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Over the course of the past decade, 
apartment renters have increasingly 
chosen to renew their leases upon 
expiration rather than move. In 
2010, it was typical that about 50% 
of expiring leases were renewed by 
in-place residents. By the close of 
2019, however, that number had ris-
en to 53.4%, an all-time high.

While a 3% increase might not 
sound all that signifi cant, the sheer 
number of leases across the U.S. 
is so large that the 3% increase is 
indeed quite remarkable. Consid-
ering there are nearly 18 million in-
vestment-grade apartments in the 
U.S., that would suggest that hun-
dreds of thousands more lease re-
newals are being signed today than 
10 years ago.

There is obvious seasonality from 
quarter to quarter, but the clear 
trend is, the percentage of expir-
ing leases that are being renewed 
has climbed fairly steadily over the 
course of the current real estate 
cycle. Seasonality coincides with 
the broader market trend that leas-
ing activity peaks each year during 
the summer months and declines 
during the winter. So conversely, 
leases that end during the winter 
have a higher chance of renewal 

than those that expire in summer 
months. Moving to a new apart-
ment in the middle of a cold and 
snowy January is not as convenient 
as moving in June when weather is 
a lot more favorable. Additionally, 
apartment operators are incentiv-
ized to renew leases in the colder 
months when demand is usually 
softer.

Lease length also shapes a local 
market’s renewal rate. The longer a 
renter has leased an apartment, the 
higher the likelihood that they will 
renew the lease at the end of the 
term. 

Additionally, lease renewals are in-
fl uenced both positively and nega-

tively by a number of market fac-
tors. But overall, the upward trend 
refl ects the strength of apartment 
demand in recent years. Simply put, 
there is more demand for apart-
ments at the national level than 
there are available units at certain 
price points. 

But by default, renters in some in-
dividual markets have a higher 
propensity to renew leases than in 
others. In Milwaukee, for instance, 
more than 65% of expiring leases 
were renewed in 2019. Seven oth-
er markets in the U.S. are also at or 
above 60%. 

The prevailing trend among the 
highest renewal conversion mar-
kets is that most are mature econ-
omies in the Northeast and in the 
Rust Belt. Residents in these two 
parts of the country clearly choose 
to stay in place for longer than oth-
er pockets of the country. One pos-
sible reason for less resident attri-
tion is that moving in these markets 
is a logistics headache during the 
cold weather months. A cross-town 
move in the frigid Chicago winter 
isn’t quite as appealing as moving 
one’s belongings in, say, Nashville 
or Atlanta. 

Another contributing factor in 
many of these markets is that the 
population base is older. The me-
dian age of renters in this selec-
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tion of markets tend to be greater 
than the U.S. norm. Further, those 
older residents tend to move less 
frequently than the younger gen-
erations – likely a result of having 
already put down roots in their lo-
cale versus the more fl uid younger 
generations.

Finally, these markets are see-
ing relatively little new apartment 
supply. As new supply increases, 
it creates more opportunity for 
renters to move, and sometimes 
those renters are enticed to move 
through rent concessions in new 
properties. As a result, new supply 
tends to suppress renter retention.

Alternatively, there are some mar-
kets in which fewer than half of 
expiring resident leases were re-
newed in 2019. The nation’s lowest 
renewal conversion was in the San 
Diego market, where just 48% of 
expiring leases were renewed. 

Whereas most of the higher re-
newal conversion markets were in 
the Midwest or Northeast, the im-
mediate takeaway in the lower re-
newal conversion markets is that 
most are in the Sunbelt region. 

One potential driving factor in 
these markets is they are faster 
growing economies. With more 
economic opportunity, locals tend 
to migrate within the market more 
often. 

Additionally, these markets have 
built far more new product than 
their Rust Belt counterparts. As a 
result, there’s likely a confl uence 
of ancillary factors, one of which 
would include lease-up shoppers 
bouncing from property to prop-
erty. 

As markets evolve, so do some 
of their resident patterns. For in-
stance, Greensboro/Winston-Sa-
lem is a market where renewal con-

version rates have vastly increased 
over the past decade. 

In 2010, only about 39% of expiring 
leases in Greensboro/Winston-Sa-
lem were renewed. By 2019, that 
rate had risen to almost 56%. De-
troit and Las Vegas also saw big in-
creases in their conversion rates. In 
2019, about 49% of expiring leases 
were renewed in Detroit while Las 
Vegas had approximately 55% of 
local leases renewed. 

Only fi ve markets saw declining 
lease renewal rates. Three markets 
that technically declined where 
Cleveland, Minneapolis, and Phil-
adelphia. But the declines in all 
three were 50 basis points or less 
between 2010 and 2019. 

The one striking market among 
this particular subset was Chicago, 
which saw a 270-basis-point de-
cline over the past decade. In 2010, 
about 60% of expiring resident 
leases were renewed. By 2019, that 
number had eroded to 57%. 
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