Adding Business Content to Your Websites:  

Good Idea, but Know What You Are Getting

If you work on site, your residents often look to you as a source of information about surrounding businesses such as a good Italian restaurant, or a good place to get a hair cut. However, if you or your staff do not know the answer you have then lost out on a great opportunity to build rapport with your resident.

It is highly probable that by now you have realized the value of using your property website to help share this information with your residents.  Plus, you recognize your customers really do want to know about what’s around the apartment community.  You’re on the right track.  What next?

Well…depending on your company and website setup, you may be able to post your own content regarding these businesses.  This can take a considerable amount of time, not only to identify the businesses and load the content, but to keep the information up to date as well.  Considering all of the day-to-day demands on the apartment office staff, this is going to be a low priority, since this content does not drive your core business:  leasing apartments.  

You may even think that you could generate some ancillary revenue by posting your own advertiser links.  The reality is that by the time you establish the contacts, post the ads, manage and maintain the advertiser relationships and implement an invoicing and receivables process, your return would be negligible.  Let’s face it: you’re in the business to lease apartments, not to sell advertising.

Recently, there have been a lot of new services offering search engine content for your website.  These services offer to provide your customer with business content via a search engine, which will tell them about some of the great stuff in your immediate neighborhood.  Sounds good, right?

Well, first there are the fees.  You pay someone to provide this content.  The fees can account for a big portion of your limited advertising dollars.

Before you decide to add business content to your website via search engine content, make sure you know a few things.   The most important thing is to test the search engine product. You may be surprised what you find.  

We went to several apartment websites already using search engine content and tried it out.  Here are some examples of what we found:

A general search for restaurants near the apartment community brought up a list of restaurants throughout the city, most of them nowhere near the apartment community.

A search for “Boutiques” brought up just about every business in the city with “boutique” as a keyword on their site.  It also brought up an erotic toys/apparel boutique very close to the top of the list.  Not sure this is what you want to be promoting at your community sites.

From a pull down menu, we selected a search to show us businesses in “Center of ‘A Certain’ City.”  The search pulled up numerous job posting websites instead of what we were looking for which was a list of “businesses in the center of said city.”  

One search engine offered a link to “Ethnic Restaurants.”  The list produced did not show any restaurants.  It did show a list of sites featuring “ethnic” as a keyword, including several dictionary sites, an encyclopedia reference, and several case studies in ethnic relations.  Not quite what we were looking for.

One search even brought up a big banner ad for an apartment locating service.  Definitely not something you should be advertising on your website.

Needless to say…a “customized” search engine for your website may sound like a good idea, but the current products don’t seem to support the claims.  More often than not, we found content that was completely irrelevant or that represented products and services you definitely would not want to promote through your community websites.  This happens because search engines, by design, pull up a list of sites based on a keyword search.  SEO or search engine optimization uses keyword placement on websites to increase the chances of a website coming up during a search engine query.  Just as you can do your own search on any known search engine and find a lot of stuff you weren’t looking for, so the same thing can happen when using a search engine hosted on an apartment website.

You also have to ask yourself:  if you were going to use a search engine to find something, would you go to an apartment community website to access the search engine, or would you just go directly to a search engine and skip the apartment website?

We recognize that there is money to be made by hosting your own search engine, and this may be the motivation for some apartment communities to use search engines in their website.  But, at what cost to the image of the apartment community, not to mention relevance of the searches pulled up that could damage your image?

New companies are emerging that offer custom built webpages featuring businesses and services surrounding your apartment community.  The content is not search engine driven.  Instead, a field representative studies the apartment community and neighborhood and develops the content. The representative identifies surrounding businesses that would support the apartment’s image and profile. These custom pages are intended to help define and promote the specific profile of the apartment community and the surrounding neighborhood and lifestyle, as well as provide promotional offers secured exclusively for the staff and residents of that community.  In addition, this type of service derives its revenue through the hosted business advertisers, not by large fees charged to the apartment community.  So, you get the content but you don’t have to pay to get it.  Although the content may be limited, you have complete control over who is posted and how it defines the profile of your apartment community and surrounding neighborhood, without sacrificing your image and best interests.

You want your website to project who you are and what kind of lifestyle one can expect to find at your community.  Adding content about surrounding businesses can be an excellent way to achieve this.  Just be careful that the type of content provided at your site does not sacrifice the image you are trying to project and that it is extremely relevant to your customer in terms of how it relates to your property location.

