
Choosing Between Unit vs. Common 
Area Renovations: A Data-Driven 
Comparison for Property Owners 
Multi-family property owners face a persistent capital allocation 
decision: should investment dollars be funneled into interior unit 
upgrades or exterior and shared common areas? While both paths 
increase asset value, market data suggests they serve different, specific 
goals. A unit renovation directly addresses a rent gap and allows for 
immediate increases upon turnover, but a common area renovation 
addresses the property’s overall market positioning, attracting new 
residents and driving retention across the entire complex. Making the 
right choice requires a data-driven approach based on the property’s 
competitive standing and strategic objectives. 

Unit Renovations are primarily focused on capturing lost revenue 
due to dated finishes and appliances. These are essential for 
properties where in-unit amenities are lagging behind the 
competition. Typical upgrades—like stainless steel appliances, modern 
countertops, and hard-surface flooring—are proven to support higher 
rents upon a resident's exit and the next lease-up. The return on 
investment (ROI) for unit renovations is generally easy to calculate: 
the cost of the upgrade divided by the projected annual rent increase. 
This strategy works best in a high-demand market where units are 
rented quickly after turnover, making the unit-focused renovation a 
high-frequency, high-ROI tool for managing rent potential. 

Common Area Renovations, conversely, focus on the "first 
impression" and "lifestyle" factors. Lobbies, fitness centers, resident 
lounges, and pool areas are the primary drivers of new traffic and 
contribute heavily to the property's online reputation. In a saturated 
market, a stunning common area can be the key differentiator that 
convinces a prospective renter to sign a lease, even if unit rents are 
slightly higher than a competitor’s. Furthermore, high-quality 
common areas are a critical component of resident retention; tenants 
who feel they belong to a community with excellent amenities are 
statistically more likely to renew. The ROI here is measured not just in 
rent premiums, but also in reduced vacancy rates and lower turnover 
costs. 

The data indicates that the optimal strategy is often a targeted blend 
of both, but the priority depends on the property's age and condition. 
If a property is suffering from structural issues, deferred maintenance, 
or extremely dated units (20+ years old), unit renovations are the 



necessary starting point to stabilize revenue. However, if the units are 
fundamentally sound, but the lease-up rate is slow or retention is 
falling, investing in high-impact common areas is the better strategic 
move. When the decision is made, selecting experienced multi 
family properties renovation contractors is key, as they must 
be able to execute both types of work efficiently, often simultaneously, 
while navigating occupied buildings. 

In summary, unit renovations are tactical, immediate revenue 
boosters, whereas common area renovations are strategic investments 
that enhance market perception and long-term retention. A thorough 
market analysis should dictate which approach takes priority to 
ensure capital is deployed where it will generate the highest value for 
the asset. 
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