How Do We Keep Our Customer?

Imagine for a moment that someone is searching for a new apartment home. This customer has carefully researched the surrounding area and several different communities by making phone calls, onsite tours and visiting websites. From this information he/she has narrowed the field down to 8-10 communities, including yours, within the desired price range and features. The communities are fairly similar, what is the one thing that could separate your community from the competition?

The answer is really very simple. The onsite team – whether it’s the initial lease or signing the renewal, customer service is key.  The quality of service that the team delivers is one of the things that will distinguish one community or management company from another. In addition to getting an apartment home, the customer will be paying you for your service. You’re not just promoting the community; you’re creating branding.

To the customer, your team personifies the intangible services that they expect to be delivered while living at the apartment community. A friendly, well-informed leasing specialist raises the expectation of a good experience during the lease term. At the opposite end of the spectrum, a poor reception will probably cause the customer to decide to do business elsewhere. The customer’s perception of the people working for your community will define how they perceive the entire rental experience.

First impressions are important. Most people decide within a few moments whether or not they like someone and ultimately whether or not they are willing to do business with your company. Ask yourself:

· Are all customers greeted in a friendly manner immediately with a handshake and a smile?

· Do you/your team do everything possible to make the customer feel comfortable and important?

· Are you/your team well informed through product and market knowledge about the community’s features/benefits?

· Do you meet all requests with enthusiasm and a willingness to be accommodating?

· Is every customer given superior service every time?

In addition there are several things you can do to fine-tune the service experience:

· Let the customers know what they can expect from your community in clear and concise terms as indicated by the community policies, procedures and the lease.

· Speak the language of the customer. Don’t try to impress with industry jargon. On the other hand – don’t “dummy it down,” so that the customer feels you are being condescending.

· Remember the “golden rule” and practice common courtesy. 

· Give the customer something to remember you by. Business cards, brochures, etc., serve as a tangible reminder of the service that the customer can expect.

· Exceed the customer’s expectations. Go above and beyond what’s expected.

A good relationship with the community, built through customer satisfaction, retains residents and generates referrals. Don’t let existing customers leave through neglect. Service relationships continue after the initial sale is made. A good retention rate to aim for is 60-70 percent. Seventy percent of departing residents say that poor service (as opposed to price or quality) is the reason they quit doing business with a company. Here are some things that will improve customer service and aid in resident retention.

Solicit resident feedback. Use focus groups and customer surveys to learn more about what your residents want and need. Constantly ask, “How are we doing?” Listen to and evaluate the suggestions and act on the best ones. Try to bring service in line with what residents expect. Pay attention to constant complaints. I.T. Partners has free samples of customer surveys in its Printed Resources section under Customer Care Cards. 

Reward long-time customers. Create resident retention programs, such as a Renewal Rewards program that lets the customer choose how they will be rewarded for continuing to do business with your company. 

Go the extra mile. Meet your resident’s expectations and then find out what you can do to exceed those expectations. Pinpoint and promote unique services your company or community can offer the customer. Make each resident feel like he/she is special.

Make it easy to do business with you. Make your service systems “user-friendly.”  Be accessible and return all phone calls and e-mail messages as soon as possible. Follow customer service guidelines, but don’t be so rigid that the residents feel that they are dealing with “rules” as opposed to a person.

Be ahead of the game. Keep abreast of changes in your local market and in technology. Know what is happening and deal with it, before it impacts your community. 

Own your job. Treat it as a career and take pride in everything you do. Have a positive attitude. This will transfer over to customer service and will help create positive relationships with your residents, team members and suppliers. 

Be accountable. No one likes to hear excuses, what the resident really wants to know is how the problem will be fixed and how soon it will happen. The good news is that 95 percent of upset customers will return if their problem is resolved quickly (U.S. Department of Labor).

Be Educated. Ongoing proper training is necessary to ensure that you/your team delivers the best customer service possible. Don’t stop training after the initial orientation period. Education needs to be continuous in order to be effective.

Whether it’s the initial contact, the leasing process or time for renewal – service sells. No matter what kind of community a team “sells,” service is what differentiates the “best from all the rest.”

