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Late rent payments are a way of life when you're a landlord. There's always a tenant or two who misses a payment or sends 

in a late payment—but it could always be worse. What happens when there's a universal crisis that can affect your tenants' 

abilities to pay the rent? 

During the COVID-19 crisis, this hypothetical question quickly took a detour into an unfamiliar—and startling—reality. 

Otherwise reliable renters have lost jobs or face a reduction in pay due to stay-at-home restrictions. At this very moment, 

your tenants could be struggling to cover their bills and put food on the table—not only now, but for the foreseeable future. 

If it's happening now, could it happen again with another crisis down the road?

The financial landscape of many renters—and even some landlords—is encompassed dramatically in a survey done by 

GOBankingRates in mid-December of 2019, right before the novel Coronavirus began to emerge on the world's radar. They 

found that a shocking percentage of Americans (69%) have less than $1,000 in their savings at any given time. Worse yet, 

45% reported having no form of savings at all. With that in mind, the disruption to the economy means more than lost 

sales: it means that many of your renters were probably living paycheck to paycheck.

With the pressure of the situation facing your renters—and yourself—bearing down on you, you may be asking yourself: 

"How do landlords collect rent in a crisis?"

Before you start chasing down your residents and demanding the rent from a safe, six-foot distance, there's a better way 

to approach rent collection during a crisis. Our team put together this handbook to help landlords collect the rent they 

need while maintaining good tenant relationships. With a plan in place, you can navigate the current process and stay 

prepared if it ever happens again. 

That said, we know that the landlords we serve are just as caught up by their own bills:

The new CARES Act doesn't necessarily provide you mortgage relief if you have a privately-backed loan.

Property taxes, home insurance, and other demanding payments don't disappear during a pandemic.

Your credit card debt or vehicle loan (if you have either) have practically no coverage under the CARES Act.

Without the cash flow from your tenants' monthly rental payments, you'll face a financial crisis of your own—soon.
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We mentioned not rushing to confront your tenants about past-due rent during a crisis. They could be dealing with the 

stress of losing a job or income and may already be wondering how they're going to find life's basic necessities to get 

through this time—let's all be honest here, finding toilet paper has been a very legitimate challenge.

Despite these new obstacles, the rent is now past due. They know it—yet they're struggling to make the payment in the face 

of mouths to feed on no income—and it's completely out of their control during a quarantine.

Under normal conditions, reaching out with your regular rent payment reminders would be appropriate. However, when 

living under significant crisis conditions, you have an opportunity for an empathetic approach to collecting past-due rent. 

Assuring your tenants that you hear them and understand that we're in a difficult time can help them better deal with the 

crisis. It can also make what comes next easier for many residents to bear.

EMPATHY GOES A LONG WAY
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Your tenants could be scared to reach 

out to you about the past-due rent. 

Letting them know you understand that 

we're in a difficult time and we're all in 

this together can help ease their fears 

about touching base with you about 

how to approach this new reality.

BE PROACTIVE
Now is not the time to be an angry 

landlord. How you handle your resident 

relationships right now could either win 

renewed leases from your tenants 

down the road or cause them to leave 

your property as soon as they can. 

Reaching out and listening to your 

tenants goes a long way when times are 

hard.

BE KIND
Even while following the above two 

tips, you still need to maintain a sense 

of professionalism in these dealings 

with your renters. While we're all going 

through this shared madness together, 

when it ends, you need to be sure that 

your business relationship with your 

renters is still intact.

BE PROFESSIONAL
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Your tenants are more likely to pay the rent if they understand the rules haven't changed.

They might skip ordering food for delivery every night or hold off shopping online for a new wardrobe when they 
realize a crisis doesn't cancel the rent.

They might also seek relief for other bills to make sure they can pay the rent. 

Practicing empathy doesn't mean you should forego working to collect the rent during an emergency. Per the lease 

agreements, your tenants still owe a rent payment every month to continue living in your properties—even with hashtags 

like #RentZero and #RentRelief gaining traction on social media.

As a property owner, it might feel strange—or even cruel—to stick to the rules about rent payments when you know your 

tenants might be struggling with finances during a crisis, but it's crucial to maintain the rules. Remember: you are 

struggling too, and you have fewer protections than your renters do in this scenario.

This principle remains true: your tenants' financial situations do not change the fact that they must pay the rent 
every month. Whether it's a financially challenging time for one tenant or the country as a whole during a crisis, we're all 

in this together—and that means our obligations, too.

You might be aware of this psychology about paying bills: people tend to pay the bills that come with the most significant 

penalties for nonpayment or late delivery. It's one of the reasons your lease agreements document late fees or other 

penalties for late rental payments. Late fees and the threat of eviction become very real possibilities when a tenant 

withholds the rent. 

Even if there's a national moratorium on evictions to make sure people aren't without a place to live during a crisis, you 

can still enforce the rules about paying the rent on time. You don't want your tenants to have to choose between food on 

their table and paying the rent, but the reality is: it's their decision to make. You still need to get paid.

TENANTS MUST STILL PAY THE RENT
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THE PSYCHOLOGY OF PAYING BILLS
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You've been empathetic, and you've reminded your tenants that they must pay the rent on time every month. In most 

cases, that should be enough to keep the rent checks flowing throughout a crisis. 

However, you might have a tenant or two experiencing enough financial difficulty that they can't fulfill their rental payment 

commitment. Before you get frustrated with your tenants, remember that you're a kind, helpful landlord!

Providing options for your tenants can go a long way in maintaining a good landlord-tenant relationship. Plus, there are 

plenty of options and resources that don't require you to change the rules.

Start with these types of options. Work with your tenants on a timeframe for them to seek outside help before you adjust 

protocol. 

OFFER OPTIONS (WITHIN REASON)
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OUTSIDE RESOURCES

This is an excellent idea to keep on hand whether we're in a crisis or not. A tenant can lose a job or struggle to pay the 

rent at any time. Point them toward the government or nonprofit resources that can assist in paying the rent to help 

them through a tough financial time. 

Research local, state, or federal rent relief programs and resources

The current COVID-19 situation is changing rapidly. Help your tenants stay up to date about resources and regulations 

about how you can handle tenants and rental payments.

Stay up to date with current regulations and new options

Churches often have funds set aside to help people with bills. Local relief organizations can help provide food or other 

essentials that can help tenants have money for the rental payment. Friends and family could be a resource for a gift 

or loan to pay the rent.

Direct them to friends, family, and the community
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If the situation calls for it, landlords can offer leniency for rental payments—within reason. Remember, you're doing 

everything you can to help your tenants pay the rent and avoid penalties—you're not offering free rent! Even if 

temporary restrictions don't allow you to evict a tenant during a crisis, other penalties can apply. 

You've shown an incredible amount of kindness and flexibility with your tenants by providing links to resources and 

working with them on payment options. What if they still can't pay the rent? 
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OTHER OPTIONS

 If your tenant can't deliver the full rent payment on time, smaller payments every one or two weeks might help them 

manage their cash flow during a crisis. If you go this route, it's crucial to collect the entire amount.

A payment plan

To encourage tenants to pay their rent, offer to waive credit card processing fees if they have a credit card that can 

absorb their rent payments. Another option to consider are alternative credit lines like PayPal, which allow a 6-month 

interest grace period on transactions above a certain value. This gives your renters another way to pay down what 

they owe over time.

Online credit card payments

If your tenants can't pay the rent, they probably can't pay the late fees right now, either. Late fees are at your 

discretion: rather than cancel them, offer to defer them until after the crisis—as long as your tenant finds a way to pay 

the full rental amount every month.

Deferring late fees until after the crisis
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 Ask them how much they can pay toward their rent this month. No, "nothing" is not an option!

Depending on the portion of the rent amount they can contribute, you'll spread the remaining monthly amount over 
the remaining months left in their lease. This applies to every month they pay a lower negotiated amount. 

After the crisis ends, rent returns to the full amount, plus the additional deferred amount spread evenly over the 
remaining lease term. 

If a tenant truly cannot afford the rent during a crisis, it's time for an emergency plan. Rent deferral is a last resort option, 

and it's critical to make sure your tenant knows it's not a rent "cancellation" plan. They will still owe the full amount of rent, 

but you are offering a flexible way to help them pay it.

With this type of plan, they pay less during the crisis—but they pay more when the crisis is over. This helps you to recover 

the missing rent amount from the crisis-payment months.

However, it's important to note that you should not offer this option upfront or to all tenants. This should always be a last 

resort or on a case-by-case basis for any tenants who cannot pay the rent despite the other solutions offered above. 

Additionally, if you choose this option, you should attach it to the lease as an official addendum: always get everything in 

writing!

THE LAST RESORT: RENT DEFERRAL
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The current COVID-19 health crisis caught many landlords (and tenants) unawares for what has quickly become a financial 

crisis, too! It's not too late to create and follow a plan for collecting rent during a difficult time. A solid plan can help your 

tenants get through a tough time while also helping you maintain your much-needed cash flow. With a crisis plan in place, 

you're also more likely to keep the renters you currently have, avoiding costly turnover expenses.

To all the property owners we serve, stay safe, and stay well! If you need additional guidance following this handbook, 

don't be afraid to reach out to us. We will get through this crisis together!

CREATE A RENT COLLECTION PLAN
IN A CRISIS—AND STICK TO IT!
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