BY KATIE ANDERSON, CMCA, AMS, PCAM

Business partners
are critical to well-
maintained and
properly managed
community
associations. Follow
these strategies

to develop—and
preserve—successful
relationships

with your service
providers.

elationships between community associations and their service providers
go beyond contracting for work to be fulfilled. The reality is that business
partners—whether they provide landscaping, accounting, maintenance,
repair, reserves analysis, insurance and risk management, or myriad other
services—are critical to successfully managing a community. It is nearly impossible to
run a secure and well-maintained association without them.
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THINK OF BUSINESS PARTNERS a5 an
extension of your community: Their work
will be representative of your reputation. If
you don’t have [1‘[1%1\\‘01'(]1_\‘ Service proy 1d
ers working with you, or worse, you don't
have any professionals providing assistance,
it will be your community’s board of direc-
tors that takes the hit and quickly bece
a nightmare for everyone involved.

Having reliable service providers

TIE

ensures that property values are sustained.
crucial work is completed, and the man-
ager or management company and asso-
ciation’s board meet their responsibilities
to the residents. Reaching out to a service
provider may be the first step, but it takes
effort to build and maintain a strong bond
that benefits the community. Follow these
strategies for successful relationships with
your business partners from the start.

OOSIN
Picking the service providers you intend
to work with should be a careful process.
Here are some things to consider.

Do your research. Vetting service
providers is one of the most important
things when looking for the right indi-
vidual or company to lend their skills
and expertise to a community. Con-
duct research by looking at their history,
reviews, and speaking directly with previ-
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Find the products an

d services your community association needs with CAl's
Professional Services Directory, a free, easy-to-use tool featuring business part-
ners with the knowledge and expertise to help your association succeed. Search
thousands of service provider listings by category, keyword, location, chapter,
company, or contact name that link directly to their website for added conve-
nience. Whether you need assistance with association finances, legal advice, or
maintenance and upkeep of common areas, the Professional Services Directory
is a one-stop resource for your homeowners association, condominium commu-
nity, or housing cooperative to obtain professional support.

3) Start your search at directory.caionline.org.
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the community’s budeet and proc

reach out and begin a conversation toward
a suitable agreement

Avoid bargain hunting. As the
saying goes: Buy che ap, buy twice. Hiring
the best service providers doesn’t mean
selecting ones with the cheapest labor or
fees, as they could be more likely to have
subpar quality in their work, difficulty
meeting deadlines, and cause issues for
management and the community. All of
this will blow back on the community, not
the service provider.

If the work isn’t done correctly, you'll
have to restart the process of vetting and
'l‘siring another service provider to come
in and fix it—a costly mistake that often

means charging twice the amount, or

. for a

project that should have been
rht the first time. If you've done
your initial research correctly, the ideal
service provider will have evidence of their
quality of work offered at a good price.

Hire locally. Choose local service pro-
viders when possible, since they are more
likely to complete a project in a reasonable
timeline and also are in a unique position
to have worked with management.

In addition, service providers poten-

™
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direct lines of contact that
in't capitalize on through

Have a wide selection. The more

nartners vou can choose from, the

more the board will benefit. Limiting your
.election will only hurt the community in
vice providers often are s;n'c'ldli/cd.
but some may take on projects outside of
their usual scope of work. This may seem
ike a & jay 1lc stter relation-
like a great way to build a better rel ,

ship, but most of the time, it's not going to
be a good idea. Always pick the provider
who is the best fit for the work at hand.

TING THE CONTRACT
Contracts with service providers are the
foundation for the new business relation-
ship that will benefit the community. The
right service providers need an appropri-
ate, clearly outlined contract. Unfortu-
nately, the contract is a common source of
problems.

Before writing the contract, it’s a good
practice to send out a request for proposal,
which indicates what the association
needs from its service providers so they
can send bids. At a minimum, it should
include the following in writing:

I Detailed scope of work

I Start and end dates of the contract
I Terms of payment

I Insurance requirements

I Site plan

I Contact information

Proposals that are detailed and cus-
tomized to a service provider will estab-
lish the community’s expectations of the
work it anticipates receiving and how it
should be accomplished, making it much
easier to craft the right contract. Do not
expect the service provider to take care
of everything, and do not expect them to
teach you everything either. It should be
the responsibility of management or the
board to figure out what is needed from
the service provider and how to express
that to them.

A major pain point for service provid-
ers is when they’ve requested a proposal
to complete a project, yet little to no
information is offered. Not only will this
prolong the amount of time it takes for
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the project to be completed, but the busi-
ness partner will recognize you as a prob-
lem client. The more information you can
give them, the smoother the project will
go overall.

Without a clear contract, deadlines are
missed, tasks are left uncompleted, argu-
ments over pay arise, and other issues will
pop up left and right. This will negatively
impact your relationship and flow over
into dissatisfaction in the community.

MAINTAINING RI

Community association boards and the
community’s manager take it upon them-
selves to serve in the best interest of their
communities. However, it's important to
understand when to step back and allow the
service professionals to take the lead—while
still having some involvement to make sure
the work is getting done. Monitoring, not
micromanaging, is key to a fruitful relation-
ship with your business partners.

On a similar note, having clear lines of
communication will benefit management,
the community, and the service provider,
especially those who work with minimal
supervision or from an outside location.
Having frequent check-ins, such as weekly
virtual or face-to-face meetings, monthly
progress reports, or quarterly site visits is
a way for the parties involved to ask ques-
tions, address any concerns, and gauge
how the relationship 1s going.

If any problems or complaints arise,
resolve them in a proactive manner. Be
aware that mistakes can occur, particularly
if you contract with a new service provider.
It’s important to keep these in perspective;
if the issue is rectified in a timely fashion
without the provider being evasive or defen-
sive, it can make the relationship stronger.

Trust is hard to gain but easy to lose.
Even if you've been a great client ini-
tially, all it takes is one major screw up
to destroy the relationship you've built.

If service providers know working with
you will be a pleasure, they will take on
your project before a new client asking for
similar services.

As with any relationship, mutual
respect also will prevent a good partner-
ship with service providers from dete-
riorating. Defer to their expertise but

also show interest in the work they do by
learning some basic principles of the ser-
vice they are providing. Treat them like a
business partner instead of a hired hand.
Offer some form of praise or recognition
to let them know that their work is appre-
ciated in the community.

The most common cause of lost trust
with your service provider revolves around
payment.

For example, if a community doesn’t

pay fees on time, that makes you a less
favorable client to keep in their portfo-
lio. A guaranteed payday is better than a
questionable one. Other common prob-
lems are Pm‘l‘l\ drafted contracts, rushed
deadlines, and misinformation.

Finally, ju

has been providing services for a long time

st because a business partner

doesn't mean the relationship is healthy:.
[t’s important that management and the
board ask themselves:

Have requests for proposal to obtain
new bids been submitted in the past few
years?

Is pricing on par with market rates?
Has the business partner experienced
changes in ownership or staffing that are
concerning?
Has there been a drop in the quality of

work?

Depending on the response to these
questions, it may be best to part ways
with a service provider even after years of
working together.

Long-lasting relationships with ser-
vice providers are built through proper
research and selection based on the scope
of work, making expectations clear from
the start, having adequate oversight, com-
municating frequently, and maintaining
trust. Your association may have some
tough learning experiences and decide to
let go of certain providers but also may
continue working with business partners
who have been there from the beginning.

It becomes a breeze to get projects
done when you choose the right business
partners and maintain a relationship with
them that ensures timely, quality work
that a community will benefit from for
years to come. CG

Katie Anderson is founder and CEO of
Aperion Management Group in Bend, Ore.

CAIl NATIONAL
CORPORATE
MEMBERS

AXOS Bank

Axos Bank is a technology-driven
financial services company that
provides innovative banking
products and services to community
associations nationwide.
www.axosbank.com

Bank OZK

Bank OZK provides best in class
banking services for community
associations by understanding the
unique challenges that associations
face and build smart, sophisticated,
and tailored long-term solutions.
www.ozk.com

CIT

CIT's Community Association Banking
Division is uniquely dedicated to
providing comprehensive banking
services exclusively to common
interest community associations.

Our bankers know the business and
understand the needs of associations
and CIC management companies,
and we cater specifically to those
needs. www.cit.com

lan H. Graham Insurance

Insurance brokers and agents rely
on lan H. Graham’s quality products,
simple processes and experienced
service. www.ihginsurance.com

NATIONAL CORPORATE
MEMBER OF

Communlty

ASSOCIATIONS INSTITUTE
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proper assistance.

Coming to the realization that you
' need to transition from one service pro-
fessional to another can be difficult, espe-
cially if you've been working with them
for a long time. Whatever the situation
is, you want to be smart about your deci-
‘ sion and take the time to do the neces-
sary work to make this change worth the
effort. Hopefully, you can build a long-
lasting, mutually beneficial relationship
with your new service provider.
Here are six best practices to ensure
a successful transition between service

[ providers.

When you are about to transition from
one professional to another, treat it like a
project. Start a document where you can
easily organize your thoughts and infor-
mation; you can even use presentation
applications to make the content visually
appealing.

Turn this document into an easily
shareable format so you can get buy-in
and feedback from stakeholders. Depend-
ing on the professional service being eval-
uated, stakeholders might be key play-
ers on your board, committee members,
management, or staff members.

Wohen it comes to team involvement,

consider adding a “RACI” chart to the

When a partnership doesn’t work out, it can feel overwhelming
to start the search for a new service provider. Ensure a smooth
transition between professionals with these best practices.

BY BETH GILBERT

beginning of your document that identi-
fies the stakeholders and their contribu-
tion to the project:

R—Responsible. This is the person
on your team who is doing the groundwork
and is the point person for the project.

A—Accountable. This may be the
manager or director of the department
who will, in the end, be the person held
accountable for the decision on which
professional service provider the commu-
nity chooses.

C—Consulted. This is the person
or people whose feedback needs consid-
eration throughout the project. Perhaps
it’s the managers who will be directly
working with the new service provider or
accountants who will be working with a
new software you're looking at acquiring.

I—Informed. Think of this as those
who need to know what is going on but
don’t necessarily need to be involved
beyond that. Perhaps you need to inform
your boards of a change in professional ser-
vice relationships but do not require their
mnput or feedback to make your decision.

SET STANDARDS

You already know why you are terminat-
ing one professional service relationship
in favor of transitioning to a new pro-
vider, so start there. What are the must-

‘ [ 1

(T | here are times when a community association management company or board of directors will
| be faced with the decision to end a working relationship with a service provider.
Perhaps your community’s maintenance requirements are having shortcomings or problems.
7 Maybe the management software provider hasn’t been listening to your needs for enhancements
“that will allow you more efficiency. It’s possible that legal counsel is failing to give timely advice and

haves from this new business partnership?
A few things you might want to consider
when setting your standards include
response time, customer satisfaction, effi-
ciency, cost, and experience.

Be specific on the things you will not
compromise on versus simply what would
be nice to have. Perhaps it’s improved
response time. Depending on whether
your budget is locked or flexible, iden-
tify the boxes that need to be checked to
consider this new service provider. Add
a section to your project document that
outlines all of this information.

Setting standards will make a good
jumping-off point as you start to conduct
research and meet with potential profes-
sional service providers. You want to ensure
you're asking everyone the same ques-
tions and sharing the same details so you
have consistent information to use when
making comparisons moving forward.

CONSIDER MULTIPLE
PROVIDERS
To come up with your shortlist of options,
first ensure you're doing your due dili-
gence. Research the individual or business
by looking up online reviews on third-
party sites as well as testimonials on their
website and social media accounts.

As you carry out this research, go a
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step further and think about the context
of the reviews. People often leave nega-
tive feedback because they are caught up
in the moment and want to take action.
When you look at those reviews, do you
see timely responses by the company or
individual in question? Do they pay atten-
tion to reviews and comments and resolve
outstanding issues? See how they handle
comments on their social media accounts
too. This will help get a well-rounded
view of both the reviews being left and
how they react to them.

Another great way to find new pro-
tessional service providers and gather
feedback is by attending industry events.
Whether in-person or online, events can
help your community discover even more
options. Take time to listen to a variety of
providers and ask around to see if others
have anyone they'd recommend. Docu-
ment all of your findings in one place
so you can compare the various options
you're researching. Having everything
consolidated also makes it easier to share
the information with your team and
stakeholders.

While it may feel like you won a
golden ticket when you have a great con-
versation with the first service provider
you speak to, it doesn’t mean you have to
settle right away. Research and interview
at least two more options before you make
your decision. You may find that while
your first bption was great, other profes-
sionals might have more to offer. These
are all things you'll want to consider and
add to your research document.
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REFERENCES
As you get closer to narrowing down
your choices of new service providers, it’s
a great time to obtain references. Ask if
they have any satisfied customers you can
talk to or if they can share case studies
that show how they’ve helped communi-
ties like yours, for example.

Word of mouth also can hold a lot of
weight when it comes to the reputation
of professional service providers, so ask
around. A simple question like, “Do they
listen to customer feedback?” can go a
long way in finding the right professional.

Document all of this and be sure to
include where the statement came from.
Was it a conversation you had directly
with one of their customers, or was it
something you heard from someone who
worked with them in the past? By having
all of this input in one place, you can
make 2 more strategic decision.

LEGAL DOCUMENTS

After you've confirmed your new profes-
sional service provider options are highly
regarded by their customers and the com-
munity, be sure to review all of their legal,
compliance, and operating documents.
This step often can be overlooked, but it’s
crucial to make sure the proper documen-
tation is up to date and valid. If it isn',
your community could be held account-
able in the event that something happens.

Once you finalize your decision, it also
is important to take time to review and
gain a firm understanding of any con-
tracts you enter with a new service pro-

vider. For this step, it's reccommended you
have your legal counsel involved to ensure
nothing goes unnoticed. When everyone
is on the same page and in agreement,
you can mitigate the potential for risk or
issues down the road.

BE TRANSPARENT

While much of this decision is based

on the new professional relationship
you're bringing into the fold, it’s just as
important to ensure the new partner fully
understands your community.

‘What is your budget? What are your
goals for the year? Where do you see your
community in one, five, or even 10 years?
Will this service professional be able to
keep up with your needs as they stand
now and how you see them in the years
to come? Knowing this will help you and
the service provider understand if the
partnership will be a good fit. Document
all of this information as well, so it’s easy
and accessible for the conversations you
have as you go through this process.

The relationships with your profes-
sional service providers can directly affect
the success of your community. It’s essen-
tial to take time to evaluate them at least
on an annual basis. You need to ensure
that you're getting the services you're
paying for and a supportive, mutually
beneficial partnership.

Transitioning to a new service pro-
vider can feel overwhelming, but you
aren’t alone in this journey. Keep stake-
holders informed and ask for their opin-
ions to help make an informed decision.
Switching to a new service professional
will ultimately impact everyone—board
members, homeowners, management, and
other services providers—so it’s essential
that you listen and gather their feedback.

If you follow these steps and docu-
ment all of your findings, it will be well
worth the time and effort you put in to
the end result: a partnership that will
support your community now and in the
future. cG

Beth Gilbert is the senior director of the
‘community association market at AppFolio.
beth.gilbert@appfolio.com
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