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In collaboration with the Minneapolis Public Housing Authority (MPHA), we conducted a pilot study
aimed at better understanding the barriers that landlords face to participating in the Housing Choice
Voucher (HCV) program and testing the impact of a light-touch behavioral intervention to encourage
participation. Across two surveys and one pilot field experiment, we documented landlords’ beliefs
and perceptions of the HCV program, and tested different versions of informational mailers aimed at
targeting and reducing barriers to participation.
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In 2022, we collaborated with the Minneapolis Public Housing Authority to explore the barriers landlords
face to participating in the HCV program. At the time of the study, about 7% of Minneapolis’ landlords
were participating in the HCV program. This study involved three phases.

In March 2022, we co-designed and conducted an online survey that was sent to all
active landlords in Minneapolis (N ~15,000). The 10-minute survey was sent by the City
of Minneapolis and measured respondents’ beliefs about the HCV program, views of
landlords' role in the community, and perceptions of MPHA.

We drew on the results of the survey to co-design and test different outreach messages
aimed at increasing engagement in the HCV program among non-participating landlords
(N =13,419). Specifically, we designed messages that targeted landlords’ misconceptions
about the process of participating in the HCV program and the tenants who use vouchers.

In a randomized controlled trial (RCT) conducted in June 2022, all landlords who were
not participating in the HCV program at the time of the study were randomly assigned
to receive one of three outreach messages. The Status Quo mailer included clear and
simple information about the HCV program, adapted from typical outreach language.
The Process mailer also provided the same basic information about the HCV program,
but included language that aimed to correct misperceptions about the process of
participation, including average wait times. The Destigmatizing mailer also provided the
same basic information about the HCV program, but included language that aimed to
correct misperceptions about tenants who use vouchers.

All mailers included a unique link to an MPHA interest form that landlords could fill out to
request more information about the HCV program, let the housing authority know that
they had a vacant unit, or sign up to attend a workshop to learn more about the program.
The main outcome of interest was submission of the interest form in the four weeks after
the mailing date.

In September 2022, we conducted a second survey among all active landlords in
Minneapolis (N ~15,000). The survey again measured respondents’ beliefs about the HCV
program, but also included an embedded experiment to extend the findings of the field
experiment. Respondents were first asked whether they recalled receiving the outreach
mailer.

Respondents were then randomly shown one of the three postcards from the field
experiment and asked if they would like to complete the same interest form from the
field experiment.

* Of the landlords in the field experiment, 79% had an email address on file, so most of the landlords in our sample
should have received both a mailer in Phase 2 and the survey in Phase 3.
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In Phase 1, of approximately 15,000 landlords who were sent the survey, 1,088 landlords (~7%) started it,
and 797 (~5%) submitted it. Over 70% of the respondents were White, and 54% were male. The plurality of
the respondents had been a Minneapolis property owner for over a decade, and 62% of respondents own
only one or two units. Results from Phase 1 are shown in Figure 1.

FIGURE 1
Phase 1 survey results
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Note: Bars represent the raw percent of respondents that answered affirmatively to each survey question.

- Evidence of learning costs: Overall, 89% of respondents had heard of the HCV program, and 25% were
currently renting or had previously rented to a tenant with a voucher. As such, it seems landlords are
generally aware that the program exists, although we did not measure other potential information
barriers such as knowledge of program eligibility criteria.

- Evidence of compliance costs: Fifty percent of respondents believed the process of participation in the
HCV program is too difficult and time-consuming to be worthwhile. While respondents’ beliefs about
the percentage of landlords that fail the inspection on their first attempt were correct on average,
we found some evidence of misconceptions about how long the process takes. For instance, 78% of
respondents believed the inspection process takes three or more weeks on average, but in reality it
typically takes less than two weeks.

. Evidence of psychological costs: Overall, 70% of respondents were concerned about property damages
caused by tenants with vouchers. In fact, 45% of respondents reported being more concerned about
damages incurred by tenants than with the difficulty of the HCV process. Respondents also held
other negative stereotypes about tenants with vouchers: 37% of respondents believe tenants are “not
responsible,” 25% believe tenants are “not hardworking,” and 30% believe tenants are “not trustworthy.”
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Lastly, a series of questions measured respondents’ view of landlords’ role in the community. While 90%
of respondents believed that tenants with vouchers deserve a safe place to live, only 41% believed that
more landlords should accept tenants with vouchers, and just 30% believed that they have a personal
responsibility to rent to tenants with vouchers. These beliefs also differed by respondents’ experience with
the HCV program. Respondents with HCV experience were less likely to say that more landlords should
accept tenants with vouchers, but more likely to say that they have a personal responsibility to rent to
tenants with vouchers compared to landlords with no HCV experience.

In Phase 2, less than 1% of landlords who were sent a mailer filled out the interest form, and there was no
difference in engagement across the three mailer groups. While light-touch interventions such as this
one typically have small effects, the effects found in this study were smaller than anticipated. This could
be driven by the fact that the barriers to participation in the HCV program are too high to be moved by

a light-touch intervention. It is also possible that the mailers did not reach landlords as intended. We
explored this further in Phase 3.

In Phase 3, of approximately 15,000 landlords who were sent the survey, 655 landlords (~4%) started it, and
496 (~3%) submitted it. Only 9% of respondents remembered receiving a mailer, suggesting that many
landlords may not have received the mailer as intended during the field experiment. In the embedded
survey experiment, 8.8% of respondents who were shown the Status Quo mailer completed the interest
form, compared to 12.5% of respondents who were shown the Process mailer (see Figure 2). While these
differences were not statistically significant, they suggest that baseline interest in the HCV program may
be higher than found in the field experiment.

FIGURE 2
Phase 3 survey experiment results
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Note: Regression-adjusted proportion of survey respondents who expressed interest in learning more about the HCV
program, by experimental condition. Error bars reflect 95% confidence intervals.
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WHAT'’S NEXT

Across two large-scale surveys, we found evidence of large compliance and psychological

barriers to landlord participation in the Housing Choice Voucher program in Minneapolis. While
informational mailers did not significantly increase interest in a pilot field experiment, results
from a follow-up survey experiment suggest that additional research may be warranted to further
explore the potential impact of such light-touch interventions in this context. In future studies,

we will build on these findings to design and test other methods of reducing barriers to landlord
participation in voucher programs.
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