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As a vast green wave of sustainability 
initiatives rolls across the Multifamily industry, 
developers, owners and managers are 
discovering that on top of being the right thing 
to do, environmentally sound practices are 
also the business imperative of the day. 

Beyond the obvious benefits to people and the planet, greening 

multifamily communities through efficiency improvements 

and other sustainable adjustments raises the quality of units, 

cushions assets against increases in energy costs, and opens a 

universe of cost savings, benefits for residents and asset value 

that yield an impossible-to-ignore competitive advantage. 

Study after study show that green buildings command higher 

rents and sales prices than conventional buildings;1 and have 

a significant, measurable positive effect on both the health 

of residents2 and resident satisfaction. IREM, the Institute of 

Real Estate Management’s forward-thinking green motto, 

“Sustainability is good management” perfectly sums up the 

financial benefits to be gained in pursuing environmental 

sustainability in Multifamily communities.3
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New technology strategies for Multifamily Management, like 

pairing a mobile inspection tool with a Business Intelligence (BI) 

platform, can enable your team to collect portfolio-wide data that 

is standardized, predictive and actionable — critical if you want 

to successfully execute and capture the value of your company’s 

Sustainability Initiatives (SI). By adopting these tools and 

conducting continuous audits of your energy and water-saving 

systems, you will achieve the operational excellence promised 

by your efficiency efforts.

But before we get into the details of managing sustainable 

operations, let’s address the green elephants in the room. 

The very definition of the word sustainable connotes continuing 

value. Yet sustainability to many in the Multifamily industry has 

been inaccurately perceived as leading to higher costs and 

regulatory headaches. Let’s unpack some of these questions 

about going green voiced by industry leaders:

Has consumer demand for sustainability 
materialized in a meaningful way?

Yes! Consumer demand for sustainable features is strong, 

especially among the generation most likely to rent. Nearly half, 

49%, of renters consider eco-friendly features more important 

than luxury items in a home and 24% of renters are willing to 

pay a rent premium for LEED certification.4 68% of Multifamily 

builders say consumers will pay more for green homes.5

Consumer demand for sustainable 

features is strong, especially among 

the generation most likely to rent. 

Nearly half, 49%, of renters consider 

eco-friendly features more important 

than luxury items in a home

Energy Upgrades Can Translate Into Higher Rents

Fig 1. Energy Upgrades Translate Into Higher Rents. From Energy Upgrade California Multifamily, 
Investing in Multifamily Energy Upgrades, 2015.
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How can my team collect the data I need to weigh 
the costs and benefits of implementing green 
improvements and operations?

New technology like mobile inspection and business 

intelligence platforms are facilitating unprecedented real-

time visibility into Multifamily operations and the benefits of 

sustainable improvements. Multifamily-specific tools and systems 

now allow you to collect and visualize standardized data 

helping you take advantage of green property certifications, 

utilities rebates, government incentives and other rewards for 

Multifamily greening.

Are green property certifications worth the 
upfront costs? 

In many cases, yes! Multifamily properties enjoy a rental 

rate premium double that of non-certified green properties, 

measured at approximately 8.9% across a wide array of 

samples.6 Various certification-tied incentives can lighten the 

load of upfront costs.
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“Any time we reduce costs through 

sustainable projects, we’re 

increasing NOI and the property 

value simultaneously. It’s pretty 

amazing the impact sustainability 

efforts make on your bottom line.”

Rae Schnabel 
Director of Sustainability 
Maxus Properties

If we don’t pursue a green property certification, 
are green improvements still worth the upfront costs?

Rae Schnabel, Director of Sustainability for Kansas City-based 

Multifamily management company, Maxus Properties, has 

overseen sweeping efficiency projects that consistently register 

eye-popping savings. “We’ve done about 115 projects and we’ve 

paid a third of the cost. That’s $3.5 million worth of efficiency 

improvements that only cost us $1 million.” How did Maxus 

achieve such a great deal? Rae says rebates offered by utility 

companies are key. “A couple of our utility companies give a fifty 

percent rebate on every electricity retrofit. By taking advantage 

of gas rebates to replace old boilers on two properties alone, 

we saved about $100,000 over two years. Any time we reduce 

costs through sustainable projects, we’re increasing NOI and 

the property value simultaneously. It’s pretty amazing the impact 

sustainability efforts make on your bottom line.”

Green Building Benefits

Fig 2. Green Building Benefits. From Energy Upgrade California Multifamily, Investing in 
Multifamily Energy Upgrades, 2015.
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Can property management operators really control 
or influence the sustainability of their communities?

Yes! Since sustainability starts with developers and owners, 

Multifamily managers may feel limited in their ability to green 

the assets they operate. However, with good data in hand, 

management can exercise considerable sway over the 

sustainability of their communities and drive owner decisions 

and resident lifestyles, including the ability to rework lease 

structures to benefit both management and residents with 

provisions for mutually agreed-upon efficiency cost-savings 

to the tune of $0.51 per square foot.7

Can you install efficient lighting that is also more 
aesthetically pleasing to a larger group of renters? 

Yes! Outfitting your buildings with energy-efficient lighting yields 

a staggering return on investment (ROI) of 45 percent8 and 

you don’t have to sacrifice visual appeal (not everyone likes 

the efficient but “ghostly” glow of older CFLs, aka compact 

fluorescent lamps). Now you can install lighting that is both 

efficient and inviting so you can please current residents, attract 

new ones and increase your profitability. Gary Dillabough is 

Managing Partner at Navitas Capital, a thought leader investing 

in technology for the built environment to improve both 

performance and the resident experience. He also leads the 

Smart Buildings and Energy Efficiency Practice at the Westly 

Group. His firms are buying in to a bright future — literally. 

“We’ve just started installing color-tuned lights inside our 

buildings that replicate the outdoor lightscape — which we 

expect to have a pronounced effect on occupant satisfaction.” 

He says, in addition to coming down in cost each year, these 

upgrades which include light-harvesting occupancy sensors and 

LEDs (light-emitting diodes) with a warmer CRI (color rendering 

index) look great, last significantly longer than traditional lighting 

and save you and your residents money.

“We’ve just started installing color-

tuned lights inside our buildings that 

replicate the outdoor lightscape 

— which we expect to have a 

pronounced effect on occupant 

satisfaction.”

Gary Dillabough 
Managing Partner 
Navitas Capital
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Positioning your operations at the 

greener end of the sustainability 

spectrum empowers you to stay 

ahead of regulatory, market and 

public opinion trends.

Can leases be structured to favor efficiency in a way 
that benefits both management and residents?

Yes! Managers can develop lease structures that “realign the 

allocation of costs and benefits among the parties involved” 

in a mutually beneficial way.9 The provisions included in 

environmentally-friendly leases impose few direct costs on 

owners, while requiring tenants to engage in sustainable 

behaviors such as using public transportation and composting.

None of the perceived challenges above are insurmountable, 

so let’s explore solutions, beginning with the foundation of any 

serious sustainability solution: data. Mobile technology now 

allows you to collect standardized data that lights the way for 

your portfolio to gain a competitive green advantage.

Making green improvements today benefits your bottom 

line for years to come, protecting the long-term value of your 

assets and ensuring your competitive advantage against 

those who fail to invest in the future. Positioning your 

operations at the greener end of the sustainability spectrum 

empowers you to stay ahead of regulatory, market and public 

opinion trends that are moving toward eco-consciousness. 

And with new technology in place, your company can qualify 

for a wide array of incentives that help you cover the upfront 

costs of efficiency improvements. 
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Issues with your green 

improvements can be costly if not 

regularly inspected. If your teams 

aren’t able to inspect, track, repair 

and replace quickly – and make 

that data available to upper-level 

management in real time – any 

potential efficiency gains go right 

down the drain.

Data & Tech Solutions For  
Green Multifamily Operations
The first challenge to address — the challenge upon which 

countless barriers to sustainable operational excellence stand — 

is standardized, real-time data. And the key to collecting useful 

data is developing a reliable, consistent collection method.

Whether you’re seeking a Green Building Certification (GBC) 

such as LEED (Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design) 

from the U.S. Building Council, Energy Star from the EPA, or a 

Certified Sustainable Property designation from the Institute of 

Real Estate Management (IREM), or you’re simply motivated to 

improve your organization’s sustainability and Net Operating 

Income (NOI); you need to know what and how to inspect for 

efficiency. In other words, where is your green ship leaking and 

how you can make the needed improvements to plug the leaks 

so your portfolio can cruise at full sail?

Issues with your green improvements can be costly if not 

regularly inspected. Low flow showerheads, toilets and drip 

irrigation systems can leak; weather-tracking sprinkler controllers 

can break; lighting timers and programmable thermostats can 

malfunction; and poorly installed insulation can make heating 

and cooling improvements worse than irrelevant. If your teams 

aren’t able to inspect, track, repair and replace quickly – and 

make that data available to upper-level management in real time 

– any potential efficiency gains go right down the drain.
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Take insulation for example. LEED’s Residential Technical 

Development Director, Asa Foss, delivered a compelling statistic 

when he spoke with Multifamily Executive (MFE) in 2013: “If just 

5 percent of a space is left uninsulated due to poor installation, 

the space is going to lose 50 percent of its effectiveness,”10 

amounting to an expensive heap of wasted heating and cooling. 

Imagine the accumulated costs when poorly-installed insulation 

is not only an issue in one unit — but discovered across your 

properties or even an entire region.

The same principle applies to many other efficiency solutions. 

Seemingly small errors and defects in equipment, installation 

and landscaping can lead to disproportionate losses that render 

your green efforts obsolete and your expected gains in NOI 

nonexistent. An undetected toilet leak can amount to 300 

gallons of unused water lost with each passing day.11 And an 

irrigation system that has a leak 1/32nd of an inch in diameter 

(about the thickness of a dime) can waste 6,300 gallons of water 

every month.12

Seemingly small errors and defects in 

equipment, installation and landscaping 

can lead to disproportionate losses that 

render your green efforts obsolete and 

your expected gains in NOI nonexistent.
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Conducting regular inspections of your landscaping systems to 

ensure drip irrigation and sprinkler systems aren’t leaking and 

are properly set for the season, inspecting the weather stripping 

on doors and window frames so you aren’t wasting heating 

and cooling, checking motion sensor lights so they function 

appropriately (both an efficiency and safety measure) — all of 

these audits save you from either paying for these unnecessary 

costs yourself or passing them on to your residents.

Without effective data collection and analysis, you can’t quantify, 

measure and visualize what these inefficiencies cost you, or how 

green improvements will help you optimize your assets’ financial 

performance. In the absence of comprehensive data regarding 

sustainability performance, your organization is left in the dark. 

The problem is, traditional methods of data capture like paper-

and-pen and Excel-based workflows are inefficient, ineffective 

and costly. Besides the fact that paper systems multiply your 

expenditures with a price tag 31 times its purchasing cost,13 

paper-and-pen inspection workflows require handwritten 

comments that are often illegible and can create a Tower of 

Babel scenario without a standardized, shared vocabulary 

across your teams. In the worst cases, sections of inspections 

get skipped due to human error. 

Traditional methods of data capture 

like paper-and-pen and Excel-based 

workflows are inefficient, ineffective 

and costly.

Chicago Annual Expenses per Unit (2013)

Fig 3. Chicago Annual Expense per Unit. Graph from U.S. Department of Energy, Quantifying the 
Financial Benefits of Multifamily Retrofits, 2013.
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Excel-based workflows aren’t much better, requiring hours of 

manual data entry and leaving your organization at the mercy of 

busy IT teams to process your data. Both of these old methods 

leave your leaking irrigation system, your malfunctioning 

lighting sensors and your ineffective insulation neglected by 

management for extended periods of time. And the slowed 

maintenance resolution creates delays that increase the length 

of time your units sit vacant and wasteful.

The good news is you don’t have to fall victim to an inefficient 

and costly system. 

To ensure you successfully boost NOI through your sustainability 

initiative, you need to adopt a mobile inspection platform that 

supports standardized data collection, a real-time Business 

Intelligence (BI) tool to spot trends and issues instantly and a 

control center to manage inspection compliance and onsite 

property staff. Mobile inspections help your property or service 

managers conduct necessary inspections on a regular basis, 

plus you’ll have access to their completed reports immediately, 

including photo documentation — all while cutting the time 

required to conduct inspections over a manual process. 
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Property managers who employ mobile inspection apps have 

demonstrated a 46% increase in compliance in performing 

required inspections — relevant because your Sustainability 

Initiative is only as good as your portfolio’s alignment and 

compliance with your SI’s goals.14 Onboarding a mobile 

inspection platform your teams can use on an iPad, tablet 

or phone is the first step to automating your data collection 

process so you can realize a Sustainability Initiative that is 

measurable, quantifiable and ultimately, through the use of a BI 

application, actionable.

Property managers who employ 

mobile inspection apps have 

demonstrated a 46% increase in 

compliance in performing required 

inspections.
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The reasons for investing in a mobile 
inspection platform are now clear.

Key features to look for in a solution include: 
customizable forms, timestamped photos, 
inline comments, offline functionality, scoring, 
costing, a management console, Business 
Intelligence (BI) and enterprise-level support 
for mid-size and larger companies.

Let’s dive into each of these features:

FEATURES TO LOOK FOR IN A 
MOBILE INSPECTION PLATFORM 
FOR EFFICIENCY:

• Customizable forms for assessing efficiency 
opportunities and benchmarks

• Timestamped photos to identify 
sustainability-related repair/replace 

• Inline comments 

• Fully native offline functionality with 
automatic syncing

• Scoring for workforce management and 
evaluating building performance individually, 
regionally and across your portfolio

• Cost attribution for repair and replace

• Online management console with real-time 
access to inspections and the ability to 
manage users and permissions, edit templates, 
dispatch forms instantly and schedule audits

• Accompanying Business Intelligence platform

• Enterprise-level customer support
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Customizable forms: The right inspection platform will give 

you the ability to fully customize your inspection forms to meet 

recommendations, or requirements from LEED (Leadership in 

Energy & Environmental Design), Energy Star or other Green 

Building Certifications. The flexibility of customizable forms lets 

you adapt them easily within the user interface to any possible 

use case you may need now or in the future, — without requiring 

development support from the technology vendor or your IT 

department.

Timestamped Photos: One of the most important features of 

a mobile inspection platform to assess is how it handles digital 

photos. Like with move-in/move-out (MIMO) inspections, you 

want the visual evidence to match the data. If there’s a break 

in the HVAC system or leakage in the plumbing or building 

envelope, a photo can help identify qualities like size, shape and 

location for replace, repair and bulk purchase. The best mobile 

platform will automatically timestamp and collate your photos to 

inspected items, as well as give you the ability to access these 

photos in real time from a management console so you can get 

visual data on issues immediately, the moment they’re spotted in 

the field.

If there’s a break in the HVAC system 

or leakage in the plumbing or building 

envelope, a photo can help identify 

qualities like size, shape and location 

for replace, repair and bulk purchase.
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Inline Comments: Handwritten comments are often illegible 

and impossible to search. You need a mobile inspection tool 

that includes the ability to add important comments to your 

efficiency audits.

Offline functionality for the mobile tool is also key. The concrete 

core and steel beam construction of many apartment buildings 

often interferes with WiFi and cellular signals, so it’s critical the 

inspection app work perfectly offline, syncing when coming back 

online. That way, if service is poor or the building’s WiFi is having 

a slow day, your teams can continue their work without delay.

Scoring: The platform you adopt should also include a scoring 

feature that allows you to easily quantify and compare the 

performance of your buildings across locations, identify 

best practices and manage up for higher efficiency. Scoring 

enables you to tally up points for items, so that at the end of 

a walkthrough, you know immediately how your buildings are 

performing in terms of efficiency. For example, you could assign 

intact window weatherstripping a score of 10; and damaged 

or missing weatherstripping a score of 0. Let’s say your mobile 

audit finds that four windows are properly weatherstripped and 

six are not. The resulting score would be 40/100 or 40% and you 

are able to see, across each unit as well as your portfolio, how 

your buildings are doing in terms of effective weatherstripping. 

If you’re tracking other efficiency measures, scoring allows you 

to view an aggregated efficiency score.

Scoring enables you to tally up 

points for items, so that at the 

end of a walkthrough, you know 

immediately how your buildings are 

performing in terms of efficiency.
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You can assign items a monetary value, 

so that at the end of a walkthrough you 

immediately know how much it will cost 

to repair issues like leaks or replace 

items like motion sensors.

Costing: Costing goes hand-in-hand with scoring. Instead of 

using a numerical score, you can assign items a monetary value, 

so that at the end of a walkthrough you immediately know how 

much it will cost to repair issues like leaks or replace items like 

motion sensors. Let’s estimate that each window in the example 

above costs $100 to weatherstrip.15 The moment inspections 

are complete, you’d know it’s going to cost $600 to properly 

weatherstrip those four windows.

Online Management Console: You’ll want to be able to log in to 

the platform’s control center online so you can dispatch needed 

updates instantly to the field and schedule inspections as well as 

manage users and permissions so any issues can be addressed 

as expediently as possible. A control center that is web-based 

rather than a desktop app offers you two distinct advantages. 

One — you don’t have to constantly update your software 

because updates and new features get added automatically. 

Two — you can use any internet-connected device to sign in, 

meaning you aren’t dependent on a single computer or tablet.
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Business Intelligence (BI): The most unforgivable defect of 

paper and Excel-based systems is that they only offer actionable 

information long after it has been collected, meaning critical 

issues can go undetected for long periods. Paper sits in file 

cabinets. Data languishes, untouched, in Excel spreadsheets. 

The greatest benefit of mobile inspection software is that it can 

automatically link multifamily owners and managers with real-

time intelligence on property conditions. 

When mobile inspection software is paired with a BI solution, 

every inspection gathers data that is collated and analyzed 

in real time to spot both isolated efficiency issues at a single 

property as well as any portfolio-wide trends. With real-time, 

actionable information at your fingertips,  you can manage 

operations to effectively support your Sustainability Initiative.

Enterprise-Level Support: For midsize to larger organizations, 

access to a dedicated Customer Success team is integral to 

realizing the value of your inspection solution. A committed 

Customer Success team can adapt your forms to your SI’s goals, 

as well as tailor your BI dashboards to the exact metrics you 

need to optimize for efficiency.

When mobile inspection software 

is paired with a BI solution, every 

inspection gathers data that is 

collated and analyzed in real time to 

spot both isolated efficiency issues 

at a single property as well as any 

portfolio-wide trends.
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Multifamily owners now expect managers to be knowledgeable 

about implementing and maintaining sustainable operations 

across their assets. Sustainability is here to stay as the 

competitive advantage and cost savings only multiply. Gary 

from Navitas Capital and the Westly Group notes, “for a lot of 

managers, it starts with a spreadsheet and seeing a positive 

economic return. But as they look at the profile of their target 

renter, they also want to be seen as a smart and thoughtful 

manager in the marketplace. So they double down on a green 

approach that certainly millennials really appreciate and other 

generations are waking up to. And therefore sustainability 

becomes a differentiator for those management companies.”

Managers play the crucial role of empowering owners, residents 

and communities with information that can support inspired, 

positive action.  By tracking your Sustainability Initiative with 

a mobile inspection platform, you’ll be able to make the most 

of your green investments, increasing your bottom line and 

improving resident satisfaction. And, the data you collect will 

help you qualify for a multitude of financial incentives, rebates 

and more, making Sustainable Operations a mandate you can’t 

ignore, and ultimately the smartest long-term fiscal strategy.

“For a lot of managers, it starts with a 

spreadsheet and seeing a positive 

economic return. But as they look 

at the profile of their target renter, 

they also want to be seen as a 

smart and thoughtful manager in the 

marketplace. So they double down 

on a green approach that certainly 

millennials really appreciate and 

other generations are waking up 

to. And therefore sustainability 

becomes a differentiator for those 

management companies.”

Gary Dillabough 
Managing Partner 
Navitas Capital
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