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See Customer Retention Data, page 10

At the end of each month, Robert 
Francis CPM of Kissimmee, Florida-
based The Heron Group, Inc., runs a 
simple equation for each of his facili-
ties that instantly shows him how his 
properties are doing on customer 
retention. He divides the number of 
move-outs that month by the number 
of units occupied at the begin-
ning of the month to get a turnover 
percentage.

By calculating that percentage on a 
monthly basis, says Francis, he can 
spot changes that call for closer obser-
vation. “That’s usually pretty consis-
tent over time,” he says. “It establishes 
a profile on a property-by-property 
basis. But it all depends on the store.”

The more you understand your tenants 
and their needs, the better you can 
craft realistic retention strategies. As 
Francis observes, “More residential 
customers usually mean more move-
outs. The residential customers usually 
have more of a short-term need. Busi-
ness customers, on the other hand, 
usually need storage longer, whether 
for records, inventory, what have you.”

Kathy Mann, manager at Barbur 
Storage in Portland, Oregon, says her 
facility uses SiteLink, so she utilizes 
the software’s reporting features to 
track retention percentages. When 
she gets a tenant’s notice of intent to 
vacate, she uses a form in SiteLink—
which her facility has customized by 
listing the reason for the move-out—
to get feedback from the tenant.

“We can look at it at the end of the month to see the specific 
reason they’re looking to leave,” explains Kathy. “So, if 
they’re leaving because of a problem, we can help them 
immediately.”

She says her facility will also soon be inserting a post-
card survey into each tenant’s move-in kit. After a tenant 
vacates, he can provide anonymous comments about his 

Customer Retention by the Numbers
Collecting and reviewing some basic data  
can help you track and build customer loyalty.

By Mark Wright

rental experience—positive or negative. The feedback will 
then help Kathy and the facility’s owners make changes 
where needed to their operation.

Forrest Thomas, managing member of Santa Fe, New 
Mexico-based Thomas Properties, LLC, keeps a CEO’s 

and electronic gates (75%) are the three most important features, but only electronic gates
commands a majority who are willing to pay (39% out of 75% who rate it important). In fact, it
is the only feature on the entire list with a majority willing to pay! Pest control (73%) and “close to
place of residence” (70%) round out the list of top five features, with all others appealing to fewer
than 70%.

Figure 3-17 presents the 12 least important features, also arranged in descending order of
importance and showing the percentage who would pay extra for the feature in the lower bar.
Emergency call buttons (42%), air conditioning (36%) and electrical outlets (35%) are the top
rated features in this “second tier” list. Air conditioning commands the greatest portion willing to
pay for the feature (17%) while no feature on the list has a majority willing to pay; all other features
are appealing to fewer than 1/3 of renters. 

As we saw in 2005, it is interesting to contrast the importance of close to school/workplace (27%)
with that of close to place of residence (70%) in Figures 3-16 and 3-17. Clearly, the majority of
renters access their units from home rather than work or school. Also, the relatively low ranking
of attractiveness of facility (21%) may be disheartening to those operators investing heavily in
facades and landscaping. Attractiveness may be more important to planning and zoning boards
than renters – or perhaps modern facilities are sufficiently attractive that appearance is taken for
granted by renters. 

Self Storage Demand Study � 2007 Edition
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stated in 2005, “The results suggest that if we were to open the doors of thousands of self storage units
and peer inside, we would largely observe a repetition of the same generalized contents...”  This tends
to be true regardless of what segment we examine, as will be demonstrated in later chapters. 

Facility feature preferences

Survey respondents were presented with a list of 26 facility features and were asked to rate how
important each feature was to them on a 1 to 5 scale, where 1 = “not important” and 5 = “very
important.” For each item that they rated 4 or 5, they were subsequently asked whether or not
they “would be willing to pay extra” for the feature. Figure 3-16 presents the top 14 rated features.
The features are arranged in descending order of importance, with the upper bar for each showing
the percentage of renters that consider it important (4 or 5 on the five-point scale) and the lower
bar showing the percentage of respondents who answered “yes,” they are willing to pay extra for
the feature.

As we saw in 2005, renters want far more than they are willing to pay extra for. For nearly all
features, fewer than half of the renters who rate the feature important state that they are willing to
pay for it. Essentially, they are expressing service expectations – features that they expect to see in
place without paying extra for. In contrast, those that they are willing to pay extra for can be
considered “value-add” or “premium features.” Drive-up parking (78%), anytime access (77%)

Chapter 3: Self Storage U.S. Consumer Profile
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SSA’s Self Storage Demand Study reveals the relative importance of various features 
to tenants.
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Customer Retention Data, from page 9

a three-month renter is truly a “short term” renter or at the beginning of a 30 or 300 month cycle.
And this is why we have included recent renters in the analyses of tenure – they have already
concluded their renting cycle, so short-term recent renters won’t be “missed” by the timing of the
survey. Also, since recent renters outnumber current renters by about a 2:1 ratio, their presence
somewhat mitigates the undercount of short-term renters among current renters. The point is that
if we were to focus on current renters alone, we would make misleading conclusions. This is true
not only for estimating rental tenure, but for any other renter characteristics that may influence or
be influenced by the length of the rental. For example, in the next chapter we examine why people
rent self storage and what they store. If the pattern is different for short- and long-terms renters –
and we know that it is, as shown in Chapter 4 – then we would produce a misleading picture by
focusing solely on current renters. As explained in the introductory portion of Chapter 3, we
therefore combine current and recent renters to produce a more accurate view of the market for
most of the analyses in this report.

Planned rental tenure of current renters

For the same reasons, we must be cautious in looking at the future rental tenure intentions of
current renters (Figure 2-2). Only 9% plan to hold onto their units less than three more months,
19% plan to keep them for 3-6 months, 19% for 7-12 months, 32% for 1-2 years and 21% for
longer than two years. Note that all of these numbers are within three percentage points of what

we observed in 2005; again, the same general
pattern prevails in 2007. Now, if we conclude
that the percentage of long term renters will
increase from the 42% suggested in Figure 2-1
(which we already know underestimates short-
term renters) to 53% over the next year, we’ve
made yet another mistake because we haven’t
factored in all of the short-term renters who
will enter and subsequently exit the market
over the next year. Thus, we will have “under-
represented” short-term renters in both our
historic estimate and near-future projection.
What we can reasonably conclude from these

data is that approximately 53% of current renters (about 5.7 million) will still be in the market
one year from the date of the 2007 survey, and 47% will have dropped out. Therefore, to sustain
the market, we will need to “replace” the 47% or 5.1 million current renters who will drop out
over the next year. But will the combined influx of returning renters and new renters offset this
rate of attrition?

Chapter 2: 2007 U.S. Consumer Self Storage Market
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big-picture perspective on key stats. While he has a 
management company that helps with day-to-day facility 
operations, Thomas says he looks primarily at move-ins 
versus move-outs. Data is only part of the picture for 
him, though. He also relies on direct conversations with 
managers regarding facilities’ longest-term tenants. That 
way, Thomas explains, he can “find out what the longest 

Midwest: Change in Average Revenue per Square Foot
area Facility age rental revenue retail revenue other revenue total revenue

2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change

suburban

<5 years $6.81 $5.24 ($1.57) $0.20 $0.18 ($0.02) $0.29 $0.08 ($0.21) $7.29 $5.50 ($1.79)

6+ years $5.52 $6.40 $0.87 $0.16 $0.10 ($0.06) $0.30 $0.38 $0.08 $5.99 $6.88 $0.89

urban

<5 years $4.11 $4.78 $0.68 $0.10 $0.10 $0.01 $0.34 $0.28 ($0.06) $4.54 $5.17 $0.62

6+ years $3.45 $7.99 $4.54 $0.06 $0.07 $0.00 $0.26 $0.57 $0.30 $3.78 $8.63 $4.85

area Facility type rental revenue retail revenue other revenue total revenue

2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change

suburban

Big Box $2.75 $6.61 $3.86 $0.04 $0.18 $0.14 $0.13 $0.34 $0.20 $2.92 $7.12 $4.20

Conversion $1.60 $8.13 $6.53 $0.04 $0.12 $0.08 $0.13 $0.63 $0.49 $1.78 $8.88 $7.10

Hybrid $8.22 $5.50 ($2.72) $0.23 $0.15 ($0.08) $0.44 $0.16 ($0.27) $8.88 $5.81 ($3.07)

Traditional $6.80 $5.63 ($1.17) $0.19 $0.14 ($0.05) $0.30 $0.20 ($0.09) $7.29 $5.97 ($1.32)

urban

Big Box $8.17 $8.73 $0.56 $0.09 $0.08 ($0.01) $0.56 $0.47 ($0.09) $8.81 $9.28 $0.46

Conversion $10.59 $7.97 ($2.63) $0.08 $0.12 $0.04 $0.94 $0.71 ($0.23) $11.60 $8.79 ($2.81)

Hybrid $12.91 $6.60 ($6.32) $0.14 $0.10 ($0.05) $0.68 $0.45 ($0.23) $13.73 $7.15 ($6.59)

Traditional $7.63 $6.58 ($1.04) $0.07 $0.07 $0.00 $0.51 $0.44 ($0.07) $8.21 $7.09 ($1.12)

area cc units 
available

rental revenue retail revenue other revenue total revenue

2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change

suburban

No $6.06 $6.04 ($0.02) $0.18 $0.14 ($0.04) $0.24 $0.25 $0.00 $6.48 $6.43 ($0.06)

Yes $6.66 $5.69 ($0.97) $0.17 $0.14 ($0.03) $0.34 $0.22 ($0.12) $7.17 $6.05 ($1.12)

Report R-006Printed on Oct 15, 2009

Midwest: IA, IL, IN,KS, MI, MN, MO, ND, NE, OH, SD, WI traditional: Single-story buildings with outside access
Hybrid: Combination of single and multi-story buildings
Big Box: Multi-story facility with limited outside access
conversion: Facility converted from prior use (warehouse factory, etc.)
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Midwest: Change in Average Expense per Square Foot

area Facility
age

total expenses property taxes utilities insurance Marketing and advertising all others

2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change

suburban

<5 years $3.30 $3.28 ($0.02) $1.25 $0.98 ($0.27) $0.29 $0.72 $0.43 $0.09 $0.07 ($0.02) $0.19 $0.23 $0.04 $0.61 $0.95 $0.34

6+ years $2.42 $3.40 $0.98 $0.73 $1.01 $0.28 $0.28 $0.49 $0.21 $0.07 $0.09 $0.02 $0.14 $0.21 $0.07 $0.53 $0.91 $0.38

urban

<5 years $1.87 $3.48 $1.61 $0.55 $0.94 $0.38 $0.20 $0.53 $0.34 $0.07 $0.09 $0.02 $0.11 $0.20 $0.09 $0.42 $1.09 $0.67

6+ years $1.92 $4.17 $2.25 $0.92 $1.22 $0.29 $0.22 $0.32 $0.11 $0.03 $0.10 $0.06 $0.08 $0.27 $0.19 $0.27 $1.29 $1.02

area Facility
type

total expenses property taxes utilities insurance Marketing and advertising all others

2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change

suburban

Big Box $0.86 $4.22 $3.36 $0.34 $0.55 $0.21 $0.13 $0.37 $0.24 $0.03 $0.10 $0.07 $0.04 $0.83 $0.79 $0.14 $1.38 $1.23

Conversion $0.63 $6.94 $6.31 $0.20 $2.57 $2.37 $0.07 $0.96 $0.89 $0.02 $0.17 $0.15 $0.04 $0.50 $0.47 $0.11 $1.57 $1.45

Hybrid $3.77 $3.16 ($0.61) $1.34 $0.98 ($0.37) $0.44 $0.61 $0.17 $0.09 $0.07 ($0.02) $0.19 $0.18 ($0.02) $0.76 $0.92 $0.16

Traditional $3.24 $3.03 ($0.20) $1.12 $0.91 ($0.21) $0.28 $0.60 $0.32 $0.09 $0.07 ($0.02) $0.19 $0.16 ($0.04) $0.67 $0.85 $0.18

urban

Big Box $4.22 $4.42 $0.20 $1.01 $1.23 $0.22 $0.31 $0.42 $0.10 $0.09 $0.09 $0.00 $0.20 $0.29 $0.10 $1.78 $1.41 ($0.37)

Conversion $4.39 $5.17 $0.78 $0.94 $1.52 $0.58 $0.43 $0.56 $0.13 $0.11 $0.13 $0.02 $0.24 $0.32 $0.09 $1.58 $1.38 ($0.20)

Hybrid $5.16 $3.90 ($1.26) $1.53 $1.24 ($0.29) $0.45 $0.40 ($0.05) $0.20 $0.08 ($0.12) $0.25 $0.22 ($0.03) $1.60 $1.15 ($0.45)

Traditional $3.57 $3.71 $0.14 $0.89 $1.00 $0.12 $0.30 $0.37 $0.07 $0.14 $0.10 ($0.05) $0.21 $0.24 $0.03 $1.06 $1.20 $0.14

area cc units 
available

total expenses property taxes utilities insurance Marketing and advertising all others

2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change 2007 2008 Change

Report R-007Printed on Oct 15, 2009

Midwest: IA, IL, IN,KS, MI, MN, MO, ND, NE, OH, SD, WI traditional: Single-story buildings with outside access
Hybrid: Combination of single and multi-story buildings
Big Box: Multi-story facility with limited outside access
conversion: Facility converted from prior use (warehouse factory, etc.)
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Nationally, business renters cited “drive-up parking to unit” 
as their number one most important feature, followed by 

“close to business location,” “discount rates for long term 
rental,” “fire sprinklers in storage unit,” and “electronic 
gates at entrance” rounding out the top five.

SSA has long provided members with data that can help 
illuminate customer retention influencers. For example, 
SSA’s Self Storage Industry Facts & Trends Report is avail-
able in the members-only section of selfstorage.org (click 
on “Resources” then on “Research & Data”).

F.O.C.U.S. on Stats

In addition, SSA is launching a new application called 
“F.O.C.U.S.”—the Financial & Operating Characteristics of 
U.S. Self Storage Facilities system. F.O.C.U.S. will provide 
access to valuable statistical reports detailing self storage 
revenues, expenses, and average board rates broken down 
by various regions of the U.S.

lasting tenants are interested in and say thanks for staying 
with the facility.”

Thomas’s point is an important one: Knowing what your 
tenants want is vital to retention. For example, do they 
seek a facility with an onsite resident manager? How about 
truck rental? Or what about a full retail product line avail-
able at the facility?

According to surveys conducted by SSA director of 
research and data analysis Anna Canlas Atherton, 45 
percent of facilities have an onsite manager, 35 percent 
offer truck rental and 93 percent have 10 or more catego-
ries of retail products.

SSA Data Can Help

SSA’s 2007 Self Storage Demand Study (the latest edition 
available at press time) reveals a wide array of tenant 
preferences by region within the U.S. For example, in the 
Midwest, Northeast and South, residential tenants ranked 

“anytime access to unit” as their number one most impor-
tant feature. Out West, it was “electronic gates at entrance.”

The fifth most important feature? In the Midwest and 
South, it was “close to place of residence,” while North-
easterners cited “fire sprinklers in storage unit” and West-
erners said “anytime access to unit.”

Data from SSA’s Self Storage Demand Study puts “customer 
retention” in perspective.

SSA’s F.O.C.U.S. will provide valuable stats about revenues, 
expenses and average board rates by region.

See Customer Retention Data, page 12
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The online gateway to this resource can be found at http://
www.insitesystems.com/stores/ssa/. Four F.O.C.U.S. prod-
ucts are available: the Complete Report Study, National 
Averages Report Package, Trended Figures Report Package, 
and Regional Revenue and Expense Report.

The Complete Report Study analyzes calendar year 2008 
operating results for 1,900 facilities throughout the U.S. It’s 
the largest sample size tabulated within the industry. This 
report has two objectives: (1) Provide facility operators, 
consultants and other industry interests with a reference 
of operational and financial information and trends not 
routinely available from other sources. (2) Provide the data 
organized by region and type of area and cross-tabulated 
with other operating practices and characteristics of 
reporting facilities.

The National Averages Report Package provides a summary 
of income/expense and NOI for end of year 2008; average 
board rates for non-climate/climate controlled units; 
average revenue per square foot by revenue type; total 
average revenue per square foot by facility type; and 
average expense by square foot by expense category/
region.

The Trended Figures Report Package covers national 
change in average board rates (climate and non-climate 
controlled units); national change in average revenue 
per square foot by revenue category; national change in 
average revenue per square foot by facility type; national 
change in average expenses per square foot by expense 
category; national change in average expense per square 
foot by facility type; national change in net operating 
income (NOI) per square foot by facility type; national 
change in total revenue, expenses, net operating income 
(NOI) per square foot by area type

The Regional Revenue and Expense Report looks at change 
in average revenue/expense per square foot 2007 and 2008. 
It provides trended average revenue/expense per square 
foot for the region in 2007 and 2008; by revenue categories 
(rental revenue, retail revenue, other and total revenue); by 
expense categories (total expenses, property taxes, utilities, 
insurance, marketing & advertising and other expenses); 
by area type and facility characteristics. Owner/operators 
can compare their average revenues/expenses within their 
own region and with other regions or areas.

For more information about SSA’s data products, visit self-
storage.org, or email Anna Canlas Atherton at aatherton@
selfstorage.org.  v

Customer Retention Data, from page 10


