What Residents Want

Do you know what your residents want when it comes to their home? Not surprisingly, multihousing residents’ needs are no different than those of homeowners according to a study released by the National Association of Home Builders.  However, renters are not likely to stay long at a community. Two-thirds of renters will stay less than five years. The median stay is 3.2 years – homeowners tend to stay an average of 12 years. 

Our research of 1,200 departing residents indicated that 70 percent of all moves were due to management issues. The NAHB survey indicated that common reasons for moving included cost, location, size, lower rent, homeownership and change of area. Renters dislike long-standing vacancies in the neighborhood, lack of shopping, noise, heavy traffic, inadequate recreational facilities and poor maintenance.  Naturally we cannot control all of these factors, but many of them can by eliminated or minimized by management.

In June 2003 the Journal of Property Management examined how Maslow’s hierarchy of needs might be applied to commercial tenants. We’d thought we’d apply the same hierarchy to residential properties to explore ways to generate resident satisfaction and loyalty, increase referrals and reduce turnover. 

Let’s take a look at the basic needs that all people have. The psychologist Abraham Maslow found that all human beings have five basic needs: physiological, safety, social, esteem and self-actualization. Although the last need is something we cannot provide for, the other needs all can and should be met by rental housing providers.

The most basic of these needs, physiological need for shelter, is met by nearly all housing providers.  Local, state and national agencies have set minimal standards that all rental homes must meet to be considered habitable. Most residents will take shelter for granted as long as their homes are in a habitable condition. Regular and routine maintenance, in addition to immediate action when a repair is important to ensure that residents remain satisfied with their homes. According to Buildings.com, one of the major issues that residents have with management have to do with maintenance problems. Complaints include: general building condition and cleanliness, and the need for managers to keep their word about maintaining the home. Timeliness is essential when handling a problem. Residents want a solution to their problem immediately. They will often be impatient with delays and expect things taken care of with the minimum fuss and trouble.

The need for safety has become more pressing during the last few years, as people have felt more vulnerable to terrorist and other threats. Deadbolt locks, security systems, controlled access and gated communities are all popular features. In addition, it is important for management to take immediate action whenever there is something that might present a safety or security threat.  Graffiti and litter should be removed immediately. The onsite team should be able to recognize a potential safety threat or suspicious activities and deal with them properly. The team should also – even with controlled access – be able to recognize who’s living on the property.

For a community to meet the residents’ social needs, it should be more than just the place they sleep at night.  Resident meetings, social events and common areas all contribute to the sense of belonging to a community.  In addition, management and residents need to have had the previous social interaction to be able communicate effectively when a problem arises. Simple outreach efforts by the team and delivering adequate customer service can help residents feel that management is caring and that they are a part of the larger community. 

The need for esteem is the need to feel important, liked and to be admired.  This need is met when residents take pride in living at their community.  This goes beyond the basic effort needed to fill the first three needs and is what sets the top-notch communities apart from all the rest. Residents say with pride, “I live at XYZ Community.”   According to the NAHB in the 21st Century, customization rules. This can be achieved by allowing residents to chose incentives or rewards for signing a new lease or renewing.  Customization can most easily take place with new construction, but some upgrades are possible when turning or renovating an apartment.

Residents are favoring communities with larger homes (more floor space) and more bedrooms.  Residents are drawn to communities that offer extras that represent a higher quality of life. Some of the favored amenities according to an NAHB panel were:

· Full-sized washers and dryers in the home.

· Sufficient hot water for all the homes.

· Soundproofed homes and entryways that offer some degree of privacy.

· Extra safety measures such as intrusion alarms, controlled access and closed circuit televisions to monitor the door and patio.

· Larger windows to provide more natural lighting.

· Extra parking spaces – including guest parking.

· Larger mailboxes (more people are shopping by mail and over the Internet) and a mail kiosk.

· Gardens, balconies or patios.

No matter what the amenities, however, nothing can replace superior customer service. Make your community a place that residents will want to brag about. Pride of “ownership” is important. Regular, positive interactions with the onsite team make residents want to stay. The renewal process should start the moment the lease contract signed. Always ask, “Is there anything else I can do?”  When a resident needs to move – make the process as smooth and pleasant as possible. Former residents may come back or recommend your community to others.

While there is no guarantee that residents will stay or continue to renew their leases indefinitely, the onsite team can improve resident retention by meeting and exceeding resident’s expectations.  While leasing is important, keeping satisfied customers (residents) is more cost-effective and less time consuming. Consider this, the cost to re-rent a vacant apartment home can total six times more for a new lease than it does to retain an existing customer.  Giving the residents what they want – excellent ongoing customer care – makes happier residents and ultimately, more loyal residents.

