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Review
A Resource for Well-Meaning Landlords
The Good Landlord: A Guide to Making a Profit While Making a Difference
By Peter Gilman Shapiro. The Good Landlord Publishing, 2016, 284 pp., $19.95 (paperback); $8.99 (Kindle)
Purchase a copy at nhi.org/go/81328

W

hen I picked up
Peter Shapiro’s
book The Good
Landlord: A Guide
to Making a Profit While Making
a Difference, my first thought was,
“What happens when you can’t
do both, or have to choose one
over the other?” My cynicism is a
product of 46 years of experience as
a community worker in a small city
in upstate New York,
beginning with decades
of work as a tenant
organizer alongside
my wife, Maria, which
morphed into boardand committee-level
activities with grassroots nonprofits
focused on affordable
housing development
and management.
But cynicism
is not full-blown
pessimism. I was
pleasantly surprised
to find The Good
Landlord to be a
refreshing antidote
to the trendy TV shows that make
housing speculation a virtue, and
the infomercials that extol greed as
the basis for flipping houses.
This book doesn’t try to address
the ilk of landlord that follows those
shows, but it is written to appeal to
a significant segment of landlords
(overwhelmingly small-scale
ones) who are willing to accept a
more modest return on their real
estate investment. Many of these
landlords practice enlightened
self-interest for reasons both
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practical—keeping rents affordable
and providing timely repairs significantly reduces costly apartment
turnovers—and personal: a sense of
well-being and pride in a neighborhood (which also maintains
long-term property values).
The Good Landlord encourages
landlords to be “good” by recognizing and cooperating with tenants,
rather than avoiding or fighting
them. The book includes numerous short, real-life vignettes that
illustrate various scenarios that
landlords regularly encounter,
followed by concise explanations
of different ways to analyze and
respond to the situations. The
readability of The Good Landlord
is enhanced by short chapters and
various boxes, bullets, and fonts. It
is neither a bland narrative nor a
dull diagnostic manual. (However,
some of the hypothetical exchanges
between landlords and tenants
seemed somewhat contrived and
simplistic.)
Shapiro is very open about
discussing how human frailties
produce frustrations that fuel
destructive anger ( from both
landlords and tenants), and he
offers recommendations on
how to prevent this, as well as
contain it when it boils over. He
urges landlords to be sensitive
to difficulties tenants may face
that can affect their conduct
(particularly their ability to pay
rent in a timely manner), and to be
flexible when negotiating repair
schedules and rent payments.
Shapiro bases his insights on how
to handle the tensions inherent in

landlord/tenant relationships on his
lengthy professional experience in
mediation and conflict resolution
with landlords and tenants, and he
buttresses these with references to
publications by other professionals
in the field.
He addresses evictions from a
landlord’s perspective as an unfortunate, but ultimately practical last
resort when negotiations break
down. It’s worth remembering that
to a tenant, an eviction means the
landlord is resorting to a nuclear
strike. Tenant fears about eviction
(and even just the knowledge
that it is a very real option for a
landlord) often trigger hostility that
at best postpones the inevitable.
A summary in an appendix of the
devastating impact of homelessness
on families who are evicted would
have been more appropriately
explored in the discussions about
evictions in the main narrative.
Shapiro is frank in outlining the
unequal balance of power in the
landlord/tenant relationship that
gives rise to these tensions, and
traces the roots of this inequitable
relationship (and even the terms
“landlord” and “tenant”) back to
medieval Europe. He explains the
positive changes in the U.S. that
have occurred over the last seven
or eight decades that modify and
partially ameliorate this inequity by,
for example, setting housing quality
standards and regulating eviction
procedures. It has taken incredibly
persistent organizing efforts by
tenants and allied economic justice
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As with so much about community development, the
needs will be unique and the projects will vary from place
to place. What’s important is figuring out how to have
arts-related tools in the toolbox. “Having an artist as
part of the community development process . . . prevents
planners of a community development project from
taking cognitive shortcuts,” says Woodruff. “The nature
of an artist is to create, do something that hasn’t been

done before. That can be scary for community developers.
Sometimes they want to maximize efficiency rather than
something new that hasn’t been done before. Artists
create a healthy tension between the known and the
unknown.”
To comment on this article, visit nhi.org/go/185/AxelLute
or write to letters@nhi.org.
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door. “[The museum is] an extension of the children’s
classrooms—they feel comfortable exploring the space,”
says Melville. “The interesting thing is how we use the
museum: typically, [a] museum says, ‘This is what we
have,’ and they want you to find an entry point. Here, we’ll
say to the museum, ‘This is what we’re studying, what do
you have in the museum that supports that?’”
The preschool’s curriculum follows an educational philosophy known as Reggio Amelia (named for the Italian
town that developed it after World War II), which centers
on using the arts as a form of expression in everyday life
and fostering a respect for community and appreciation
of the natural world.
The philosophy influenced the physical design as well.
Adjaye left ductwork and steel beams exposed so children can see how the building was constructed. Floorto-ceiling windows allow them to see and talk about
what’s happening outside the classroom.
Two parent residents work as staff at the preschool,
and most are involved in some way. “We have some parents who are musicians and artists who are asked to lead
workshops, and some just love helping out in the school,”
says Melville.
“By having [the museum] here, we can plan more parent engagement activities—we want cultural institutions

to be a place where all parents can feel comfortable. Having the museum here as an extension of our school allows
us to do that.”
Fresh Eyes
“A woman across the street tells stories of Thurgood Marshall [the nation’s first African-American Supreme Court
justice] walking the child of a neighbor of hers up this hill
to her music lesson,” says Baxter. “[We] can’t help but feel
responsible to elevate that history. Stories are a way to
communicate across generations, cultures, [and] it was
that potential that attracted us.”
Sugar Hill’s bright, open, and beautifully designed
spaces belie the tremendous labor of love the project
was. It’s clear that for any affordable housing provider,
branching out into preschool and museum territory
would not be for the faint of heart, but Baxter implores
them to take a small step in that direction.
“In any practical way, involve [art] in housing,” she advises. “It brings fresh eyes and activism, innovation, [and]
new priorities. It feeds the soul of community development.”
To comment on this article, visit nhi.org/go/185/Tianga
or write to letters@nhi.org.
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advocates, including labor, civil
rights, religious, neighborhood, and
good government organizations, over
longer than my lifetime to achieve
those positive changes.
Unfortunately, Shapiro makes
no mention of tenants’ role in the
economics of renting. Tenants are
mute participants who have neither
real control nor earn a financial
return in a relationship that uses
their rent to accrue equity for their
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landlord. The term equity broadly
means interactions that are just and
fair, not just the monetary value of
a financial investment. This broader
concept needs to be more basically
incorporated in the economics of a
healthier landlord-tenant relationship. A good landlord will be a good
neighbor and citizen and responsive
to his/her tenants’ housing needs by
following the precepts of this book,
and I applaud these efforts. However,

I would like to read a sequel in
which an exceptional landlord will
step out of this power-imbalanced,
post-medieval paradigm to work
with others to change the paradigm
more fundamentally.
To comment on this review, visit
nhi.org/go/185/TheGoodLandlord
or write to letters@nhi.org.

