Real Estate Investor Alert: 

Customer Relationship Management is Key to N.O.I.

By Neil Fjellestad and Carol Levey
No matter what our job title might be what, we really do is rent apartment homes. No matter who signs our paycheck, it is our residents who put the money into the account. No matter what generation of industry terminology we are presently using the fact is that we attract rental customers to our apartment community, we lease to them, we do everything we can to hold on to them and encourage them to recommend our community to someone else. 

Successful real estate ownership over the years has been governed by the concept of: location, location, location. While this is still an important principle of development and acquisition, there is an underlining assumption that is obsolete. This is the notion that we can build or acquire an apartment community in " the right location, " and everything else will take care of itself. Perhaps the frontline management, leasing and service teams are among the first in our industry to sense that the new motto for success is: customer, customer, customer. Not only do existing and potential residents need to be treated like customers, but all on-site management team members need customer-like support from their co-workers. In addition, apartment community employers and investors are capital customers that deserve financial return and accountability for their commitment. 

We think that an industry leader in Florida said it best in their company mission statement, " Our success can only be measured by the satisfaction of the owners we serve and the residents who call our property home. We must exceed the expectations of both by beginning and ending each day with a commitment to care for each property as if it were our own home, each resident as if he or she were our own guest and each dollar as if it were our last. " -- ZOM Residential Services.

Imagine the impact of the rental customer being in charge. Let's take a look at the modern customer. Leasing specialists around the country agree that rental customers are more knowledgeable about consumer protection laws and the market conditions. They are more particular about what they want. They are less patient with mediocre service and more demanding to get value out of every rental dollar. The lifestyle requirements vary with each customer and in different areas of the country, but the following requirements are found universally: perception of personal safety, feeling of privacy, convenience and a sense of community. Their financial expectations allow for the payment of rent instead of mortgage payments to accomplish other personal goals such as employment mobility, preferred investment alternatives and the leveraged lifestyle benefits available through apartment living. 

In our disconnected, complex lives we all yearn for finding and maintaining stable professional relationships with service providers. We want to surround ourselves with people we can trust. We want people we believe will go out of their way to make our lives more comfortable. We want them to give us better use of our time and save us money in the process. We want to be kept informed, given choices and allowed to feel in control. Are our rental customers any different?

 Every apartment community is different. Some are mature. Others are brand new. Some have all the bells and whistles while most are average. An apartment community might be small or large. Regardless of differences in physical characteristics there is no perfect apartment home. The common thread is this.  All   rental customers of every community need a leasing specialist with these professional characteristics:

1) This leasing specialist will be a rental locator working in concert with competitors and suppliers to provide housing alternatives even if the result is that the customer rents elsewhere.

2)  This leasing specialist knows their product inside and out; whether construction details to drive times to and from required commutes.

3)  They have developed an ongoing relationship with neighboring apartment communities and have reviewed their product in detail.

4)  They are particularly adept at defining for the customer points of difference without downgrading the competition.

5)  They stay in touch with their customer all through the lease term helping them choose household ancillary services such as telephone, cable, long distance and internet access providers, renters insurance, etc.

6)  They make sure the move-in process lives up to expectation, that service requests get priority attention and a successful lease renewal is accomplished.

7) The modern leasing specialist understands the need to reach out beyond phone inquiries and walk-in customers. 

8) They make corporate calls to offer relocation solutions to H.R. departments at targeted employers in their marketplace as ambassadors of the apartment community.

9)  They join a network of rental relocation service providers including: other apartment communities, temporary housing providers, locator referral services, furniture rental companies, realtors and third-party corporate relocation companies.

This kind of leasing specialist is in high demand. The modern leasing specialist is making a career choice within our industry. No longer does leasing need to be only a stepping- stone for management positions. Leasing offers an opportunity to touch customers in a positive way while avoiding repetitive financial accounting reports and the constant conflict of dealing with operational issues. The modern leasing specialist will develop keen communication skills while matching the customer's financial and lifestyle requirements with everything they know about their community and the surrounding marketplace.

A greater degree of accountability for leasing results has become expected as specialists are allowed to concentrate on their defined areas of responsibility. We recently met with a company's executives who had expressed interest in  creating computer-based tracking of every leasing and service call coming into each community toward the desired goal of tracking every individual's phone ability with a diagnostic report coming to their desk at the end of each day. We reflected that pieces of that kind of detailed tracking exist now and some are being used in the industry. We estimated another 12-18 months before a fully integrated system could be built at a reasonable cost. However, the leasing specialist that wants to hone their skills will track their personal numbers daily right now.  This person wants to know their progress, so they can improve but also they want to be able to communicate effectively to other team members about promotional ideas, scheduling, selected apartment home improvements, retention costs, etc. Whatever the idea, it needs to be tied to expected results and specific economic impact. 

Several trends are accelerating the specialization of leasing. Several visionary companies are designing and developing industry call centers. These centers will receive rental inquiries that can be handled by inside leasing specialists, then dispatched electronically to apartment communities or scheduled for escort by a field team of leasing specialists.

There are companies that provide temporary leasing specialists to apartment communities. These companies spend the time and financial resources to recruit, hire and train individuals that in turn can arrive at an apartment community ready to lease apartment homes. The fact is that this activity has gone on for many years. What is currently significant is the growing demand along with many companies' ongoing use of such services as an alternative to traditional hiring.

The tight labor market has pushed many companies to formally recruit for leasing specialists. Awareness of our industry and its tremendous opportunities is starting to infiltrate into large pools of previously untapped human resources. College students are being introduced to our industry through the employment door instead of as a rental customer. A new perception is being formed. Leasing specialist opportunities compare well to their employment alternatives in retail and food services while attending school. Such applicants don't bring a lot of life experience to the job, but they tend to enjoy the fast pace of a busy leasing office. They thrive on learning the legal requirements of our industry. Aspects like computer applications, electronic commerce, digital communication, continuing education, etc. are facts of life they already understand. The desire to go out of their way to render customer service can be cultivated with the right training and expectations. Many of these may return to our industry after graduation. They will be attracted to the dynamic problem-solving environment that exists on-site. They will enjoy the essential satisfaction of becoming a key service provider in the rental housing sector along with the unique opportunity to network within an enthusiastic business community. 

The traditional pay structure for leasing specialists is being challenged by companies everywhere. Base salaries combined with commissions, contests and bonuses for achievement of stated goals, cross-training and team incentives are encouraging talented applicants to seek leasing opportunities.

Here's what industry people around the country say is needed for expanding excellence among leasing specialists:

* Enlightenment within our industry to accommodate the leasing specialist career track.     

               *Education to specifically and consistently upgrade leasing performance.

               *Exchange of ideas from outside our industry that will expedite leasing professionalism.

               *Explore new methods for recruiting talented people into the role of leasing specialist.

 The leasing specialist has enjoyed being at the heart of our industry. This will not only continue but will expand beyond our present ability to comprehend not because we desire these changes but because our customer is in control and they demand it.   

Neil Fjellestad and Carol Levey each have over 30 years experience in the Multihousing industry and are the co-founders and principals of I.T. Partners, which was established in 1993 and headquartered in southern California.

I.T. Partners design and deliver integrated management technologies, innovative marketing strategies and interactive training systems exclusively for the Multihousing industry across the United States. Services include tailored workshops, production of multimedia tools, and custom website upgrades. They coproduced "Let's Lease" a CD-ROM, the first computer-based training for the Multihousing industry, it’s utilized to train onsite teams across the country. The authors can be contacted at their website www.itpartnersonline.com or at 1-800-301-6446.             

1

