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Our 2020 MFE Concept 
Community takes 
an in-depth look at 
Generation Z as they enter 
the multifamily rental 
market. Born from 1997 
onward, the oldest of this 
generation are just turning 
23, according to the Pew 
Research Center. In this 
report, multifamily experts 
weigh in on what drives 
“Gen Z” and offer advice 
to developers and property 
managers who need to 
attract and retain this new 
group of renters. 
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For a generation just coming into their own, Generation Z 
knows how to make an entrance. Consider the slew of super-
latives describing them and their mounting economic clout, 
now estimated at $143 billion.

Who are they? Demographers define Gen Z as individuals 
age five to 25. No other generation is larger, more ethnically 
and sexually diverse, better educated or digitally fixated. For 
those reasons and many more, they present a particularly in-
triguing challenge to multifamily decision-makers.

Few know that fact better than Mollie Carmichael. Carmi-
chael is a principal at Meyers Research, a leading residential real 
estate consulting and database service. The Southern California-
based strategist is a national thought leader on consumer behav-
ior and product research. She recently shared her observations 
on Generation Z’s growing impact on multifamily housing:

HOW IS GENERATION Z DIFFERENT THAN GENERATIONS Y, X , T WEENERS, 
AND BOOMERS? WHAT SE TS THEM APART ?
It’s really interesting when you look at each generation 
from the “signature technology” introduced with each gen-
erational segment. For mature baby boomers (born 1945 
to 1954), it was all about automobiles and air travel. For 
younger boomers (born 1955 to 1964), it was the television 
and new pioneering toward technology. For Gen Xers (born 
1965 to 1974), they were the first to straddle paper to their 
personal computer. For Tweeners (born 1975 to 1984), it 
was acceleration of video games. And for Mature Gen Y’s 
(born 1985 to 1994), it has been the smartphone.

Gen Z is all about social media and all things streaming con-
tent. That’s how they get their news. Their life is built on and 
around social media.

Gen Z is unlike any group before them–larger, more diverse, and less patient. 
By Dennis Harrington

A Primer on the Generational Tidal Wave

GEN Z: 101
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•  • GEN Z: 101 • •

WHAT ELSE CHARACTERIZES GEN Z?
They went through the great recession, so they know 
all about staycations and financial uncertainty. Gener-
ation Zers were pretty much born with a smartphone 
in their hand. That was a form of education and even 
baby sitting to some degree. Privacy is nearly unknown 
to them. They’ve been watched and studied all their 
lives through technology and by their helicopter parents. 
Their playground was, and still is, virtual compared to 
the outdoor ones many of us grew up with. 

If you look at a group of Gen Z’s together in a room, 
they could all be watching something completely dif-
ferent on their phones with the TV on or off. There’s 
an overstimulation of information. 

My Gen Z niece is a good example. She recently rented 
an apartment totally online. She only appeared for the 
deposit. Everything else was virtual. Her selection, 
her access and viewing of the apartment, and financial 
decisions were made all independently. Doing it any 
other way didn’t make sense to her. In fact, I think she 
would have been more hesitant doing it any other way.

HOW SHOULD MULTIFAMILY OWNERS AND OPERATORS 
UNDERSTAND GEN Z?
Brands matter. The association with brand is stronger 
with Gen Z. They have no patience for trial and error 
and returns. Buying most products online requires 
brand names they know and trust. 

Video games are their emotional cogs. Apartment 
complexes and any new home design should support 
video game connectivity, especially communal multi-
screen viewing areas. Gen Zers are comfortable social-
izing that way. It is their playground and social platform 
today. It may also explain why pandemic isolation is 
less stressful to them.

Lastly, they want their privacy at home just like 
everybody else does, but they expect more from 
their home technology. When they enter their apart-
ment, they want to know their personal privacy and  
security are assured, especially for single women. In 
fact, all things home technology are expected by this 
new generation and are not necessarily considered 
a premium. New home designs will lose without the 
conveniences made easier by technology.

DENNIS HARRINGTON is a senior 
writer for Hanley Wood.

MOLLIE CARMICHAEL, principal 
at Meyers Research, is a leading  
strategist with a career spanning  
25+ years as a builder, developer, and  
consultant in the residential real 
estate industry.

“Generation Zers were pretty much born with a smartphone 
in their hand. That was a form of education and even babysitting 

to some degree. Privacy is nearly unknown to them.” 

WHAT ARE THE ECONOMICS OF GEN Z?
They have much greater sensitivity to student debt. 
That is why this younger generation is giving much 
greater consideration to the cost of a four-year col-
lege versus their local community college. Shopping is 
more chore-like for this generation, so malls aren’t as 
interesting today. They expect immediate, on-demand 
possession and satisfaction. This generation will only 
look forward to meeting up with their friends or a new 
or unique experience. A
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Generation Z: or       ?
Crown molding isn’t the first thing that comes to mind for Gen Z. Maybe it should be.
By Dennis Harrington

WHY NOT GENERATION EMOJI? 
It’s an apt way to describe Generation Z, the popula-
tion cohort under age 25, says respected multifamily 
housing authority and consultant Kimberly Byrum of 
Texas-based Meyers Research. 

“Everything is an emoji to them. They answer text 
messages with an emoji face. Half the time I’m not sure 
what the face means,” sighs Byrum.

Helping multifamily decision makers solve the rid-
dle of Gen Z is just one of many services Byrum  provides 
to an impressive array of multifamily players, from the 
NMHC Top 50 to budding entrepreneurs. 

Who is Generation Z? What motivates and worries 
them, especially these days? How should you position 
your properties to claim your fair share of Gen Z busi-
ness? Byrum shares her latest insights:

WHAT DEFINES GEN Z FROM A MULTIFAMILY PERSPECTIVE?
In focus groups we discovered Gen Zers know what 
crown molding is. The fact is, many Gen Zers grew up 
in nice housing. In college many of them lived in pur-
pose-built student housing. They’re accustomed to a 
certain quality level. Now they carry this expectation 
to their first apartment. It’s a seamless housing contin-
uum. I know some of the big developers, like Graystar, 
now have a fully integrated housing platform, from 
student housing to active adult.

WHAT OTHER CHARACTERISTICS?
They’re not shy about asking for help. I think that 
comes from their parents, who, as a group, were often 
regarded as spoiled. So these parents raised children 
to feel less entitled. Gen Zers are more cautious. Yes, 
they know nearly everything is available on-demand. 
But they also know the dark side of Facebook, Uber, 
Amazon, and all the online services that delighted 
millennials. 

They have a great faith in peer review sites, like 
Yelp. The constant thread running through apartment 
reviews is their assessment of management, good or 
bad. Young adults do their homework, they’re more 
skeptical. They also tend to be homebodies. They un-
derstand the value of home. Gen Zers like to try things 
for themselves, they’re more do-it-yourselfers. They’ve 
grown up with Marie Kondo and Chip and Joanna, so 
they like to restore things.

•  • GEN Z: 101 • •

WHAT ’S THE TAKEAWAY FOR MULTIFAMILY PROFESSIONALS?
Two things stand out: location and security. The small-
er, more relaxed metros Austin, Portland, Nashville, 
Salt Lake City, Denver, and Seattle are the location 
darlings. Then you have second level cities like the 
Boises and Ashevilles. 

Security is tricky. It’s nearly impossible to promote 
security because of liability issues. You can’t have a 
leasing agent say “Oh, it’s safe here” and have a prob-
lem the next day. What you can do is double-down on 
the site plan for security. Where are the ins and outs? 
How can you use design to enhance security? 

WHAT CAN MULTIFAMILY PROS DO TO BETTER UNDERSTAND GEN ZERS?
I know the CIO of one large REIT used to sit down 
with a group of employees each quarter to learn what 
the street is saying. He didn’t want to miss anything. 
There’s no reason why any pro can’t do the same thing. 

DENNIS HARRINGTON is a senior 
writer for Hanley Wood.

KIMBERLY BYRUM is  
managing principal-multifamily  
at Meyers Research. 
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4 Ways to Tap Into the Next 
Wave of Renters 
The multifamily industry must prepare to meet Gen Z’s expectations.
By Mike Gomes

extra to customize homes the way they want—a behav-
ior they are already accustomed to in other purchasing 
decisions. The end-to-end workflow for the resident 
and site staff, as well as pricing models, will need to be 
developed. But in today’s environment, this is an op-
portunity to provide the customer, or resident, more of 
what they want and expect. 

While much focus has been placed on the millennial 
generation during the most recent real estate cycles, 
Gen Z has already aged into apartment renting and will 
become the primary target renter in the coming decade. 
Just like their generational predecessors, these digitally 
native Gen Zers have distinct sensibilities and priorities 
when it comes to their expectations of an apartment 
living experience. While millennial renters desired  
enhanced connectivity, customization, and communi-
cation, these are basic expectations for Gen Z.

SEAMLESS CONNECTIVIT Y
Ubiquitous internet coverage is a requirement for nearly 
all renter cohorts. But with Gen Z, it is base table stakes. 
These digital consumers have no cords to cut because 
they never adopted a wired lifestyle in the first place. 
Fast, reliable, secure, seamless wireless coverage avail-
able in both apartment homes and throughout the entire 
community is an absolute must. Apartment operators 
need to realize the rich cable TV revenue deals they’ve 
become used to are a thing of the past. Once decoupled 
from that burden, operators should consider a managed 
Wi-Fi solution across the community that is regarded 
as an essential utility—just like running water. More-
over, with the forthcoming transition to 5G, apartment 
communities will need to ensure strong and robust cell 
coverage throughout their entire community. The Gen Z 
audience will reject a community that doesn’t meet these 
most basic requirements.

GENUINE CUSTOMIZATION
Gen Z has already proved to be an enterprising gen-
eration that has grown up creating their own environ-
ments and, as such, customization is an expectation. 
The multifamily industry traditionally offers little by 
way of customizing one’s apartment homes. The only 
real choice is the floorplan type and maybe the loca-
tion of the apartment within the community and the 
ability to paint a wall or two. Whether you buy sneak-
ers or rent a car today, you have opportunities to cus-
tomize or upgrade to suit your needs or desires; this is 
not the case in multifamily. Gen Z desires the ability 
to have more options and will likely be willing to pay 

•  • GEN Z: 101 • •
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PERSONALIZED COMMUNICATION
Whereas customization is about consumer choice, per-
sonalization is about knowing each resident well enough 
to be able to treat them as an individual. Once again, this 
is where so many other industries have adapted their 
customer experience. More so than its predecessors, 
Gen Z expects that you don’t just know who they are, 
but you do so across all of their interactions with you, 
both digitally and physically. This is much more than 
simply knowing their name and apartment number. You 
can’t meet or anticipate your customers’ needs if you 
don’t truly understand their desires and motivations. A 
most basic need of all of your residents, including Gen 
Z, is communication. If they’ve submitted a service re-
quest, there is an issue with the Wi-Fi in part of your 
building, or there’s a change to an event or amenity 
schedule, your residents expect timely, personalized 
communication and updates. Failure to communicate 
effectively will frustrate your residents. Beyond com-
munication, personalized interactions with your Gen Z 
residents require a fully integrated digital platform and 
resident-centric approach through CRM, rather than a 
property-centric approach through property manage-
ment software. Communications, personalization, and 
a resident-centric engagement strategy—it is as much of 
a mindset shift for operators as it is a technology change.

INTEGRATED DIGITAL ENGAGEMENT
Finally, nearly all industries with physical operations 
have extensively pursued over the past 10 to 15 years 
digital-physical fusion or omni-channel engagement. 
Hotels, theme parks, entertainment venues, restau-
rants, retailers, auto manufacturers, airlines, etc. have 
full digital experiences that integrate seamlessly with 
their physical channels and interactions. Multifamily 
has a lot of work to do in that regard. Gen Z residents 
who live with you for a year or multiple years will expect 
at a minimum to be able to handle many of the tasks 
associated with apartment living through their always-
on mobile devices. They’ll want to do much more than 
pay rent and submit service requests. They’ll want to 
reserve amenities, see the community event calendar, 

provide feedback to the community team, get a parking 
pass, update their profile, submit needed forms, access 
ancillary services and perks, renew their lease, engage 
with other members of the community and get answers 
to all of their questions—immediately! 

In recent years, we have seen an advancement of 
what the industry calls “resident portals.” These por-
tals seem to have initially prioritized features that cre-
ate more revenue opportunities. While there’s noth-
ing wrong with that per se, a resident-centric point of 
view requires you to first understand and meet your 
residents’ needs with core functionality that integrates 
seamlessly with your other technology platforms and 
solutions. When you think about a resident’s hierarchy 
of needs and expectations, it will help you plan your digi-
tal engagement strategy with Gen Z and other cohorts. 
Then, once you’ve created that engaging, trusted, two-
way engagement through an individual’s mobile device, 
you now have the ideal channel to create a one-on-one 
personalized interaction. 

The Gen Z stampede is coming, and now is the time 
to consider how apartment living and resident engage-
ment will need to change to meet their expectations.

 

MIKE GOMES is chief experience 
officer at Cortland.

•  • GEN Z: 101 • •

“Communications, personalization, and a resident-centric 
engagement strategy—it is as much of a mindset shift for operators  

as it is a technology change.”
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Every generation has a certain style with the way it uses tech-
nology. Gen Z is no exception. As the largest population group 
globally, its preferences will dominate apartment design and 
management for years to come. 

Nikki Greenberg, founder of Real Estate of the Future, a 
consulting firm focusing on the way that real estate is evolving 
in the future and helping organizations transform to respond 
to those changes, studies and offers insights on how to adapt to 
all aspects of real estate tomorrow. 

Some of those changes will be inspired by the powerful 
influence of the new generation, Gen Z. Not only did Gen Z 
become the largest population group globally in 2019, but by 
2030 Gen Z and Millennials will make up 75% of the working 
group worldwide. 

One of the most important things that Greenberg points 

out about this group is that they are the first digitally native 
generation, meaning that they grew up with technology every-
where, including iPads during play dates, and now they expect 
everything to have a digital experience attached to it. 

Gen Zer Jonah Stillman is author of the book “Gen Z@
Work” and co-founder of GenGuru.com, a generationally  
focused consulting agency specializing in bridging genera-
tional gaps. Stillman says that the result of being the first 
digitally native generation is that they have immensely high 
standards for the operational side of technology. 

“Gen Z is the first digitally native generation—Gen X pio-
neered the internet, millennials pioneered social media, and 
Gen Z never had to pioneer,” Stillman says. “Gen Z is native 
to a world with smart technology, augmented reality. It’s part 
of our makeup.”

Experts share the necessary elements of technology to bring Gen Z home. By Jennifer Castenson

Digital Natives and So Much More 

TECH TALK
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Because it is just second nature to this group, he 
cautions against trying to impress Gen Z with technol-
ogy, saying it’s a misconception that Gen Z needs to be 
dazzled with technology. 

“Technology just to excite us often doesn’t work be-
cause we expect it,” he says. “Instead what I encourage 
people to do is to try to improve what you already have, 
like higher speed internet.” 

Greenberg agrees that technology is just a basic 
necessity. 

“What we need to do in real estate is think about 
how we can bring digital experience together with real-
ity and combine the two experiences,” said Greenberg. 
“If you don’t have a digital experience, it’s like having 
an apartment without electricity.”

SHOWING GEN Z LOVE THROUGH DESIGN 
For the generation that expects an all-encompassing 
digital experience, one thing that developers can in-
corporate into the design is the right infrastructure, 
enabling 4G or 5G to support devices for smart homes 
or smart parking. Stillman’s GenGuru.com site says that 
40% of Gen Z say that working Wi-Fi is more important 
than working bathrooms. Yikes! 

Beyond that, there are a lot of amenities to think 
about specific to the Gen Z experience. Greenberg thinks 
that delivery robots will be more popular in the coming 
months to minimize human contact from an economics 
and health standpoint, which means that package areas 
and loading docks will need to be reexamined. 

Since Gen Z is digital, loves to story tell and avidly 
uses social media, Greenberg suggests offering a record-
ing studio that can be used to record TikTok videos and 
to do Zoom calls. 

Another useful amenity would be a workshop 
room with tools and space to create items to sell on 
etsy or in other storefronts. Many Gen Zers are en-
trepreneurial, plus they are savvy with money and 
want to leverage hobbies to bring in an additional 
source of income. 

Inside the unit, this generation expects smart de-
vices that can integrate with the technology that they 
are already using. They expect a smart environment 
with high speed internet, voice command, and charg-
ing points everywhere. 

They are also a generation that is very concerned 
with the environment, being nicknamed global warriors. 

They are very moralistic in the way that they make 
decisions in their home, workplace, and social.

“They want to know that the materials and the sup-
ply chain are sustainable,” says Greenberg. “They want 
to be part of a force for good.”

CRITICAL ELEMENTS OF A GEN Z MARKE TING CAMPAIGN 
Greenberg suggests going to Gen Z where they spend 
their time, like on social media channels. Millennials 
use emails, texts, and chat, while Gen Z’s preference is 
toward video and other platforms that offer gestures 
and voice, like Siri or Alexa. 

“It’s a little ironic that as we advance around the tech-
nological landscape it goes toward more natural com-
munications,” Greenberg says. “Video can tell a story in 
an emotive way. Any marketing campaign should have 
video involved.” 

YouTube is getting more traffic and it will contin-
ue to accelerate. Video usage has been increasing for 
years, but Gen Z definitely leads the pack, averaging 
about 23 hours each week of usage. 

Ashley Tyndall is the director of client services at 
Criterion.B, a branding and content firm specializing 
in multifamily, and she emphasizes that you need to 
have authenticity with a marketing campaign in order 
to attract Gen Z residents. They are marketing savvy 
and want to see cohesiveness in branding across all 
touchpoints—from the leasing site to follow-up mate-
rials, and from the website to social media.

A blog on her firm’s website offers seven ways to at-
tract Gen Z residents to your property and focuses on 
several elements of a property’s online presence. 

Stillman adds that Gen Z is a very frugal-minded 
generation, because they were shaped by the events and 
the conditions around the recession during their trans-
formative years. So, they need cost justification for what 
they spend—be sure to be upfront with the numbers. 

It’s easy to see that these digital natives have dif-
ferent expectations, and your technology game will be 
more and more critical. 

JENNIFER CASTENSON is   
vice president of programming 
at Hanley Wood.

•  • TECH TALK • •

“What we need to do in real estate is think about how we can bring 
digital experience together with reality and combine the two 

experiences. If you don’t have a digital experience, it’s like having an 
apartment without electricity,” says Greenberg.
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  FORTRESS BUILDING PRODUCTS
Challenging the status quo for over 50 years, 
Fortress Building Products delivers the Total 
Solution for multifamily construction and 
beyond. Our complete collection of durable 
railing, fencing, decking, framing, fastener 
and lighting systems increase productivity 
and reduce labor costs. Make your 
construction project stand out and stand 
strong with fortressbp.com.

  TRANE TECHNOLOGIES
As a world leader in creating comfortable, 
sustainable and efficient indoor 
environments, Trane Technologies provides 
solutions through a broad portfolio of 
energy-efficient heating, ventilating and 
air conditioning systems, building and 
contracting services, parts support and 
advanced controls. tranetechnologies.com

  MITEK
MiTek is a global supplier of software, 
services, products and automation. With 
solutions that optimize costs, shorten 
cycle times and eliminate waste, MiTek 
customers achieve profitable business 
results, and deliver affordable, quality 
homes through a technologically advanced 
approach to business workflow in the 
design, manufacturing and construction of 
residential structures. mitek-us.com

  XFINITY COMMUNITIES
Xfinity Communities 
delivers simple, custom 
solutions through our 
Advanced Communities 
Network that transform 
your property into a smart, 
connected community.
xfinity.com/
xfinitycommunities 

  POINTCENTRAL
PointCentral is the leading provider of 
Enterprise Property Automation solutions 
in the single and multifamily rental markets. 
PointCentral’s cellular-based architecture, 
proven in 6 million properties, improves 
operations, provides real-time property 
status, monitors HVAC performance and 
reduces energy costs. Attract more residents 
and boost NOI with PointCentral, a subsidiary 
of Alarm.com. pointcentral.com

  DELTA FAUCET
Innovation from the Delta® brand comes 
from deeper insights into people’s lives. 
This thoughtfulness creates products that 
transform daily interactions with water. Take 
the Kayra™ Bath Collection, for our latest, 
ideal example. It features a single-handle 
faucet with a pull-down option to make sink 
cleanup a breeze. deltafaucet.com

The 2020 MFE Concept Community examines the demographics and preferences of the newest wave of renters: 
Generation Z. We are grateful to our Concept Community sponsors who provide innovative products and services 
to the multifamily industry. 

MFE CONCEPT COMMUNITY: GENERATION Z

  REALPAGE
RealPage is a leading provider of software 
and data analytics solutions to the global real 
estate industry, enabling clients to improve 
asset performance and increase capital 
returns. Founded in 1998, the Richardson, 
Texas-based company currently serves 
nearly 12,500 clients nationwide from 
offices in North America, Europe and Asia. 
realpage.com

  TAMLYN
TAMLYN is a family-owned company 
with more than 45 years of involvement 
in construction materials and building 
science. As a world-class and world-wide 
supplier of quality building products, Tamlyn 
continually innovates to help build the dream 
of better homes and buildings. tamlyn.com

  WALKER & DUNLOP
Walker & Dunlop, one of the largest 
commercial real estate finance companies 
in the U.S., provides a comprehensive 
range of capital solutions for all commercial 
real estate asset classes as well as 
multifamily property sales brokerage 
services. Our 850+ professionals in 40 
offices have an unyielding commitment to 
client satisfaction. walkerdunlop.com

  BATHTUBS FOR PETS AND  
BATHTUBS FOR BICYCLES
Bathtubs for Pets® Pet Care Stations and 
Bathtubs for Bicycles® Cleaning Centers are 
designed specifically for multifamily housing. 
These patented stainless steel Bathing and 
Cleaning Centers are beautifully finished and 
provide functionality, user-friendliness, and 
elegance to residential pet and bicycle care. 
bathtubsforpets.com 
bathtubsforbicycles.com

  YARDI
Yardi® develops investment, 
marketing, energy 
performance and property 
management software 
for real estate companies 
worldwide. Founded in 1984, 
the company’s complete 
real estate management 
solutions include operations, 
accounting and ancillary 
processes with business 
intelligence and mobility. See 
why portfolios of all types and 
sizes run on Yardi. yardi.com 

  THINK WOOD
Advances in wood construction reimagine the 
future of the built environment. Wood delivers 
a connection to nature; its environmental, 
biophilic, and health benefits can offer market 
differentiators that boost a project’s overall 
value. Think Wood provides commercial, 
multifamily and single-family home design 
and resources to architects, developers, and 
contractors. thinkwood.com

T I T L E 
S P O N S O R

Marcus Kauffman, Oregon Dept. of Forestry
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bathtubsforbicycles.com

  YARDI
Yardi® develops investment, 
marketing, energy 
performance and property 
management software 
for real estate companies 
worldwide. Founded in 1984, 
the company’s complete 
real estate management 
solutions include operations, 
accounting and ancillary 
processes with business 
intelligence and mobility. See 
why portfolios of all types and 
sizes run on Yardi. yardi.com 

  THINK WOOD
Advances in wood construction reimagine the 
future of the built environment. Wood delivers 
a connection to nature; its environmental, 
biophilic, and health benefits can offer market 
differentiators that boost a project’s overall 
value. Think Wood provides commercial, 
multifamily and single-family home design 
and resources to architects, developers, and 
contractors. thinkwood.com

T I T L E 
S P O N S O R

Marcus Kauffman, Oregon Dept. of Forestry
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What Will the Hard Knocks 
Generation Do Next? 
Gen Z’s experience through the COVID-19 pandemic could very well change what they want, 
need, and expect from an apartment. 
By Rick Haughey and Sarah Yaussi
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Gen Z has had a tougher run of it than most people realize. 
When they were young kids, the 9/11 tragedy unfolded on their 
television screens, followed by two wars. Later, they watched 
as their parents dealt with the effects of the Great Recession. 
And now, as many are finally reaching the age to spread their 
wings, a devastating pandemic and another deep recession 
have hit the country, derailing college plans and wiping away 
many of their emerging career opportunities. Add school 

shootings, student loan debt and social unrest to this and the 
struggles get all the more real. 

Like the generations before them, Gen Z’s collective 
psyche will be impacted by the hand that life has dealt them—
and it will have a spillover effect on their housing preferences. 
We’ve seen this play out repeatedly, perhaps most notably 
with the way the Greatest Generation’s experiences led them 
to seek the white picket fence around a house in the suburbs. 

RESEARCH
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However, whether these changing preferences will be 
wholesale or incremental remains to be seen; despite 
the many challenges already encountered, Gen Z is 
also proving to be committed to its ideals and incred-
ibly resilient. 

While we can agree that it’s too early to know for 
certain exactly how the pandemic and its economic 
aftershocks will reshape Gen Z’s housing expecta-
tions and preferences, we can look at several major 
areas that are most likely to experience some shifts. 
Pre-COVID-19 data from the 2020 NMHC Kingsley 
Apartment Resident Preferences Report offers some 
clues, with responses from nearly 58,000 apartment 
residents under 25, on a variety of topics, including 
apartment search, leasing, features, amenities and 
services options. 

WHERE WILL GEN Z LIVE?
Pre-COVID-19, apartment demand looked solid well 
into the future, with experts estimating that the in-
dustry would need to produce roughly 328,000 new 
apartments every year just to keep up with demand—
demand that was driven in part by the coming of age 
of Gen Z. However, there’s cause to wonder how that 
demand could be disrupted or even redistributed post-
pandemic amid changing economics, social policies 
and technological shifts. 

From our survey data, we see that apartment 
residents under 25 prioritize proximity to work and 
school when searching for an apartment, making 
them the top two lease decision factors, respectively. 
And that makes sense since 44.4% of our respondents 
under 25 indicated they were currently enrolled in 
college. 

However, the shift to remote work and virtual 
learning is causing some to rethink proximity as a pri-
ority. Some have moved back with family during the 
pandemic and some have simply decided to relocate 
to more desirable locations. And if remote work and 
learning prove to be lasting vestiges of the pandemic, 
we could see long-term demand shift away from tradi-
tional young adult meccas while opening other areas 
up for a possible surge in young adults living there. 

But for those who are more tethered to a location 
for work, the economic picture could be changing—
and quite possibly for the worse as many companies 
are forced to downsize or cut employees’ hours and 
small businesses struggle. This economic strain 
could make housing options like co-living more de-
sirable because it reduces monthly housing costs. We 
know that already Gen Z is much more likely to be 
open to this type of housing arrangement, as roughly 
a third of our survey respondents under 25 indicated 
that they might or definitely would have interest in a 
co-living arrangement compared with a quarter of all 
survey respondents.

HOW WILL GEN Z TRANSACT ?
Gen Z is without a doubt the most tech-savvy genera-
tion to date. And many of the big technological shifts 
that apartment firms have had to embrace because of  
COVID-19 have in many ways played right to their pref-
erence for easy, automated and frictionless transactions. 

For example, COVID-19 has underscored the im-
portance of virtual and self-guided tours as apartment 
firms struggle to maintain any semblance of business 
continuity amid widespread shutdowns. 

According to our survey data, nearly nine out of 10 
respondents under 25 (87.3%) had visited the com-
munity or company website during their most recent 
apartment search. Roughly three-quarters of them 
also indicated that they visited an apartment listing 
site and/or a ratings and review site. 

What Gen Z is finding online weighs heavily on 
their leasing decisions and in some cases can prompt 
them to lease totally online; in fact, 16.1% of our survey 
respondents under 25 indicated that they leased their 
apartments sight unseen, which was slightly higher 
than the rate for the full respondent base. For those 
young renters who said they would consider renting 
without physically stepping foot in the apartment, the 
top three things they wanted to see were photos of the 
unit they are leasing, community/amenity photos and 
unit location within the community. 

However, interestingly enough, pre-COVID, 72% 
said they preferred to tour with a representative versus 
the 16.1% who said they preferred a self-guided tour 
(11.9% had no preference). This was largely in line with 
what we saw for our entire respondent base, although 
the big caveat is that very few companies were offering 
self-guided tour options pre-COVID, so many respon-
dents may have been unfamiliar with the option at the 
time of the survey. 

During the pandemic, we also have seen big increas-
es in online rent payments as apartment firms looked 
for automated ways to collect rent when management 

“According to our survey data,  
nearly nine out of 10 respondents under 
25 (87.3%) had visited the community 
or company website during their most 
recent apartment search.”

•  • RESEARCH • •
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and leasing offices were closed. Pre-COVID, young 
adult renters already had a strong preference for online 
payment options, with just 4.5% of our respondents 
under 25 saying they preferred to pay by paper check 
while 45.3% said they preferred to pay by debit card 
(with no convenience fee).

WHAT WILL GEN Z VALUE?
When coronavirus quarantine forces apartment resi-
dents to stay home more than they probably ever imag-
ined they would, certain features and amenities emerge 
as having additional value. 

Prior to COVID-19, connectivity was king for this 
generation, with 92% of survey respondents under 25 
indicating high-speed internet access in their apart-
ment was important or very important. About half of 
those indicated that they would not rent without it. It’s 
unsurprising also that our under 25 group reported 
having more connected devices.

While the importance of connectivity for telecom-
mute purposes during the pandemic has been clear, 
prior to COVID-19 only around a quarter of our un-
der-25 respondents (27.4%) indicated they telecom-
muted with any kind of frequency. However, this is 
clearly an area to watch, as so much has changed so 
quickly in the time of coronavirus. 

However, we do know that this connectivity was 
critical for video entertainment purposes for these 
young adults. Nearly three-quarters of them (71.2%) 
indicated that they used streaming services for video 
entertainment; this compares with 55.3% of all survey 
respondents.

When you can’t go anywhere during a pandemic, 
having some way to access the outdoors also becomes 
more important. Interestingly enough, prior to the 
pandemic, having access to a patio or balcony was 
more of a nice-to-have feature than a need-to-have 
one, as just 23.4% of survey respondents under 25 said 
they wouldn’t rent without one. Same with rooftops, 
as just 4.7% of them said they wouldn’t rent without a 
rooftop space. 

Similarly, when you’re stuck at home, you may be 
more aware of the noise caused by your neighbors—
noise coming from their units or in common areas like 
hallways. Anecdotally, we heard from many operators 
that noise complaints increased during lockdown, 
in some cases dramatically. Our research shows that 
noise is an issue for young adult apartment renters, as 
nine out of 10 respondents under 25 (92.2%) indicated 
that soundproof walls were either important or very 
important to them. Perhaps more telling is that 22.4% 
said they wouldn’t rent without them. 

TIME WILL TELL
It’s impossible to know with certainty what the last-
ing impacts of the COVID-19 crisis will ultimately be 

on housing choice and preferences for Gen Z, but the 
longer the pandemic persists, the more likely we’ll see 
some indelible shifts. 

However, some of the trends uncovered in our most 
recent NMHC/Kingsley apartment consumer report 
prior to the pandemic give us a good indication of where 
Gen Z places value when it comes to important search 
and leasing factors, apartment features, community 
amenities and services options. This is an important 
baseline that we can continue to measure against as  
we work through the pandemic and ultimately move 
beyond it—hopefully sooner rather than later. 

 

RICK HAUGHEY is vice president  
of industry technology initiatives at 
the National Multifamily Housing 
Council (NMHC) in Washington, 
D.C. He can be reached at  
rhaughey@nmhc.org.

SARAH YAUSSI is vice president of 
business strategy at NMHC. She can 
be reached at syaussi@nmhc.org. 

Stat

Prior to the pandemic, the majority of residents 
under 25 preferred agent-led tours.

PRE-COVID PREFERRED COMMUNITY 
TOUR TYPE

Source: 2020 NMHC/Kingsley Associates Apartment 
Resident Preferences Report

With Community 
Representative

No Preference

Self-Guided

•  • RESEARCH • •
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As we endure this unprecedented global pandemic we have all 
been in a season of mental reframing—adjusting expectations, 
strategies, and anticipated outcomes. By the time you read this, 
I hope the dust will be settling on the qualities and character-
istics of life that best provide meaning and definition. With ev-
erything still fluid as we struggle to arrive at the “new normal,” 
I want to seize the moment and suggest we consider altering 
our expectations of what is beautiful in housing. Gen Z is a gen-
eration coming of age and entering the household formation 
years having been branded not only by this crisis but possibly by 
their parents’ experience in the Great Recession. This genera-
tion has been described as motivated by a heightened sense of 
pragmatism coupled with “ethical consumption” and a search 
for “truth.” What will this mean when it comes to their choice in 
housing, especially from an aesthetics perspective?

Personal pragmatism in action can be characterized by a 
desire to balance one’s expenses, not over-reaching for either 
status or luxury before they can be afforded. Partnered with 
this mindset is often a conviction not to consume more than 
what is needed, but to understand, without pretense, exactly 
what it is they will be getting for their money.

When “beauty” and “housing” are mentioned together, 
most of our minds turn to cosmetic or distinctly surface is-
sues. We know that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” but 
it has also been said that “beauty is only skin deep.” What if 
the holistic understanding of beauty was expanded beyond 
mere packaging?

Dictionary.com defines beauty as: “The quality present in 
a thing or person that gives intense pleasure or deep satisfac-
tion to the mind, whether arising from sensory manifestations 

Re-framing beauty in housing. By Daniel Gehman

Deep Satisfaction to the Mind
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•  • DESIGN • •

(as shape, color, sound, etc.), a meaningful design or 
pattern, or something else (as a personality in which 
high spiritual qualities are manifest).

“Beauty” in architecture is a wildly subjective 
topic. There are voices in our industry that pursue 
“harmony” or “compatibility” of a proposed structure 
within its given context as if it were the highest imag-
inable objective. This often gives rise to design solu-
tions, in the quest for community/agency approvals, 
that unnecessarily complicate the envelope (through 
excessive ornamentation, geometric modulation, or 
both), increasing the cost of the building, which in 
turn raises the rent. 

There is also a “keeping up with the Joneses” 
phenomenon in multifamily that suggests a project’s 
amenity offerings must be over the top in order to be 
competitive. But what if I don’t need or ever plan to 
enjoy a bowling lane or climbing wall? If I don’t use it, 
I still have to pay for it, along with everyone else in the 
community, and, again, the rent climbs.

What if we shifted the lens of our mental cameras 
to view the values of simplicity, commodity, func-
tionality, and an agreeable atmosphere as beautiful? 
Over 2,000 years ago Vitruvius, the Roman architect, 
engineer, and soldier, argued for the beauty of simple 
but pure forms and pleasing proportionality, suggest-
ing that abundant ornamentation was superfluous or 
even distracting. He also valued “functionality” (or 
“commodity”) along with strength and beauty. In fact, 
in his well-known statement of what defined quality 
building design, “commodity” precedes firmness or 
delight, so maybe he was on to something in his order-
ing of priorities by putting usefulness up front.

In a search for a home that fits, could focus on a 
dwelling that provides what one needs without pro-
viding (and charging for) things one does not need be 
of high importance to a Gen Z? What if a developer, 
propelled by passion, intention, and discipline, delib-
erately chose to pursue functionality first, including 
only the most necessary components of functional, 
comfortable living to deliver homes in the most effi-
cient manner that cost less to rent, accommodating 
many more households? What if being disciplined in 
every aspect of the community design and construc-
tion could allow this type of development to be done 
while still making a modest profit, without subsidy? 
Wouldn’t making housing for many more people pro-
vide a deep satisfaction to the mind? What if all this 
disruption by the pandemic and its lingering impacts 
caused this kind of thinking to lead to a huge increase 
in the amount of housing being created that is attain-
able for many at manageable costs? Now that would 
be a thing of beauty. 

DANIEL GEHMAN, AIA, LEED AP 
is studio director and principal  
at WHA.

“What if we shifted the lens of our mental cameras
to view the values of simplicity, commodity, functionality,  

and an agreeable atmosphere as beautiful?”
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For more Gen Z insights and strategies, 
visit our MFE Concept Community series at

multifamilyexecutive.com/concept-community

And don’t miss our Gen Z webinar
MFE Concept Community: Tomorrow’s Renter

go.hw.net/MFECC

https://www.multifamilyexecutive.com/concept-community
go.hw.net/MFECC



