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How do you know your 
leasing solution works? 



How do you know your  
students are happy with 
your leasing solution? 



Agenda 

•  Introductions 
•  Current Tech Landscape 
•  What is User Experience? 
•  Application of UX Methodology to EdR’s 

Online Leasing 
– What works? 
– What doesn’t? 



ABOUT US 



Christine Richards 
•  Senior Vice President & COO 
•  Has served in many roles at EdR 

since 2001 
–  Currently oversees the operations of 

EdR’s housing portfolio and directs the 
management services division. 

•  Studied education at the University of 
Memphis 



Dave Luciano 
•  User Experience Designer 
•  At On-Site for a year and a half 

–  In charge of injecting the user into our product 
design process. 

•  Studied human-computer interactions 
at Stanford University 



CURRENT TECH LANDSCAPE 



What technology is out 
there? 



80% 
of	  teens	  12-‐17	  own	  a	  computer	  



93% 
of	  teens	  12-‐17	  can	  access	  a	  

computer	  



What about mobile? 



83% 
of	  teens	  14-‐17	  own	  a	  cellphone	  



44% 
of	  teens	  14-‐17	  own	  a	  smartphone	  



22% 
of	  teens	  14-‐17	  own	  a	  tablet	  



26% 
of	  teens	  12-‐13	  own	  a	  tablet	  

(may	  be	  more	  indica;ve	  of	  the	  future	  of	  tablets)	  



Counter Intuitively… 

•  In a 2013 study on the college search 
process… 
– 82% of respondents said they’d prefer to view 

a college website on a PC/laptop. 
– 68% said they’ve viewed a college website on 

their mobile device. 



Is mobile not a concern 
for student housing? 



On-Site’s Renter Traffic, 2013 

10% 75% 275% 
Desktop Tablet Mobile 



How about those stats for 
undergrads? 

•  90% of undergrads own a laptop 

•  42% own a desktop (which is trending down) 

• 72% own a smartphone 
•  26% own a tablet 



What sites are popular? 



Top 5 Websites, US 



The Landscape 

•  Students are using technology left and 
right. 
– And increasingly so. Your future renters are 

adopting at younger ages. 
•  Mobile is essential. 
•  Website experiences are reaching new 

levels of delight. 
– And your renters expect your site to match. 



How do we get a leasing 
solution that fits into 
this technology trend 

and delights students? 



Answer: User Experience 



USER EXPERIENCE? 



Soooooo… 
User Experience? 



User Experience = UX 

“User experience encompasses all 
aspects of the end-user’s 
interaction with the company, its 
services, and its products.” 
 

 - Nielsen Norman Group 
 http://www.nngroup.com/articles/definition-user-experience/ 

 







How do we use these 
disciplines? 



Two Ways: 

 
 
 
 

Applying Design 
Research 

 
 
 
 

User Testing 



Design Guidelines 

•  Guidelines backed up by research. 
•  Used by designers as a checklist to find 

places where their product can improve. 



Guideline Example 

•  “Recognition rather than recall.” 
•  Have your users select from a set of 

options, rather than make up their options. 











User Testing 

•  Putting actual designs in front of actual 
users to observe how they interact. 

•  You’ll end up with hard evidence on how 
successful a design is—or isn’t. 

•  You can iterate a design until you reach a 
success rate you’re happy with. 



Types of User Testing 

Very Simple 
Low Touch 

Highly 
Immersive 



Click Testing 



Five Second Tests 

What do you remember about that mockup? 



Usability Testing 



Contextual Ethnography 



Why? 



Making products for the web is hard work. 



We all suffer from the Malkovich Bias. 
 

The tendency to believe that everyone uses 
the web like we do. 



User Testing to the Rescue! 

•  User testing helps combat the Malkovich 
Bias. 

•  We get hard evidence for how users use 
your product. 

•  EdR has been at the forefront of applying 
user testing to their leasing process. 



A great experience must… 

Delight users 
 
Get out of the way 
 
Improve the renting process 



APPLYING UX TO STUDENT 
HOUSING 





The Tour 

•  Met with: 
– Josh, the property manager at The Berk 
– Dawn Duckhorn, Property Support Manager 

•  Spent ~2.5 hours at the property. 
•  Got a thorough tour of the community, and 

spent time interviewing the staff.  



Rooftop BBQ’s and views of the bay? 



Documents 



The Office Calendar 

•  August à Move In’s 
•  October à Renewals 
•  June à Move Out’s 
•  July à Roommate Matching 



Even the mail pile… 



Takeaways 

•  Contextual ethnography helped us to 
better understand the leasing process 
from those on the frontlines. 

•  Being able to imagine yourself in the 
leasing office leads to better products, too. 



WEBSITES 





Calls to Action 

•  It’s what you want users to do when they 
get to your website. 

•  In this case, it’s applying online. 



Calls to Action 

•  Do: 
– Make your CTA a dominant element on the page. 
–  Let the CTA stand out on the page. 
– Clearly label your CTA. 

•  Don’t: 
– Become a secondary element. 
– Blend in, especially with other colors of the 

design. 
– Use dubious labels. 





The Berk’s CTA: 

•  It does not blend in with the rest of the page 
– Yellow is used sparingly in the design. 

•  It’s clearly labeled with “Apply Online”. 
•  Is featured prominently in the top right, and 

is consistent among all pages. 



Shall we prove it? 

•  Click Test Scenario: 
– You're a student looking for an apartment, and 

you find a community you'd like to live at in 
the upcoming school year. Fill out a rental 
application. 

•  Remember: we’re looking for that “Apply 
Online” button! 



Average Completion: 
14 seconds 

Success Rate: 
85% 



Average Completion: 
17 seconds (+3s) 

Success Rate: 
67% (-18%) 









Photography 

•  NN Group study: 
–  “Some types of pictures are completely 

ignored. This is typically the case for big feel-
good images that are purely decorative.” 



Photography 

•  Do: 
–  Include real photos of your property. 
– Show multiple areas: the outside, the rooms, 

the amenities. 
– Put the focus on your product. 

•  Don’t: 
– Use stock photography. Students will be able 

to tell the difference. 



What’s behind the “Floor Plans 
& Rates” link? 



What’s behind the “Features & 
Amenities” link? 



Navigational Links 
(And any labeled content, really) 

•  NN Group study: 
–  “Should give people a strong indication of 

what will happen even before they click on the 
link.” 

–  “Clever category names cause doubt and 
hinder site exploration.” 



Navigational Links 
(And any labeled content, really) 

•  Do: 
– Clearly label your links. 
– Be short, and concise with your language. 

•  Don’t: 
– Use vague terminology, like “Inspired Living” 

or “Luxury Living”. 
– Use leasing industry jargon. 





Tag Lines 

•  NN Group study: 
–  “Include a tag line that explicitly summarizes 

what the site or company does.” 
•  At the Berk, we know: 

– What university is nearby. 
– Who the audience is (undergrads). 
– And that it’s more than just a roof over their 

head. 



Tag Lines 

•  Do: 
– Be very clear that this is an apartment 

community website. 
– Let the user know where the community is 

located and what the biggest “perk” of living 
there is. 

•  Don’t: 
– Use too many words. Keep it short and sweet. 
– Use leasing industry jargon. 



What’s nice about Google’s 
homepage? 



Clean, Simple Design 

•  NN Group study: 
–  “Students often judge sites on how they look. 

But they usually prefer sites that look clean 
and simple rather than flashy and busy.” 

•  Simple designs with focus are trending on 
the web now, as well. 



Clean, Simple Design 

•  Do: 
– Keep your design simple. Stick to a few colors 

and streamline the media. 
– Make use of white space to put emphasis on 

the important things. 
•  Don’t: 

– Go crazy with flashiness. 
– Put too much content on one page. 



Focus on the photos! 

Plenty of space to let 
them breathe—no 

crowding. 

Navigation is streamlined 
and simple. 



THE ONLINE APPLICATION 



The Online Application 

•  What’s the app flow? 
– Apply as a student for the floorplan you like. 
– Answer roommate matching questions. 
– Sign your lease online! 
–  Invite your guarantor. 
– Have your guarantor sign their docs online. 





The application on an 
iPad 

Elements are 
becoming touch 

friendly 



The application on a 
smartphone 

Everything has 
condensed 

The design looks more 
“mobile” as well 



Responsively Designed 

•  Leverages “responsive design”. 
– The design responds to the size of the device. 

•  NN Group: 
–  “Installing a native or hybrid app is a hassle 

for users: They need to be really motivated to 
justify the effort.” 



Responsively Designed 

•  Do: 
– Use responsive design for your prospect and 

applicant facing websites. 
•  Benefit: it works for current devices, and any future 

devices that Silicon Valley dreams up. 

•  Don’t: 
– Make applicants download an app to 

complete a one-time action, such as applying 
online. 







Uh-oh… 



Give Specific Error Messages 

•  NN Group: 
–  “Error messages should be expressed in plain 

language (no codes), precisely indicate the 
problem, and constructively suggest a 
solution.” 



Give Specific Error Messages 

•  Do: 
– Report errors as they happen. 
– Be clear and concise with the error language. 
– Offer a potential solution. 

•  Don’t: 
– Wait until the next page load to report errors 

(if possible). 
– Leave users hanging without a solution. 







Numbered Steps 

•  Being explicit about the number of steps 
involved in the application will give 
applicants peace of mind. 

•  Not knowing how much is left is 
aggravating. 
– Especially when filling out web forms online. 



Numbered Steps 

•  Do: 
– Be explicit about the # of steps. 
– Place the step indicator at the top of the page. 

•  Don’t: 
– Use symbols or dots. This isn’t as 

recognizable. 
– Place the progress indicator at the bottom of 

the page. 









One Sitting 

•  The online app allows students to 
complete everything they need in one 
sitting. 

•  Attention spans can run very low. 
•  Finishing all steps at once is one less 

reason to need to follow-up with the 
student to get a lease signed. 



One Sitting 

•  Do: 
– Allow for lease documents to be signed as 

soon as they’re available. 
– Allow the guarantor to be added and invited to 

sign their portion. 
•  Don’t: 

– Make the applicant pick up the phone to get 
information. 



Do you know if your  
students are happy with 
your leasing solution? 



Thank you! 


