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When you get your first apartment, you may be more concerned with moving in than what will happen when you move out. But when it

comes to getting your security deposit back months or years later, you need to understand your rights and take the right steps starting

on day one.

More than a quarter of renters lose their security deposit at some point, according to a survey by Rent.com. To make sure you get your

security deposit back, follow these nine tips.

[To find the laws in your state, click here.]

1. Look up your landlord1. Look up your landlord
Before you sign your lease, research your landlord’s reputation for returning security deposits through review sites. Check out sites

such as ratemylandlord.com, tenantlandlordratings.com, reviewmylandlord.com, rent.com, apartmentguide.com or

apartmentratings.com. If you’re renting from a property management company, you might be able to find ratings on Zillow, the Better

Business Bureau or Yelp as well.
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2. Read your entire lease2. Read your entire lease
Your lease will include crucial information about security deposit policies. Deposit maximums, for instance, will vary from state to

state. In California, the maximum security deposit is up to two months’ rent for unfurnished apartments and up to three months for a

furnished apartment, while other states, such as Ohio or Washington, are not explicit about security deposit maximums at all. You may

also have a separate deposit for a pet.

If you don’t understand your lease, have an attorney take a look, suggests Pat McGeehan, CEO of Four Front Properties in Spring Lake,

New Jersey. “A lot of times there are addendums on leases, and that’s where landlords put a lot of extra stuff,” he adds.

3. Walk through and document thoroughly before you move in3. Walk through and document thoroughly before you move in
Before you move in, inspect the apartment with your landlord or property manager. Look for anything damaged so both you and your

landlord are aware of pre-existing issues.

“Make sure you’re noticing any deficiencies or repairs or just damage that you don’t necessarily want fixed, but documented to make

sure you won’t get changed for it when you move out,” says Stacy Brown, franchise operations manager at Real Property Management

Business Solutions, LLC, a property management franchise headquartered in Utah.

Take photos and video to show the state of the apartment upon move-in. Then send it to your building manager or landlord for their

records.

“Documentation is the key,” McGeehan says. “If you have dated pictures and videos with the date on it, the onus is on the landlord to

prove there’s more than normal wear and tear.”

Examples of normal wear and tear include faded paint or a leaky faucet. Large holes in the walls, cigarette burns in the carpet or a

broken mirror would be considered above and beyond normal wear and tear. As long as the property is “broom swept,” McGeehan adds,

there’s no reason to pay for a cleaning service.

“It’s been my experience that most landlords just want to move on and get the next tenant in,” says Dovanna Pagowski a real estate

broker with Charles Rutenberg Realty in New York City. “If there’s painting or sprucing to do, most landlords realize that’s part of their

job.”

4. Follow the rules while you live there4. Follow the rules while you live there
Follow the rules while you’re renting and you won’t give your landlord any reason to withhold your deposit.

That means if there’s a no-pet policy in your building, reconsider adopting Fluffy. If you’re not allowed to list your room on Airbnb

while you’re away for a few weeks, then don’t. If you want to make any changes to the apartment — painting or hanging a new fixture

— get written permission from the landlord first.

And overall, treat the apartment as if you owned it, experts advise.

“Don’t punch a hole in a wall. It’s hard not to have a party at your house, but treat it as if it’s your own property. You’re paying for it and

at the end of the day, you’ll end up paying for damages,” says Todd Santoro, co-founder of RenterLove, a startup that helps tenants

recover their security deposits.

5. Give plenty of notice5. Give plenty of notice
Your lease will spell out when to give your landlord notice that you will not be renewing a lease. Make sure your notice is in writing and

keep copies of everything, Santoro suggests. You should also get permission in writing if you have to terminate your lease early or want

to find a subletter. If you are not granted permission, then be wary about moving forward with plans to leave early. It’s a violation of the

lease and you may have to forfeit your deposit, as well as pay additional rent.

6. Clean it up6. Clean it up
When you’re about to move out you have to clean up. Unless it’s specifically allowed by law in your state, your landlord usually cannot

take cleaning fees out of a security deposit if you leave the place in good condition. Follow the campsite rule of leaving the place at least

as clean as you found it. To determine what this means to a landlord, it’s best to lay out expectations before you get out the mop and

bucket. If you decide to bring in your own cleaning crew, save the receipt to show your landlord.

7. Walk through before you leave7. Walk through before you leave
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The benefit of a move-out walkthrough is that your landlord has to give you the opportunity to remedy something she thinks is

damaged or unclean, says Noah Santoro, another co-founder of RenterLove. “If they say it’s dirty or there are marks on the wall then you

can clean it and resolve it,” he adds.

Remember to take photos and video of the condition of the apartment as well. Having both sets of documentation — from move-in and

move-out — can act as proof if your landlord disagrees about damages.

8. Provide a forwarding address8. Provide a forwarding address
A landlord must return the security deposit along with a written itemized deduction list within a certain time period, generally 14 to 45

days, depending on the state. You won’t get your security deposit if you don’t let your landlord know your new address.

9. Know your rights9. Know your rights
Of renters who do not get their security deposit back, 36% are not given an explanation from their landlord, according to the Rent.com

survey. In most states it’s illegal to withhold your security deposit without details of what charges were deducted. What landlords can

deduct from your security deposit depends on what state you live in. Security deposits, in addition to paying for damage above normal

wear and tear, might be used for breaches of a lease agreement; unpaid rent; or even cleaning fees in some states.

When to take your landlord to courtWhen to take your landlord to court
There are instances when a landlord might try to keep a security deposit for illegal reasons — re-carpeting when there is no damage or

replacing fixtures that are still in working order, for example. If you don’t get an itemized list of damages and receipts, or if your

landlord claims you caused damage you know you didn’t, then you may be able to sue in small claims court.

Brown suggests first reaching out to your local housing authority and legal aid. “They can help you understand whether or not you

have a case for moving forward,” she says, adding that sometimes the landlord is right.

If you want to go to court, file a claim that explains clearly what happened. Get to know your state Tenant-Landlord laws too. They’re

usually written in favor of the tenant, says Todd Santoro.

The process won’t be quick, but if you sue your landlord and win, you can often be awarded the amount of the deposit, additional money

in damages and attorney’s fees, if any.

Security deposit laws by stateSecurity deposit laws by state
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Alabama (See 35-9A-201) Kentucky North Dakota

Alaska Louisiana Ohio

Arizona Maine Oklahoma

Arkansas Maryland Oregon

California Massachusetts Pennsylvania

Colorado Michigan Rhode Island

Connecticut Minnesota South Carolina

Delaware Mississippi South Dakota

District of Columbia Missouri Tennessee

Florida Montana Texas

Georgia Nebraska Utah

Hawaii Nevada Vermont

Idaho New Hampshire Virginia

Illinois New Jersey Washington

Indiana New Mexico West Virginia

Iowa New York Wisconsin

Kansas North Carolina Wyoming

Anna Helhoski is a staff writer at NerdWallet, a personal finance website. Email: anna@nerdwallet.com. Twitter: @AnnaHelhoski.
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a financial institution, service provider or specific product’s site. All financial products, shopping products and services are presented without

warranty. Additionally, this site may be compensated through third party advertisers. However, the results of our financial services tools, blog

content and reviews are based on objective analysis. For more information, please see our Advertiser Disclosure.

Disclaimer: We do our best to keep information accurate and up to date, however even nerds make mistakes, and we cannot make guarantees

regarding the accuracy of our information.

Advertiser Disclosure: Many of the credit card offers that appear on this site are from companies from which NerdWallet receives compensation.

The results of our “card comparison and finder tool”, card assessments, and reviews are based on objective quantitative and qualitative analysis of

card attributes. They are not affected by compensation. Compensation may impact which cards we review and write about and how and where

products appear on this site (including, for example, the order in which they appear). While we try to feature as many credit cards offers on our site

as we can maintain (1,700+ and counting!), we recognize that our site does not feature every card company or card available on the market.

Additionally, our star ratings are a mix of user feedback and NerdWallet’s independent evaluation which are independent of compensation. For a list

of all of our advertising partners, click here.

* Disclaimer: See the online credit card application for details about terms and conditions. Reasonable efforts are made to maintain accurate

information. However all credit card information is presented without warranty. When you click on the "Apply Now" button, you can review the

credit card terms and conditions on the issuer's website.

Disclaimer: Discover is a paid advertiser of NerdWallet.com.

* Disclaimer: This editorial content, including card comparison and finder tool calculations, is not provided or commissioned by the credit card

issuer. Opinions expressed here are author's alone, not those of the credit card issuer, and have not been reviewed, approved, or otherwise endorsed

by the credit card issuer. This site may be compensated through the credit card issuer Affiliate Program.
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