How the Coronavirus
Changed Digital Marketing
for Real Estate

Another day, another Zoom call. As of the end of June,
almost twice as many people across the U.S. were working
from home versus at their companies’ offices. This group
accounts for more than two-thirds of U.S. economic activity.
Their change in behavior, involuntary or not, has made
our former way of life, and what drew us to certain areas,
almost unrecognizable. This is one of the reasons that many
real estate companies in suburban, vacation, and “rural,
but connected” markets across the country experienced
record months in the back half of 2020. That said, a lot is still
changing, and quickly.
Since the WHO declared the COVID-19 outbreak a global
pandemic on March 11, 2020, several trends have emerged
that illustrate how the coronavirus has changed media, how
the coronavirus has changed consumer behavior, and how
the coronavirus has changed real estate. In this whitepaper,
we’re going to dive into where these intersect – we’ll look
at how the pandemic has changed digital marketing for real
estate and how real estate companies, agents, and teams can
thrive, and not just survive, in this new normal.
First up is how our behavior has shifted to be almost
exclusively neighborhood, even street-level, local, but at a
global scale, and what that means for your communication
and marketing efforts.
THE HOMEBODY ECONOMY

The “COVID era” has ushered in countless changes at an
unprecedented pace. The biggest one may just be the
ubiquitous shift to local. Local commerce, local news, local
activity - in every area of our lives, hyper local has become
the new norm. In fact, it’s been completely redefined to

“pod level” proximity for many. Because, in large part, it has
to be. Infection and recovery rates, economic reopening
plans, responses to racial injustice, the question of schooling,
vaccine distribution plans – they could be, and have been,
vastly different in towns mere miles apart.
Consider this - travel bounced back some from the first
few months of the pandemic, but people are still sticking
close to home. People don’t expect to resume pre-COVID
behavior until the second half of 2021, if even then, and
only 36% of people are engaging in “normal” out-ofhome activities, according to McKinsey. And according to
research from Accenture:

 Three-quarters of people prefer socializing at home,
even with many restrictions lifted.
 86% of people plan to continue working from home
even after they don’t have to.
 More than half of consumers are buying more local
products, the vast majority of whom say they’re going
to keep shopping locally long term.

As expected, options like curbside pickup and drivethrough service have also seen high adoption rates and as
McKinsey & Company writes, “While some of these habits
are seen as a work-around to the crisis, many at-home
solutions to regular activities will likely be adopted for the
long-term.” Streaming video and cooking more at home are
two regularly cited behaviors that are expected to continue
long after the pandemic.

Consumers using
ominchannel services
are more likely to continue
doing so
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LOCAL IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN EVER

The shift to local has broad implications on marketing.
National brands typically leverage national media plans
and marketing strategies for economies of scale, often
maximizing reach above all else. In the real estate industry,
a new approach is going to be necessary. Major brands are
going to suffer and savvy agents and brokers will embrace
independence. For brokers and agents with an already
strong local presence, a return to marketing basics is
needed, starting with:

Updated store hours, contact information, etc.
Companies should have a verified Google My Business
page, and accurate business information on major sites like
Yelp and Facebook; consumers need to know how to reach
you, that you’re open for business, how you’re conducting
business, and what to expect. In order for your business to
appear in search results, that information must be consistent
across your website, social media pages, etc. and verified.

Talking to communities individually
Individual clusters of streets, and even a single street itself,
could be vastly different than a neighborhood a few miles
down the road. Everything from how safe a community is,
to local regulations, to the school district (and increasingly,
the presence of private school and childcare options), to
access to services and connectivity have become essential
information buyers seek and listing agents need to be
prepared to provide. Personalized messaging is essential
and though it requires extra work, advertising campaigns, on
site content, and search engine optimization (SEO) must be
focused and tailored to each locale to be relevant.

Frequency over reach
Your main goal should not be to reach as many people as
possible. A few highly qualified leads from your highest
priority community are worth more than dozens from outside
your main focus area(s). And research continues to show that
habits developed during the “COVID era” are likely to stick.
So target prime neighborhoods to establish strong name
recognition and build impactful frequency that drives action,
and don’t worry if it takes a little bit of time. Though the
market is booming now, brokerages and agents who aren’t
already established in the most desirable communities can
still compete effectively through hyper local, high frequency
targeting, laying the groundwork to ensure theirs is the name
that comes up most over time.

As alluded to above, real estate marketing strategies
must also focus on building consumer confidence in your
company’s current operating model, especially how you’re
ensuring the safety of your employees and customers. “Even
as many US regions reopen, 70 percent of consumers are not
comfortable going back to “regular” out-of-home activities,”
writes McKinsey & Company. You may have invested in
your customers’ digital experience, from virtual tours to
better transaction management. You may have built up a
local content library and prioritized getting your website to
consistently rank in search engines. You may have done all
of this and still not fully understood your customers’ COVIDinduced emotional needs like reassurance for sellers that
their buyer’s offer won’t fall through or that they won’t get
cold feet, having been forced into a bidding war or pushed
to buy the property sight unseen.
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It’s important that real estate marketing during COVID-19,
and after, reflects the realities we’re all facing. The
importance of local, paired with the growth in digital and
omnichannel, means that consumers are looking online for
local information more than ever. And advertising must
reflect that – whether a small business’s or National brand’s.
As Yoram Greener, Executive Director of Juba Plus, a data
science and analytics group, says, “Every advertiser should
have a local advertising budget dedicated to driving business
on the ground. This type of methodology is as important for
corporate marketing as it is for local store owners.” It doesn’t
matter whether you are David or Goliath – we’re living street
to street and those who recognize that will come out ahead.
Next up, we’re going to discuss the importance of rapid
response and how it applies to everything, not just how you
treat your leads.

more conducive to working from home – dedicated office
space, energy efficiency, high bandwidth connectivity, and
others – and the safety measures real estate agents are
taking to mitigate health risks and ensure they’re following
recommended and mandated guidelines. And then there
are the less obvious implications, such as the significant
increase in people searching for ways to show gratitude
during COVID. Local searches have continued to skyrocket,
as have searches related to unemployment, stimulus, and
real estate (searches for “is it a good time to buy a house
during coronavirus” have doubled). And as one viral video
compilation showed early in the pandemic, COVID-19
response ads from major brands looked and sounded
remarkably similar, at least at first.

BEYOND LEADS: RAPID RESPONSE APPLIES TO EVERYTHING

One of the most difficult things for many of us during the
pandemic has been keeping up with, and making sense of,
the massive influx of information on COVID-19 and how it’s
impacted our lives. Google has a dedicated coronavirus
search trends page that highlights many of the ways our
behavior, highlighted through how and for what we’re
searching, has changed. For companies already struggling
to adapt, understanding, responding to, and monetizing
changing customer expectations is really hard. What
was a challenge before the pandemic now seems like an
impossibility to many.
Our “new normal” has obvious implications for the real
estate industry and real estate companies’ marketing efforts,
such as the importance of highlighting property features

Marketers expect a 66% increase in social media content
creation during the pandemic, followed by blog content at
57% and video production at 50% (source).
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For real estate companies and marketers alike, the challenge
is in staying abreast of these changes, rapidly responding
to them when and how it makes sense, and ensuring you
stand out as you do so. Almost worse than no response is
dedicating a ton of effort to a response that doesn’t get
noticed, or looks and sounds the same as everyone else’s.
Content across all channels - including your website, emails,
social media, ads, mail, signage, brochures (if you’re still
using them), and more – must be accurate, timely, targeted,
brand-consistent, and reflective of our current state of mind
to avoid sounding tone deaf. Quality, educational content
has been shown to increase consumer trust and brand
affinity, as well as to heavily influence purchase decisions.
131% of people were more likely to purchase from someone
after reading educational content they produced and 48%
still said the same a week later. What’s more, that type of
content – evergreen, educational, helpful content – was
devoured by many sheltering in place this Spring. That trend
has continued, underscoring the value of having content
accessible for your potential consumers to consume when
and how they want.
There are other ways in which responding rapidly is essential,
mainly when new local, state, and federal guidelines are
announced, and it’s on companies and their marketing
partners to ensure they have the resources and are prepared
to produce new content, evaluate current plans, and add
capabilities when necessary. 87% of consumers have
appreciated brands that go out of their way to deliver timely
and relevant information during the coronavirus pandemic.
For example, private schools across the country experienced
unprecedented interest as parents tried to navigate their
options, begging the question – what opportunities exist for
you to help parents navigate this time?
How quickly companies can adapt has a direct impact on the
amount of revenue they can bring in. Rapid response means:
1. S
 hifting your advertising strategy to capture new places
consumers are spending their time, new phrases they’re
searching, and new needs they have.
2. R
 apidly generating new content to capture demand and
inform consumers of important changes.
3. Implementing new tools to work around challenges and
comply with regulations.
4. R
 econsidering your role in providing a vital service to
people across the country, and around the world.

42% of marketers mentioned
that their marketing teams
lacked the bandwidth to quickly
adapt to shifting priorities and
creating new content.

The companies most prepared to respond to the changes
we’re all facing will be rewarded for their efforts. And
yet, it’s incredibly hard to manage a business, broker real
estate transactions, and be your own marketing agency.
That’s where making a plan and if necessary, identifying
good partners like Union Street Media to help you, can
be invaluable. You don’t have to know what your content
marketing needs will look like in the future to be able to
anticipate and set up a system in which you can make
changes quickly, thoughtfully, and effectively. The peace of
mind alone will be worth it.
So far, we’ve covered what hyper local real estate marketing
means and the importance of rapid response for so much
more than lead follow up. Now, we’re going to look at how
changing customer expectations have impacted real estate
marketing.
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CONSUMERS EXPECT MORE

Consumers expect more and the brokers and agents that
step up to the challenge will come out ahead, now and in
the long run. From the amount of friction in their online
experience and the level of personalization provided to
how companies are supporting their local communities and
responding to calls to action, customers are highly aware
of actions businesses have taken, and are taking, during
the pandemic. Equally important, they are aware of which
businesses have done nothing.
As McKinsey advised, “to renew and refresh their
connections to the people they serve, companies need to
recognize what’s happening, and respond in three ways:
digital excellence, safe and contactless engagement,
and dynamic customer insights.” Research by Capgemini
Research Institute echoed that sentiment, highlighting
three main factors for how consumers choose brands now:
1) convenience, 2) health and safety, and 3) purpose. Many
people are fearful, jobless, and deeply uncertain about the
future, and the experiences they had with companies during
the pandemic have, and will continue to have, a lasting
impact on how they view them after the pandemic.
For real estate professionals this means evaluating gaps
in their customers’ ability to engage, and experiencing
interacting, with their brand online. It means developing

alternative models to conducting business – from virtual
tours, videos, FaceTiming, and live streaming (virtual open
house, anyone?) to quicker and easier bid management,
everything done via mobile phones, and contactless closings.
And it means relentlessly focusing on and prioritizing the
customer’s needs – using analytics to develop and maintain
deep customer understanding before your customers are
your customers, while your customers are working with you,
and well beyond the close. Many reading this have likely
done some, maybe even most, of these things already.
COHESIVE MARTECH AND CUSTOMER OBSESSION

More and more, the line between marketing and technology
has blurred and even disappeared. At major companies,
technology often reports into marketing now and not the
other way around. Enter MarTech (Marketing + Technology).
Consumers don’t see a difference or care who is responsible
for which part of the customer experience (CX) – and they’re
less forgiving when they have a bad experience with a brand.
In fact, ten years ago a study by Gomez found that 88% of
online consumers were less likely to return to a site after a
bad experience. That was ten years ago. Consumers have
only been conditioned to expect more since then and the
seamless experience they expect is omnichannel – meaning
everywhere, in every way they interact with you.

Source

802.865.3332 x3
sales@unionstmedia.com

5

The agents who thrive during this time will be those who best
understand, anticipate, and adapt to customer expectations –
from their real estate needs like what they need from a home
they’re looking to buy, how they need to sell their home, and
how they discover and choose their agent, to their non-real
estate needs like emotional reassurance, financial security, and
physical wellbeing. But even enterprise organizations struggle
with customer experience. I have a lot of confidence in the
real estate industry – an industry built on relationships – to
understand the value of a frictionless, exceedingly positive
customer experience, and remain committed to delivering
them. It’s what you’d also expect for yourself – from lenders,
from appraisers, from everyone else involved in the process both as a professional and as a consumer.
As Jeff Bezos famously said in a 2016 letter to shareholders,
well before COVID-19, obsessive customer focus is by far the
most effective way to center your business. “Customers are
always beautifully, wonderfully dissatisfied, even when they
report being happy and business is great,” Bezos said. “Even
when they don’t yet know it, customers want something
better, and your desire to delight customers will drive you to
invent on their behalf. No customer ever asked Amazon to
create the Prime membership program, but it sure turns out
they wanted it, and I could give you many such examples.”
Coronavirus or not, stay inventive, be obsessively customer
focused, and you will succeed in ways you can’t even imagine.
Meeting your customers’ increasingly high expectations
takes a lot of focus and intention, but is completely
doable. Next up, we’re going to look at a different side of
digital marketing for real estate – the buy side – and how
technology exists to make our lives easier, as long as we
understand how to use it.

BIDDING, EXPLAINED

The first online banner ad appeared in 1994. For over a
decade, ads were bought at a fixed price and negotiated
directly between the buyer and seller, just as media has been
bought and sold for hundreds of years. Then in 2009, real
time bidding (RTB) was introduced and changed everything.
Real time bidding essentially democratized online ad buying,
letting advertisers choose how much to spend for ads in
real time, through an auction-based bidding process, based
on criteria like the time of day and day of week, where
the ad was appearing, and in front of whom the ad was
appearing. Then in late 2014 through the summer of 2015,
the term header bidding entered our lexicon. AdTechies had
figured out that Google’s RTB algorithms favored bids from
Google’s ad exchanges and promoted header bidding, once
called advanced bidding and pre-bidding, as a way for web
publishers to simultaneously offer ad space out to numerous
ad exchanges at once, maximizing revenue.
You may be wondering, what does this have to do with digital
marketing for real estate? Even more, digital marketing for
real estate in a post-COVID world?
While the economics of how media is bought and sold
online are often overlooked, they’re hugely beneficial in
understanding trends and tactics to maximizing marketing
return on investment (ROI). Those who shifted traditional
marketing budgets to digital this year, and had effective
strategies for maximizing those ad dollars, are seeing huge
increases in overall leads and greater ROI simply because
of their visibility into and ability to optimize how they’re
allocating their budgets.
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WHEN THE HIGHEST BIDDERS AREN’T WINNERS

Google, Facebook, Amazon, and other major media
platforms still use auction-based real time bidding today
to decide which ads are shown to which users, in which
placements, and when. While online advertising can still be
bought on a cost per thousand impressions basis (CPM), the
popularity of performance marketing has lead to cost per
result pricing being used widely, including cost per click,
cost per view, cost per engagement (such as a like or share),
cost per acquisition, cost per lead, cost per purchase, cost
per order, or cost per sale. Google, Facebook and others
typically use these factors to determine which ads will show
and in which position (which ads win the auction):

Bids
What the advertiser is willing to pay.

Estimated engagement
(click through rates, action rates, etc.)
Though the specifics vary by platform, with performance
based pricing Google, Facebook, and other publishers only
make money when a specific result is achieved (an ad is
clicked, a user engages, a lead is generated, etc.). Their goal
is to make money so if an advertiser has a maximum bid of
$1, but data indicates their ad is more likely to achieve the
desired result than a different advertiser’s ad with a $1.50
maximum bid, Google, Facebook, etc. will give the prime
ad spot to the advertiser bidding $1. Because making $1 is
better than making nothing.

Ad quality
This is handled differently on different platforms as well.
Google, Facebook, and others all have quality indicators that
influence which ads win specific auctions and get premium
placement. Typically, ad quality is measured by ad and
landing page engagement – quality score is how Google
measures landing pages (numerically from 1 to 10, which 10
being best) and it’s impacted by how people have behaved
historically, for example, do they stay on the page after they
click through, and how relevant ad and landing page content
are deemed to the user. Facebook uses other indicators
like how much text is in an ad to determine quality, using its
massive data on what the best performing ads look like and
comparing each ad accordingly.

Source

MEDIA COSTS ARE GOING DOWN

At Union Street Media, our goal is to consistently drive our
clients more value for the same spend, even recommending
spend reductions when performance supports it. For savvy
brands, there’s never been a better time to allocate as much
as possible to digital. Because of the factors above - ad and
landing page quality – and the way online advertising works,
prioritizing great content and seamless user experiences
means you’ll pay less for the same eyeballs, and the same
clicks, as others.
That was before the pandemic. Now, because of the
coronavirus, competition is far lower than it’s been in recent
memory. Online traffic skyrocketed when stay-at-home
orders began in March and continues to remain high, but
reductions in total advertising spend (digital has been
affected, though not nearly as much as TV, radio, print,
and out-of-home advertising) have created a surplus of
inventory, driving pricing down. In fact, web publishers are
seeing drops of up to 47% in cost per click prices. Some
publishers, like YouTube, have responded by introducing
new ad options and creating more ad space, which may only
exacerbate the inventory surplus and help keep pricing low
(though with YouTube’s scale, it’s clearly banking on making
up for lost ad revenues in total volume). Regardless, the
current environment is creating an ideal opportunity for real
estate brokerages and agents to acquire new customers at
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lower costs than previously expected. Savvy marketers will
focus on developing great content, target it to hyper local
audiences, adjust bidding strategies to come in well below
pre-COVID levels, and watch their costs per lead tick down –
we saw a 37% decrease in cost per lead for our clients’ paid
search campaigns in Q2 and then an additional 17% drop, on
average, in Q3.
We ended the year with an average 47% decrease in cost per
lead for our clients, and record setting sales growth for many
as a result.
Throughout this whitepaper, we’ve been looking at how the
coronavirus has changed digital marketing for real estate,
including:
1. Local is more important than ever
2. Rapid response applies to everything
3. Consumers expect more
4. Costs per lead are going down
5. Opportunities abound
We’re going to end on a high note – the massive opportunity
the real estate industry has to come out of this pandemic
stronger than ever.
OPPORTUNITIES ABOUND

Just for fun, I did a Google search for “it has never been a
better time to be in real estate” and I got 1.4 billion search
results. Billion. By contrast, I searched for “second stimulus”

and got 183 million search results. Obviously the amount of
content that exists relevant to each search is influenced by
many factors and not necessarily indicative of anything other
than just that; however, I thought it was telling.
While other sectors are still deeply affected by the COVIDinduced recession, with many saying it feels worse than 2008
(data shows its economic impact is in fact, much worse),
real estate was luckier, seeing a much quicker rebound than
many expected and experiencing record breaking trends
in many markets. Mortgage rates continued to hit all time
lows throughout the year and are expected to stay low in
2021. Inventory of homes is still down significantly, leading
to “unheard of before” bidding wars, a record number of
showings that outpaced 2019, and a scramble to keep up
with it all. Existing home sales have been down nationally,
although new home sales are up by double digits. In many
markets, brokerages made up for losses and had their best
years ever. Research from LendingTree showed early on that
searches for “homes for sale” increased significantly since
the pandemic started, with Grand Rapids, MI topping the
list with 138% growth since the lowest point in 2020. And
many are predicting that 2021 will be a year of growth for
the industry.
Much is still uncertain about the months ahead. Homebuilders
could be a wild card, especially if supply chain issues brought
on by the pandemic and access to labor improve. Whatever
happens, as Glen Kelman stated simply, ”It would be hard to
overstate how strong” the housing market is right now. Let’s
make the most of this moment.

Like what you read? Interested in learning more? Contact our
team today to learn more about our award winning website
solutions and industry leading digital marketing strategies.
Or check out our website at unionstreetmedia.com.
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