bal-
timore landlords face a common set
of challenges in the local housing land-
scape: vacancies, high turnover and
rent collection. Evolving HCV poli-
cies, coupled with the financial crisis
of 2008 and subsequent changes to
Baltimore’s housing landscape, mean
that the HCV program now offers a
set of potential solutions to these prob-
lems. In particular, the burden of rent
collection is eased with voucher ten-
ants since the majority of their pay-
ments are issues directly and depend-
ably to the landlord by the housing
authority.

Matching: “A Tenant for Every
House”
What constitutes an ideal tenant? As
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I observed landlords interact with pro-
spective tenants and carefully select
which properties to show them and in
what order, I learned that there is no
universally “good” tenant. As one
landlord pointed out, it depends on the
property: “The thing is, you don’t
need a lot of help when it’s a good
area. But in the bad area, that’s when
it’s hard. The key is you got to under-
stand that everyone needs somewhere
to live. There’s a tenant for every
house. You’ve just got to find the right
tenant.”

Landlords have an array of proper-
ties located in different neighbor-
hoods, and a list of prospective ten-
ants with varying traits and prefer-
ences. We might think about landlords
responding to tenant demand by find-
ing them a home that meets their needs.

Landlords strategically
orient their businesses
toward the voucher
market.

But landlords have another, perhaps
more pressing concern, which is to fill
as many of their units as possible with
tenants who are likely to stay over the
long term. In a city with a high va-
cancy rate like Baltimore’s, near 16
percent of unit are vacant (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2010, includes available
and abandoned properties). Landlords
engage in a matching game: they sort
residents into optimal units in order
to minimize vacancies and turnover,
while they maximize profit. Finding
the right tenant for a property means
matching tenant characteristics—such
as age, family size, race, voucher sta-
tus and financial risk—To property
characteristics—such as size, condition
and neighborhood location.

The most important criteria upon
which landlords match are voucher sta-
tus and geography. In disadvantaged
neighborhoods, it can be hard to find
and attract market tenants who pay
their rent reliably. This provides an
incentive for landlords to find voucher
tenants to occupy units in these areas.

Not only does renting through the
voucher program provide a rent that is
paid reliably, there is also evidence that
in some neighborhoods landlords can
charge more than they would be able
to obtain on the open market. In many
poor neighborhoods landlords are
obliged to lower their asking rents for
market-rate tenants in order to fill units
and accommodate the incomes of the
local population. The voucher rent
ceilings are based on Fair Market Rent
(FMR) for a much larger geographic
area, and may indeed be higher than
other similar houses on the block or in
the neighborhood.

Landlords also match on race, but
since Baltimore’s voucher holder
population is over 90% African-
American (HUD 2009), landlords can-
not practically use race as a criterion
for selection if they want to have
voucher tenants. However, landlords
do use race as a criterion for deter-
mining which property, and where,
they are likely to show homes to a pro-
spective tenant. One tenant placement
agent admits to this type of steering
based on race:

Now, I know—this may be dis-
crimination and I must openly ad-
mit that I may discriminate, but I
won’t take a White client and put
her right down in the middle of Park
Heights... When we place Whites,
it’s Whites on Section 8, and we [do]
get Whites, but I'll try to place them
in a more safer type neighborhood
... I won’t try to place a White down
in the middle of the war zone. You
can call it discrimination, but to me,
it just wouldn’t be right.

What this agent describes as a “war
zone” is a predominantly Black, mod-
erately poor neighborhood in North-
west Baltimore. If landlords and agents
like this one are prioritizing the place-
ment of White voucher holders in the
limited units they have in White neigh-
borhoods, they are de facto unable to
place Black tenants in such neighbor-
hoods. This may be one explanation
for the disparate locational outcomes
we see for Black and White voucher
holders in the quantitative research.
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Reverse Selection: Building a Better
Mousetrap
In some neighborhoods—particu-
larly in disadvantaged or high-crime
neighborhoods—Ilandlords have diffi-
culty attracting tenants with or with-
out a voucher. Therefore, it is com-
mon to actively recruit and target de-
sired tenants. For example, many
landlords stand outside the Baltimore
Housing Authority office, recruiting
voucher tenants for their hard-to-rent
properties in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods. Thus, voucher holders with
fewer resources to conduct indepen-
dent housing searches will be more
likely to end up viewing these types
of units. This is an important way in
which voucher holders are internally
sorted within the voucher market.
Another way to target desired ten-
ants is to compensate for the neigh-
borhood by offering enticements to the
tenant. For example, a young Black
landlord says he can capitalize on a
property that is still under renovation
in order to “lock down” the tenant:
You can ... put the tenant in a
position where they are in control.
So you come into a room and say,
“What color do you want this
room?” And they feel like now it
belongs to them, so it makes them
want the property even more. It
makes them do the things they
need to do to qualify for the prop-
erty and then we rent it a lot faster.

Landlords have an arsenal of strat-
egies to fill hard-to-rent properties.
Another landlord takes the idea of
“locking down” a tenant a step fur-
ther. When showing voucher holders
properties, he picks up families at their
homes and personally drives them to
see available units. He shuttles them
directly in the door of the newly reno-
vated home, emphasizing the quality
of the unit over its surroundings, and
effectively preventing prospective ten-
ants from exploring the neighborhood.
Once the tenant gets in the door, it is
much easier to negotiate because the
home is beautifully renovated with lots
of amenities. “The house looks like
anything that you might walk in in the
suburbs on the inside of the house, so

it’s beautiful... It’s like, if you build a
better mousetrap, you know how they
say that...” In other words, the land-
lord lures the tenant into the home,
dazzles them with sparkling new reno-
vations, and proposes a rental contract
on the spot. The landlord’s financial
investment in the home is rewarded by
the ability to attract a voucher tenant.

This same placement agent often
advises landlords that offering tenants
enticements or “promotions,” on an
apartment in an unattractive neighbor-
hood can help it to rent more quickly,
and makes it easier to attract the cov-
eted voucher tenant: “I tell owners ...
look, you want to get your place

Landlords play a role in
selective retention of
tenants.

rented. Okay. All right, now, this girl
is on Section 8, okay? Her annual in-
come is $6,000 a year. For real. You
want a $1,000 security deposit? You
want one sixth of her annual income.”
The security deposit is not usually cov-
ered by the housing voucher, so waiv-
ing the deposit is a particular entice-
ment to voucher tenants and others on
fixed incomes for whom it would be
very difficult to come up with a large
lump sum of money. An understand-
ing of voucher holders’ financial cir-
cumstances allows landlords to make
offers that are so good, they are hard
to refuse. Fifteen out of the twenty
landlords selectively used some form
of “move-in special” or security de-
posit waiver to entice desired tenants.

Some landlords market properties
specifically toward the “lower end” of
the voucher market. This less advan-
taged segment is more susceptible to
landlord tactics: tenants who have bad
credit histories, unfavorable residen-
tial references, or criminal records
have fewer rental options, and are
more likely to accept the first unit a
landlord offers them. Voucher hold-
ers who have little money saved up for
a security deposit are more likely to
accept a unit if the landlord offers to
waive it. Those who have only lived

in rental units with rodent infestations,
dysfunctional kitchens or persistent
water leaks might be more susceptible
to the allure of a newly renovated
kitchen or the landlord’s offer of a
dishwasher. Those with few resources
for learning about new and different
neighborhoods are more likely to be
swayed by the physical features of the
unit than by the less tangible charac-
teristics of the neighborhood. Land-
lords capitalize on these vulnerabili-
ties, attracting the tenants they want
by “building a better mousetrap,” in
one landlord’s words. I call this pro-
cess “reverse selection,” where, rather
than tenants selecting homes and
neighborhoods, landlords are select-
ing tenants. This has important impli-
cations for where voucher holders end

up.

Selective Retention: Leveraging the
Voucher

Previous research has demonstrated
that eviction is a means through which
landlords selectively purge residents
(Desmond 2012; Edin, DeLuca &
Owens 2012; Hartman & Robinson
2003; Stegman 1972). I find evidence
that landlords also play a role in the
selective retention of renters. In a
majority of cases, landlords have a
strong financial incentive not to evict
tenants (especially voucher tenants,
whose rent is paid mostly by the gov-
ernment). Eviction is costly to the land-
lord, and most go out of their way to
avoid it unless absolutely necessary.
In fact, much of the time, landlords
are scheming of ways not to rid them-
selves of tenants, but to hold on to ten-
ants, taking measures to discourage
and prevent them from leaving. Land-
lords have at their disposal a number
of strategies to get desirable tenants to
stay in hard-to-rent units, ranging
from enticements and incentives, to
strategic implementation of the HCV
rules surrounding inspections and the
terms of the lease, to threats of voucher
loss and financial entrapment.

In this study, one of the biggest
challenges landlords face is tenant turn-
over. In one landlord’s perception:

(Please turn to page 6)
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“Every tenant wants to move all the
time. That is the one bad thing about
Section 8 ... They all want to move,
all the time.” Turnover incurs signifi-
cant costs. Every time a tenant moves,
expenses include repainting, re-carpet-
ing, and the loss of valuable time and
money looking for a new tenant.

The so-called “teeth” of the HCV
program can help landlords to combat
this challenge. Landlords exploit the
intricacies of the voucher rules to at-
tenuate the movement of voucher hold-
ers out of their properties. The HCV
program does not allow a tenant to be
issued a new voucher to move if the
landlord is owed any money, as ex-
plained by one landlord: “If they owe
money for damages, they can’t move
until they make good on it. The old
way, they used to be able to just pack
up, move, and be irresponsible... Es-
sentially, it’s not really that you’re
holding them... [it’s] that they’re ac-
countable.” Furthermore, by permit-
ting small, unpaid rental portions to
accrue over time, landlords can facili-
tate a situation where the tenant owes
more money he or she can repay, and
therefore cannot leave the home with-
out losing the voucher. A landlord ex-
plains how this works:

[Certain landlords] game the Section
8 system back to the tenant... If some-

one owes them money or if some-
one doesn’t pay their $100 portion...
[they] would let them not pay, and
then hold that over their head. So
when they say, “I want to leave,”
“No, you owe me $1500.” And they
are never coming up with $1500.

This practice may serve as a broader
mechanism that keeps tenants “stuck
in place” (Sharkey), preventing them
from moving on to newer homes and
neighborhoods.

Landlords imagine the rental pro-
cess as a game between landlord and
tenant, in which the voucher is in jeop-
ardy and can be used to manipulate
behavior. But the rules are rigged.
Landlords have superior access to in-
formation and resources, they know
the rules of the game and how to use
them. In contrast, many voucher hold-
ers are not aware of their own bargain-

The set of landlord
practices described
here form a powerful
sorting instrument.

ing power and do not have the resources
to employ it effectively. Landlord re-
tention tactics effectively hold the
most disadvantaged voucher holders—
those behind on their rent—into some
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of the worst quality units in the poor-
est neighborhoods.

IMPLICATIONS &
CONCLUSION

There are several ways to improve
current policy and to address these
problems within the voucher system.
Better information and housing coun-
seling for families, transportation for
housing searches, and security deposit
assistance would all minimize the ef-
fect of the landlord’s targeted recruit-
ment tactics that attract and retain vul-
nerable voucher holders. It is essen-
tial for families to be informed of their
rights as tenants so they can report
necessary repairs or request to move
without fear of losing their voucher.

Another potential area of interven-
tion is in the calculation of Fair Mar-
ket Rent and the perverse incentives
that are created its definition. New
research finds that when the FMR is
defined at the zip-code level rather than
at the metropolitan level, voucher
holders move to better neighborhoods
with no additional costs (Collinson &
Ganong 2013). This has important im-
plications for the cost effectiveness of
voucher administration. If housing
authorities spend less on rent, they
could help a larger number of fami-
lies, which is key, since only one in
four qualified families currently re-
ceives housing aid (Turner & Kingsley
2008).

The shift in American housing
policy in the last two decades towards
individual subsidies has been touted as
a way to let the private market solve
the problem of concentrated poverty—
in which federal housing policy has
been historically complicit—by pro-
viding opportunities for poor families
to move to neighborhoods of their
choosing. However, without studying
how landlords mediate market forces,
we miss an important mechanism
shaping residential inequality. Rather
than providing low-income families
with the opportunity to make informed
decisions about which neighborhood
would be best for them, the system has
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been turned on its head. Instead of ten-
ants selecting neighborhoods, land-
lords are recruiting, selecting, and then
sorting tenants into the units and neigh-
borhoods where the greatest profit can
be made. Despite its potential to fa-
cilitate the mobility of low-income
households, the HCV program has in
some cases done the opposite. In this
process of reverse selection, supply ac-

tually creates demand, landlords’ ac-
tions shape and constrain residents’
choices. This reversal illuminates an
important mechanism in processes of
residential sorting and selection. The
voucher case demonstrates the ways in
which landlord practices intervene to
pervert the process of residential
choice, revealing the limits of a mar-
ket-based solution to a complicated and

entrenched social problem. The set of
landlord practices described here form
a powerful sorting instrument that
channels the most disadvantaged
voucher holders into some of the worst
neighborhoods, thus reproducing spa-
tial inequality and concentrated pov-
erty.
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