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Introduction

When you talk to developers about the  
exciting possibilities that the Internet of  
Things (IoT) offers to multifamily properties,  
the conversation often follows a familiar path. 
“Smart building technology is a natural fit  
for our new build projects, but it’s harder  
in retrofits.”

It is, of course, easier to plan to install  
physical technology in a property before it  
has walls, doors, and residents. However,  
the bias towards new builds is increasingly 
looking like the wrong way to think about this  
transformational technology. As operators  
experience improved customer experience 
and operational benefits, the decision to  
retrofit the technology into existing properties 
is becoming a bigger priority.

We interviewed companies who have rolled  
out successful smart building retrofit programs 
to understand their investment decisions.  
We contrasted the decision to implement this 
proptech with how investors approach other  
potential uses of their capital, and we found 
several key ways in which IoT technologies 
differ from other amenity types in their ability  
to transform multifamily assets.

Having framed the retrofit decision, we learned 
more about the specific sources of benefit that 
persuade companies to make the investment.  

We found that the context of individual  
properties is central to the decision,  
as operators decide what they want to  
change about how their property  
operates and the experience they aspire  
to offer their residents and prospects.

Finally, we summarize the characteristics  
of a solution that addresses the  
requirements shared by our interviewees.  
Not all smart building products and  
providers are the same; There are  
numerous facets of hardware and software 
that determine fit, and people and  
culture are paramount in selecting a  
partner for a project that involves residents.  

Here, we share the findings of our  
customer research in a way that reflects the 
thought processes described to us  
by companies who have been through the  
experience to help provide some structure  
to a decision that is becoming increasingly 
common as this technology becomes more 
and more widespread in our industry.

Retrofitting Smart Building Technology
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The decision to retrofit an existing building 
with IoT technology has much in common  
with those affecting property and unit  
amenities investments. For example, it is 
normal to upgrade amenities to increase rents 
so that over time, the property can fulfill the 
financial objectives that justified the projects 
in the first place. 

But that means developers have a lot of 
different choices of which amenities should 
consume their time and capital. Upgrades to 
public areas, kitchens, furnishings, and decor 
can all make a property more desirable to the 
target demographic. However, there are some 
ways in which amenities like smart access 
behave differently from other amenities.

One crucial difference between smart  
building technology and other amenities is  
the nature and magnitude of the potential 
return on investment. There are numerous 
compelling reasons why smart building  
technology is a better use of capital than  
most other amenity types.

Smart access control can impact both the 
cost and the revenue sides of the ledger.  
Technology-enabled living experiences are 
hugely appealing to residents, and they tend 
to support higher rents. They also tend  
to result in higher average review scores, 
which, when coupled with a technology- 
enabled property tour, make the community 
more competitive in attracting residents.  
The combination of higher rent plus more  
leases usually justifies the cost of  
implementation.

We could argue that all amenities are  
meant to drive revenue and should be able  
to pay for themselves, but where smart  
building technology varies sharply from other 
amenities is in the operational improvements. 
When a property stops distributing,  
managing, and collecting physical keys,  
it puts hours back into the site team’s  
workday. The same is not true of other  
amenities; When a developer installs a 
dishwasher in a unit, for example, residents 
appreciate it, but it doesn’t change how the 
community runs its business.

How Smart Building Retrofits  
Differ from Other Upgrades

The “Must-Have” Amenity Upgrade
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Because the technology is available as  
soon as the installation is complete,  
the operator wastes no time capturing  
the benefits that justified the investment.  
Depending on the operator’s policy,  
rent increases or amenity charges could  
be applied on renewal or, in some cases, 
right away. Operations become immediately 
keyless, adding efficiency. Other renovation 
projects may take significantly longer  
to deliver financial rewards.

Once retrofitting is complete, the building 
has an IoT platform to which it can add more 
capabilities. It is normal to start by rolling out 
smart access, and once installed, operators 
can consider other related technologies  
such as leak detectors, thermostats, and  
additional energy and utility features.  
As ESG scores become an increasing feature 
of the multifamily landscape, retrofitting  
these controls into buildings will become  
a growing priority.

Speed to Benefits

When we think about this range of  
benefits, we can see how retrofitting smart 
technologies can lead to a better financial 
outcome than simply upgrading appliances 
or common areas. Additionally, many  
companies becoming more ambitious in  
their retrofitting projects are doing so  
because they will see benefits sooner than 
other capital projects.

Consider other types of renovation, like the 
remodeling of units. It usually takes months 
to choose paints, appliances, finishes,  
and schedule the project. It might be  
necessary to wait for an apartment lease  
to turn over before renovations begin.  
Smart access technology, by contrast,  
can be installed in a matter of days and  
with minimal inconvenience to residents.  
And once the locks are installed, everybody 
at the property can start using them, along 
with the controlling technology, right away. 

Why Context is Key When 
Thinking About Retrofits

Overall, it is critical to think about the  
context of the individual building when  
considering a retrofit project. All properties 
are unique in some way, and we have seen 
many cases among our growing customer  
base where implementing smart access 
control is an easy decision based on financial 
and business drivers. 

A common example would be a company  
already using smart access systems  
acquiring a property that still uses keys.  
The acquiring company knows how to  
deliver an immediate and transformational 
improvement in this case. Companies that 
already use smart access in other portfolio 
assets seldom want to take the step back 
into having to operate with keys again. 

Another frequent example is when  
a property’s direct competitors are  
implementing smart access control.  
Today, that situation is suboptimal.  
Tomorrow, it will be outright damaging  
to your business to be competing with  
properties using smart access if you don’t 
have it yourself. 

In every case, the important thing to  
understand is how IoT technology can 
change an individual property, given its  
characteristics and situation.

All properties are unique in some way, and we  
have seen many cases among our growing customer base  

where implementing smart access control is an  
easy decision based on financial and business drivers. 

The “Must-Have” Amenity Upgrade
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We have considered retrofit projects in the 
context of other uses of a multifamily  
developer’s capital and how quickly they can 
deliver benefits relative to other projects.  
Next, we will focus on the ways that smart 
building technology can improve an existing 
building, both operationally and in terms of 
customer experience.

We interviewed numerous operators who  
had retrofitted buildings with smart access 
technology. In describing their experiences, 
the operators highlighted the operational  
improvements they were trying to achieve. 
Each use case below played a part in the  
decision to retrofit at least one property.

How Smart Building Retrofits  
Improve Operations 

Why Retrofit?

It Enables Self-Serve Leasing

It has become increasingly important in  
the multifamily industry to allow prospects  
to complete the leasing process in an  
entirely self-serve environment. Access control 
is perhaps the most important foundational 
technology component for companies looking 
to do self-serve leasing well. One company  
we spoke to had retrofitted buildings in  
their coastal markets, as their prospects  
increasingly demand self-serve leasing, so the 
quality of the tour is a differentiator. 

As this company retrofitted multiple buildings 
in the same market, they had been able to 
assign leasing agents to a group of properties, 
serving an overall imperative of moving to a 
more centralized leasing model. When the 
workload on leasing agents is reduced, they 
can focus their time on higher-value activities 

It has become increasingly  
important in the multifamily  
industry to allow prospects  
to complete the leasing  
process in an entirely  
self-serve environment.  
Access control is perhaps  
the most important  
foundational technology  
component for companies  
looking to do self-serve  
leasing well.
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like closing leases. In this case, the progress 
towards a self-serve model with centralized 
support was a deciding factor in a program  
of retrofits. 

It Allows for Visibility of 
Short-Term Rentals

It Eliminates Time-Consuming  
Operational Tasks

It Enables Technology  
Consolidation

Another operator, with properties in major  
downtown markets, wanted to allow its  
residents to benefit from short-term rentals. 
While short-term rentals like Airbnb and Vrbo 
have been relatively quiet since the start  
of the pandemic, the market is returning. 
However, since the operator’s community  
did not have smart access control, they had 
very little visibility over who was coming and 
going from the building. 

They decided to retrofit access control and 
found that they could know exactly which 
codes had been issued, who issued them, 
and exactly which doors the guest codes were 
used to open and when. The comprehensive 
information and the ability to cancel codes 
gave property management a degree of  
security and control that made everyone  
comfortable with allowing short-term rentals.

Some operational tasks within legacy  
access systems are burdensome on  
operations teams. We spoke with an operator 
of a California-based property that had gone 
through the replacement of a legacy system 
with a fully digital smart access system.  

The company in the example above used 
two systems before moving forward with the 
retrofit. In this scenario, site teams had to be 
trained on two separate systems. 

The benefits of consolidating vendors should 
be considered. The types of software and 
hardware used by companies and individuals 
are usually different. Training needs to account 
for these different technologies, including  
how they operate and how to support them 

The new system significantly reduced the  
burden of time-consuming tasks on  
operations teams. 

Guest management can be a tricky  
and time-consuming aspect of property  
management. Before access control  
technology, this company would depend on 
residents handing off one of their key fobs  
to their guests. The logistical challenge  
of sharing a finite number of physical keys  
between guests is obvious, and when  
residents lose a key fob, it’s costly for  
everyone involved. But it also poses a  
security challenge, as legacy access provides 
little transparency into who is accessing  
the building. 

At this property, the workload was higher,  
as there were two different types of fobs  
for the building and the units. When a  
property manager would have to replace a fob 
(or handle move-in or move-out), they would 
have to work within two different systems.

effectively. Relying on two technologies to 
manage access control takes significantly 
more time and effort than alternative solutions 
that consolidate technologies. 

The costs of maintaining these different  
technologies also leads to overhead costs  
that multifamily companies can avoid by  
consolidating. Although IT overhead is not 
always developers’ top priority when  
evaluating access control, the benefit to the 
company should not be overlooked. 

As developers retrofit more properties in a 
portfolio, smart access becomes more like 
an enterprise technology. It provides a single 
control for multiple buildings, which is one of 
the most powerful reasons to retrofit.
 
Of course, many operational benefits arise 
when properties stop having to spend time 
dealing with keys or legacy access control. 
Site teams save a lot of time, which translates 
into hours that could be spent doing more 
value-adding, customer-facing activities.

Why Retrofit?
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There are many reasons why the decisions  
to implement smart access control in a new  
build or a retrofit are quite different from  
one another. Here, we look at one of the most  
important considerations in approaching  
this decision: the people in the building.  
What characterizes a retrofit is that the  
building is full of residents, which creates  
a different set of considerations and  
potential obstacles.

How to Think About  
Resident Experience

Why a Smart Building is 
Great News for Residents

Why You Still Need to Read the Room

Smart access control is an increasingly  
popular amenity across the industry.  
The pandemic added fuel to a trend that was 
already gaining popularity, as residents  
forced to work from home became even more 
dependent on goods and services delivered  
to their buildings. 

Technology-enabled deliveries and access  
for both guests and service providers  
support the lifestyle of today’s residents by  
offering complete digital control over entry 
into both the building and their apartment. 
When residents can control access without 
any reference to the property manager, and 
with the added security features of a digital 
lock, the appeal of the amenity is clear.  
So upgrading access control is an easy sell  
to most residents, a fact reflected in the  
common technology surcharges in properties 
that have implemented access control. 

Despite the many benefits of access control 
and its general popularity, operators still need 
to be cautious in approaching the project 
because residents can be sensitive to change. 
There can be push-back—even with a popular 
project like access control. It is still new,  
after all. 

Controlling access with a phone or a  
smartwatch sometimes leads residents to  
ask questions like, “What happens if I go 
running, and I don’t have my phone with me?” 
A question like this often has a simple answer 
but requires some degree of communication 
with residents. Numerous operators who have 
gone through retrofitting say that it is the  
hardest operational part of the process. 

Privacy and security can also be a source of 
push-back. Transparency about the building’s 
security policy, however, addresses most  
of the push-back. And for the real holdouts  
on digital access, there are always key cards. 
Once again, understanding residents’  
concerns and having the right materials and 
the right communication strategy is critical. 

Help is at HandAt the same time, the level of upheaval  
involved in delivering the amenity is relatively  
low. Most amenity upgrades entail more 
access and inconvenience, butccess control 
entails little more than a window of access for 
the installation and perhaps leaving the door 
open if painting is involved. Residents go from 
legacy locks to having a technology-enabled 
experience within a day.

Why Retrofit?

These communication steps are particularly 
important in a retrofit because the  
operator needs the residents on their side. 
Retrofit projects tend to happen quickly,  
which requires a degree of collaboration with 
residents to coordinate the availability of 
apartment doors. It helps to have residents 
and the project team walk in lockstep to  
ensure the rollout goes according to plan. 

Further, we must not forget that each  
multifamily community is a community.  
Different individuals approach change  
differently and experience different reactions 
to it. More outspoken residents may  
communicate how they feel with other  
residents within the same community.  
Negativity can complicate the project,  
so communication is the key to achieving the 
PR outcomes that will help the project along.

As companies retrofit smart building  
technology into an ever-increasing number  
of properties, it is necessary to understand  
the human element in these projects.  
People call multifamily communities home, 
and making changes in these buildings  
impacts residents personally. The good news 
is that a robust playbook founded on good, 
consistent communication exists and can 
generally overcome any problems.

Communication with residents is an  
underrated and critical part of the retrofit  
process. It becomes easier when you select 
the right solution with the proper support.  
That is a subject to which we will turn in the 
final section.
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Will the Product Deliver  
the Experience?

The first thing to think about when evaluating 
a potential smart building retrofit product is 
the nature of the technology itself, as not all 
systems work in the same way. An important 
first step is to consider the specifics of the 
prospect and resident experiences that the 
retrofit is intended to deliver. The customer 
experience priorities can go a long way to 
determining the combination of hardware  
and software that will be the best fit.

Many companies underwrite smart building  
technology projects based on revenue  
increases that result from a combination of 
more rent and more leases. Competition 
for amenities like access control is already 
intense in some markets, and the intensity of 
competition will increase as the technology 
becomes more widespread. So the  
quality of the experience is what will  
differentiate competitors and be a factor  
in how successful the community is in  
achieving the revenue upside.

Aesthetics and user-friendliness are two highly 
visible product characteristics that affect 
prospect and resident experiences. The visible 
parts of the system (locks, readers, intercoms) 
should look good. The experience of using 
them should be as frictionless as possible. 

Every building in multifamily is unique and  
has a unique market position and building 
characteristics. The final piece of the  
retrofitting puzzle is to determine which  
partner is the best fit for the project.  
We’ll answer this question in three different 
ways. First, we consider the nature of the  
objectives of the retrofit—both revenue  
and efficiency—and the product features 
needed to deliver them. Next, we will  
turn to the implementation strategy and  
how that impacts the choice of product.  
Finally, we examine the question of the  
support structure and how to choose one  
that fits the project.

How to Choose a Smart Building 
Retrofit Partner 

The first thing to  
think about when  
evaluating a potential 
smart building retrofit 
product is the nature  
of the technology itself,  
as not all systems  
work in the same way.

The customer experience  
priorities can go a long  
way to determining the  
combination of hardware  
and software that will  
be the best fit.
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The market will probably favor access  
systems where unit and building access are 
part of a single, seamless process, solving the 
whole access problem through a single app.

Finally, with digitally native renters forming  
a bigger part of the market, the quality  
of the mobile experience becomes critical. 
There are two obvious areas of functionality  
to look out for: the mobile app experience  
and the way that the technology integrates 
into mobile platforms like iOS. Operators  
assessing retrofit vendors should pay  
attention to both the utilization of their  
app and—more broadly—the company’s  
mobile vision.

Will the Product Deliver  
the Experience?

Will the Product Deliver Efficiencies?

The first thing to think about when evaluating 
a potential smart building retrofit product is 
the nature of the technology itself, as not all 
systems work in the same way. An important 
first step is to consider the specifics of the 
prospect and resident experiences that the 
retrofit is intended to deliver. The customer 
experience priorities can go a long way to 
determining the combination of hardware  
and software that will be the best fit.

Many companies underwrite smart building  
technology projects based on revenue  
increases that result from a combination of 
more rent and more leases. Competition 
for amenities like access control is already 
intense in some markets, and the intensity of 
competition will increase as the technology 
becomes more widespread. So the  

Revenue increases are not the only way  
to underwrite a smart building retrofit,  
and operational benefits are often the main 
driver of investment decisions. To make the 
right decision, operators must think clearly 
about which operational problems they are 
trying to solve, and which product is best 
equipped to solve them.

quality of the experience is what will  
differentiate competitors and be a factor  
in how successful the community is in  
achieving the revenue upside.

Aesthetics and user-friendliness are two highly 
visible product characteristics that affect 
prospect and resident experiences. The visible 
parts of the system (locks, readers, intercoms) 
should look good. The experience of using 
them should be as frictionless as possible. 

Properties seeking to automate functions  
like guest management and streamline the 
move-in process should prioritize the  
quality of the functionality that enables those 
processes. Ideally, the software should  
allow the operator to “construct” the entire 
building and establish users and rules before 
a single lock is fitted. That way, as soon as 
physical locks are installed, the operational 
benefits are instantly available.  

Some retrofits offer the opportunity for a  
community to consolidate onto a single  
system. If the project moves the community 
from two systems to one, the new platform 
must be architected as a total access  
solution. Not all access control systems work 
this way. Most systems treat building access 
as an add-on to a system created primarily  
for unit access. Any shortfall in simplicity  
and seamlessness of integration will cost  
operational efficiency.

Does the Product Fit Your Strategy?

With retrofit projects, it’s usually best to  
determine the most straightforward step  
that gets the community to benefit as quickly 
as possible. Remember, once an IoT  
technology is in place, you can always build 
on the platform. It makes sense to look for  
the most frictionless first step.

How to Choose a Smart Building Retrofit Partner
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In many cases, a significant consideration 
is whether or not a building has appropriate 
WiFi coverage to support a building-wide IoT 
implementation. If there isn’t adequate WiFi, 
the clear advantage is with locks that do not 
require internet access. This feature  
of product architecture is beneficial not only 
for the speed of implementation but also for 
the critical matter of security. 

Security features take on an even higher 
degree of importance in a retrofit than in a 
new build, as residents are involved. The most 
frequent concerns among residents are  
usually about security, so the extent to which 
the devices and software mitigate security 
risks is critical. One often overlooked variable 
is that some smart building technologies are 
architected to be online 100 percent of the 
time, and some are not. 

Technologies that require internet connectivity  
to authenticate access codes in real-time 
must be online 24/7. That represents its own 
security risk, as the locks can be hacked. 
They are also susceptible to system downtime 
in the case of a prolonged power cut that  
disables building WiFi.

At Latch, we feel strongly that it should not 
be a requirement that the lock be online at all 
times. Instead, it should be possible to open a 
lock and control access without any need for 
online authentication. This approach is quite 
different from the way that most companies 
handle access control, but it constitutes an 
important security advantage.

What will Support Look Like?

Earlier, we mentioned how the quality of 
the experience will be the differentiator in a 
market where most properties have access 
control. It will also determine how easy or hard 
it is to continue to support your technology in 
a changing world. The market for smart locks 
is vast, with many different devices available. 
But some integrate more effectively with the 
software that controls them, and that has  
important implications for support.

It’s a similar scenario to iOS/Apple and  
Android. Apple’s tightly curated software and 
hardware environment enables a higher level 
of support and design. The same is true of 
smart building technology. The greater the 
extent to which the software optimizes the  
device and vice-versa, the more options  
exist to fix problems (e.g., through firmware 
updates) that may arise in the future. 

Finally, there is the all-important aspect of  
the people involved in a retrofit project.  
During implementation, a project team must 
schedule both residents and installation  
professionals. Each missed appointment has 
a waterfall effect on the timing of the rest  
of the project. 

It’s vital to understand how the partner sets 
up its project teams and plans every aspect of 
implementation. Look for a high degree of  
coordination, a single point of contact for  
project issues, and a strong service culture. 
The team you choose to partner with must 
have the experience and people skills to run 
the project and support your business through-
out the implementation process and beyond.

Above all, when assessing IoT technologies 
and partners, you should never forget that 
systems do not all work in the same way. 
There are profound architectural differences 
between products that can make or break an 
operator’s ability to achieve financial benefits. 
Similarly, culture matters. With retrofit  
projects, communication is a top priority,  
while it is scarcely a factor in new build 
projects. The experience level, the support 
philosophy, and the quality of the team and 
their technology are the factors that should 
determine who gets to help you transform 
your property.

How to Choose a Smart Building Retrofit Partner
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As we prepared the findings in this paper,  
we were struck by the differences between  
the smart building implementation decisions 
for existing properties and new builds. If a 
single phrase could sum up the differences, 
“Context is king.”

The individual market characteristics govern  
rent increases that an operator feels they can 
achieve through a proptech upgrade. But the 
speed with which the benefits accrue in an 
existing property makes the retrofit a more 
natural priority.

As we drilled into the details of each  
company’s decision process, it became  
obvious that they were describing factors  
that were specific to individual properties. 
Each interviewee shared a vision of what they 
wanted to change about each property.  
The examples we have shared in this paper 
were usually the pivotal factors in individual 
retrofit decisions.

Some are more contextual than others.  
Gaining control over short-term rentals is  
a clear gain as properties mitigate risks,  
but those risks are more prevalent in  
urban markets where STRs are popular.  
Consolidating proptech vendors represents a 
win, but only where a property currently  
operates legacy building and unit access 

Conclusion

technology. Replacing keys is a huge  
improvement, but only in buildings still using 
keyed access, and so on.

Many retrofit projects are justified by more 
general industry trends that are inescapable. 
Self-serve leasing has been gaining ground for 
years and is certain to become more wide-
spread for the foreseeable future. Renters who 
have experienced smart access control will 
not want to return to keyed access or subopti-
mal legacy access solutions when they move. 
Companies are unlikely to persevere with 
multiple technology vendors when they can 
implement a single solution.

Perhaps the most important learning is to view 
individual property decisions in the context 
of the experience that the operator wants to 
offer, both to its residents and its associates. 
That is what will differentiate communities,  
so it should also determine the choice of  
technology products and partners. 

We hope that the steps laid out in this paper 
will help its readers understand the  
opportunities this transformative technology  
offers each unique multifamily community.  
And that it provides some context and  
structure to a decision that operators will  
be making more and more frequently for  
years to come.



About Latch.
Latch makes spaces better places to live, work, 
and visit through a system of software, devices, 
and services, and serves customers in more  
than 44 states through its flagship full-building 
operating system, LatchOS. For more information, 
please visit www.latch.com.

http://www.latch.com
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