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In the last decade we have seen a 
revolution in technology; in particular 
the way in which data influences our 
daily lives. It is increasingly being used by 
stakeholders across the property sector 
to inform decision-making and digitise 
both information flow and transactional 
business. 
Like all UK industries, property is impacted by COVID-19 
and the effect of the lockdown on the way it works. But 
despite this ‘new normal’, we cannot ignore our sector’s 
other key issues. 

This paper is based on a round-table discussion among 
a range of industry experts from across the sector and 
focuses on the impact of data and technology on the 
management of residential buildings.

EDITOR’S NOTE:

The round-table 
discussions took place 
before the onset of the 
Covid-19 crisis.

“In the last decade 
we’ve seen a 
revolution in 
technology...”
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Introduction

In the past, for leasehold property managers the client 
was king and the needs of the end-user frequently 
took second place. This business model is now being 
turned on its head and our industry is undergoing a 
transformation in the way it perceives its customers.  
This is due, in part, to new approaches adopted by the 
emergent and heavily customer-focused build-to-rent 
sector. In tandem with this sea change, the property 
industry is experiencing rapid digitisation. From building 
management systems to resident portals and from repair 
reporting to the internet of things, there is a myriad of 
ways in which technology can be used to improve the 
pace and quality of service delivery. 

The drive to digital

Real estate is often thought to be one of the last 
industries to fully embrace digitisation. The inherently 
short-term nature of leasehold development, where there 
is a tendency for developers to build with an eye on costs 
(the infamous ‘value engineering’) more than quality and 
then sell the end product on, retaining no interest once 
the warranty has expired. Whereas the new owners and 
building managers want high quality construction that 
is built to last; in build-to-rent especially there is a keen 
interest in overall life cost and quality.

Once the building is handed over to the final investor, 
this disconnect continues. For example, there is no 
impetus for the the freeholder of a block of leasehold 
flats to regularly upgrade the internet connection, since 
the freeholder doesn’t benefit from that investment. So 
historically in property management there has been little 
incentive for stakeholders to buy into technology that 
will benefit others further down the line. The opposite is 
true of the BTR sector, where the landlord has a vested 
interest in keeping the building up-to-date as that will be 
reflected in the long term rental income. 

This sector is now leading the way, with players in the 
student accommodation and BTR markets setting 
up collaborative arrangements to move the industry 
forward and put customers at the heart of what we do. 
This fast-growing sector is better equipped to benefit 
from technology than the traditional leasehold market 
because its success relies on taking a longer term view. 
Unlike developers of sold schemes, BTR providers are 
not only interested in bricks and mortar but in the ways 
building technology can be developed and harnessed to 
promote high levels of customer satisfaction and lower 
operating costs over a long period to produce higher 
rental yields.

“Build-to-rent 
will change the 
culture in our 
industry – it’s 
changing already”

Stakeholders across the 
whole property lifecycle 
are now generating huge 
amounts of property data 
but this is not always 
used to best advantage. 
So how can we better 
harness that technology 
to enhance efficiency and 
benefit our customers?
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BTR is not just about providing homes for people; 
operators aim to deliver tailor-made ‘lifestyles’ as part 
of their brand proposition, competing for residents by 
offering added-value services.  However, demand from 
flat owners for equivalent levels of service to those being 
delivered by the rental sector will force a step change. 
And that’s where technology can help. 

In the past, building management systems have been 
put in place to facilitate the efficient operation of 
blocks, often with little thought given to the customer 
experience. Developers are starting to turn that on its 
head. Knowledge of and customer feedback from past 
developments is increasingly being used to inspire future 
schemes and technology is being used to provide the 
data needed to achieve it.

Investing in technology

The use of technology in property management is in an 
interesting place. One participant commented that the 
property management sector has too often regarded 
investment in technology as a one-off exercise - now we 
need a different mindset. A huge spectrum of stand-
alone solutions are now available that have the ability to 
improve the way property managers operate and which 
also benefit the end user - but the sector can’t always see 
the big picture. The example was given of an American 
apartment block which featured a poster in the lift titled 
The 10 must-have apps you need to live in this building. 
Residents would benefit hugely if all those apps could 
be brought together via one easily accessible portal – but 
they were probably all developed by different providers 
and operate in different ways, making that too difficult to 
achieve at a viable cost.

“It’s all about 
building better 
buildings for 
customers”

This drive towards 
excellence in customer 
service is a relatively new 
phenomenon in property 
management and more 
traditional parts of the 
market are taking a while 
to catch up. 
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The software required to create digital solutions needs 
a huge investment in development. Partnering could 
be the way forward. One example might be property 
management companies teaming-up with portal-based 
service providers to deliver genuine end-user innovation 
with investment shared between stakeholders who all 
stand to gain from the outcome.

The starting point should be “how do we make our 
customers happy?” and property management 
companies need to take on some of the responsibility 
for developing products that make it possible to achieve 
that goal. To-date there has been a tendency to see IT 
as “something that happens down the corridor” but if 
we hear about a new piece of tech and simply pass the 
gauntlet to our IT departments, we shouldn’t be surprised 
if the end result isn’t as good as it could be. 

Collaboration and partnering between tech departments, 
outside suppliers and people with customer-facing skills 
is vital if the industry is to develop user-friendly tech that 
adds genuine value to people’s lives. One of our experts 
suggested that property managers employ digital 
specialists to find the right solutions and then integrate 
them into the core business; companies need a route 
to identify solutions and deliver them. That’s a business 
decision and it has to come from the top.

There was recognition around the table that the property 
management systems that are ubiquitous across the 
industry are databases; they give the profession access to 
a wealth of information but don’t necessarily add value to 
the services provided. It was suggested that what is now 
needed to take the industry forward are flexible add-ons 
to those core systems that can utilise the data we all hold 
to generate new products to enhance service provision. 

The need for data standards

In addition to generating building data via existing 
systems, in future it will be vital to ensure they can be 
integrated with new technologies. And we will need 
built-in flexibility to adapt those systems fast when 
there’s a new product on the market. So, to meet future 
needs, our core systems must have the ability to provide 
seamless delivery to our customers. There was agreement 
around the table that standardisation of data will be key 
to the success of the sector in the future and that they 
could help move the industry into new areas of service 
and value add. Once we have the ability to deliver fully 
integrated technologies, new software can be easily 
bolted on.

“Software 
standards and 
integration are 
key”

Our experts agreed that 
we frequently expect 
too much from our 
systems, with a tendency 
to assume they can 
deliver across the board 
for investors, developers 
and operators alike. In 
reality specialist software 
is needed for each side 
of the property equation 
but harnessing data 
effectively is not just about 
the development of new 
products. 
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Data is the quickest and most effective way to 
understand building – and customer - requirements. 
However, there’s no point in generating data if it’s not 
put to good use. One participant asked how is a data set 
that’s not used, any different to a pile of unread folders 
collecting dust in the basement.  So the industry needs a 
mechanism in place to ensure that the wealth of valuable 
data generated at design and construction stage via 
the Building Information Management (BIM) systems 
commonly used by developers, can be maintained and 
utilised throughout the whole of the building lifecycle. 

“In future it will 
be a case of 
thrive or survive 
–those firms that
don’t grasp the
new direction of
travel will just be
bobbing in the
water”

“Arguably, 
building 
managers would 
have far greater 
use of BIM data 
over the lifetime 
of a building than 
clients, builders 
and developers 
realise, especially 
for reactive 
repairs and fully 
costed planned 
maintenance 
cycles”

Barriers to change

There are a number of barriers faced by the property 
industry as it works to advance the way we manage 
residential blocks and drive technology forward. Here 
is what our experts told us:

• Many building managers are either still paper-
based or are using systems that can’t use BIM
data to inform operational decision-making - we
need a common structure for information that
can be used across the whole of the property
lifecycle.

• BIM is widely used in design and construction
and, if imaginatively deployed, can be harnessed
to transform asset management but one link
in the chain is missing - the resident or the
homeowner. BIM is often felt to have been
designed from the corporate viewpoint not for the
benefit of the end user and this needs to change.

• Data passed from the developer to the operator
often shows the building as -designed rather
than as-built. Any gaps between these two data
sets can create serious safety and compliance
problems further down the line.

• The leasehold sector is being held back by its own
lease structure, which often does not allow for
technological ‘improvements’ to be easily made.
So even when technology solves a problem,
it may be that the lease restricts the use of it.
The industry has the tools to improve the lives
of 4m-plus flat owners around the country but
without statutory change, it’s far more difficult to
move the sector forward.

The improvements that can be made by using 
data more efficiently have to be demonstrable and 
measurable. The technology is out there to do this 
but today it’s often being done piecemeal. The big 
players need to be involved to enable the industry to 
scale up.
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Conclusion

The residential block sector is seeing a new emphasis 
on customer engagement, as evidenced by the Hackitt 
Review and the Government’s proposed homebuying, 
leasehold, enfranchisement and rental reforms. However, 
decision making at C-suite level is needed for developers 
in the build-to-sell market to be encouraged to take a 
long term view and see the benefits in adding value 
for the customer via data-driven products and services. 
And if this is to create a genuine revolution in the way 
we use our buildings, property management software 
systems must be developed to fully integrate with bolt-
on products as they come on-line to deliver a seamless 
service for residents. 

Across residential portfolios and in compliance, 
digitisation is driving change, but our experts agreed 
that cost remains the biggest consideration as the sector 
moves towards a more data-driven business model. So 
if we are to see more effective use of data to facilitate 
fully compliant buildings that are both safe and have the 
capacity to deliver added value digital services that meet 
residents’ aspirations, either the impetus has to come 
from Government – or there must be a perceived market 
benefit. 

The push for sustainability is beginning to play its 
part and there was recognition around the table that 
younger homeowners and renters are most likely to 
look favourably on buildings with sustainable features. 
However, it was agreed that there will be a time lag 
before this is seen as a premium USP. 

“In terms of 
numbers of units, 
BTR is still a drop 
in the ocean - it’s 
a sideshow in 
comparison to 
leasehold. But 
it is driving 
big changes in 
customer care 
and use of data 
to measure 
performance and 
satisfaction.”
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Our panel of experts concluded that, in future, property 
management companies will be incentivised to use 
technology in far-reaching ways because it will give them 
a competitive advantage. The property managers of the 
future will be customer-facing businesses, delivering not 
only operational and technical expertise but also a range 
of add-on services via technology – and they will invest in 
that technology because it will be in their interest to do 
so. 

Our experts were in agreement that a cultural shift is 
needed if the property management sector is to reap 
the benefits of digitisation – and in turn deliver value for 
residents. Assets that are digitised will yield higher values, 
yet BTR is just a drop in the ocean – the real returns are in 
leasehold where flat owners have a vested interest in their 
block. But the industry needs government intervention to 
unleash the potential of this market segment.

Thank you to the participants in the discussion who were:

•  Alex Lubbock  BIMobject 

•  Dan Hughes  Alpha Property Insight

•  Graham Donaldson  Mainstay

•   John Kenny  Valeo Europe

•  Johnny Dunford Fixxa

•  Nigel Walley  Chimni

•  Rajesh Shah Quintain

•  Robert Corley  Credensa / Gigabyte Software  

•  Samuel Winnard  JLL

• Tracey Hartley The Howard de Walden 
Estate

The role of the IRPM is to provide knowledge 
leadership and drive cultural change in the property 
management sector. This is the second in a series of 
four White Papers, inspired by IRPM’s ‘4 Elements’ 
which aim to start the conversation around the 
future direction of residential block management 
in a changing business environment. IRPM’s ‘4 
Elements’ of property professionalism are:

• Technical
competence

• Safety

• Customer and
consumer

• Ethics and behaviours

What are the next steps?

The industry is now 
looking for the next step. 
So where do we go from 
here? 

There was consensus 
that if property managers 
can effectively harness 
the data they hold and 
use it to drive innovative 
customer-facing products, 
in future this will act as 
a differentiator between 
technical competence 
and technical excellence. 
This will apply not only to 
customer perception of 
the buildings they operate 
but will also impact the 
success of delivery of 
professional services to 
clients and residents.

In response the IRPM is 
calling for:

• A platform for tech
and software providers
to communicate with
the property industry
– cross-industry
collaboration is needed
to determine what is
needed by operators
and occupiers.
Otherwise we run the
risk of developing the
wrong solutions.

• All parties to share their
experiences and case
studies with the IRPM
and other industry
stakeholders to ensure
a wider understanding.
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