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n 2020, the basic task

of helping prospective

residents feel confident that

they’re making the right

choice —while committing
to a 12-month lease or longer —
suddenly got a lot harder.

“This is a people busi-
ness, and a critical part of
it is building relationships
with prospects,” says Breonna
Scaccia, Property Manager
at the Wellington, Fla.-based
Bainbridge Companies, which
operates 17,286 apartments.
“But right now, you can’t shake
hands. You can’t see facial
expressions because of masks.
You have less opportunity to
connect in person.”

Amanda Miller-Torres,
Regional Vice President for
Atlanta-based Stonemark Man-
agement, says that currently,
it’s all about making a personal
connection despite the near
total reliance on technology.
“You've really got to learn and
feel comfortable with the vir-
tual sales approach, compared
to being face to face.”

LU

With uncertainty being
the only certain thing about
the future, here are the leasing
techniques and strategies
apartment industry thought
leaders are using to fill their
apartments today.

Connecting With
Prospective
Residents Where
They Live: Online

From a marketing perspective,
operators are relying more
than ever than ever on active
outreach and interaction with
prospective residents.

“We’ve really increased our
social media advertising and
refined our digital assets and
messaging,” says Dana Caudell,
President of Property Manage-
ment at Bainbridge. “People
are spending more time on
their phones, so it’s a powerful
way to reach them. And if they
can’t come for an in-person
tour, that’s where they’re going
to head to get a sense of the
community anyway.”

But 2019’s advertising
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message about over-the-top
amenities won't cut it in at-
tracting renters now. Instead,
you've got to give them infor-
mation about exactly what it’s
going to be like to live at your
community —and the level of
safety you offer.

“Our advertising has really
pivoted towards answering
the FAQs of the day,” says
Andre Washington, Regional
Marketing Manager for Des
Moines, lowa-based BH Com-
panies, which operates 97,000
apartments at 337 communi-
ties nationally. “We're leading
ads with information about
tour offerings, hours and
amenity status. That’s been
key to drive prospects into
the leasing funnel, whether
they’re looking for a physical
or virtual experience.”

Another reason opera-
tors are flexing their online
presence today is because a
mainstay of traditional leasing
efforts —foot traffic — has for
the most part been stripped
from their toolbox.
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Operators strive to give

prospective residents certainty

during uncertain times.

e re leading ads
Withinformation
about tour
pfferings, hours
and amenity
Status.

— Andre Washington
BH Companies

“Walk-in traffic is all but
nullified,” Washington says.
“So you really need to be able
to correspond with prospects
through multiple online
channels, with content that
gives them an experience. We
want our prospects to come
away from interactions with
our online content not only
informed, but connected to
the community as well.”

Options for Tours

Once those online and social
media efforts drive prospective
residents into your funnel, op-
erators say its critical to meet
them where they are mentally
and emotionally while giving
them the options to engage
with you on their own terms.
“Our options for tour-
ing and leasing have really
expanded,” says Lauren Camp-
bell, Vice President, Asset
Management, at Charlotte,
N.C.-based Crescent Commu-
nities, which has developed
more than 59 multifamily
housing communities. “We

You've really got to
learn and feg|
comfortanle with
the virtual sales
approach..

—Amanda Miller-Torres
Stonemark Management
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We're also giving
[rospects| better
Websites and
strategies to make
it easier for them
tolgase.

—Lee Ann Edwards
Altman Management Company

really try to tailor them to
that prospect’s comfort level
with in-person contact.”

While some firms have re-
sumed in-person tours where
possible —with social-distance
protocols in place —many
potential renters today are still
opting for a virtual tour first,
not just for safety but as part
of their process of elimination.

“A lot of potential tenants
are using virtual tours to help
narrow down their options
and then following up with
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a self-guided or in-person
showing,” says Aaron Galvin,
CEO of apartment brokerage
firm Luxury Living Chicago
Realty. “T think that’s going

to continue even after COVID.
Especially for people relocat-
ing to a new city, it’s just more
efficient.”

The key is to give
them options
“We’re offering a lot more
options: Virtual, self-guided
and in-person, socially dis-
tanced tours,” says Lee Ann
Edwards, President at Boca
Raton, Fla.-based Altman
Management Co., which runs
8,000 apartments. “We’re also
giving them better websites
and strategies to make it easi-
er for them to lease — texting,
chatbots, Facetime, live feeds,
social media, you name it.”
At Carlstadt, N.J.-based
Russo Property Manage-
ment, which operates 2,100
apartments, President Adam
Pasternack is taking the all-of-
the-above approach as well.
“Today’s environment is still
very much a hybrid,” he says.
“We are actively inviting pros-
pects into our communities
and leasing offices, but doing
it while adhering to all the
proper protocols.”

Making the
Connection

Once prospective residents
commit to a tour, whether

virtual, self-guided or in
person, operators say that you
have to do everything in your
power to make a personal
connection, despite Plexiglass
sneeze guards, masks or
whatever other barriers come
in between you and them.
The reason? Many prospec-
tive residents are still unsure
about what the future holds
in the near term, says Caudell,

e are actively
inviting prospects
Info our communities
and leasing offices,
but doing it while
athering toallthe
proper protocols.

—Adam Pasternack
Russo Property Management

“so it feels like a big commit-
ment to sign a 12- or 15-month
lease. You've really got to be
attentive to their questions
and proactively address their
concerns — not just by telling
them how you operate, but by
showing them.”

Showing them includes
making sure required clean-
ings are happening multiple
times a day at apartment com-
munities —which has become
table stakes for prospective
residents today. “They want to
see staff wiping down surfaces
and paying special attention
to high-traffic areas like the
pool,” Scaccia says.

They also want to know
that you're staying on top
of protocols, enforcing mask
requirements and observ-
ing social distancing when
interacting with residents and
prospective residents alike,
even if it’s uncomfortable to
do so.

For example, Galvin says
prospective residents today
have a keen eye, whether
online or in person, and are
constantly scrutinizing how
closely communities adhere to
the pandemic’s new social or-
der. “Nearly every renter wants
to know what precautions are
being taken to ensure health
and safety at a property,” he
adds. “On tours, they notice
the number of sanitizing
stations, signs in elevators and
in hallways about social dis-
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since the beginning
0f the pandemic,
(balconies and
outdoor spaces|

hlave become even
more desirable.

—Kim Boland
Morgan Properties

tancing, and whether people
wear masks. A lot of prospects
get concerned if a pool has
too many people at it.”

Pitching Amenities
in 2020

At the start of COVID-19,
amenities went from being
enticing to problematic as resi-
dents complained that they
were paying for features they
couldn’t use. But now, more
than seven months after initial
shutdowns, observers say the
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drawing power of amenities
has reasserted itself with
prospective residents — if you
operate them in the right way.

“How you’re managing
amenities is important infor-
mation to share,” says BH’s
Washington. “Prospects look
at it as an indication of how
well-organized and well-run
the community is.”

So you need to share
exactly how you're scheduling
admittance to amenities for
residents, and how often.

“Prospects really want to
know how you’re prioritizing
access to those areas during
COVID-19,” says Bainbridge’s
Scaccia. “Early on, we part-
nered with our vendor to cre-
ate an efficient sign-up system
that’s available through our
portal. It makes sure as many
residents as possible can use
the amenity, while monitor-
ing capacity. It also lets us
thoroughly clean that area
between visits.”

Emphasizing What
They’re Looking For

Other areas that catch pro-
spective residents’ attention
today include the amount of
outdoor space a community
has—both in common areas
and with apartments’ balco-
nies and patios.

“Balconies and outdoor
spaces have always been big
sellers, but since the begin-
ning of the pandemic, they’ve

become even more desirable,”
says Kim Boland, Director of
Digital Marketing at King of
Prussia, Pa.-based Morgan
Properties, which operates
75,000 apartments. “When
stay-at-home orders went
into place, people used their
balconies and outdoor spaces
as freedom from the indoors
to relax and get fresh air.”

But space where residents

\lgarly every renter
Wants to know what
precautions are
being taken to
Bnsure heatth and
safetyata property.

—Aaron Galvin
Luxury Living Chicago Realty

can get away from others
inside their apartments is
increasingly important as
well. “Since most employers
are still doing work from
home, renters are looking for
affordable apartments with
additional space to work,”
Boland says. “It’s a real bonus
if that space is separate from
where they sleep.”

Indeed, while many oper-
ators say their leasing velocity
has actually held up or even
improved during the pandem-
ic, the types of apartments
that prospective residents seek
has evolved.

“Unit preference is the
thing that’s really changed,”
says Crescent’s Campbell.
“Apartments that include
work-from-home spaces are
in demand. It could be a
thoughtfully placed desk in a
one bedroom, a den or even
renting a smaller two bed-
room so they have that space.”

Real Estate’s New
Mantra: “Three
Times the Follow-Up”

Another big change has come
in what prospective residents
have been doing once the tour
is over. Whereas real estate’s
traditional thrice-uttered man-
tra about location still rings
true, for multifamily housing
professionals on the front lines
of virtual leasing, another
truism has entered their
lexicons: Follow up, follow up,
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The most significant
trend we've seen
among prospects
since COVID is an

actual craving for
connection.

—Lauren Campbell
Crescent Communities

“We’ve increased our fol-
low-ups with prospects,” says
Barry Saywitz, President of the
Newport Beach, Calif.-based
Saywitz Co., which operates
1,000 apartments. “With our
serious prospects, we’re being
diligent with staying in touch
to try to make deals as quickly
as possible. That means pro-
cessing of their applications
and running credit expedi-
tiously to avoid any opportu-
nity for them to look at other
options or change their mind.”
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At Bainbridge, Caudell en-
courages her team to use any
follow-up contact as an op-
portunity not only to close the
lease but to show prospective
residents the attention they’ll
get once they move in.

“It’s so competitive right
now, it’s critical to not only
follow-up with prospects and
build those relationships,
but also to make clear that
you're there for them every
step of the way,” says Caudell.
“Virtual or not, it’s about the
connection that prospect
feels. Being attentive to their
questions and proactively
addressing common concerns
makes all the difference.”

Caudell’s team has been
leveraging email follow-ups
with a link to the actual re-
corded virtual tour they went
on so they can easily review
it again.

For Campbell at Crescent,
it comes down to providing
what she calls “extreme cus-
tomer service” after the tour.
“Our teams are spending a
significant amount of time on
follow-up with each individ-
ual tour,” she says. “The most
significant trend we’ve seen
among prospects since COVID
is an actual craving for con-
nection. They want empathy.
They want reassurance. They
want individualized attention.
We are really trying to show
them the onsite team is going
to go the extra mile.”

But most of all, they need
personal contact.
“There are just some

things that can’t be replicated

through a virtual experience,”
says JoLynn Scotch, Manag-
ing Director of Operations at
Greenbelt, Md.-based Bozzuto
Management Co., which
operates 71,000 apartments.
So, onsite teams must com-

We've really
increased our social
media advertising
and refined our
figital assets and
messaging.

—Dana Caudell
Bainbridge

municate more than ever
with prospective residents to
answer questions like, “How
far is my apartment from the
elevator?”

“There’s just more
follow-up required in virtual
leasing, which is ultimately a
good thing,” adds Scotch.

Getting to Close

Once you’ve given pro-
spective residents every-
thing they need to make a
decision, it’s still up to you to
make sure their next move
is signing a lease —with you.
To get to that goal, operators
say you really need to tell
them why the community
is a good fit for them. Of
course, to do that, you need
to have engaged with them
and heard their specific
needs from the start.
“Closing techniques that
acknowledge that prospect’s
specific needs and how
the community effectively
meets them are what’s most
effective now,” says Wash-
ington. “You can’t just recap
what the community offers,
because that leaves a chance
for uncertainty. You want to
reassure them it’s a good fit.”
But you can’t just focus
on relationship building
and your staff’s individual
interaction with prospective
residents either. Online
reputation management was
already critical to success-
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fully operating an apartment
portfolio. Now it’s even more
important.

“Since a precedent for
apartment hunting and leas-
ing in a pandemic does not
exist, prospects are trusting
and relying on the recent
experiences of other individ-
uals in similar circumstances
even more,” Washington says.
“Reviews really shine a light
on your community — or dim
your chances.”

Savvy operators recom-
mend managing your com-
munity’s reputation online
by addressing any negative
comments in a constructive
way, and doing what you can
to encourage current residents
to carry the online torch for
you in the form of positive
reviews.

Increased
Momentum From
Digital Interaction

One of the positives to come
out of COVID, operators say,
is that even though the new
environment demands more
from leasing staff in order to
close, the implementation of
so many digital tools across
the industry has actually sped
up the pace of leasing for
some apartment operators.
“We’ve had a lot of
success offering a completely
digital process, from viewings
to contracts, that has actu-
ally allowed us to accelerate
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We've had alot
0F SUCCSS
tfering a completely
digital process.

—Ron Melendez
Related Group

closings,” says Ron Melendez,
Vice President of Development
at the Miami-based Relat-

ed Group, which has built
and manages over 100,000
residential apartments. “New
residents have a completely
digital experience when
processing their leasing
documents, payment and
contract.”

For Boland at Morgan
Properties, that’s one of the
bright spots to come out
of the chaos of 2020. “Even
though the pandemic has

significantly changed the
leasing environment, this has
only encouraged property
managers to prioritize the
use of technology,” she says.
“That was already happening,
of course, but the pandemic
really expedited it.”

Still Keeping an Eye
on Screening

None of this means that pros
are renting to just anyone
today. Indeed, with some oper-
ators reporting more instances
of application fraud since the
start of the pandemic, the
more background information
you have on prospective resi-
dents, the better. It's import-
ant to keep the fundamentals
of leasing in mind — by attract-
ing and building rapport with
well-qualified renters. Don’t
avoid the increased challenges
of leasing today by kicking the
can further down the road and
accepting residents who will
create a collection problem
later on.

“With the combination of
new rent-control laws, morato-
rium on evictions and higher
concern for the spread of
COVID, you need to make sure
you're renting to new resi-
dents who can actually qualify
and pay the rent,” says Say-
witz. “It's become increasingly
difficult to remove problem
tenants, so you've really got to
be careful with your decisions
on the front end.”

By engaging with prospec-
tive residents where they are,
giving them the options they
want for tours and paying at-
tention to their unique needs,
multifamily housing operators
can succeed when navigating
today’s leasing environment.

Joe Bousquin is a freelance
writer.

You need to
make sure you re
renting to new
asidents who can
actually gualify and
pay the rent.

—Barry Saywitz
Saywitz Company
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