@ RentCafe

The Ready
Renter Guide

Part 1: Searching for an apartment

Your practical roadmap to searching, comparing
and landing your next home with clarity.
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Introduction

Rent vs. buy calculator

Cost of living calculator

Before you search: Lock in your priorities
Spot the best deals before they're gone
Evaluate the property & community

Apartment hunting like a pro

Apartment search checklist (save this)

() r've calculated my full monthly budget (including utilities and fees).

() rI've written down my non-negotiables and nice-to-haves.
D I've researched the neighborhood and commute times.
D I've saved favorites and turned on alerts.

() r've toured (virtually or in person) using a checklist.

() rve compared my top listings side by side.
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Renting doesn’t have
0 be complicated.

This guide helps you breeze through searching, leasing and living well —
whether you're signing the lease for your first apartment or looking for a new
place to call home.

Inside, you'll find expert advice, practical checklists and smart tips to make
renting easier.

Who this guide is for:

First-time renters learning the ropes and navigating the process
from scratch

Renters relocating to a new city and starting fresh

Anyone who wants to compare options quickly and confidently

G
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Rent vs. buy calculator

Trying to figure out what makes the most sense long-term?

Use the rent vs. buy calculator to turn those big what-ifs into numbers that make sense.

Here’s how:

1 Fillin your basic financial details:

Add your location, home price, down payment and current
or estimated rent. The calculator auto-fills state averages to

get you started.
2 Adjust the numbers (if needed):

Use the advanced options to factor in things like loan terms,
property taxes, HOA fees and projected rent increases. You

can easily tweak the numbers to match your situation.

3  See how it all adds up:

Get instant, interactive results that show how renting and

buying compare over time.

4 Choose what's right for you:

You'll get a straightforward summary of what makes the
most financial sense so you can move forward with clarity

and confidence.

You'll also find a built-in glossary that makes all the
financial terms easy to understand.

Location

United States v

Renting
Monthly Rent
$1,732
Security Deposit (months of rent)
1
Rent Appreciation Rate
3.29 %
Renter’s Insurance
$14

Buying
Home Price
$ 360,600
Down Payment ($)
$72,120

Down Payment (%)
20 %

Calculate

My result:
D Renting makes more sense right now D Buying makes more sense right now
Estimated monthly difference: My timeline to revisit this decision:

E J |

When this tool is most useful:

W If you're planning to stay in one place for two or more years

W If you're unsure whether to renew your lease or move to a new place
W If you want to compare long-term financial costs, not just go with your gut 04


https://www.rentcafe.com/rent-vs-buy-calculator/

Cost of living calculator

Budget first, browse second.

Rent may get all the attention, but it's only part of the picture. Once you factor in groceries, utilities
and daily essentials, costs pile up fast. That's why it's smart to figure out your real budget upfront
(including your deposit, first month’s rent and other fees) so your dream apartment doesn't turn into

a budget nightmare.

Use the to compare cities side by side. Don't just look beyond the
total figure — break down each category to spot potential trade-offs. A city with lower
rents might come with higher utility bills or transportation costs. Run a few different
scenarios to see which option fits your budget and lifestyle best.

My hidden cost check:

Estimated monthly utilities: Monthly transportation costs:
S S

Parking fees: Renter's insurance:
S S

My real monthly budget (rent + all of the above):
$

Hidden costs renters often forget:

W Utilities (and seasonal spikes): Summer AC bills and winter heating costs.
W Transportation changes: Longer commutes, toll roads or higher fuel costs.
W Parking fees: Garage parking, street permits or reserved spots.

W Renter’s insurance: Often required and easy to overlook in your monthly math.


https://www.rentcafe.com/cost-of-living-calculator/

Before you search:
Lock in your priorities

Step 1: Define your non-negotiables

Common examples:

Pet-friendly apartments In-unit laundry

Easy access to transit

Everything else (like a balcony, pool or on-site gym) goes on your “nice-to-have” list.

Short commute to work

Write down 3-5 non-negotiables before starting your apartment search. These are the features
you're not willing to compromise on.

Knowing what really matters helps you filter faster and avoid decision fatigue.

Your apartment priority list (Mini worksheet)

My 3 non-negotiables:

Secure parking

My nice-to-haves:

My max monthly budget (all-in):

E

Move-in date window:

[
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Step 2: Use smart filters and let the search do the work

Start broad to see what's available in your budget, then narrow things down using filters.

On RentCafe, you can:

W Filter by price range W Set commute preferences
W Select pet-friendly communities W Adjust move-in dates

PP Choose specific amenities

Natural language search

Don't feel like clicking through multiple filters?
Type exactly what you're looking for — and we'll do the filtering for you. For example:

pet-friendly 2-bedroom under $2,000 e

apartments with in-unit laundry and garage parking @

The platform automatically refines listings based on your full request, saving you time and
guesswork.

Look for the Verified listing label

Ever found what looks like your dream apartment — only to wonder if
the listing is even real?

When you see the Verified listing badge on RentCafe, you'll know the
information comes directly from the property manager. That means:

Accurate pricing
Up-to-date availability
Complete listing details

No outdated information. No guesswork.
Just listings you can trust while you search.




Step 3: Set alerts so you don't miss out

The best apartments move fast. Here's how to stay ahead:

1 Save your filtered search.
2 Enable alerts.

3 Get notified when new listings match your criteria.

This way, you don’t have to refresh listings all day.
The right options come straight to you.

Step 4: Understand your total monthly costs

Once you've shortlisted a few favorites, use the Cost calculator feature.

Hit "View more" to adjust the details and find what works best for your particular scenario.
The cost estimate covers:

Application costs: The one-time fee you pay when you submit your application.
Move-in costs: Your first month's payment plus any one-time charges.

Total monthly leasing price: Your full monthly payment, including base rent, any required fees
and any optional add-ons you've chosen.

Move-out costs: The charges that come due when your renting period ends — your final
month's payment plus any one-time move-out fees when applicable.

Having these costs in mind makes trade-offs clearer and your final decision a lot easier.

Step 5: Shortlist with virtual tours and 3D walkthroughs

Before booking in-person visits:

W Take virtual tours

W Explore 3D walkthroughs

P Review photo galleries

This step helps you rule out listings that don't match your
expectations so you can focus only on the ones that truly fit
your needs.




Spot the best deals before they're gone

Great apartments — and great prices — don't stay available for long.

We're constantly tracking listings to flag rent specials the moment they're posted. When a property
offers an incentive, you'll see a clear label so you can easily spot it as you browse.

Use the Rent Specials filter to instantly narrow your search to listings offering current promotions.

. Top Rated for Location
These may include: ﬂ

W Free rent for one or more months
P Reduced or waived security deposits
W Limited-time discounts

How to stay ahead:

1 Apply the Rent specials filter.

2 Save your search.

whkhkkdr 45 (O Today Compare

3 Enable alerts to get notified when new deals appear. Futura Lofts
3401 Commerece St Suite 100, Dallas TX 75226

& 3 Units available

STUDIO
The earlier you spot a special, the better your chances of $1,563+
locking it in. (; Conwctpruperty)
1 Bedroom apartment v 1 Bedroom apartment v
From $1,154 From $1,042
Starting at 632 sqft Starting at 665 sqft
Security deposit starting at $150-$300 Security deposit starting at $150-$250 o g

Pet-friendly v Pet-friendly v 3
Pet deposit $200 Pet deposit $300 ﬁ//

)
Pet fee $100 Pet fee $300 /~

Pet monthly rent S15 Pet monthly rent $0



Evaluate the property & community

Finding the right apartment isn't just about the neighborhood. It's also about the building, the unit
and the overall community feel.

Here's how to assess everything with clarity.

Step 1: Start with verified resident reviews

Before you book a tour, read what current and former residents are saying.

Look for patterns in reviews about:

P Management communication
P Safety and overall living experience

P Maintenance responsiveness
P Noise levels
P Cleanliness of common areas

The Verified resident label helps you identify feedback from confirmed renters so you can make
decisions based on real experiences, not guesswork.

Step 2: Research the surrounding area

Now zoom out and look beyond the building itself. The neighborhood will shape your daily routine
just as much as the apartment.

Check for:

P Walkability and transit access P Nearby grocery stores, pharmacies

P Parking availability and other essentials

W Realistic commute times during peak

If inventory is limited or rents are higher than expected, expand your search to nearby
neighborhoods for more flexibility on availability and pricing.



Step 3: Tour with a plan: 5-point checklist

When it's time to tour, don't just “look around.” Evaluate each apartment with intention.

Apartment tour checklist:

D Condition: Walls, floors, appliances, signs of wear or damage

D Light & airflow: Natural light, window placement, overall ventilation

D Storage: Closet space, kitchen cabinets, extra storage spaces

D Internet & cell signal: Test your phone’s signal strength while inside the unit

D Building & community: Amenities, cleanliness, noise levels, overall upkeep

Take photos and jot down short notes during each visit so details don't blur together later.

Step 4: Compare your top picks: Use a simple grid

Once you've narrowed your options, lay everything out in a comparison grid like this one:

Category Property A Property B Property C

NE

Monthly cost(all-in) [ S

NE

Commute time
Amenities

Parking

Resident Reviews

Overall feel

O000O
O000O
O000O
O000O
O000O

O000O
O000O
O000O
O000O
O000O

O000O
O000O
O000O
O000O
O000O

Score each category on a scale from 1 to 5. This helps remove some of the emotion from the final
decision.

Seeing everything side by side makes trade-offs clearer and helps you choose confidently.
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Step 5: Stay organized in My Account

After multiple tours and lots of research, details can start to blend together. Staying organized is
key to making a clear decision.

Saved searches

Revisit your strong contenders anytime.

Favorited listings

Monitor availability and price changes.

Account tools

Keep your shortlist organized in one place.

This way, you can compare objectively and avoid second-guessing later.
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Apartment hunting like a pro

Congrats! You're a pro apartment hunter!

PRO
(] You've clarified your must-haves APARTMENT

(] You've compared options strategically HUNTER

(] You know how to evaluate costs,
spot rent specials and tour with purpose

That's exactly what smart renting looks like. l
With the right tools and a clear plan, the

process becomes simpler, faster and far

more intentional.

Now it’s your turn:
Explore thoughtfully. Compare confidently. Move forward with clarity.

Your happy place is just a click away.

Visit RentCafe.com to start your search

Want to keep learning?

If this guide was helpful, follow the Ready Renter Newsletter issues and take it a step
further.

It builds on what you've learned here and delivers ongoing insights to help you make smart
renting decisions year-round.

You subscribed and you’'ll receive:

P Market trends that impact renters’ decisions PP Updates on new tools and features
W Rentinsights and pricing patterns W Practical apartment-hunting advice
P Moving-season strategies from our experts
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https://www.rentcafe.com/



