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Glossary of Key Terms

•	 PMS: Property Management Software

•	 ACH: Automated Clearing House (bank payments)

•	 KPI: Key Performance Indicator

•	 SOP: Standard Operating Procedure

•	 RRG: Risk Retention Group (insurance structure)

Helpful Links and Tools

•	 Self Storage Association (SSA)

•	 Inside Self Storage (ISS)

•	 The Storage Commander Resource Center

•	 Modern Storage Media
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Welcome to the 
Self-Storage Industry
Congratulations! If you’re reading this, it likely means you’ve already broken 
ground on your new self-storage facility. You’ve taken a bold step into a 
growing industry, and that kind of ambition deserves recognition.

But now comes the part that separates the dreamers from the doers: 
turning that facility into a profitable, scalable business.

It’s not just about putting up walls and rolling doors. It’s about systems, 
operations, customer experience, technology, marketing, and making all 
of it work together seamlessly. Many first-time owners underestimate the 
complexity of what happens after the building is done. 

This guide is a roadmap for aspiring self-storage operators who want to 
avoid rookie mistakes, maximize early investments, and get off to a strong 
start. You’ll get real-world advice and insights that help you spend less time 
worrying about the backend and more time focusing on growth.

You’ve already built the foundation. Now, let’s build the business.
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CUSTOMER TYPE COMMON NEEDS SERVICE TIPS

Residential Movers
Short-term space, 
weekend access, online 
rentals

Easy online booking, flexible 
terms

Small Businesses
Long-term storage, 
deliveries, security

24/7 access, business 
account management

Contractors/
Tradespeople

Daily access, tool/
equipment storage, 
high clearance

Wide driveways, good 
lighting, power outlets

Students
Summer storage, 
affordability

Promotions, referral 
discounts

Life Transitions
Sensitive timelines, 
emotional situations

Compassionate service, 
contactless options

Types of Storage 
Customers (and How 
to Serve Them)
Urbanization, growth in the 
gig economy, and hybrid work 
arrangements are driving demand 
from new customer types.

Each type of customer may expect 
mobile access, fast customer support, 
and transparent pricing. Technology 
(online reservations, mobile gate 
access, and automated billing) is now 
a non-negotiable for creating  great 
customer experiences.

Possible Competitive Threats
The competitive landscape comprises real estate 
investment trusts (REITs) with national branding 
and high-tech facilities that offer app-based entry 
and remote monitoring capabilities. We’ve seen the 
REITS go down market as they saturate their target 
customers. To stay competitive, you must:

•	 Own your local SEO with a strong Google 
Business Profile

•	 Use software that enables personalization  
and automation

•	 Create a brand that stands out in a 
commoditized market

Success in the self-storage industry lies in finding 
and owning your niche rather than trying
to compete with national players on their terms. By 
focusing your efforts and resources on
a specific market segment, you can establish a 
distinct position in the market.

The Potential for Success in 
the Self-Storage Industry
Despite changing economic conditions, self-storage 
has proven resilient. According to the 2024 Self Storage 
Almanac, occupancy rates remain high nationally, 
with stabilized facilities averaging above 90% in 
many markets.

Still, self-storage remains underpenetrated in many 
secondary markets. There’s an
opportunity for independent operators who can 
differentiate themselves through service,
technology, or local knowledge.
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Operational Readiness  
in Self-Storage
Operational readiness in self-storage means your facility can run smoothly 
from day one. You’re ready to handle customers, payments, move-ins, 
security, and support without chaos. 

New business owners often skip or rush through the proper setup because 
they’re eager to open the doors and take customers. However, the behind-
the-scenes work that happens long before opening day is what makes a 
successful facility. Mishaps on day one can make a bad first impression, 
and you might struggle to recover.

That’s why a strategic launch matters. Your first customers set the tone 
for your business. They’re not just generating revenue – they’re forming 
opinions, leaving reviews, and deciding whether to trust you. 
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Key Priorities Before  
Opening Day

1. PROPERTY MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE (PMS)

Let’s start here: without property management 
software, you’re flying blind. A good PMS, such as 
SC Navigator, is the brain of your operation. It tracks 
inventory, pricing, move-ins, move-outs, billing, and 
tenant communications.

Look for a platform that supports:
•	 Real-time unit availability and reservations
•	 Automated billing and reminders
•	 Online rental capabilities
•	 Customizable rate management (think discounts, 

promotions, or dynamic pricing)
•	 API access for future integrations
•	 Lead management, waitlist, and space allocation

3. TECHNOLOGY STACK AND INTEGRATIONS

Your facility might be made of concrete and steel, 
but your business runs on software. Operating a 
successful self-storage business means managing 
people, payment, security, support, logistics, and 
more all at once. You may not need every bell and 
whistle on day one, but your systems should be 
ready to talk to each other.

At minimum:
•	 Gate and access controls should be synced 

with your PMS for automatic code creation and 
deactivation

•	 Cameras should be internet-connected, remotely 
viewable, and backed up

•	 HVAC monitoring (for climate-controlled units) 
should be alert-enabled

•	 Elevators, if applicable, should limit floor access 
based on unit assignment

4. UNIT MIX AND LAYOUT DESIGNS

Your layout matters more than you think. 

Before you lock in your final design:
•	 Go beyond the proforma, analyze local demand 

(are small units in high demand, or are people 
looking for contractor-sized spaces?)

•	 Don’t overbuild climate-controlled units unless 
your market supports them. Include a handful of 
odd-sized units if you have the space. They often 
rent quicker than you’d expect

•	 Flow matters. Wide-drive aisles, clear signage, and 
a logical layout (mainly for multistory buildings) 
will help tenants and reduce staff headaches. 
Don’t forget ADA compliance, elevator access, and 
cart storage zones.

Test the entire payment workflow before launch. From 
invoice to receipt, everything should flow smoothly for 
your business and tenants.

2. PAYMENT AND INVOICING SYSTEMS

Make sure that your payment provider integrates fully 
with your PMS and allows tenants to pay directly from 
your website or app.
At a minimum, you’ll need:
•	 Credit/debit card processing
•	 ACH or bank transfer options
•	 Autopay setup
•	 Clear invoice templates and automated reminders

Some operators choose to pass-along convenience 
fees to customers; others absorb the cost. 
Determine your policy in advance and clearly 
outline it in your lease agreements. Don’t forget 
about chargeback handling and refunds — they’re 
rare in storage, but when they happen, you want a 
seamless process in place.

Set up automated billing cycles with clearly defined 
due dates and penalty rules for late payments.

Don’t forget compliance. Ensure your system supports 
the lien laws and late fees applicable in your state or 
local municipality.

https://www.storagecommander.com/navigator-self-storage-software
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Hiring & Onboarding Staff
Your staff represents your brand. Even if you’re working with a small 
crew, whether they’re part-time, remote, or on-site, the right people and 
processes will make your business stronger from day one.
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Hire People Who Fit  
Your Mission
Look for team members who are dependable, 
proactive, and good with people. They should also 
be organized, tech-savvy, and committed to offering 
excellent service. If you’re not hiring a large staff right 
away, consider remote support or part-time help for 
peak hours.

Create Clear Standard 
Operating Procedures (SOPs)
A strong team needs a clear playbook. 

Write out protocols so every staff member knows how 
to handle:
•	 Move-ins and move-outs
•	 Rent collection and payment follow-up
•	 Customer complaints or disputes
•	 Emergency response actions for fires, break-ins, 

weather events, and building maintenance issues 
(like a burst pipe)

Create Clear Standard 
Operating Procedures (SOPs)
A strong team needs a clear playbook. 

Write out protocols so every staff member knows how 
to handle:
•	 Move-ins and move-outs
•	 Rent collection and payment follow-up
•	 Customer complaints or disputes
•	 Emergency response actions for fires, break-ins, 

weather events, and building maintenance issues 
(like a burst pipe)
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Building Local Momentum 
Before Day One
Your first week in business sets the tone for everything that follows. Early 
interest builds occupancy. Occupancy builds trust. And trust builds 
long-term success. You don’t need a huge marketing budget or a flashy 
campaign to make it happen. Just a few smart, locally focused strategies 
can help get your name out there.
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Start with Your Website
Your website is where many people will interact with 
your business for the first time. Before you open, make 
sure it’s ready to convert visitors into tenants.

At a minimum, it should include:
•	 Online reservations and payments
•	 Unit availability by size
•	 High-resolution images or virtual tours
•	 Reviews and ratings

Referral Programs, Signage, 
PR, and Local Outreach
Offline marketing is still powerful today and remains 
one of the most cost-effective ways to increase 
occupancy.

Consider the following:
•	 Referral programs for tenants and local businesses
•	 Community sponsorships (sports teams, charity 

drives)
•	 Clear, well-lit roadside signage
•	 Press releases or ribbon cuttings for local mediaGoogle Business Profile and 

Local SEO
Your Google Business Profile (GBP) is one of your most 
valuable digital assets. It affects your appearance in 
Google Maps, local searches like “storage near me,” 
and even voice assistants. A well-managed GBP can 
outperform paid ads, especially in underserved areas.

Claim it and optimize it with:
•	 High-quality photos of your facility
•	 A short, helpful business description
•	 Accurate hours, phone number, URL, and 

physical address

Paid Channels: Google Ads, 
Social, Aggregators
Paid marketing can help you scale quickly. 

Here’s a quick breakdown:
•	 Google Ads: These capture and target “storage 

near me” searches. This is considered high-intent 
traffic, which can be costly.

•	 Facebook/Instagram: These platforms are 
better for brand building than direct sales. Build 
awareness or promote offers here.

•	 Aggregators (SpareFoot, etc.): These offer 
immediate lead volume but can dilute your brand 
and lower your margin over time.

Invest in paid channels during critical periods but 
focus long-term on organic visibility and referrals.
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Banking, Billing, and Legal 
Must-Haves
Before you open the doors, you must lock down the legal and financial 
details that keep everything running smoothly. Without this groundwork, 
even the most impressive facility can run into costly setbacks or 
compliance issues.

Before operations begin, make sure you have:
•	 The proper business licenses and permits for your state and locality
•	 General liability insurance, property insurance, and tenant 

protection plans
•	 A reliable banking setup to handle deposits, merchant processing, 

and business expenses
•	 A lawyer to review all legal documents and policies
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Insurance Coverage
At a minimum, secure these insurance policies 
before opening:
•	 Commercial Property Insurance – Covers physical 

structures and equipment against risks like fire, 
vandalism, and storms.

•	 General Liability Insurance – Protects against 
third-party bodily injury and property damage 
(e.g., slip and fall claims).

•	 Business Interruption Insurance – Replaces lost 
income in case your facility must temporarily close 
due to a covered event.

Tenant Insurance
Operators typically require tenants to carry insurance 
either through their homeowner’s or renter’s policy or a 
facility-provided option.

Here are two models:
1.	 Third-Party Reseller Model: 

Partner with providers like SBOA Tenant Insurance 
or SafeLease. You earn a commission on each 
policy sold.

2.	 Facility-Owned Risk Retention Group (RRG): 
Higher margin, but greater regulatory 
responsibility and upfront cost.

Be aware of state-specific regulations regarding 
“forced insurance” and ensure that tenants have the 
option to opt out if they can prove external coverage.

Zoning, Fire, ADA, and Local 
Code Compliance
Consult with a commercial real estate attorney 
familiar with your local regulations to review the 
applicable laws.

Before opening, obtain sign-off on:
•	 Zoning Permits: Make sure storage is an approved 

use in your zone. Even minor issues (e.g., noise, 
traffic) can delay approval.

•	 Fire Safety Inspections: Includes sprinkler 
systems, clear egress paths, and placement of fire 
extinguishers.

•	 ADA Compliance: Federal law mandates 
accessible parking, ramps, office access, and 
unit availability. ADA lawsuits are both costly and 
common in the commercial real estate sector.
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Pre-Launch Planning
Pre-opening marketing should begin 30–60 days before launch. As the 
launch approaches, consider hosting a ribbon-cutting event, offering 
move-in discounts, or collaborating with nearby retailers.

Here’s what to do in the meantime.
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Automate Move-Ins and 
Customer Communications
Your tenants don’t want to print forms, wait in line, or 
play phone tag. They want fast, contactless, and clear 
communication. That’s where automation makes all 
the difference.

Start by enabling online unit reservations and 
contactless move-ins through your software. Let 
customers browse available units, sign leases, and 
pay online.

Then customize the communication flow:
•	 Confirmation emails after a reservation or move-in
•	 Digital lease agreements sent instantly
•	 Payment reminders before due dates
•	 Auto-replies for common questions or after-

hours messages

Get Ready to Track KPIs from 
Day One
Start collecting baseline data right away::
•	 Occupancy rates
•	 Conversion% (leads to rentals)
•	 Top lead sources (Google, aggregators, walk-ins)
•	 Payment compliance

Tools like Storage Commander and similar PMS 
platforms offer built-in dashboards to help track many 
of these actions.

Perform an End-to-End  
Dry Run
Before unlocking those doors, test, test, and retest all 
your systems and processes.

•	 Manually test all access control (gate codes, 
smart locks)

•	 Confirm alarms and surveillance are functioning
•	 Simulate a rental through your PMS and online 

booking portal
•	 Process a payment from a test tenant

If you have onsite staff, schedule dedicated training 
time and focus on:
•	 Customer interactions and phone etiquette
•	 Rental workflows (in-person and online)
•	 Emergency procedures
•	 Using the PMS and support systems

Set Up Trigger-Based 
Communications
Automated messages help you stay in touch without 
having to manage every detail manually. 

Set up smart, trigger-based communications like:
•	 A welcome message after someone signs a lease
•	 A payment confirmation after each transaction
•	 A late notice when an account falls behind
•	 A payment failure notification when an auto-

payment is declined

Keep Messaging Unified
Make sure your email and SMS communications are 
synced with your customer relationship management 
system (CRM). That way, your whole team will be on the 
same page no matter how a tenant reaches out.
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Common Pitfalls & Pro Tips
Even with the best intentions, things go wrong. Here’s how to avoid the 
most common missteps.
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Mistakes to Avoid
•	 Launching with untested systems: Always dry-

run your software, gate, and billing.
•	 Underestimating demand for small units: Most 

markets skew toward 5x10s and 10x10s.
•	 Ignoring online presence: If your website can’t 

handle rentals, you’re leaving money on the 
table.

•	 Hiring without training: Friendly staff are great, 
but they must know how to use your systems.

Lessons From  
Successful Operators
Operators often say they wish they had:
•	 Started marketing sooner
•	 Invested in better signage
•	 Focused more on automation and fewer fixed hours
•	 Asked for customer feedback earlier

Keep Messaging Unified
Make sure your email and SMS communications are 
synced with your customer relationship management 
system (CRM). That way, your whole team will be on the 
same page no matter how a tenant reaches out.
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Final Checklist:  
Are You Ready to Open?
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	 Construction is complete and inspected.
	
	 Utility services are active (electricity, water, internet).
	
	 A security system (cameras, alarms, lighting)  
	 is installed.

	 Access control systems are functional (keypads,  
	 gates, smart locks).

	 Fire suppression and safety equipment are installed  
	 and compliant.

	 Signage installed. 
	 (exterior, directional, safety, unit labels) 

	 Self-storage management software (like Storage  
	 Commander) is installed.

	 Unit inventory entered and mapped.

	 Payment processing system integrated and tested.

	 The online rental/reservation system is live.

	 Billing schedules and late fee rules are configured.

	 Reporting and analytics dashboards reviewed.

	 Business licenses and zoning permits secured.

	 Liability and property insurance are in place.

	 Operating agreement and legal entity  
	 registration completed.

	 Local tax and property assessments finalized.

	 Lease agreement templates reviewed by 
	 legal counsel.

	 The website is live with unit availability and  
	 reservation options.

	 Local Google Business Profile claimed and  
	 optimized.

	 Phone system and voicemail set up.

	 Email autoresponders and SMS alerts are  
	 configured.

	 Welcome packet or onboarding email template  
	 created.

	 On-site staff hired and trained.

	 Standard operating procedures (SOPs) are  
	 documented.

	 Customer service protocols are defined.

	 Training on software and point-of-sale systems  
	 completed.

	 Emergency and escalation procedures were  
	 communicated.

Facility & Infrastructure Software & Systems

Legal & Administrative

Customer Communication 
Setup

Staffing & Training
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	 Office furniture and equipment installed.

	 Retail inventory stocked (locks, boxes, packing  
	 supplies).

	 Cleaning supplies and maintenance tools are in  
	 place.

	 Marketing materials printed and ready (flyers,  
	 business cards, brochures).

	 Test all unit doors and locks.

	 Simulate a customer rental experience (online and  
	 in person).

	 Walk the property for any safety or signage issues.

	 Staff run-through of opening and closing  
	 checklists.

	 Conduct a soft opening with friends, family, or  
	 community partners.

Onsite Supplies & Equipment

Final Walkthrough &  
Soft Launch
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Launch With  
Storage Commander
This is it: the moment you’ve been working toward! Now it’s time to open 
your doors and step into the future you’ve been building.

Your preparation is your power. Now it’s time to turn your vision into 
action and your facility into a business. But remember, opening day is a 
milestone, not a finish line. As your community discovers you and your 
tenants move in, you’ll have the chance to refine, improve, and build 
something even better every day.

With Storage Commander by your side, you’ve got everything you need 
to hit the ground running: The tools to automate and scale. The visibility 
to staying in control. The power to grow with purpose.

Ready to get started? Contact our team today and take the first step 
toward confident, scalable growth.

https://www.storagecommander.com/demo
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