Web Leasing // Help or Hype?
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How about some straight “ skinny ” on the viability of using the Internet to lease apartment homes? We’ve all been approached by one of the several on-line rental advertisers touting thousands of “hits” to their sites, for pennies per day.

 Perhaps you’ve gone further and established your own company or community website. You figured that the initial design and development cost ($1000 and up) would pay for itself quickly with the extra leases you would capture with this additional advertising tool.

 But after a few months, you realize the indirect costs are high and to keep your homepage visually enticing and timely requires a lot of maintenance. Plus, you find a need to search the “net” to gather ideas and more importantly find and establish appropriate “links” to capture more and better electronic traffic. Leasing on the web may have intrigued you initially but now second thoughts start to creep in, making you wonder whether your site will pay off or just eat up your time.

Current Industry Realities
Current results or lack thereof from early Internet experimentation within our industry are not due to lackluster customer acceptance, but rather a combination of the natural development of this new medium and a common resistance to execute strategic marketing in the direction of customer-led reshaping of our industry. The fact is our industry does not provide us with the Internet data to feel confident enough to market online.  Faced with our current situation, we are tempted to emphasize the lack of hard industry data about the Internet and wait to see who else joins.

Without enough information, it becomes risky to allocate a major marketing budget with the degree of confidence that we have in traditional media. However you may have had success with the Internet without even knowing it. Your apartment community has probably been advertised on the Internet whether you realize it or not. Nearly all such publications such as newspapers or local rental housing periodicals that you already advertise with have an online edition. Unless a potential applicant clarifies that it was in an electronic edition where they “read your ad,” you may not be tracking your phone/walk-in traffic to its appropriate source and giving at least some credit to the Internet. 

As a marketing tool, the Internet can help us assess an advertisement’s ability to generate rental leads, evaluate our onsite staff’s “closing” ability, and establish realistic follow-up approaches for missed calls and “no-shows.” In fact, at least one industry supplier offers the ability to electronically track lead sources, return phone numbers, time and duration of every phone call, and missed calls. This process is independent of human interaction. For more information, check out www.callsource.com.

Who’s Logging On?

To determine if a presence on the web is worth the time and money invested, the first step is knowing your audience and who’s likely to visit your site. There are many estimates of who uses the Net. For our marketing planning, we will narrow the universe to include only adult individuals using at least one Internet application besides e-mail during the last three months. This specifically excludes those who have tried the Net, but for now repeat usage is unlikely. According to “The State of the Net,” using these parameters, 36.3 million users made up this universe at the beginning of 1998 with the forecasted number of users reaching 53 million by end of 1999.


The most remarkable thing that we can say about Internet users is that they are very ordinary. They are the same people who read the newspaper, watch television and listen to the radio in their car. Additionally, a close look at the user data reveals some trends in our industry. 


Internet usage seems to be gaining fast acceptance due to the accumulated acceptance of other technology in our lives at work, school and home. Though first introduced at work, the Internet now has quickly become an essential part of personal living.


Personal use, including online shopping, has nearly doubled from two years before, making corporate usage a distant second in comparison. An exploding desire for local information (including rental information) is forecast based on recent trends. Women are seen as real estate’s primary customer and their usage of the Internet has risen dramatically, making up 39 percent of all Internet users. And while 68 percent of users are married, the number of separated/divorced users, also has risen sharply.

How Does it All Compute?
Other than the pure ease of not having to even leave the house to shop and the sheer convenience of the Internet, more users are finding a variety of reasons to go online.  For the apartment-seeker, not having to travel from one side of town to the other becomes quite appealing.  A recent survey of Internet-using households shows these top 10 personal benefits of shopping online in ranking order: 

· 24-hr availability  

· Access from work, home or friend’s PC  

· No travel required 

· Time savings 

· Privacy

· Easy comparison shopping 

· Lower prices than traditional channels 

· More informed purchase decisions 

· Greater selection 

· No annoying salespeople

When this data is further isolated to reflect only women online shoppers, we gain more marketing insight. Our industry understands the importance of making our product and our presentation appealing to women. Women are choosing the Net as a shopping method for important reasons and at a faster rate than men. Convenience and access to information when they think of it or when they have time to review it are their main considerations. Our experience tells us that personal safety is a driving force as well.

The Internet is becoming essential, particularly to our rental customers for a number of reasons. For one, life’s pace has increased to the degree that the traditional retail environment in which the customer walks in and is required to go through a lengthy presentation is avoided when possible. Secondly, a sense of convenience and an instant connection to specific customer inquiries are important competitive advantages when the shopping process is drawn out and the choices are similar. Thirdly, comparison shopping will become more important at all price levels as deflationary pressures affect us. And lastly, the trend toward mass customization, the hybrid of affordable standardization and custom housing, requires maximization of available technology.

We can reasonably draw some conclusions by comparing the evolving profile of Internet shoppers with what we know about the demographic and psychographic characteristics of modern rental customers.  Current Internet data shows that usage is rapidly becoming accepted by the general public, but especially within the age groups that choose rental housing and in the geographic regions wherein we normally expect heavy rental activity.

 Combine the growth in shopping online with a recent explosion of demand for local information and we can conclude that more electronic comparison shopping is going to take place when looking for an apartment or as someone considers lease renewal just for the sheer convenience of access.

Strategic Approach

Leasing on the web can pay off, if it’s done right. You need to set a strategic plan that will define the proper approach. To do that you will need solid input from your existing residents and the on-site service teams at your communities. This might require the presentation of a variety of Internet sites and what online options are available. Effective surveys and focus groups will help you anticipate the preparation needed, to establish priorities and benchmarks along the way.  

Your ability to capture and organize the information you gather is a critical first step. Next you must choose how to use it. The Internet is full of marketing opportunities. It is also full of distractions. A plan must keep you and your resources focused. The most important resource you’ll devote to online leasing is time.
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According to the “Guerilla Marketing” gurus, your strategy should have three primary objectives: seek online visibility; build online credibility and nurture online relationships.

Keep in mind what the Internet is good at -- direct target marketing and one-on-one presentation. It is not particularly good for mass awareness and brand identity. So creating enough Internet impressions on a rental customer sufficient that your company or community stands apart from all the rest is unlikely.

 Finding a target market that has characteristics similar to existing customers and building a business relationship by sharing pertinent information is doable. You might consider building a website for your apartment community that becomes a virtual extension of our onsite office for your existing customers (residents). You could include important phone numbers and the ability to report an emergency or make a service request. Include local maps showing routes to shopping, freeways and airports. Make it a community bulletin board with information about planned property improvements, resident activities and personal safety tips. Create a site tour including the exterior and interiors of your community. Encourage your residents to visit often and to give feedback to enhance “their” website. Now you have an appealing marketing site to showcase your community to potential residents that they can visit anytime, day or night. 

Also note, according to a survey, 86 percent of those online learn about a particular site through a search engine (Yahoo, AOL, MSN, Alta Vista, Lycos, etc.) and 85 percent through another Internet site. Knowing this, get your site registered with all commercial search engines. Get your site linked to as many relevant sites as possible. Establish network relationships offline and online.

Getting Results
If your website will be successful at all it should capture and hold the user’s attention. This generally means that your content needs to be important to a rental customer. Users want content and they want it fast. You know what happens if a potential customer phones and asks, “How much is your 2-bedroom apartment?” and you give out the information without creating conversation or trying to hold back the information. You lose the caller. The same thing happens at an Internet site, but the customer is in control. 


You get their attention with ease of use and mapping; meaning that navigating through an e-commerce website should make marketing sense to the customer. The virtual experience should resemble the real experience. Notice the retail websites that ask the user to choose between categories until a specific product is displayed. Upon choosing the product for purchase, it is clicked on and deposited into an “electronic” shopping cart as the user continues to shop at the website. 

 Other important characteristics are graphically enhanced content balanced against the visitor’s patience to download the information and interactivity. Interactivity is what sets this medium apart from all others. Use it to involve the visitor as much as possible. Again, think of a real leasing tour. During a real tour you are soliciting the customer’s comments and gathering information as you go. Your website has the same capability if you design it that way. Our suggestion is to hold the visitor at the site by prompting them to fill out a guest card at points in the website where the visitor is motivated because they want to move through the tour. Another possibility is to create a relocation wizard, a step-by-step application that gives the visitor valuable information based upon their personal data.

You need to prepare for success by having a well thought out fulfillment strategy. The inability to follow-up is marketing suicide. On the Internet it is suicide with an automatic weapon.   At the point that you take a request for information, offline the transition is critical. Someone should be specifically assigned to do this knowing exactly what to do and the timeliness expected.
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No Guts, No Glory
Even those that have created a storefront on the Internet (website, homepage, domain) often do so to mark their territory. Due to the personal interest of a decision maker or the creative offering of a web page designer, a site is established with ongoing maintenance thrown in as part of the arrangement. Generally, very little consideration is given to defining exactly what maintenance will include. Check for a partial list of what maintenance should include such as: updating content, refreshing the graphics, troubleshooting for user malfunctions, adding new multimedia elements as technology allows, searching for potential links and checking viability of existing ones and enhancing e-mail options. 

Representative of companies that have made the commitment is Apartment Store-Apartment Guide operating in the Denver Metropolitan area. The company is actually a merger of two previous competitors to create, by their estimate, the largest referral service in Colorado. They offer rental choices (over 150,000) to the public through extensive advertising and networks they maintain within the corporate world. They respond to hundreds of rental inquiries everyday.

 We asked CEO, Charlie Tennyson to summarize the company’s Internet experience. He said, “We made the decision to move into Internet marketing three years ago and do not regret the decision for a minute. The issue is the delivery of service. To deliver you have to go where the customer is. They are on the Internet. Initially, we were not as successful with our Internet customers as we were with our local customers. 

“Lots of effort (allocation of resources) is changing our results. At the present time the ‘closing’ of traffic that comes via the Net is on par with other primary lead sources. The bonus is how much more we know about each Internet customer compared to the rest. Our ongoing strategy supports constant maintenance and improvement of our three company websites; each with a separate customer approach,” he said. You can check out the company’s website at www.asag.com.


To determine a concept for a website strategy, put yourself in the place of a rental customer. Jot down what you like and don’t like. Practice this same approach with other industry-related sites -- visit, make comments and ask questions.


The ongoing challenge is the timely response to their inquiry and treating the Internet customer with courtesy, respect, and urgency when the interaction is electronic.

A Look Ahead

Certainly, we are moving quickly into a new era of commerce where the Internet is playing a major role, not because it is technologically exciting or because it is cost effective for product and service providers but because it fits the consumer lifestyle requirements.
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 An Internet strategy is not a site or a technology. You can utilize technologies to create new bridges and pathways between you and customers/peers/team members/suppliers and other industries. Look for competition from companies you would never think as competitors. If you were asked two to three years ago would you have guessed Microsoft to be in the travel business (Expedia) or the car business (CarPoint) or the mortgage loan business (HomeAdvisor). Who knows where you could be next? 
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