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Customer relationship management, commonly referred to simply as CRM, 
refers to technology that helps companies track, manage and analyze interactions 
with contacts, whether they’re prospective or current customers. It is not a brand 
or a set of features, but a catchall term for the software as a whole. CRM software 
is generally designed to compile information across channels and can help users 
gain insight into their business. 

For commercial real estate in particular, the technology helps you keep track 
of contacts, properties, comps and more. Because CRMs provide a relational 
database for brokers, you have more flexibility in looking at your business. 

CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP 
MANAGEMENT
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INTRODUCTION

Why we set out to solve commercial  
real estate CRM problems

Where to begin? Apto was born out of our  
brokerage team’s frustration with existing technology. 
Commercial real estate (CRE) is all about relationships, 
so why couldn’t we find an existing customer 
relationship management (CRM) system that fit  
our needs? 

We ran through the gamut of existing products,  
but nothing was right for our business. Were we  
a tad picky? Maybe, but the functionality and design 
we needed seemed to us to be something any  
CRE CRM should have.

By Tanner McGraw



5A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO CRM FOR COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE

Introduction

What we wanted in a CRE CRM

Niche product type. Let’s face it, CRM software for commercial real 
estate is a specialty product. REA has been the bellwether for decades 
and rightfully so, but many others have fared poorly. Without big 
software shops designing products in the space, the technology has 
been in many cases error-ridden, feature-lite, clunky and short-lived.

Mobility. We didn’t even know what “cloud” meant at the time but we 
knew desktop tools were a pain. Multiple licenses for your home and 
work computers, no access on the road, major data sync issues...good 
luck if you run a large team or an office across multiple locations.

Flexibility. CRM after CRM didn’t fit our business process, which is 
what drove the endless search. What we didn’t realize until much 
later was how many different approaches to commercial real estate 
brokerage exist. Users had been cramming their business models into 
rigid software for years, resulting in much frustration. How many of us 
have used fields labeled for other items to track additional sales comps, 
buyer or tenant criteria?

Simplicity and design. There is clearly a trend toward simplicity in the 
software world, which is to be expected after a decade of software design 
in which aesthetics and ease of use were overlooked in favor of over-
the-top bells and whistles, most of which added little value to overall 
functionality. The commercial real estate CRM space fared no differently.

CRM and pipeline management. What do you do about multiple 
sale comps for a property? Properties trade more than once during a 
broker’s career, yet most CRE CRMs aren’t designed to accept multiple 
comps. Other examples abound. How about tracking your pipeline, 
commissions and your clients? Spreadsheets, sticky notes, legal pads? 
We used them all. The existing options in the marketplace were too 
limited (and still largely are) if you need to track all of that with ease.



6A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO CRM FOR COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE

Introduction

How Do You Solve the Issues?

We started by researching a platform to leverage. There are plenty of options 
—Zoho, Sugar, Google Apps—but we decided on Force.com (Salesforce) for 
a variety of reasons. It solved a lot of the issues noted before, and fixed a 
substantial list of deficiencies we weren’t even aware of at the time:

»» Workflows

»» Complex hierarchy development

»» True scalability

»» Complete sharing and permission settings

»» Platform integration

»» Reporting and analytics

»» Website integration

»» Speed

With the downtime provided by the financial crisis, we decided to solve a major 
pain point by building what we needed to efficiently run our brokerage team.  
We added a full pipeline tracking system, real commission tracking and a lot of 
other I-didn’t-realize-you-were-missing-in-my-life features that just  
seemed obvious.

Using Force.com solved the R&D resource issue (they release updates several 
times a year and consistently acquire new technologies), as well as the mobility 
and flexibility issue. And with easy integration, a great interface and the plug-
and-play Appexchange, we had everything we needed in one application. 

Suddenly we had the 800 lb. CRM gorilla coupled with a thorough commercial 
real estate application that solved the market problems. And after using it 
ourselves and hearing great feedback from our coworkers, we realized what  
a gamechanger that was. And Apto was born.

That’s our story. But if you’re unfamiliar with CRM or what all the fuss 
is about, we’ve laid out a guide to common considerations, tips for 
evaluating technology and more.
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RETURN 
ON INVESTMENT

If you’re looking to justify your 
impending CRM purchase, you no 
longer need to fret about whether that 
money would be better invested in 
Treasury bonds, gold bullion, whisky 
futures or lottery tickets. Research has 
revealed that for every dollar spent  
on CRM software, businesses can 
expect an average of $8.71 back— 
a staggering 771% return on 
investment (ROI). 
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT

That’s according to a report from Nucleus Research, a firm that 
specializes in case-based technology research. The analysis included 
data from 2011 to 2014, and considered companies from start-ups  
to large corporations across a wide range of industries. The findings 
revealed that the ROI for a CRM implementation—in the form of  
increased revenues and improved operational efficiency—is substantial. 
Furthermore, it continues to grow over time because of software 
design improvements and fierce pricing competition.

A brief primer on CRM

As we’ve outlined, customer relationship management software is 
crucial to any company in the business of selling (which is to say, 
just about everyone). These applications provide one platform to 
track every interaction with current and potential customers, helping 
businesses improve client relationships and prospect more efficiently. 
Modern iterations of CRM have been used by companies across many 
sectors since 1995 but continue to evolve, encompassing more pieces 
of the customer-business relationship and providing additional ways 
to maintain it. 

It’s certainly more efficient and powerful than Microsoft Excel  
(more on that later). Not only that, but the ROI only continues to 
climb as more providers innovate on existing technology. It’s already 
1.5 times higher than it was three years ago. 

There are a few reasons why CRM investments continue to yield 
increasing returns.

1.5x higher 
than it was  
3 years ago
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Return on Investment

More possibility in the cloud

Cloud-based technology has been at the fore of software 
innovation, enabling companies to store their data and use it 
across platforms and on multiple devices. Switching to the cloud 
costs little, tends to be faster and further increases the return 
on investment. According to Nucleus research, cloud technology 
for CRM delivers 1.7 times greater return on investment than a 
desktop or server-based software implementation.

What is the cloud? It’s technically a network of remote servers 
hosted on the Internet (rather than on a local server or personal 
computer) to store, manage and process data. If you use Gmail, 
Spotify, or any streaming service, you’ve used the cloud.

A move away from traditional IT

Historically, CRM software was a component of a company’s  
in-house IT department, often supported by expensive 
technology consultants. Knowledge of how to use and get the 
most out of the software was several steps removed from the 
employees who actually interacted with clients and prospects. 

Today, the decision to invest in technology is usually driven by 
the business—with a greater burden on the vendor to ensure a 
smooth and successful implementation process. The end users 
are closer than ever before to requirements gathering, vendor 
selection and deployment, and are more comfortable demanding 
what they want.

Now CRM software can more easily be used by employees 
throughout the company, empowering them to make  
smarter business decisions and collaborate more seamlessly. 
The emergence of this user-friendly approach has allowed 
businesses to adopt a more systematic process for tracking  
and managing customer relations.

Cloud technology 
for CRM delivers 
1.7x greater 
return on 
investment than 
a desktop or 
server-based 
implementation.
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Return on Investment

Smarter software

Three of the four largest software vendors in the world are making 
aggressive investments to improve their CRM market positions. 
More and more, vendors are including embedded analytics and 
automation tools to make the technology more intuitive and insightful. 
The software is also increasingly being designed to deliver productivity 
and results, rather than just functionality. And the more CRM software 
applications become streamlined, the more time the user has to focus 
on high-value tasks.

How it helps brokers

For the commercial real estate industry, CRM software allows 
brokers to segment contacts according to their own criteria, browse 
through available properties based on client needs and automate 
frequent activities like lease expirations and meeting follow-ups.

It helps brokers make sure they’re prioritizing the right leads, and 
allows everyone to see the history of a client or potential client. 
Gone are the days of hunting through different programs to figure 
out who to call or how to keep track of the status of a client.

Many companies have already churned through a CRM or two in  
the decades since they achieved mainstream popularity, but 
continued investment in the space and improved technology are 
ensuring that the functionality is only getting better and the return 
is only increasing. And with the availability of scalable, cost-effective 
cloud-based CRMs designed specifically for the commercial real 
estate industry, even brokerages that have been skeptical have 
more reasons than ever to give them a try: 8.71 reasons, in fact. 

The more 
CRM software 
applications 
become 
streamlined,  
the more time 
the user has  
to focus on  
high-value tasks.
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THE CLOUD

We mentioned the cloud as  
a core technology innovation,  
and it’s a huge benefit for brokers 
in particular. Your job has never 
been confined to the office anyway. 
Getting out and meeting clients, 
evaluating properties, networking 
with prospects—being on-the-move 
is the status quo. 
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THE CLOUD

CRM technology in the cloud can make you more productive, organized, 
visible and aware. You get all the data and information you need 
wherever you are.

Here are six of the core benefits. 

FLEXIBILITY

There’s usually no up-front installation cost with cloud-based software. 
This means you can try out a new application with minimal financial 
commitment. You’re not putting any storage-gobbling software on your 
desktop, and if you decide the program is not what you’re looking for, 
you can drop it.

RECOVERY

Cloud-based software allows you to dismiss worries about a hard 
drive crashing or a laptop being stolen. With desktop applications, 
these incidents can be true disasters, costing weeks of recovery time 
and wreaking havoc on client relationships. Data stored in the cloud 
is automatically backed up and isn’t going anywhere, even if your iPad 
ends up at the bottom of a lake. 

COST

A lot of people erroneously think that cloud-based software is more 
expensive than desktop tools since there’s usually a monthly fee for 
the former. This may be true when you only consider the initial cost 
of desktop software, but don’t forget about added costs for annual 
upgrades and customer support. You should also consider the time 
and trouble of reinstalling a desktop program (and transferring your 
data) whenever you get a new computer. In the long term, desktop 
applications can actually be more expensive.
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The Cloud

ACCESS

With software residing in the cloud, you have access to all data and 
functionality no matter where you are or what device you’re using.  
This means you’re never without vital contact information, listings, market 
reports or other statistics and materials you might need in the course of 
the day. You can add information wherever you are; no entering data later 
“back at the office.” 

Cloud-based software also helps you collaborate more efficiently with  
your team. Everyone can have access to common information that’s 
updated constantly—so you can move forward together.

SECURITY

Your data is more secure in the cloud than on your personal computer. 
Because security is a such a vital consideration for providers of this  
type of software, they employ very sophisticated security measures. 
Information that’s on your desktop is more vulnerable, and paper copies 
are more likely to be misplaced or picked up by someone else.

LESS PAPER

Speaking of paper, you’ll use much less of it when you rely on cloud-based 
tools. No need to print out a copy of a contract when all parties can view 
and sign it online. No need for paper brochures when you can embed slick 
and informative virtual tours for easy access. All of this makes it easier to 
share information, and it’s good for the planet as well. Win-win.

Naturally, we’re big believers in cloud-based software; it’s at the core 
of our product. But we truly believe the cloud will make your life easier 
however you use it, and you need to understand its advantages.
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CRM VS. EXCEL

Hopefully you’re starting to 
understand the features and benefits 
of a CRM, but we all know those 
brokers who have their processes 
in place and resist any change. They 
believe it works for them—and they 
could be right! But it’s worth taking a 
look at why CRM is better than Excel.
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CRM VS. EXCEL

Excel has been the go-to tool for small- to medium-sized business for years. But now 
that cloud-based CRM is here, is that still the best option for tracking your customers 
and prospects?

System Administrator can determine who can 
share data and what can be edited

Users can see the same data as it is updated

Data is connected to the other data that matters 
on one page

Provides historical data tracking through 
relationships. For example, a contact is connected 
to the property he or she owns and the business 
deals he or she has been involved in

Mobile access with the click of a button

Keep your business up to date when you’re 
on the go

Easy to view layouts on a smartphone

Allows users to manage their business tasks 
and appointments

Track tasks and appointments related to a 
contact or business deal

Data is only shared when the file is shared

Different versions of data

Excel is connected by rows and columns

Limited connectivity between records

User has to scroll to find the information

Some smartphones and tablets allow 
Excel access

Difficult to navigate on a small screen

A user would need to use a tool like Outlook 
to keep their tasks and appointments

No real historical tracking ability

CRM Excel

Shared Access to Shared Data

Information that Connects to What Matters

Task and Appointment Management

Mobility
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CHOOSE A VENDOR

Are you convinced yet? Maybe you’ve 
bought into the theory of a cloud-based 
CRM, but now comes the hard part: 
researching the many options out  
there and picking one that’s right for 
your business. 
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Any software you choose should offer the basics: a cloud-based system, 
mobile access, flexibility and ease of use.

To really narrow down your choices, you’ll have to dig a little deeper into the 
product performance and financial health of each vendor. 

Do your due diligence.

You’ll need to run a quick check on the financial health of the vendors on 
your list. Ask each company how long it has been in business, then do a 
quick search online for news and background information on the company 
and its principals.

If that turns up any concerns, you may want to check if the company or 
owners have ever filed for bankruptcy or been involved in a (relevant) lawsuit. 
You can check on federal court cases, including bankruptcy filings, on the 
website PACER (Public Access to Court Electronic Records), a resource run  
by the federal government. 

Don’t forget to ask for—and call—three to five references from current customers. 
A solid vendor will be happy to share that information, as well as expected ROI. 

See what industry-specific functions and integrations 
are available. 

A few years ago, there were only a couple options when it came to finding a 
CRM for commercial real estate. Today, there are many more players in the CRE 
tech field, so you can find a product designed specifically for your industry.

Take a look at which functions are included in the CRM and which, if any, will 
need to be customized for your brokerage. Many technologies integrate with 
third-party apps as well. You probably already use some complementary tools 
and data sources that work with the technology, so make sure it can capture 
phone calls, email, online mapping tools or marketing software. 

CHOOSE A VENDOR
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Choose a Vendor

Evaluate the services and support offered.

Think about how your end-users will be trained and supported. Of course 
you’ll want to test drive each vendor’s product, but make sure it’s not 
just the IT people at the wheel. Getting buy-in from end-users can be a 
challenge when it comes to a new CRM system. You’ll be ahead of the 
game if they have a chance to try it out before buying.

Ask these questions during the demo: 

»» How long will it take the vendor to get the technology up and running? 

»» Who will set it up — the vendor or a third-party partner? 

»» What kind of support do they offer during and after implementation? 

»» Will that support be provided by the vendor or outsourced?

»» Is there training available? 

Think about how the technology supports  
future goals.

Does the technology have the ability to scale and expand as your 
business grows? Will the vendor be a supplier only or will it be a proactive 
partner that will help you grow your business? Also consider whether 
the software focuses only on helping you manage your contacts or if 
it extends beyond this with pipeline and back office functionality that 
encompass the full lifecycle of a deal.
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Say you’ve bought into the features 
of the cloud and have even chosen 
a vendor. Are you making the most 
of the tool? You probably evaluated 
different features in the decision 
process, but you might forget some of 
the features once you’re a few months 
into implementation and a few months 
removed from the initial evaluation.

VALUABLE FEATURES
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VALUABLE FEATURES

Most commercial real estate CRMs have a lot of functionality that 
can help make your brokerage more efficient. Make sure you’re 
taking full advantage.

1.  EMAIL INTEGRATION

Whether you choose to use Salesforce for Outlook or a different 
app, integrating your email with your CRM is just smart for business.  
Email integration syncs your email, calendar, contacts and tasks 
seamlessly into your CRM. No longer are you missing important 
emails or having to switch to your email just to check your calendar; 
with email integration you are able to do this all within your CRM, 
making you better able to stay on track with what needs to be sent, 
scheduled and monitored.  

All correspondence should be tagged to the contact, opportunity 
or account associated with the interaction. Interactions are then 
automatically tracked so you can stay on top of your brokerage business 
on your mobile device and desktop, on the road or in the office. 

2. TASK AUTOMATION (WORKFLOWS)

Let your CRM nurture your contacts, leads and opportunities for you.  
Workflows allow you to setup and activate triggers that keep your 
communications, tasks, and events moving at the speed you want.  

When a lead comes in, you have the ability to immediately reach out 
with an automated email providing next steps or a promise to be in 
touch shortly. Want to set up a reminder? Perhaps you haven’t heard 
from a contact in 30 days and you want to touch base and make yourself 
available. Set up an internal workflow that will remind you with whom 
you need to follow-up and when.
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Valuable Features

3. ADDING AND EDITING FIELDS AND LAYOUTS

The ability to add and edit fields and layouts allows you quick access to 
the most relevant information. Why clutter up your contact, account and 
opportunity records with fields that you don’t need? By taking advantage 
of the ability to customize your CRM, you can conduct and close business 
more quickly. 

4. THE APPEXCHANGE

If your CRM operates on the Salesforce platform, you have access to 
the AppExchange, which provides users with the ability to seamlessly 
incorporate technology from its app marketplace.

From mapping resources to sales intelligence, mass emailing, deduplication, 
document storage, and data cleansing, you have an abundance of tools  
at your fingertips. The integrable tech available in the AppExchange has 
been peer-reviewed, rated, and is listed based on price, editions, and 
languages, making it easy to pick the technologies that would best support 
your business. 

For more on technology that integrates directly with a Salesforce CRM, 
download our ebook “The Awesome Guide to Integrable Technology.”

apto.com/integrabletech

5. DASHBOARDS 

Dashboards give you a quick view of your most important metrics 
and results. View your pipeline growth, company performance, lead 
trending report, conversion summary and more. You have the ability to 
customize the dashboard depending on your role, responsibilities, etc.  

For instance, with many CRMs you can customize your dashboard to 
reflect the role of sales manager, service executive, marketing executive; 
or if you want a company overview you can set your dashboard to reflect 
the relevant corporate or office numbers.

http://info.apto.com/download-the-ultimate-guide-to-awesome-integrable-technologies
http://info.apto.com/download-the-ultimate-guide-to-awesome-integrable-technologies
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IMPROVE ADOPTION

“My brokers are used to Excel and 
Outlook. They have their way of doing 
things and they don’t have time to learn 
a new tool. What can I do about it?”

We hear it all the time. Brokers may 
be particularly resistant to change 
sometimes, but change management  
in general is something all businesses 
(and managers) face. New technology 
often promises to make your lives better 
or easier, but you have to get everyone 
on board for it to work. 
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Here are some ways to make CRM adoption successful.

PUT THE RIGHT COMMUNICATION AND TRAINING IN PLACE FROM  
THE BEGINNING.

When announcing the change and communicating along the way, don’t 
overwhelm your brokers with information. Talk about and train brokers  
on changes to their day-to-day process. By focusing on real-world examples, 
you can overcome the “fear of the new” as users realize the benefits of the 
new technology.

Also be clear about what’s changing and what’s in it for them. Will it give 
them the opportunity to make more money? Will it increase productivity in  
a way that reduces weekend work? 

REMEMBER THAT IT’S A POLITICAL CAMPAIGN. GET INFLUENTIAL USERS  
ON BOARD AND NEUTRALIZE NEGATIVE PARTIES. 

You probably already know the people who are going to be excited about this, 
as well as those who will resist the change. Make sure to sit down with both 
parties first. Get the champions involved so they can coach others on how to 
use the tools to their benefit. Don’t just pick the most tech-savvy individuals; 
choose people who work horizontally across the organization and are well 
respected within the team.

Continue to manage emotions through the process. Focus on the positive, 
and stay positive yourself. Your brokers look to leadership, so make sure to 
lead by example. 

IMPROVE ADOPTION
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Improve Adoption

MAKE IT FUN.

Every year, companies get together to create their March Madness 
brackets, fantasy football teams, etc. to compete internally for 
bragging rights or another prize. Create a similar competition to 
encourage your team to use the tool.

To reduce the technology gap between individuals, set up teams  
so the more tech-savvy brokers can coach the less tech-inclined.  
For example, give a company-paid dinner to the first team to have 
each broker log 50 calls inside of the CRM. Or give a gift card to the 
first broker to successfully convert five new proposals to a listing.

SHARE SUCCESS STORIES.

Once employees begin to use the technology more and more, draw 
attention to the positive impact it’s having on your organization. 
Publicizing quick wins helps build a case for change and encourages 
further adoption. It’s as easy as sending an email or giving a shout-out 
at your weekly team meeting.

HAVE A POST-IMPLEMENTATION PLAN.

Training and adoption do not end when the new system goes live.  
In fact, post-implementation support is an important area for ensuring 
ongoing user adoption. Make sure to take advantage of any webinars 
or training your technology vendor offers, and follow-up with your 
brokers frequently.

SET YOUR EXPECTATIONS FOR TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION.

If the tool produces reports and analytics, make sure to use 
them during check-ins with your team. Use it to review pipeline, 
performance or other metrics you care about. If you use it yourself 
—and expect them to as well—make sure it becomes part of your 
process and interactions. 



We hope this guide helps you make some sense of the 
buzz around CRE CRM technology. And if you’re ready to 
start evaluating technology vendors, request a demo at 
apto.com/demo today.
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