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Introduction 

Every company or business regardless if it is new or existing, whether it provides goods or services, whether it is for profit or nonprofit, regardless of which industry, benefits from the ability to attract and retain customers. Successful companies know how to engage customers and that this is the most important characteristic of having and running a very successful business. There is no company in the world that will stay alive and keep running without customers. Customer engagement is the practice of interacting with consumers and providing value in meaningful ways. Years ago this practice happened usually face-to-face and mainly in the business facility or in traditional brick and motor stores. These days however, technologies have changed the interactions between customers and companies, and extended the opportunity of connecting to virtual spaces as well. Regardless if the business targets a specific market segment or various segments, and regardless of the location or the locations, the main purpose of the business organization is to create a good relationship with customers. They do this by being able to establish various ways of connections between the business and the existing and the future customers. Every successful business knows that a company cannot survive without its customers and the companies for profit are aware that their growth and expected profit depends on good customer relationships. Attracting and retaining customers in the current market conditions can be very challenging and it requires a lot of research, advertising and excellent teamwork between management and employees. 
Theory and framework

The major challenge is to find ways of how to successfully manage communications to best serve clients while also remaining aligned with company goals, growths and profits. Business observations and studies over the years have provided insight that consumers are the biggest assets of a company. This is also backed up by common sense: no consumer to purchase your good or service, no money. Customers’ demands are changing daily, and they become more demanding, outlined and knowledgeable. They know exactly what they need, what they desire and how much they are willing to spend on the product or service they will be buying or receiving.  Regardless of what nature of business or organization you are operating, you must target a market segment. A market segment is a well-defined group of people who are expected to want your services or goods your business is producing or selling.  For example the property management company I used to work for (whose name I do not want to reveal due to privacy issues) targets people that have no desire or have no funds to buy a condo or a house. These customers prefer to rent a place for a few months, a few years or perhaps rent a place for the rest of their lives. They feel very comfortable knowing that the property management company will take care of all issues and problems like roof leaks, window repairs, cutting grass, etc. This segment of the market consist mainly of young people that are not able to afford a mortgage payment on a condo or a house, and retired people that are downsizing and moving from their housed to an apartment because they would like to spend more time traveling and less time working around the house. Our tenants know what apartment they are looking for – one or two bedrooms, they know how much they are willing to pay for the rent in the area as well. Most of them have researched the area and the web before they came to us and they know exactly what to be prepared for. We know what we are offering, however sometimes we do not know what the potential customers are willing to buy or the amount they are willing to pay for the services we are offering. Before my company lists any rental properties for rent our management team would do the research specifically in the area where our buildings are located and would determine a reasonable rental price for the potential customers. Price would change based on the market conditions and if rental demand is low or high during the year. The current market conditions are very favorable in the last a few years and all of our buildings are almost fully occupied. This is mainly due to the very high price of the houses and the condominiums and the inability of a lot of people to afford mortgage payments if they buy a property. Also, a lot of new immigrants settled in our country and most of them need a place to stay. Coming to a new county and starting a new life can be extremely difficult especially when you have a big family and when you do not speak the country’s language. It will most likely take many years before any of the new immigrants are able to afford a property. During all these years, all of these people will be renting places for their families either from our company or any other company or anyone else that offers rental places. Currently there are many property management companies that offer the same type of service, many private rental places and Airbnb competition. In order for the company to stay competitive we must know our customers very well, what their expectations are and we must have an awesome relationship with them. 
The Strategic Importance of Customer Value – Theory “Donovan A. McFarlane”. The theory observes the importance of the customer value as a strategic approach for doing business in the current market conditions. It sightsees the consumer value theory of Professor Art Weinstein as an effective theoretical outline for advantageously placing an organization over market alignment to strategy and bringing superior customer value for competitive gains. This theory claims that clients are not just buyers of goods and services, but must be seen as strategic business partners. This is a very powerful view and can be detrimental if ignored. Let’s look at Uber for example. It only took a short time for Uber to put taxis out of business in some countries and to change the way business is done. Five years ago no one would even think that the taxis would ever be put out of business. Smartphones changed our lives and it was not even that long since the first iPhone generation was on the market. Management teams and companies must realize the importance of being on the top of technology and how important is to meet clients’ ever-changing demands. Customer relationship Management (CRM) seems to be a simple and straightforward idea, but there are many different meanings and currently a number of different conceptual considerations are related with it. The effort to establish a meaningful relationship with the customer is characteristic of this understanding (Barnes 2003).


Practical Example and Application

Theories about the continuous learning of customers and customer value focused organizations are very important. For example, in my previous company, learning about our tenants, their behaviours, attitudes and habits can help our property management company to be strong and profitable not only today but in the future years as well. Tenants appreciate a good relationship with our management company. Taking care of our tenants helps us to build a loyal relationship with them and to ensure that they will stay with us for many years and they will also put a good word for us to their friends and other potential customers. It is important to gather information about our customers that helps us to predict their behaviour. Our management team was constantly organizing various social events where tenants meet with our employees and mingle together. By knowing tenants personally and learning about their personal and business life we try to understand them better and how they will act in the near future. For example if a person is going through a divorce we know that sooner or latter this person will most likely downsize or move to another place due to lack of finances. We also understand that there is a potential risk of rent not being paid to us on time or simply not paid at all. Our team needs to monitor the situation and be aware of any potential risks or changes. By ensuring that we meet tenants’ requests in a timely manner and with great quality of work, we can be confident that tenants will remain loyal.

Based on our experience of over fifty years, we know that our tenants are looking for a place that they will make them feel at home. For example, many tenants would like to stay in a place that offers many amenities like fitness clubs, swimming pools, barbeque areas and various small stores nearby where they can do their grocery shopping. Our customers would like their place to be quiet and for it to feel safe. Our customers are expecting great service when it is needed. For example if the fridge is broken or a light is not working, they need to make sure that the issues will be corrected as soon as possible. Our management team is consistently working to be more effective and to meet all of the tenants’ requirements. During the year we would have various surveys that tenants would fill out so we are aware of what they think about specific questions. Once all surveys are completed, our management team evaluates them and determines the appropriate actions in order to improve the customer service. For example the younger generation is no longer willing to pay cash for their rents. Young people would like to pay the rent using a credit card or just simply paying the rent using their phones. In order for my company to stay marketable, I believe it needs to upgrade the accounting software and the rental applications software so they are compatible with the customers’ desires. As people usually say “you need to spend money in order to make money”. Our company needs to invest in new technology in order to attract a certain market segment. Another necessity in order for our company to stay marketable is that it needs to be constantly investing in its buildings. Currently we have over twenty major projects going on that will improve our buildings conditions. We replaced some roofs, upgraded the garages and the exterior of some buildings, and changed the carpets inside the buildings and many other improvements over the years. Our management team revisits its cash flows and budgets every year in order to ensure that all major projects go smoothly and we have enough cash for it. Due to these major projects, our company is legally allowed to slightly increase the rent every year based on set out guidelines posted every year by the government. All major invoice payments are collected and presented to the Landlord Tenants Board for review and approval. Once the board approves the rent increase all the information is disclosed to our tenants so they can review and disclose any information that they do not agree with. Once everything is finalized, our company is able to slightly increase the rent due to all major improvements. Although the rent will increase, tenants are happy since increases are reasonable and building conditions are improved. They know that the company cares about them and that most of the potential issues are avoided. As I have mentioned our company has been on the market for many years and we have tenants that have been with us for over fifty years. Some of our buildings are occupied mainly by retired people. Many of these older people do not have their kids at home, most of them have paid their mortgages, and they have no issue paying higher rent for a luxury place. These building are all fully renovated; they have either a hospital or a medical center nearby. Since these tenants are willing to pay, they demand quality products and service. 
Oftentimes, a lack of focus on employees and marketing can have a negative influence on the industry. Our management team realizes that employees are a great company asset. Through various seminars, trainings and courses, management educates the employees and guides them how to effectively do their work and how to keep the great communication with the tenants and the third party customers. Our company understands that in order for employees to care and value the organization, they need to be happy and feel that they belong and own this business as well. They need to know that they are very important and without them the business will not perform to its greatest. For example, if the property administrators and the property managers did not work as a team, any concerns that our tenants have would not be addressed in a timely and good manner. Tenants’ problems would not be solved and our customers would look for another place to live. Since the current market is very competitive, people can easily find another property management company that will offer them a better apartment where they will have better service. For example if a tenant paid on time his/her rent but the property administrator did not enter in the accounting system the payment on time and the tenant received a statement that shows that they did not pay their rent, they would natrually contact the property manager and complain. This would bring a conflict between the tenant, the property manager and the property administrator. This situation would have a  huge negative impact on our business and most likely the tenant would bring his/her frustration to the other tenants’ attention. This example shows how important is the training of all employees in the company and also how important is the communication between all parties involved in the whole process. Our management team understands that our business is not able to manage the tenants’ expectations without having a great current and future relationship with them. The management team needs to understand the known and unknown variables that influence the tenants – property management company relationship. Tenants’ expectations are extremely important and our company is trying to establish a model on which to build the future growth of the business. We understand that the tenants are expecting luxury apartments with a fair monthly rent and a timely service that addresses all of their concerns. We also understand that our competitors are working on providing the same service in order to stay competitive on the market. Our team is constantly trying to improve the quality of the rental buildings; however, this requires capital investment into certain projects. By taking on major projects that will improve the quality of our apartments comes the need to increase monthly rent since we need to pay for all the building improvements. It is extremely hard to provide to our customers’ luxury apartments with a low monthly rent. Since our main market segment consist mainly of middle aged people which have savings and do not have mortgages to pay, we know that they are willing to pay higher market rent for a nice place to live that will have many amenities. We understand that if we concentrate on providing luxury apartments with a great customer service, even if the price is higher than the other property management companies, our business goals will be accomplished regardless of the high rents. Some of our competitors offer rental places online, like Airbnb, where private owners offer rooms or houses for rent; however, these places cannot offer the quality apartments we are able to offer to our tenants. We also understand that owners of places for Airbnb change all the time due to various factors like an inability to pay their mortgages or inability to renovate their rental places. This is especially true in the current economy where house and condo prices are extremely high. Tenants also need to make sure that the place where they live is very safe. Many tenants will prefer to rent a place for a higher price from a management company that has a great reputation instead of renting a place with a low rent from a source they cannot trust. Safety is major concern for all tenants especially these days where we see everyday on the news or in the media what is happening around the world and the many terrorist attacks in different cities around the world. Our company is constantly investing on implementing various security systems that will give our customers peace of mind and help them to feel safe. We offer 24 hours surveillances with security guards at any time of the day or night. We also offer 24 hour hot-line phone numbers that tenants can use to call one of the supervisors at the building in which they live for help or for any other concerns. All of our employees have their cell phones with them at all times and they are ready to help or assist our tenants in case of an emergency. For the market segment of middle aged tenants, this is extremely important. They know that in case they get sick or they have an issue our employees will assist them. Our competitors on Airbnb are unable to achieve our safety standards and the service we offer will not be available on the Airbnb rentals. Even if on Airbnb website, some place have great security options, these rental places will not be many in number and they will likely not be the ones to take our customers. Another great service that our company offers is a data security and privacy safety guarantee. In the current market, everyday we hear on the news or in media, something about identity or data theft. We do not want our age, occupation, mailing address, annual income, spending history or credit score to be stolen from us. As this issue becomes more important every day of our life due to the new technologies and other factors like crime, stealing, etc. our company is constantly trying to find better ways of managing the customers’ data. Our application and accounting systems are updated on a daily basis and we work with a third party IT company that ensures that are computers have no viruses and they have all securities in place so no unauthorized person is able to reach any of the company confidential information. Our IT ensures the safety of our email communications with our tenants and the third parties we do business with as well. Tenants information provided to us is locked in secure storage and for example driving licenses are shredded once our team verifies them. We also work with a team of lawyers that review tenant agreements to make sure that there is no private information disclosed to the extent that it is not necessary for us to do business. All of our tenants are advised if we need to disclose some of their information to another party and without their consent we do not proceed with the business transaction. For example before obtaining a credit report for our tenant (which is a normal business transition for property management companies) or before verifying their annual income, we obtain written consent from the tenants before we proceed further. These gives people time to review the paperwork and if they have concerns they can bring it to our attention, and if they do not agree we will not proceed with the verifications. Our company verifies the records of all the third party suppliers and business that we work with. We perform credit checks on our suppliers as well in order to ensure that they have paid all of their liabilities on time and they do not have claims against them. We also require references regarding their work. This gives our company peace of mind that the business we work with has a good reputation and is trustful. Our team understands that if the businesses that we work with have a bad reputation, this will negatively affect our company’s image as well by association. Tenants and other businesses will not want to work with us, and this will decrease future profits. People that would like to rent a place from Airbnb understand that although the rent will be cheaper, there is a higher chance of their private information to become unsafe. Most people, if they have the opportunity, would rather pay a bit more for a place where they will feel safe and comfortable (myself included). Another advantage of our company vs. Airbnb is that Airbnb cannot only target the specific market segment we work with; their target is a lot broader and less focused. For example we have a lot of older people that do not prefer to do business online. These people would obviously not use AirBnB as that is a largely online business. Some of our tenants still prefer for example to pay cash instead of using a bank transfer or cheques for their monthly rent simply because they are used to doing business this way during their lives. We also understand that these tenants trust us and since they have been with us for many years, will not look for places that are offered on websites or other places due to customer loyalty. They prefer to pay a bit higher rent in order to feel relaxed and safe. Many of these customers also prefer to deal face to face with a person instead of emailing or dealing with their issues online. Personal contact with our tenants gives us a great opportunity to know them and many tenants feel more comfortable to deal with a person they physically know. This is especially true if they know that they can trust this person or persons. Our company is constantly having meetings with the tenants, where the tenants express their opinions, bring their concerns to light and bring to our attention anything that they do or do not like. For example, when we need to have parking repaired or water repair maintenance, we advise our tenants in advance so they can be prepared for this disturbance. Before we decide to take any major projects like roof repairs we consult with our tenants and bring to their attention the budgeted expense for this coming project for their approval. Tenants have time to review all the supporting documents and to see that we will be working with a reputable business with the lowest bid price and quality available on the current market. Our team understands that if for some unforeseen reason some of our customers decide to deal with a different management company, they will not receive the same good service we offer to them. We need to make sure that our customer service is top notch and not very many companies can provide the same service for the same price. Not being up to date and not knowing what is happening on the market can significantly reduce our future profits. Our company is constantly participating in various seminars where employees can learn about the market changes, the growing or declining rental demand in specific areas and around the world. We are constantly participating in various events from which we donate the funds collected to people in need. For example some employees participate in charitable golf tournaments every year where all funds collected are donated to a house that provides accommodation to many women and kids that for various reason live on their own or they do not have the funds to support themselves. Our company understands that in order to be successful in the business and to have a good reputation, we need to be support the community where we are located and to be a part of it. The company also makes various charitable donations through the year supporting young people to achieve their dreams. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, understanding customers and maximizing their value is a very complex process. Due the current market conditions and our experience in the business, our buildings are almost all one hundred present occupied. We are constantly trying to build a great relationship with our existing tenants and we know that by achieving our goal, our tenants will likely spread the word of mouth to mouth by promoting our business. We understand that it is more profitable if we maintain a great relationship with our current tenants instead of trying to find new tenants. Although in the property management business we will always be looking for new customers, our main goal is to provide exceptional customer service to our existing tenants with a bit higher rent by providing luxurious apartments with a safe environment. We strive to provide this by effectively communicating with the tenants, listening to their concerns and ensuring a timely and effective way of resolving issues and complains. I believe that this is exactly what all companies need to do in order to be successful in any business environment. It is the customer that makes possible the business. So in order to have a good business, you need to have a good relation with your customers. 



