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To about a million upstanding real estate professionals who are dedicated to doing things right for their clients and taking their satisfaction as the ultimate purpose and primary reward.







Foreword

by Gino Blefari



Chairman of Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices
CEO of HomeServices of America




I first met Alain Pinel in 1985 when I was a new agent with Fox & Carskadon. Alain managed the record-breaking Saratoga, CA office, and seemed larger than life. When we shook hands I thought I’d just met the James Bond of real estate. Collected. Cool. Sophisticated.


A year later Alain was promoted to executive vice president and general sales manager and he moved to Fox & Carskadon’s Cupertino headquarters. There I had the privilege of working with him and observing him in action on a daily basis.


I noticed immediately that Alain led by example. He brought the right work ethic. He came in early and stayed late. It was very clear to me that he understood every aspect of the real estate business.


Our paths would cross several times more over the next two decades.


Alain started his own company, Alain Pinel Realtors, a brokerage created in his own image: sophisticated and focused on the high-end. From there Alain returned home to France to work on international real estate.


We reunited when Alain returned to the Bay Area to revive his first company – Fox & Carskadon – when it was purchased by Coldwell Banker. We worked together at NRT for the next five years.


Thanks to Alain, I found myself gaining a whole new real estate education. His grasp of corporate real estate, what makes it tick and how business gets done was fascinating and beneficial to me.


We parted again – Alain off to William Raveis on the East Coast and me to found Intero Real Estate Services. Years later, he joined me at Intero where he created our luxury division and turned it into a market leader. Alain personally accompanied agents on countless luxury listing presentations to ensure success.


Indeed, Alain has given so much to real estate and real estate professionals fortunate enough to work with him. I consider him a mentor of mine. His leadership, his pure business intelligence, his values, his insights and his wisdom continue shaping our industry.


Alain has always been generous with his real estate knowledge and I’m delighted that once again he’s taking the opportunity to share the wealth with others through his book.


I can’t help but draw similarities between Alain and another French author and thought leader. In 1831 Alexis de Tocqueville, the aristocrat, diplomat, philosopher and statesman, made an extensive tour of America, which led to his writing “Democracy in America,” considered by many the best book ever written about the United States.


Almost two centuries later Alain, whom I always viewed as an aristocrat, statesman, diplomat and philosopher, has written a book that may well become viewed as one of the best ever written on real estate with deep and scholastic-rich observations.


Indeed, the eminently practical methods and systems personally conceived by Alain and subsequently implemented by his vast network of Pinel prodigies extends not only across America but throughout Europe.


As illuminating as my mentor’s book is, nothing will ever match his spellbinding oratory and French-accented eloquence as he patiently educated the rest of our industry on the finer points of luxury real estate marketing at all levels.



When basketball superstar Magic Johnson spoke at a fellow legend’s retirement event he proclaimed, “There will never, ever, be another Larry Bird.”


While Alain is far from retired, hence this magnificent book, it can also be said that there will never ever be another Alain Pinel.


–Gino Blefari 
Chairman of Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices
CEO of HomeServices of America









Introduction

Let’s try to be serious, shall we?

I don’t care what people say, real estate is a great and noble business. An honorable profession. Yes it is. Too bad some of the practitioners don’t know what they are doing, or get a little lax on the rules from time to time for the sake of money or glory.


Nothing very different from other businesses really. Bad apples exist everywhere. It just so happens however that there may be a few more in real estate for a simple reason: there is a lot of money to be made very quickly in this business and, to be honest, it does not take much brainwork, time, tough educational requirements and rigorous screening to get a license and play with the pros.


It’s so easy for a real estate negotiator to say too much or too little to a buyer, a seller or another agent, in order to make a sale, that some are tempted. Consequences can be costly. An innocent exaggeration or an inopportune memory lapse, no matter how insignificant it may appear, quickly takes dramatic proportions as the sale of a home represents the single biggest investment most people will ever make.


Whether for a salesperson, a broker, a manager or a company owner, opportunities abound in any and every negotiation for the rare unscrupulous “professionals” to cut corners and conveniently close the eyes. In this ultra competitive environment, another deal might mean survival or stardom.


Aside from deliberate or accidental infractions to the laws or the Realtors Code of Ethics, there are many controversial professional issues that I would like to address as well in the pages that follow. My propensity for curiosity often causes me to question the legitimacy or the soundness of legal orthodoxy in customary real estate situations.


I had a chance to make my point of view very clear on a myriad of such controversial issues in the many articles and blogs I wrote over the years. It is with great excitement and anticipation that I now get to bundle them up in one single book.


At the risk of losing a few friends who, as real estate attorneys, make a living deciding for all concerned what’s right and what’s wrong in a contract, a document or a statement, I propose here to challenge the common-thinking and well-accepted legal dogmas.


What matters to me is what makes good sense and what does not. With my limited mind power, I always try to simplify what lawyers try so hard to complicate at the risk of blowing a good sale, and yet being paid for the good work.


Not my style. I am resolutely solution-oriented and always strive for a win-win in any negotiation. How can any one party win if the other side loses? In the end, there is only a dead deal.


My purpose is not to scare anyone for the sake of selling a book. It is merely to state things as they are, and, in so doing, try to help clean up or merely dust-off a profession for which I have nothing but passion and respect. I don’t pretend to know everything about real estate, but I think I have been around enough in the right places to know quite a bit.


I have been in the business a good number of years. 43 years, if you really want to know. A life. And I got to wear many different hats over the years: sales associate, broker associate, office manager, regional manager, vice-president, senior vice-president, executive vice-president, general manager, president, founder, CEO, chairman.


The various company flags I proudly served changed, every so many years: small/medium-size firms, large firms, mega firms/networks. All leading companies in the country, in one category or another.


The horizons and battlegrounds changed as well: the West Coast, the East Coast, Europe, Asia.


As for my main livelihood focus, it remained the same: residential real estate (regional, national & international), although I did a lot of commercial, new developments and investment business as well.


Again, I don’t think I have seen it all (not even close), but I have seen a lot.


All those life experiences, as well as the many solicitations or encouragements I got from a host of Realtors friends and past associates, are what eventually convinced me to jot down a few things on a blank page and offer them to those who care to read them.


Out of the many-many rules, principles, standards of practice, consumer protection safeguards, laws, etc … that preside over the real estate profession, quite a few are controversial. In my judgment at least.


No, I am not going to list them all. Rather, I will cite just a few, together with the games people play with them. I’ll be glad to let you know where I stand on every questionable issue and make recommendations on how to best achieve desired results for your benefit and that of the principals.


Hope this will help some of you better recognize and perhaps avoid potholes on the road to success. Or maybe you will catch my maverick-virus, challenge the status quo as I like to do, and get yourself in trouble. Your choice.


This book not only can serve as a guide to agents and company executives for best practices, but also offers plenty of practical advice and tips for buyers and sellers to understand better what they should expect from their agents and, ultimately, become successful in their mission of finding a home or selling one.


Oh, by the way, before I forget (I would not) … Whoever you are, whatever you do, wherever you are on the map, always keep in mind what job one is for a real estate agent. What matters most. It’s not the money. What is it then? Well, think hard about the following if you can’t guess the answer.


Who do you work for as a Realtor? You don’t work for yourself, although many would argue the point. You don’t really work for the company whose logo is on your business card.


No, you work for your clients, your customers. To serve their best interest. They hire you. They pay you. If they are happy, you can be happy too. It does not necessarily work the other way around. Never forget who the boss is.


OK, with this in mind, let’s begin somewhere on the list of controversial topics that make life in the real estate business so exciting …








Chapter 1

Pricing black magic

There is a general rule of thumb in the real estate business that wise professionals keep on reminding themselves about when pricing a new listing. It suggests that if a property is as little as 5% over what is perceived to be the market value, the seller may lose as much as half of the potential buyers.

Not a good idea. Worse: if the property is listed at 10% over “market value”, roughly 70% of the would-be buyers are lost.

This is especially true at the high-end where prices are typically a bit softer and often challenged.

Hence question 1, to the home seller:


	“Do you want to just list, or do you want tosell”?



If listing is the deal, be my guest, any price will do. If, however, the idea is … to sell, then put a price on the house which is likely to attract as many potential buyers as possible, as soon as possible, and produce a sale at the best possible price.

Now, question 2, for the listing agent:


	“Do you want to sell the house, or doyou want to buy the listing”?



It seems easy enough to get a listing by telling the sellers that their home is worth a lot more than competing Realtors are recommending. But, aside from a host of ethical issues, what good does it do? Games people play …

Sometimes, the market is hot. Sometimes it’s not. When it’s hot, a good many home sellers and Realtors are thinking that prices don’t matter much when dozens of anxious buyers are waiting in line with a bid in their hands, hoping to get a house.


Well, wake up. Price matters.

Typically, one of the most agonizing questions both sellers and their agents dread the most (aside from the commission issue…) is indeed “What price should we put on the listing to produce the fastest sale at best price?”

The question is always relevant, regardless of the market conditions. Depending on the local market, the uniqueness of the property and its price range, sellers and agents may seriously explore different approaches to maximize the chances for a happy ending.

The choices, indeed, have always been the same and will always be the same:


	Overprice: deliberately or by ignorance

	Underprice: deliberately or by ignorance

	Price at what we perceive to be “market value”



Remember that there is no magic recipe that works every time. Again, you need to take the pulse of the market at that very moment and understand that what works at the low-end rarely works at the high-end. Just supply & demand common sense.

Let’s look at the three options and briefly analyze the pros & cons of each one.


1 Overpricing

Hard to define what is an overpriced listing. As far as I am concerned, an overpriced listing is one that does not sell! In other words, a property is not “overpriced” if a buyer buys it, even if we thought it was when we put the For Sale sign on the front lawn.

The supply & demand dance can do strange things in a good/hot/exuberant market.

Look at this scenario: with little inventory, huge pent-up demand, cheap mortgage money, strong economic news, growing job market and companies’ earnings … who knows what the ultimate sale price can be. At listing price level? 5% over? 10% over? 20% over? … % over?

How many offers on the property? 2? 10? 20? More?

Now, before you get too carried away, let’s use a little wisdom that only experience gives us. In the real estate business, the present does not last any longer than the weather in Massachusetts.

As for the past, it is not necessarily a good guide to predict the future. It is not because prices have jumped yesterday that we can count on the same thing tomorrow.

What we can say, looking backwards, is that if a house in the region has been on the market more than a month and did not sell yet, chances are it is overpriced.

Overpricing, in any market, is a dangerous idea. In my book, it is a terrible idea. If the market is slow, it makes no sense. If the market is hot but the house does not move quickly, it will soon grow old and collect dust as Realtors will always prefer showing new listings rather than those which have been aging on the shelves. Your choice.




2 Underpricing

Talk about dangerous games … You must have a strong heart to deal with that option. It can work to the sellers’ advantage. It can hurt just as well.

In a burning-hot market, this approach to pricing has been known to be as popular and risky a recreational sport as bungee jumping.

The idea is to tease anxious buyers with a price 10% or so lower than what we perceive to be the market price and create frenzy, manufacture a bidding war which may result in multiple offers and an ultimate sale price well over the asking (and presumably over what we the house would normally sell for …).

Some unscrupulous agents make a good living advising their clients to take that route. They may even win more listings using such a gimmick with some degree of success.

That, of course, is a bit (more than just a bit) deceptive since it is a strategy that can backfire. Keep in mind that underpricing does not guarantee a higher price. It could go the other way.

Do I like this option? No. No way. Am I clear? I just don’t like to play games.




3 Pricing at “market”

If you, as a home seller or as an agent, think you know at what price a buyer and a seller are likely to come to terms in any market, because you have a bunch of reliable comps (recent local sales of similar properties, active listings …), I suggest you use that option rather than play with a grenade.

There is no scientific way to determine, at listing time, what the end-price is going to be. Market value is an after the fact thing. Sorry.

Having said that, you can play pro and guess market value, based on a very thorough study of the local/regional market past & present activity and the myriad of factors susceptible of influencing prices.

It’s OK to put a tiny cushion on top of that price to allow for possible negotiation.

If the price is too high, you will soon know and you will cut some right away or according to a pre-established calendar of reductions.

If the price is on the low side, well, you will benefit from an enhanced buyers’ interest. If the price is right, you will obtain a quick & easy sale.

A win-win. I like that. We all sleep better when we do business that way. Your choice.

Oh, by the way, remember than, more often than not, the buyer sets the “market price”, not the seller.










Chapter 2

Best company for the agent and the client

Right or wrong, I have been consistent all along my career with the belief that real estate agents can only be as good as the company they happen to be associated with. In other words, they cannot be better.

This being said, I suspect that some (many?) agents would argue the point. They may be of the opinion that they are indeed better because they evolved in a positive way over the years or months and, in the process, outgrew their firm that stagnated or retreated.

To some extent, they may feel that their company (or their office) is keeping them from being as successful as they can be.

I can buy that, but if it is true that their company does not add value, in other words does not really contribute to their success, what are they doing there? As independent contractors, they are certainly free to do whatever they feel which conforms better to their professional needs/aspirations/ambition, including shopping for a new “home” where to move their license.

In a perfect world, the company and the agents enjoy a happy and mutually beneficial relationship. They compliment each other. Either one can make the phone ring. Each its own mission. Typically, the firm creates and the agent delivers. It’s a partnership. Up to a point.

The on-going trend in the real estate business is challenging many professionals these days. It is getting harder to decide where to hang their hats. The partnership is not always made of equals.

It is a fact that the traditional real estate companies spend less and less promoting the associates or their listings. As a result, the ambitious and smart agents who want to move to the next level, have to spend more and more of their own money to fill the gap.

To keep on growing, they need at least to advertise their listings in the community and, in the process, market themselves to prospective sellers and buyers.

The companies are not complaining. Obviously they benefit greatly from the co-branded ads paid for by their own associates.

We know why most companies and offices are reluctant to spend much marketing money to advertise their inventory of homes for sale: they don’t have it. Or not enough of it in the competitive context of reduced commissions and increased commission splits to the agents.

We also know that most agents, given the choice, are just as reluctant about spending their own dollars. When the market is down, they can’t afford the bills. When the market is hot, they may feel they don’t have to since listings don’t stay long on the shelves.

So, considering the above arguments, who, between the company and the agents, is driving the business? Let’s go back to the original question: can agents be better than their firm? What are agents expecting from their company anyway?

Depends. It takes all kinds to make the real estate carousel turn. Some firms offer “full” service. Some offer little service. Some no service. Your pick as an agent.

The real estate business, which has been done pretty much the same way till the late 80’s, is now shaken up every single year by radical transformative concepts and services.

While most brokerages, today, are still thinking about how to best use technology to be more effective, more and more well-funded technology firms are actually “using” real estate to roll on gold.

Real estate agents either have to become techies or join a techie-company or office which can create, orchestrate and pay for all the goodies agents are starving for to list, market, advertise their properties, keep them in the public eye and facilitate the transaction process.

Innovations are no longer an option for lots of top agents. They want it all: Proptech technology, 3D property tours, virtual reality staging platforms, terrific CRMs, new market and contacts analytics, Cloud CMA’s, AI, etc. The list is growing by the month.

Typically, the less service(s) the company provides to the associates, the higher the commission split. All the way to 100% sometimes, minus a bunch of fees, which almost equates to renting space.

Come to think of it, 100% split might not even be the ceiling. In this crazy world, some brokers choose to “buy” agents with recruiting bonuses and/or marketing money. They figure that it is worth the investment if the rich newcomers bring other Realtors-friends to the house and establish the firm as a leader in the local market.

Good luck. Games people play …

Agents who like the “maximum split” model (some are excellent), are generally independent and entrepreneurial. They like and want to do business their own way. Why not? I don’t have a problem with that. I have a question though: is what agents perceive to be good for them also good for the client?

That question, in my view, is the centerpiece of the whole interrogation about which firms are best suited to deliver on both agents and principals’ expectations.

These expectations need to be compatible. A good agent does not win (or should not win) if the client loses.

From my point of observation, there are three main areas where the client’s needs are well served, thanks to the company services eventually provided to the agents. These three areas can only be found in large full-service brokerages:


• Multi-disciplinary expertise

An agent, no matter how good and knowledgeable, cannot do everything, or better not, for the sake of the client. The company offers the resources, the services, the tools, the financial backing. That goes for education, marketing, IT, legal advice/protection, reporting, networking, new developments, relocation, etc.




• Management at the office level

I am talking about real/true/meaningful management, in other words full-time and non-competing management. Agents need a mentor-coach-manager, someone they can trust. Someone who can support them, inspire them, guide them. Someone who is devoted to making them grow. A leader always willing to help and who can actually help. That, you can bet, will help the clients as well.




• High-end marketing

If there are agents out there who think that they can market a luxury property on their own in the international market (where most of the qualified buyers come from), these agents are fools.

It takes a special firm, with a special high-end marketing program and a global network to market exclusive properties the right way and sell them at the right price.

Back to square one: can agents be realistically better than their firm? Not in my book; not if the client’s interest comes first.










Chapter 3

The commission $$$ games

I bet I am not going to surprise anyone by saying that, of all the real estate industry topics being talked about and forever argued over by agents and principals alike, the commission charged by professionals to sell a property is the most controversial.

Considering that, for the most case, the real estate fee is based on the price of a home and that home prices are pretty steep these days relative to buyers’ limited financial means and sellers’ expectations, we are talking about a large chunk of money.

The commission amount concerns and affects all parties to a transaction. Everyone sees the big dollar sign at the end of the road with a great deal of apprehension. That’s what money does to common mortals.

Before we get into the nitty-gritty, let’s state the obvious: the real estate fee is negotiable (whether we like it or not). It is not fixed by law. Up to the respective broker and the seller. It says so in big fat letters on the listing agreement. Clear enough.

As a result, the commissions, measured as a percentage of the sale price, are all over the place. Depends on the brokerage policy, the agent’s choice or lack of choice, and on the seller’s needs, means and wants. In the end, the fee is somewhere between 0 (rarely – thank you) and 10% …

Why such a disparity? Well, mostly because of what we mentioned earlier, the agent’s relative latitude to set the percentage. And, take my word: it’s easier to go down than it is to go up. You can always find someone who will agree to work for less than the other guy(s).

There is a lot to say about why agents do what they do when fighting over a listing. My opinion (controversial of course) is limpid: I have no love & respect for real estate associates who are willing to undercut a fellow Realtor just to “win” the trophy. Let me repeat …

To be sure, there are all kinds of agents or brokers, all doing all kinds of things for all kinds of reasons. We’ll try to study the three most prevalent “kinds”. One after the other.


1 Discount brokers

There are discount brokers and there are discount brokers … Don’t be confused …

By “Discount brokers”, here, I mean those companies which routinely charge quite a bit less than the top rate used as a reference in the local market, as a matter of ordinary business. That’s what they are known for. That’s what they do and that’s fine. That’s their business model and modus vivendi. Other brokers know where they stand and have long accepted and integrated this fact in their competitive listing presentation.

There are many discount brokers, everywhere on the map. They always existed, as part of life in the industry. The names, the logos, the colors change but the philosophy is the same. More often than not, these firms have multiple offices and have a decent market share. Whether they make any money in a sustainable way is another question.

Can’t say I like them but I respect them. At least we know where they stand.




2 “Whatever it takes” agents

You know the kind. Their commission rate shrinks too easily according to the competition and the seller’s pressure. Best deal in town. You guessed it: I don’t like this kind. Frankly, not too many seasoned professionals do. But that does not stop these people from playing the game and giving the industry a bad name in the process.

Listings are what the real estate business is all about. You have a listing and you are “in business”. You can open your shop, so to speak. You now can use that listing to get more of the same while, at the same time, attract buyers and impress other Realtors.

There are only so many ways to get a listing.

If you are a well-known top producer, it is only right that you should leverage your good reputation and batting average to earn the trust of the sellers and be offered the listing. In this case, the commission is not really the issue. The issue is to get the listing sold and the odds are good with a top agent.

If you are a bit novice in the sport but full of ambition, energy, confidence and can persuade the sellers that you will devote whatever time, efforts and promotion necessary to market the property, you stand an excellent chance of winning. The fee might be an issue though, unless you work for a company which has a meaningful minimum commission policy you must adhere to.

If you are neither a top producer nor an up & coming star, something has got to stretch, to give. The commission rate keeps on melting as the negotiation goes on. A weak agent, typically associated with a weak office/company, feels compelled to “sell” a low fee as the only way to get a listing.

I like to call this practice “buying the listing”. Not a good way to impress the sellers with your negotiating skills but, let’s face it, the sellers who fall for that kind of fairy tale arguments are not properly focused on selling. They don’t deserve better. That’s the nicest way I can put it.

Some street-smart whatever-it-takes agents know how to seduce gullible sellers. Their narrative is that, even though the owners pay little at the listing end, this will in no way affect the salability since the property is on the MLS and the selling broker is promised a top commission. In other words the sellers win twice.

Seriously? Well, not really. If the listing agent gets peanuts for the job, only peanuts (if anything) will be spent to market the house to potential buyers and among fellow Realtors. It takes time, brains & mostly money to promote a listing (brochure, flyers, videos, magazine ads, mailings, etc.). Win twice or lose twice? Sellers beware.

Since the name of the game is to get a listing at any cost, I have known some agents to go down to … Zero. For example, charge nothing at the listing end in “exchange” for the sellers buying their next home through the same agent, or whatever other Mickey Mouse tactic reprehensible in the law. If and when they get caught. Games people play …




3 Steadfast commission hardliners

When you are a pro in any business, clients/customers don’t spend much time bargaining your fee. You are wanted. Your price is what it is. You pay for what you get, as we say.

Real estate is no exception. The top agents, in any marketplace, do not play games with their commissions. They don’t have to. If nothing else, the fact that they are firm on the rate they ask for is somewhat reassuring for the sellers who want to hire a confident and skillful negotiator.

Another reassuring factor is that hardliners are almost always associated with respectable brokerages that share the same views on the real estate fee. Based on my experience, I can guarantee that a top-notch hardliner would pack bags and relocate upon learning that the company broke its own policies and allowed an agent to sign a listing at a reduced rate.

I know exceptions can be made and are indeed made. But exceptions are … exceptional (and mostly confidential). Even then, such an occurrence might be one too many. No-one wants or can afford to lose a top producer over a commission exception. At this day & age, top agents are often better-known and more powerful than the firms they work for.










Chapter 4

Better happy than sorry

We, human beings, like to be happy. The hazards of life sometimes get in the way but, more often than not, it depends on us. We have most of the controls at hand to feel good.

One of the controls has a huge influence over our state of mind. It has to do with the people we choose to surround ourselves with.

It’s kind of a no-brainer. If the people we deliberately spend our time with are no good for our psyche, we may see life in grey, or black. If we choose to associate with happy faces and optimistic brains, chances are we will catch the virus and see life in bright colors.

What does all this have to do with real estate? Well, let me explain. When you, as a homeowner, are ready to put your house on the market for sale, don’t you have to decide who, as an agent, you want to work with? Of course you do. It’s your call.

All options are open and merit a great deal of heavy thinking/consideration. What criteria matters most when trying to determine the best agent’s profile? Is it experience? Batting average? Market knowledge? Company’s affiliation? …

Often, what may prove to be the most important ingredients of a good pick are overlooked. I am talking about chemistry, enthusiasm and optimism.

Is your agent-to-be a nice and warm individual? The road that eventually leads to finding a buyer, or finding a new home, can be long and rocky. Can you stand to walk that road, however perilous it may be, with the agent you have in mind?

Agents can change the way they work but cannot change the way they think. From under the polish of experience, natural behavior always re-surface.

Some agents are just not the happy kind. They blame the market instead of focusing on the many great opportunities it presents. They blame cooperating agents and sometimes kill a deal by criticizing the other side, instead of focusing on what they should do to win.

Indeed, some bad agents go as far as to unnecessarily complicate an easy deal to look like they were very smart, at the risk of losing it. Pity. Games people play …

Not only is it painful to endure the service of an unhappy agent, but you also need to be aware that other agents probably feel the same way about that person. They surely are not looking forward to working with your listing agent and may even go out of their way to avoid showing or bringing offers on the listing. There is always another house to show and sell.

Guess who suffers from this? You, as a seller. Believe me, you want your agent to get along with everyone in order to multiply your opportunities to sell or buy.

Over the years, I gave a lot of different agents the listings on my own homes. Some experiences were great. Some were not. And I am not just talking about the end-result. No, the best experiences I enjoyed using an agent to sell my property were not about the sale itself, they were about the process.

Did I enjoy the ride so to speak, the dedication, the honest care, the positive attitude, the relationship?

Let me share with you some key questions you may want to keep in mind to make a good pick and address with the various agents you plan on interviewing for the job of listing your home:


	Do you like my home?

	Do you understand my needs and motivations

	Would you be proud to get the listing on my home?

	Don’t suggest a listing price if you don’t believe you can obtain it


	How will you share my listing with other Realtors and get their cooperation?

	Are you confident about showing the house to potential buyers?

	Tell me how you propose to market and advertise my home?

	Will you personally commit to holding the house open over the weekend?

	Will you hold it open because you have to or because you want to?

	Would you take my listing if you did not believe you could sell it?

	Don’t ever tell me that it’s my fault if the house ends up not selling. I don’t need a nagging mother, I need a business partner.



You may want to make yours some of these qualifying questions. They won’t hurt. Remember, if your agent is not upbeat about the house, or the market, or whatever, do yourself a favor: get someone else. Life is short … And the listing period may last a while.

Don’t be sorry, be happy!









Chapter 5

Listing, or selling, or both

Real Estate 101 … There are two sides to a transaction: the listing side and the selling side. So far, so good. Simple enough. Everything else, beyond this point, is more complicated.

Let’s talk about the agents involved in a real estate transaction. There may be only one agent handling both sides, when & where permitted.

More commonly, two agents participate, each one representing a side. Of course, there is nothing that precludes two, three or more agents from sharing the listing side or even the sale side, although the latter is a rare occurrence.

In my opinion, this scenario where you have more than one agent on either side, is not a smart idea as 1+1 or more does not translate in twice the marketing fire power and actual results in this business.

Quite the contrary, as the confusion on who should do what often results in a lack of focus, lack of personal accountability and diminished involvement.

By the way, agents are not required in a transaction, on either side. Sellers can try their luck playing solo and manage their own marketing and their own purchase contract. That and the negotiation, the contingencies, the inspections, the financing and the legal surprises.

Not a good idea. Please dismiss it right away. Don’t thank me now for the free advice. You may thank me later though.

But that’s another subject. Let’s go back to Real Estate 101.

Although there is nothing that requires that the real estate commission due upon the close be split equally between the two sides of a transaction, it usually is. I guess it’s fair since each one of the two (or more) cooperating agents needs the other to tango. The seller needs a buyer and the buyer needs a seller/a listing to seal the deal.

Does this mean that the listing agent and the selling agent are equally good? Could be. One transaction at a time. However, when you look more generally at the typical profile and the batting average of a listing agent and that of a selling agent, the differences are obvious.

Why? Many reasons that I will explain. Let’s just state a simple one to start with:

An agent who has lots of listings can always be successful at attracting buyers since he/she has what they are looking for, whereas there is no evidence that an agent can be good at listing just because he/she represents lots of buyers.

Indeed, a successful listing agent controls his/her destiny. No matter who represents the buyer, the listing agent wins. The agent is in control. He/she brings merchandise to the market. Precious commodity, especially when listings are scarce. On the other side, the selling agent can only score if there is a listing to be shown and to be sold. One cannot sell what is not listed.

This does not mean that a Realtor whose business is limited to working with buyers cannot be great. That agent certainly can be and prove the point by accumulating buyers and resulting sales thanks to consistent hard work. But he/she will always depend on others, the listing agents, who bring food to the table and create opportunities for all agents to feed off the welcome feast.

How do you get buyers anyway? In my book, the best/fastest/cheapest way is to hold properties open over the weekend, or whenever. The open house signs are going to drive any number of home hunters to the property.

Could happen that a visiting party will buy that very house but, if not, they may rely on the agent hosting the open house to show them other listings and eventually get them into a purchase agreement.

Here again, the opportunity to connect with potential buyers is predicated on another agent getting the listing in the first place.

The real estate success story is all about listings. If you have one, you can use it to get more of the same. You have something to advertise in order to promote yourself. Your shop is open for business and buyers are coming. You now have a name people recognize.

When a seller trusts you with a listing, you inspire the trust of other sellers. That’s how you build a business, one listing at a time.

Beginners or agents who are new to a territory know that all too well. It takes time to create a sustainable business flow and enjoy a successful career. There is a short cut though if you focus your marketing activities on winning listings rather than to merely depend on undependable buyers.









Chapter 6

The square footage fallacy

I never cease to be amazed at the fact that many Realtors (not to mention home-sellers) are judging the value of a luxury home mostly on the basis of its square footage. For a bank appraiser or a home builder to think that way, I can understand, it can indeed be a part of the valuation methodology, but for Realtors?

At the high-end, no two homes are the same, even when they appear to be.

Take two identical penthouses in New York, both brand new, same top floor, same square footage, same layout, same amenities. I guarantee that one is worth more than the other.

The price delta could even be wide. Perhaps one has a better exposure to the sun, or a nicer view, or sits next to another beautiful residential building while the other has a service station for a neighbor, or one is further away from a noisy schoolyard, etc.

Are these two properties identical? In terms of size, quality and layout, maybe; in terms of value, of course not.

I remember looking at fancy real estate while in the South of France, about 13 years ago. One town got my interest: Cannes, the site of the international film festival, stretching pretty along the crystal blue Mediterranean.

Right in the middle of “La Croisette” (Heaven’s local version of a boardwalk), there is a nice white residential building where, every so often, condos are “offered” for sale.

I saw one I liked (I am easy to please): third floor, large bay-windows and a balcony open to the beach, the sea and a harbor full of the most amazing yachts. Not to forget a full view of the street action underneath, at the level of Cartier, Hermes, Prada … You see what I mean.


That little pad was available for the taking at over $10,000 per square foot. It was in 2006 if I recall (No, I did not buy it …).

In the back of the building, another condo was unofficially on the market. Bigger and on a higher floor, but the asking price was not even half that of the first & smaller one. The view was nice but who wants to overlook a pool, a garden and a bunch of rooftops when the alternative – for only twice as much – is the panoramic vista of the Mediterranean?

Square footage is largely irrelevant at the high-end. Buyers buy benefits, real or perceived. Bigger is not necessarily better. Depends what you really want, or what you really need.

It’s OK to want to live in a 20,000 sqft. home. It might even be pleasurable. But please understand that if & when you decide to sell it, it may fetch only what a nearby property of similar quality but smaller size will obtain in the open market.

Size usually needs to serve a purpose to be worth the money it costs to build. For example, you can get your money back and sometimes make a little more if you put a home-theater in your home, or a library, or a wine cellar, or an indoor pool, or a racket-ball court and perhaps even a ballroom … Why not?

However, if you have a huge house just to have huge rooms or lots of bedrooms (too many?), square footage could be more a handicap than an added value.








Chapter 7

What comes first, the house or the lot?

Does it ever happen to you that, when driving through an exclusive neighborhood and focusing your eyesight on a spectacular home, the first question that tickles your mind is: “What’s wrong with this picture”? You know what I am talking about … Your eyes see a beautiful & impressive house, but your mind screams from inside your ears that it does not marry well with the lot on which it sits, or with the immediate surroundings, or within the local environment.

The house may very well be striking and the lot/location as good as it gets, but when you put the two together on the same photo, it looks like a big pimple on a cheek. Something does not belong. Right house on the wrong pad, or wrong house in the right place. Not a great combo, especially if and when the homeowners are looking to sell.

This scenario is not uncommon at the high-end. Far from it. Often, before they know where they will end up buying, some people of substantial means have a precise idea as to what type of house they want to live in.

Perhaps they are set on a three-level Tudor with so many bedrooms, bathrooms, etc. So now that they have firmed up the style of the house, all which is left for them to do is … find a lot on which to build it.

Any lot, anywhere, does not do. It has got to make sense and be visually and functionally attractive. The house shows best when it dresses up the site harmoniously and enhances its natural beauty.

I once had a house in a village by the name of Valbonne, in the South of France, a short bird-flight from Cannes. A quintessential Provencal village, nestled on a hill and resting by a romantic river running through the woods. The movie “French Kiss” was filmed there. Believe it or not, the municipality found it appropriate to build a new Town Hall that looks like a huge cubic pile of grey cement, something that Stalin in his glory would have been proud of, but something that looks like an eyesore in this fairytale scenery.

Beauty, as we say, is in the eye of the beholder. It’s OK to mix styles, to deliberately impose contrasts and create daring but harmonious melanges. Pei’s ultra-modern glass pyramid, smack in Le Louvre’s courtyard in Paris, is a good example of artistic chemistry. The exception, however, does not make the rule. It is safer to stick to common sense when it comes to marrying house & building pad.

We cannot build a castle on the stamp. Towns, which are imposing tough rules when it comes to how much square footage can be built considering lot size, slope density, etc., will see to it that the end-result is a win for all concerned.

Yet, regrettable personal taste sometimes stands in the way of beauty. I have seen mountain chalets built by the ocean!

Of course the size of the lot increases greatly the style options, if a house is secluded enough from the next homes then you can create your own environment.

About three years ago, I visited a gorgeous “hunting lodge-type home” on the Southern border of the Silicon Valley. Outof-place? No, kind of picture perfect in fact, because it is sitting on nearly 200 acres of rolling hills. You would think you are in Idaho and yet minutes away from the buzz of the hi-tech capital of the world!

If you are asking me what comes first, the house or the lot, I would have to say the lot. I am talking about the high-end here. The location is always more important than the structure on top. The house may go, the lot will not.

In most desirable zip codes, the value ratio between the two is at least 60/40 in favor of the land. It can go as high as 100% if and when the buyer decides to get rid of the existing house to build his new signature-house.

Think about the following question when contemplating building your dream home: is the house likely to add value to the lot … Or would the lot be actually more valuable without the house?









Chapter 8

Mug shot of a good agent

In a previous chapter, I tried to convince you that, when choosing a listing agent, you should never under-estimate the immense importance of that agent’s positive demeanor and good dispositions toward the business, the market and all the protagonists playing a role in the process of marketing and selling a home.

Of course, there are a few more simple things to consider when selecting the person who you will trust with your own home (and “live with” until the sale closes). How do you plan on finding the right agent?

Do you actually make your pick based on relevant search and findings about the individual and his/her firm? … Or do you follow your heart and intuitions? … Or do you just play Russian roulette, shake hands with the first agent who comes around, cross your fingers and hope for the best?

Interestingly enough, most buyers and sellers are rather spontaneous about making a choice. If the time is right and the chemistry is good, they don’t need to look at the agent’s brain scan to commit to a listing agreement or a purchase contract.

Sometimes, the choice, regardless how it was arrived at, proves to be right. Sometimes, it proves to go the other way, which is not a good thing since we are talking here about real estate, people’s largest investment. Mistakes are expensive.

My purpose, here, is not to write an exhaustive study on how to choose an agent such that you can guarantee success (there is no such a thing), it is merely to offer a few simple, serious or not so serious tips on which activities you can judge an agent in order to optimize success and enjoy the ride while it lasts.

Let’s look at the most common ways you come in contact with agents:


• Referral from a friend, relative, co-worker:

Happens often. Can be a good idea, but only so long that you give credence to the opinion of the referrers.

They may be very different from you, have different needs and live in a different market. Pertinent when the referral comes from a neighbor who just had a good & successful experience with a local agent. Not terribly pertinent when your mother who lives 60 miles away recommends you call Jane Doe Realtor because she is a good friend…




• You receive newsletters or cards regularly from an agent:

Usually a good omen. If nothing else, it shows that the agent is working. Of course your judgment will depend on the content of the pieces. If they show a market recap of recent local sales & listings with additional statistical data, or important changes affecting the real estate business -- or the neighborhood – and ultimately the value of your home, it’s good. If the write-up is too sugar-coated and offers mostly a list of local baby-sitters or a recipe for making the absolute best chocolate cake, I would keep the recipes but not the agent’s contact info …




• You periodically receive emails/texts/tweets from agents soliciting your business:

Nice to know they belong to the 21st century, but that, in itself, is no proof of their quality. The messages must be real estate-relevant and represent pertinent alerts which can & should benefit the homeowners who receive them.




• You get cold calls from agents:

If you are willing to listen and some of the agents are good enough to get/keep your attention and eventually are invited to come over to make a listing presentation, they should be good enough to apply the same dedication & energy in trying to find buyers.

Those agents are not the lazy-type waiting for the phone to ring, they are proactive and generate their own leads.




• You meet agents while visiting open houses:

Convenient way to evaluate the demeanor of an agent and his/her knowledge of the market, the financing, etc.

Since the agent is giving his/her time over the weekend to effectively market the house to potential buyers, you can be reasonably sure that the agent will do the same for you, should you decide to trust this agent with the listing of your own home.




• You saw an agent’s listing ad in the local magazine: Not a bad sign. It shows that the agent has at least a listing to promote and money to promote it with. Of course, here again, it is no guarantee that the agent is good, as most such advertising is rarely meant to capture the interest of buyers but rather to impress sellers and try to secure more listings. No matter, I like agents who invest in their business by showcasing their listings or themselves. It shows confidence & ambition.




• You call or stop by a real estate office:

Always a good idea, as this will give you a chance to better judge and understand that the office & the company are truly a big part of the mission.

No matter how good the agent may be, he/she cannot pretend being better than the firm they are with. Look for a company which has the means (size, marketing network & programs, financial resources, etc.). Some firms are growing; some are not. There is always a reason.

The moral of the story is: do your homework. Do your own diligence. Give yourself a choice. Listen, look, think, compare & decide.

Always keep in mind that you are going to live with your agent for a while and experience conflicting emotions in the process of buying or selling. Be sure you have objective reasons to trust the agent you are committing to. Good luck!










Chapter 9

Best agent DNA

I am a lucky guy. Over the years, I had the privilege of working, whether directly or indirectly, with many of the most successful Realtors in the country specializing in the luxury market. All of them are still around today, and so am I. It’s a good sign.

I hope I helped them become who they now are. Conversely, there is no question they helped me be the leader I became. Together, we worked and re-worked on everything that spells success at the high-end, from vision to strategy, from activities to tactics, from planning to coaching, from image to branding.

From my point of observation, I can say without a doubt that all the top guns in the multi-million dollar market have five things in common, five traits which are all required to get to the top, and to stay there. Here they are:


• They are all listing agents:

It does not mean that they do not represent buyers, they do, but their power comes from being the purveyors of the most exclusive properties and estates in their marketplace. Their reputation, old or newly established, earns them the trust of the wealthiest and most knowledgeable home sellers.

Believe it or not, most anyone (given the good fortune of being at the right place & at the right time), can sell a multi-million dollar property, but in my book, that does not qualify the jackpot winners as high-end specialists. Only at the listing-end can you rightfully claim the title.




• They are all specializing in their local market:

Only in their primary market (their town + those towns immediately adjacent) can the agents make roots, grow, achieve notoriety and harvest recurring business. What they could do elsewhere would only distract them from better exploiting their preferred turf.

Most of the top agents, even when given the opportunity to list a luxury property 10 miles away from “home” would turn down the offer and refer the business to agents with whom they work in the market where the property is located.

It is worth mentioning that, at that level, knowing your local market goes well beyond knowing neighborhoods, streets and values, it means knowing by name the people who live in these magnificent homes and estates.




• They are all associated with top real estate companies:

You cannot gravitate your way to the top if your company keeps you small. The vast majority of real estate firms cannot compete at that level, even though they try and may suggest they do. It takes power, manpower, a specialized estates division, a high-end marketing program, a network of offices, a regional scope of coverage and partnerships with the best international high-end marketing networks to reach out to wealthy buyers from all over the globe, who are both interested in and qualified to purchase the local trophy properties.




• They are all excellent business people:

They know and feel comfortable with facts, statistics, technology bells & whistles, P&L and industry trends. They also master marketing. Many of them play solo, wearing different hats with amazing ease. They are contracting specialized services through their personal affinity group.

Many others choose to hire team members to handle the logistics, the day-to-day marketing, the admin work and the follow-up with clients, title, lenders and vendors. Each his/her own way to get results and deliver the best service to the client.





• They are all ambitious:

This one is a no-brainer. Ambition is the fuel that keeps them driving uphill. It could be money but, more often than not, it is success, recognition and the fulfillment of reaching the end result: selling extraordinary homes for the benefit of the owners (road companions during the listing period).

Without ambition, there is no passion. Without passion, you lose what could make you the best.

Many agents are likely to recognize themselves in those lines. As for the others, those who are dreaming of making it big one day at the high-end, they hopefully will know now what it takes to get there. May the force be with you all!











Chapter 10

Questions & Answers

Real estate agents, not unlike other business professionals, are only as good as the answers they provide and the advice they dispense.

Aside from hard work (not optional), they rely on knowledge and skills to distinguish themselves from competitors. Everything being equal, greater knowledge and sharper skills equate to better reputation and more sustainable success.

There is one question that all agents should humbly ask themselves, as they look in the mirror: “Do we always, for certain, know what we are talking about when we advise clients”?

They do or they don’t. Telling home buyers or home sellers what to do and how to do it, without actual knowledge or proper certification, can be very hazardous & expensive for those principals who gave their trust to a Realtor.

As we said in the book introduction, it may sometimes be tempting, in the heat of negotiation with a client, for some unscrupulous agents to guess an answer or deliberately fabricate a wrong one in order to close the deal.

Every profession counts imposters within its ranks. It is just that, as said earlier, consequences in a real estate transaction happen to be a lot more costly considering the price of a home.

Good agents (all of them minus a few bad apples) only say & do what they know or believe to be true. If they don’t know or if they are not sure, they say so and turn to experts for definite answers. No pretending. They are not attorneys, they are not CPAs, they are real estate agents, smart and honest enough to understand their limitations. And they know just enough to be dangerous.

Even if and when some agents are in fact also licensed attorneys or CPAs (more and more Realtors have the relevant education and title), they ought to put these qualifications aside to avoid any conflict of interest. What hat are they using to get a client into a contract that they benefit from? It must be clear.

The duties real estate professionals have are essentially the same at all price levels. However, when you are talking about multi-million dollar properties, the road is filled with a lot more landmines. There is obviously more money involved and bad strategies or decisions are more damaging.

For the most part, people who are wealthy are also brainy. They rightfully expect knowledge and integrity.

Want to know what the ultimate challenge is when testing those two qualities? … Working with international clients at the high-end. That’s the ultimate challenge.

For many reasons. One is obvious: many buyers or sellers who come from another country do not speak our language, or too little to fully comprehend the subtleties, intricacies and consequences of a real estate contract/transaction. There is a lot of explaining to be done.

Another reason, often overlooked, is that the mere fact that wealthy buyers from another land do not ask many questions is that … they do not know what questions to ask. They are in the dark.

They don’t know the laws, the rules, the system. They need a guide. That’s what you call a Realtor. They need to rely on the agent’s advice to do whatever is needed to complete the transaction, and much more.

The list of to-dos is long and some are too specialized for an agent to handle directly. This, however, does not relieve the agent from the duty of orchestrating the entire transaction and eventually turning to experts for all answers the agent cannot legally or competently provide.

Let me guarantee, for example, that when an Asian buyer who only spends a week or so in town, signs a purchase agreement on a multi-million dollar property the day before catching a flight back to the old country, the Realtor better answer all the logical questions, even if none of them are actually asked …

Good idea for those agents who want to drive in the high-end fast lane, to get an education on how to work with international clients. How to satisfy the needs of the clients while avoiding all the pitfalls along the way.

Add to your team some of the best brains in the region in the fields of wealth management, immigration, taxes and estate planning.

On the menu of questions to ask: various types of visas, including EB5; How to set up a business; Legal form of the company to limit liability and tax impact; Immigration logistics; How to pass ownership to heirs or others; How to manage funds/etc … Serious stuff.

Real estate agents must recognize that they don’t know everything and cannot do it all. Their success, over time, is in knowing who to surround themselves with: competent people they can trust. People who are true experts in their specialized fields.

Success, with international buyers & sellers, is largely based on the strength of the agent’s own affinity group.









Chapter 11

Do you know what you don’t know?

We all know that knowledge is power. That’s true in all fields. Real estate is no exception to the rule. In a business where the associates are predominantly independent contractors paid solely on a commission basis, success is indeed predicated on how good they are at the sport. Question for you: how do you define and qualify “knowledge”?

I heard so many different answers to that very question through the years that my head is spinning. Each one of them makes some sense, although not all of them are convincing.

Try this fairly common answer for example: “I am a top producer, so I am an expert in my field”. It could be the case, but I would argue that there are quite a few real estate professionals who confuse salesmanship and knowledge of the business.

The best agents possess both. They know HOW to sell, and they know WHAT it is that they sell. It is important to be good at getting buyers or sellers to pull the trigger because, after all, they want to buy or sell, not waste their time with an agent who does not know how to finish the job.

At the same time, it is even more important to know everything that there is to know about the market and the property that might affect the value of a house, especially at the top of the price ladder.

Believe it or not, a good fraction of the Realtors out there don’t even know such basic things as the population of the town where they have a listing, or the owner-occupied ratio, or the percentage of listings that actually sell, or the time on the market, or the delta in between the original listing price and the sales price, or … Talk about knowledge is power!

No question that all good agents must know how to use their negotiating skills as much as they know how to leverage their business acumen, their knowledge of the business, the transaction process, the market trends, and of the property they wish to list or sell. If you have to settle with only one of the two types of knowledge, I would argue that the latter is more important than the former. After all, we are selling homes, not hot air.

Real estate is not meant to be an easy job. A real estate license only gives us enough knowledge to be dangerous. Learning is a daily requirement in the quest for excellence.

The more we know, the more relevant and essential we are to the principals we represent. It is not a guessing game where it’s OK for buyers & sellers to pay for our mistakes. We know or we don’t. We belong to the profession or we are better off looking for another way to make a living.

What is important for a listing agent to know when answering questions from a possible buyer or a fellow Realtor? Pretty much everything, outside of legal matters and facts that only relevant experts can bring about.

Yet, many agents who have a listing or are holding a listed house open over the weekend, would start perspiring heavily if they were “challenged” by some of the following easy questions:


	In this town, what is the maximum square footage I could build on the lot?

	Does this include the basement?

	Tell me about the setbacks for construction and any existing easements?

	If I were to put a second story, what is the maximum height allowed in this town?

	If the house is an historic landmark, what can I do to renovate it or destroy part of it?

	How many homes sold last year in this neighborhood?

	How much have prices gone up, on average, so far this year?

	Where do you see prices going over the next few months?

	Tell me about the comps you are using to justify the listing price?

	Tell me about the schools?



Pretty basic stuff, really. Does not take much homework to come up with the answers. We are paid for the good ones. “Buyers beware” only goes so far. Buyers & sellers have to rely on what we know that we should know. Any argument with that?









Chapter 12

Have you seen all the local listings?

I need your help. Please put your thinking cap on for the few minutes it will take you to read this chapter and give me your take on what I am writing about down below.

Allow me to think out loud so you can hear me just fine. Here it goes … There is something of a puzzle in the way the vast majority of Realtors work. I am referring to the various degree of knowledge they have of the local inventory of properties. So let’s look together at the following assumptions and be the judge as to whether my logic is as logical as your logic:


	The more active listings Realtors preview, the more they know the market. Seems pretty obvious, right? So far, so good. Moving on …

	The more active listings Realtors have seen, the better they are at judging the pluses and minuses of each one in relation to all others. Can’t argue with that one either, can you?

	If they preview ALL listings, they will be best able to help buyers find the right one, everything considered. Nothing is perfect. Up to the buyers only to select the best compromise.

	The sooner Realtors get to see each new listing, the better it is, for them as well as for the clients. Why wait for more people (buyers & agents) to compete with? Difference between win or loss.



OK, now that we have listed a few no-brainer-type assumptions, let’s get into metaphysics. Explain something to me about my business (real estate) that I don’t get. Why is it that, in any given market area where we have only 20 or so new listings per week …


	Half of the agents don’t bother previewing them at all (they even skip the local MLS weekly brokers’ tour…), and

	The other half only see about a third of them; in other words deliberately neglect to see roughly 2/3rd of the local inventory?



Seems like a reasonable question, don’t you think? I mean, as a buyer, you’ve got to expect that your agent knows every home available, in any price range and of any size in the local market. Right? Especially since there are so very few active listings. How can he/she, otherwise, make an educated selection of properties that truly fit the clients’ criteria?

Also, as we alluded to earlier, how can those agents who don’t take the time to preview all properties when they are new & hot on the market, expect to sell real estate? It is the idea after all. If you don’t know what’s for sale or discover it when it’s too late, how can you sell anything?

How can you judge the value of a home if you have not seen relevant comparable properties with your own eyes? Watching homes on the MLS screen, or on Zillow, Trulia, or whatever other portal, does not qualify. That, clients can do themselves. They don’t need us for window-shopping. What added value do you bring to the table as an agent?

Having been in the business a while, I heard all kinds of stories: the good, the bad & the ugly. You can’t believe how many times buyers find a local property themselves and ask their agent for their opinion even though the agent did not even care to see that listing and knows nothing about it. Guess who is going to rush to the store to buy antiperspirant?

I have always been skeptical about the type of so-called “full time” agents who have the “part-time syndrome”.


I would not be surprised to learn that some of them occasionally choose to badmouth the house a client inquires about as a way to explain (justify?) why they did not bother to look at it and therefore discarded it.

Real estate is serious business. Most Realtors understand their agency duty and act accordingly. They are professional and therefore are reliable and accountable. They know their turf and give the buyers the benefit of their market expertise. They are acutely aware that purchasing a home, for the quasi totality of the buyers, represents their biggest lifetime investment.

The least they can do to deserve the clients’ trust is to know their local inventory of active listings. That’s where it all starts.

Agents do not necessarily need to be great to sell real estate. Nonchalant agents can make deals as well, but they sure kill more than they can make. Too bad for the would-be buyers.









Chapter 13

A cure for confusion

Let’s say you are in a shopping mood and you see two pairs of shoes you love equally, although possibly for different reasons. What do you do? You can be practical and buy the black ones since they go with more stuff than the red ones.

Or, if you are not hurting for money and you don’t care to waste time and get a headache having to choose between the two, you can buy both. Be nice to yourself. Life is too short.

OK, now, forget the shoes. Let’s talk about … houses instead. Not quite the same budget. I know. A lot more complicated considering the price tag, the long term commitment, the change in lifestyle and all the other considerations & consequences of just one decision.

So, what happens when a buyer sees two homes, somewhat similar in terms of price and amenities, and he loves both? In all likelihood … Nothing. Nothing will happen. He/she probably will not buy either one. Confusion is a deal killer in residential real estate.

When buyers run after too many rabbits, they usually come back empty.

Not only will the would-be-buyers be back to square one in the search for a home, but chances are they will be harder to please next time.

In my experience, the more houses people see, the more they are confused. I bet that if they visit, say, six properties, they inevitably will see one or two things they like in each one. That makes up to 12 “Must Have” amenities, right? The problem is that you cannot get them all in one single home.

So now you have buyers who may not buy anything or end up buying something they don’t really like.


Wait – wait – wait. There is more. If you, as the Realtor, created the confusion by showing too many houses to begin with, or you are not helping the buyers recognize, on their own, their top choice, they may very well drop you as an agent and look for another one to start a new, more positive and rewarding search.

You may ask: what is the “best home” for a buyer to buy? Simple, really, the best home is the one the buyer likes best. Period.

That’s where some agents get confused, lose a sale and sometimes lose a customer. They want to believe that only they know which home the buyer should buy.

Sometimes they “push” one, sometimes two, based on location, or price, or whatever. They forget one thing: the choice is not for them to make.

You can show any number of homes you want, in any order, of any size, in any area and price range, but you must remember that, in the end, the buyers are the ones buying and, more often than not, they are going to buy the house where their heart is. Does not have to be logical.

From the standpoint of investment, the choice might not make sense to you as a real estate pro, but you cannot really rationalize buying a home. It’s emotional. That’s real estate.

If, at any given time, you see that particular smile on a buyer’s face, don’t over-complicate your job and that of the buyer. That’s the house. That’s the choice. Go ahead and make the sale.

Believe it or not, the last time my wife & I bought a house to live in, we started looking the way that many people do their search these days. They go to Zillow, or Trulia, or Realtor.com, or any broker’s site and select the number of bedrooms they want. In our case, we clicked on “minimum three bedrooms”.

It was both a smart idea and a silly one. After wasting precious time, we ended up buying a… 2-BD house … Which we found on our own. … Our agent had an easy sale.

We love our small house and we sure would not have even thought of it had we pursued our online search based on “minimum” & “maximum”.

If you want to find your dream home, not only do you have to be open to options but your agent too must consider interesting alternatives. If he/she is good that is.

Your job, as a buyer, is to look at your pocket book and identify your real needs. Those needs which are based on your lifestyle and your feelings, not that of your friends or relatives. It’s your home we are talking about.

As for your Realtor, his/her job is to read your mind even more so than listen to your “minimum” & “maximum” criteria. That’s what a truly great Realtor can help you do. He/she will know what you are looking for and will eventually find the perfect match between what you need and what you want.

If you are just thinking money, number of rooms and square footage, you easily can develop a migraine thinking about which house to buy, between A, B & C. If you think out of the box and follow your heart, the choice should be obvious.









Chapter 14

Friend’s advice vs. agent’s advice

Am I touching a nerve here? Let me say right away that it’s perfectly OK to trust friends with their judgment on real estate matters.

Could be good … Could be bad. It never hurts (too much) to listen to several points of view, including from those close advisors dear to you. Just depends on the relevancy of their advice, the degree to which you believe it and the quality of alternative counseling, like what you rightfully should expect from a professional local real estate expert (when the word “expert” is warranted that is).

All thinking human beings have a point of view, whether qualified or not. If you listen to ten people, chances are you will get up to ten different answers and different advice.

Of course all real estate agents too have their own personal opinion. The only thing that they have in common is that, everything considered, they much prefer showing you (and selling you) houses they personally like. And what Realtor A likes is not necessarily what Realtor B likes.

At the end of the day, it’s your call to decide who to trust, Realtor or friend, or whoever.

Better be the right choice as homes, as you know only too well, are very pricey and you cannot dispose of them overnight. Too many people offering their advice. Too many influences. Too many choices. Decisions, decisions …

As if the quagmire was not complicated enough, the choices as far as which house, in what location and at what price, are now further confused by “online factories”, I mean syndicated sites like Zillow, Trulia, Realtor.com and the likes.

These online real estate database companies propose to put a price on everything with a foundation, using arbitrary algorithms that, I swear, take into account the speed of light and the effect of the weather on buyers’ behavior. Pretty dependable stats.

But how can you get upset at computers, even when they are way wrong (and unwilling to admit it!). That’s a different subject though. Let’s go back to our friends vs. Realtors topic if it’s OK with you.

Some time ago, I came across a few lines written by Steve Cook, from the WAV Group, a real estate think tank of sort. His findings, based on various studies, suggest that nowadays consumers are making critical decisions about buying, selling, owning or renting in part based not on local conditions in the market where they live but on experiences of friends who may live far away across the continent.

It can get messy at times since the various local markets, all over the map, have a life of their own and move at different speeds. They vary greatly, even from one zip code to the next, based on such things as employment, transportation, demographics, etc.

Not a bad idea to work and seek proper advice from a professional who is making a living knowing his/her local marketplace and trying to guide a client to the right place. It’s not because an $800,000 home sold in a day in Dallas that a $3M home in San Francisco will go overnight, or vice-versa.

A Facebook survey of users in LA County was analyzed by researchers from the National Bureau of Economic Research. They found that individuals whose friends experienced larger recent housing price increases considered local real estate a more attractive investment. I don’t mean to be facetious but I could have saved the NBER beaucoup money & time by reaching the same conclusion within two seconds. I am that good!

The research also suggests that when friends experience less positive price changes, irrespective of where they live, those individuals are more likely to sell their property at a lower price.

These findings, as Cook noted, may have a huge significance for the role that real estate professionals play in educating consumers who are becoming less sensitive to the diverse conditions between local and other housing markets.

So here is my advice: when in doubt, call as many friends as you want (so long that they live in the market where you do your home hunting) … And then call a local Realtor. In that order.









Chapter 15

How good a pro are you?

How good are you, as a Realtor? How do you measure your own success? Number of transactions? Commission dollars? How about your reputation? Big deal if your plan is to make more than just a brief appearance in this business.

How about your client’s satisfaction, or “your customer’s delight” as Warren Buffett likes to put it.

If you represent the buyer, you want him/her to win and be happy about the purchase. If you represent the seller, you want him/her to win and be happy about the sale. How much better than that can a transaction be?

Well, thanks for asking. If you are truly a champ, your goal should always be to shoot for a win-win, that is to make sure that both the seller and the buyer feel perfectly happy, as if they were on the same side of the fence.

Some agents (Hope you don’t recognize yourself) might say: “All I need to do is get the job done for my client …Why should I care whether the other side is happy?” … “In a sale, you always have a winner and a loser” …

Really? Get these ridiculous clichés out of your mind in a hurry. As far as I am concerned, you do not truly win unless and until both parties to a transaction are happy. It matters a lot more than we care to admit.

It’s one thing to get an offer accepted, and another to actually close the transaction. In a challenging/slowing market, the gap in between the two steps may be wide & deep.

Examples: if your buyers feels uneasy about the price the seller demands, they may still play to win and sign an offer but, if they think they are overpaid or over-rushed, they may very well get cold feet and cancel the deal.


Same thing on the other side. If the sellers are pressed into accepting a less than satisfactory offer from the buyers, they may sign, but if the buyer should later ask for a favor, I doubt the seller will grant it, putting the sale in jeopardy.

When seller & buyer resent each other, mistrust each other, you are in for a tough ride. And you know what? In my opinion 99% of the time, one of the two agents involved (if not both) is responsible for creating this adversarial climate.

Talk about creating your own problem. How masochistic can you be? You are in the relationship business, and that relationship, ideally, extends beyond the one side of the transaction you represent.

You & your client will always benefit from giving your trust to the other agent & the client that agent represents … At least until & unless facts or events may prove you wrong.

Unsubstantiated suspicion, such as suggesting to a principal that the other side is deceptive and out to get you, does not show strength and confidence; it shows weakness and amateurism.

The result affects you and affects your own client a lot more. It’s a heck of a lot easier to kill a deal (or not write one in the first place) than to make one.

Curiously, an antagonistic or unfriendly & uncommunicative attitude, is a trait more likely to be found among seasoned professionals than beginners. Beginners are so eager to please that they try to never make waves.

Older pros, embittered by a few horror stories and always anxious to show their clients that they are smart and in control, are more likely to prejudge, make wild assumptions and sometimes negatively influence their clients for no good reason.

If and when you feel & act that way, it is a signal that you need a vacation …

Let me tell you a story (a true story) that illustrates the point. A few years ago, an agent of mine wanted to show her client a property well into the 8 figures. She called to set up a showing. Knowing that such client recently bought a nearby lot to be developed, the listing agent suspected my agent’s client of just wanting to compare the two properties to justify the lot purchase. Based on this assumption, he misrepresented the buyer’s intentions to the sellers who then refused to let the “buyer” in … Games people play …

There is more. The listing agent, after numerous new insistent solicitations from my agent to let the client preview the house, said that he first needed to have absolute proof that the buyer wanted to buy!

Question: how can an interested party proves that he/she will buy a house without seeing it first?

Well, since proof could not be presented, the listing agent followed his “instinct” and did not budge.

Fortunately, this was not the end of the story. The client eventually got ahold of the sellers directly and requested to be shown the property. Sorry for the imbroglio, the sellers immediately invited the “buyer” to see the house. The “buyer” looked at it, loved it and … Bought it!

By the way, the listing agent was (and still is) a top dog in a local high-end market. I call him a friend. I think that he will remember this regrettable story and reflect on its moral: don’t prejudge. Just do your home work and don’t make decisions for your client.









Chapter 16

Off-market controversy

OK Realtors, let’s pause for a minute, put our thinking hats on and brainstorm over the peculiar ways we often market high-end properties these days.

The discussion concerns all of you, whoever you are, whatever firm you are with, and regardless what part of the country you currently work in.

The subject is a touchy one for many of the most successful agents who like to share the info on their upscale listings with only a select few other top guns from the local turf. In the most desirable zip codes, a big chunk of the multi-million dollar homes remain top secret, or off limits, for over 80% of the regional agents’ roster.

This phenomenon is not new. It has been going on for nearly as long as I can remember. It is especially in vogue when the market is hot.

The sentiment, among the elite, is often that there is no need to alert the thousands of agents populating the region since the top 10% or so, those who list & sell the bulk of luxury homes, are plenty enough to get the job done. A select private club of sort.

Frankly, I am just as guilty as anyone for having witnessed this practice for years without raising my fingers to try to stop it.

The fact is: it is not proper to think that way as an agent, and it does not serve the sellers’ best interest to cut too much the number of Realtors in the know.

I fully realize that, quite often, the listing agents are not the ones who make the call to keep their listings off MLS; many are the clients who demand it. They often evoke confidentiality and/or security reasons. They don’t want to turn their homes into museums open to the public 24/7, with all the commotion and risks that this could cause.

Let’s identify the most notable (and regrettable?) “tactics” which are somewhat common in the marketing of exclusive properties:


• Listings off MLS (Multiple Listing Service):

Remember, the objective of listing a property is to get it sold. Focus on the objective when presenting the argument to the seller. Alerting and cooperating with the entire MLS membership does not guarantee the sale, but it does multiply the opportunities.

Everything being equal, the greater the pool of Realtors, the greater the pool of potential buyers. That’s what the MLS is all about.

There is no way of knowing in advance what agent is going to procure a buyer since we don’t know who the buyers will be and where they will be coming from.

If the buyers comes from abroad and learn about the listing through syndicated online sites, it is likely that they will contact the listing agent or the listing office directly. But again, there is no way of knowing. Optimizing the opportunities to connect with buyers is just plain more effective.




• No For Sale Sign on the property:

Some studies suggest that a For Sale Sign is the reason why roughly 10% of the buyers find the property they end up buying.

I don’t know about you but, when I put my own home on the market, I sure don’t want to squander that 10% chance.

Buyers may not know what kind of house they will buy but they usually know where they ideally would like it to be. Location, location, location.

Trust me, if they see a For Sale Sign while driving through a neighborhood which figures on their top list, they will call and stand mentally ready to buy. Is it not what agents are trying to accomplish?





• No mention of price:

Nothing irritates me more than looking at a property showcased online or in a fancy magazine with the caption “Price available upon request”. Am I the only one?

Gone are the days when Realtors were “forcing” prospective buyers to call a real estate office since the listing info (mostly the price) was jealously protected. Today, it is good business to communicate any relevant information to the consumers.

We no longer get buyers to call us because they have too little info on a listing. They now call because they have so much info that they need our expertise to help them find their way through the maze.

Not to mention that it can be unnecessarily embarrassing and a waste of time to inquire about an advertised property that we assume to be worth $2 million and find out, upon calling the broker, that the price tag is $10M! I bet this apprehension alone causes 90% of the would-be-buyers not to call in the first place!

Morality, don’t play hard to get by keeping the listing to yourself or some kind of a private club. We promise sellers to use diligence in trying to procure a buyer and a good offer. Let’s do just that. Real estate is a game of numbers.











Chapter 17

What we say and what we do

Do you always do what you say you will do?

Do you always say what you do, whether good or bad? Seriously? Think about it. It matters, if people actually listen to what you say and act based on what you say.

In the real estate profession, there can be a vast difference in between what we say and what, in fact, we do. Difference between reality and fairy tales. Games people play …

Quite a subject really. One that I can touch on only to tease the minds, knowing full well that the following lines are not going to change the way many agents go about trying to get a listing.

Here goes the story. We kind of know, although we don’t care to admit it, that all real estate agents say pretty much the same thing to seduce a home seller and eventually obtain the listing.

Granted, some agents are better than others at “selling” themselves, often with valid arguments and justifiable reasons.

Let’s mention a few: some agents can successfully argue that they have more experience, or more comparable listings, or a better batting average, or they may just be better at articulating their competitive advantages.

I can understand how a smart agent can leverage these attributes, although I have a hard time understanding how a seller can be satisfied with these arguments. For three reasons:



	They are just words.



Words don’t pay the bills. At the high-end particularly, where sellers are supposed to be knowledgeable and smart, the power of words can only go so far. The homeowners don’t fall easily for the romance.

At their price level, it is not what agents say that matters most, it is what they do.

Of course, if I am a seller, I love to hear pretty words about how beautiful my home is, or how terrifically gifted you are as an agent in marketing properties, or listen to lofty promises about how quickly my home is likely to sell.

But again, these are just words. Where is the beef? What, actually, are you-agent going to do to market my home? Be specific. Show me, what, when and how. I want a bona fide marketing plan, black & white on paper.


	When agents rightfully brag about their past & present accomplishments, it does not necessarily mean that these accomplishments are relevant to the actual needs of a seller.





Believe it or not, it is not because you have a bunch of comparable listings in the local market that you are the best at marketing & selling. Maybe you are just terrific at promoting yourself and get listings.

The thing for sellers to realize and keep in mind is that the fact that an agent spends lots of time, energy and advertising dollars to promote himself/herself to get high-end listings is no guarantee that he/she will spend the same time, energy and advertising dollars to reach out to potential buyers regionally, nationally and internationally. The ratio could be as dismal as 80/20.


	As a seller, you must also remember that listing agents, as great as they may be, depend to some extent on their company’s marketing power to maximize sales opportunities.



Let’s be honest though: today, most agents are on their own to devise an ambitious marketing plan for an exclusive property … On their own to logistically implement such plan … And on their own to pay for it.

Companies, as such, are not too keen on spending advertising dollars, leaving it up to the associates to burn their time, brain cells and money to do a job they are not really qualified to do well because of a lack of expertise, tools, time, manpower and financial resources (especially since they don’t know whether the property will ever sell and therefore pay a commission).

If and when the company is committed to the implementation and the funding of the marketing plan, you are then 100% certain that the plan is more than a piece of paper.

Bottom line: we, in the real estate business, are only as good as what we do. Not what we say we do, but what we actually do! So let’s do it well, with integrity and humility.









Chapter 18

How many bedrooms can you use?

How many bedrooms can you fit in an 8,000 square-foot home?

Well, how many bedrooms do you want?

Better question: how many do you need?

Must we always find a correlation between space and number of bedrooms? The bigger the house, the more bedrooms? And the smaller the house, the less bedrooms? NO.

I remember reading an eye-catching article in the weekend edition of the Wall Street Journal. The editor was writing about the perplexing questions mentioned above. Great topic. That’s actually a pet-subject of mine.

Here goes the story, as reported by the WSJ:

A couple from Chicago was looking to sell a beautiful 7,569 sqft house for about $5 million, a rather hefty price in the Windy City. But wait to see what you get for the money. The property has a 900 sqft gym, a barrel-vaulted penthouse for entertaining, an oak-paneled library, an outdoor theater … And all that and plenty more on five decks and terraces. Picture perfect. Start writing your offer.

There was only one little glitch, if you may call it that: the house had “only” two bedrooms. Wow, what’s wrong with this picture? Nothing. Nothing at all.

What’s wrong with having just two bedrooms, rather than three, four, five, six or whatever? If it were your house, how many would you have, and why? What’s your lifestyle? Who is the house for, if it’s not for you?

You see, the choice belongs to YOU, irrespective of what others may think about the matter.

What most people end up doing is often based on arbitrary conventions or, perhaps a lack of individual & original thinking.


In the Chicago scenario we are talking about, the owners were of the opinion that having more bedrooms than they actually could use was a total waste of space. Besides, they cherished their privacy and didn’t care to keep the doors open for lingering guests.

Let’s be real. Who needs a lot of bedrooms? Well, if you have a lot of kids, it makes sense, at least when and as long as you have kids. Same thing about friends or relatives. Depends how many and how often they “pay” you a visit. Is it all year long? Or just six months out of 12? Or only a couple of weeks a year?

Buying a house with plenty of bedrooms (and perhaps pay more than otherwiseas a result) with the thought that you might need them every once in a while does not sound like a fantastic idea.

We live in a country where it is very easy to sell or buy a new home anytime, depending on whether the family is growing or shrinking and how personal needs are evolving.

Nobody said anyone had to live in the same house all life long and have a roof big enough to accommodate around the clock a host of relatives from several generations. With the exception of a few countries still attached to this cultural trait, most people appreciate their privacy.

It sounds a little selfish and it probably is. But so what? It’s OK. It’s your house. It’s your money. Guests, for the most part, are enjoyable and it’s nice to share wonderful times with them. During the day that is. When the night falls, it’s also nice to kiss everybody goodbye … until the next day.

In between the two, lodging options are plenty and as comfortable as desired by all concerned. That’s what hotels are for.

Now, before you rush to sell your existing home and get yourself a new palatial two bedroom pad, there is one thing you should know. When it comes the time to sell, fewer bedrooms means more time on the market waiting for a buyer. Everything being equal, the demand for a low bedroom count is (at this point) narrower than for a three or four bedroom house. Largely because of the traditional mindset mentioned above.

According to a study ran by Realtor.com a couple of years ago if I recall, the typical luxury home offered on the market last year had a median size of 4,700 sqft and had five bedrooms. No surprise.

What you may find surprising though is the fact that, according to the same analysis spanning the 50 largest metro areas, luxury homes with lots of space but fewer bedrooms command a higher sale price …

Lots of people would find it smarter and more valuable to put a bowling alley in the house rather than another useless bedroom (or more) collecting dust. Oh well.

One more thing to think about next time you go shopping for a new home, a new home that looks like you and truly fits your lifestyle.









Chapter 19

Mirror, am I good looking?

Money is nice. We all work for it and, everything being equal, the more the better.

True, but is it really the ultimate carrot for the very top agents whose checking/savings/investment accounts are swelling year after year?

No, not really. At least not for most. The ultimate turn-on has another name: Recognition.

And you know what the ultimate recognition is, the most sought after? The recognition the top guns get from their peers, the agents they are competing with. They are always on their mind and in their sight.

As extraordinary the best agents are and as much as I admire them, I must say that sometimes, the competition can affect their view on common sense and fairness. The objective rules of the competition for the best of the best can be bent. Games people play …

To be fair, the rules for some of the most watched national competitions for super-agents are rather flexible, if not arbitrary. They invite the crime. Read on to see what I am talking about.

Who cares about the market conditions? Good year, or bad year, or OK year … It does not make any difference for the top agents in the US. Somehow, they always find a way to adapt and thrive.

I don’t know if the best pros are getting better but, irrespective of the market ups and downs, they seem to be doing as well or better than the year before. The rich are getting richer. So goes the real estate business in the fast lane.

As they are doing every year, Real Trends and the Wall Street Journal partner to publish their much awaited list of America’s top 1000 real estate professionals. Hot. Very hot. Don’t read what follows if you are afraid of big numbers.

Let’s start with a little bit of context. Last time I looked, there were about 1.3M “active” Realtors in the US. The average agent sells about nine homes per year. Not bad, really.

Peanuts though for the best pros: according to the top list, the average agent ranked in “The Thousand” list sells roughly 200 homes, and the average team sells nearly 500 homes! Wow!

In this very serious competition, Realtors, are ranked on two levels.

The first one:


	As “individuals”

	As “Teams”



That, in itself is a bit blurry since it is near impossible sometimes to distinguish between “individuals” and “teams”. We need to trust the agents with their own definitions… We’ll try to look at that in a moment.

The second level is based on:


	Transaction Dollar Volume

	Transaction sides



The obnoxious side of me wishes that a third category would be proposed: Total commissions dollars earned for all those deals.

Why? You guessed it: It’s a heck of a lot easier to accumulate listings and the $ volume resulting from the transactions when you charge 1% to get your listings than if you were to charge five or six times more.

If you were to put a sticker price under $20,000 for a brand-new Rolls Royce, you would have a lot more of these cars on the road than Volkswagen Beetles. Just a guess.


Anyway, given the choice between dollar volume and number of sides, I will always take the dollar volume. That’s where my heart is. I am a high-end guy. Call me a snob but I’d rather sell ten homes for one $million each than 100 at $100,000 a piece.

I am not the only one.

The proof is in the pudding. The huge majority of the winners, every year, specialize in luxury properties and do business in some of the most prestigious (and pricey) zip codes in the country.

No wonder most of the superstars are on one coast or the other. Out of the top 250 top individuals in the country, roughly 2/3rd are either in California or New York.

The other 48 states share the balance of about 30%. Who said life (or business) is fair?

Oh, by the way, there is kind of another category: the average price. At the risk of shocking a few, I will say in low voice that, usually, the winner had an average transaction price of $50 million (Told you not to look). Of course, for all I know, this agent may have sold only one home! I’ll take it anyway.

Even though the number of transaction sides does not speak to me, I’ll mention for the fun of it that the winner over the last few years sells way more than 3,000/y. Something like 300/month and 10/day.

This top dog in the so-called “individual” category also manages to win the trophy in the Dollar Volume category, closing about … $1.5B a year. In my humble opinion, he should compete in the “machine” category instead of the solo players, as his company is an online system dealing with a number of builders in several states. Don’t think our hero has seen the face of the buyers.

The numbers are mind boggling in the “team” category as well, both for units and volume. However I will skip the analysis because I just can’t judge the performance of a team if I don’t know what constitutes a team.


What is a team? Two people? 10? 20? 50? Size matters. Obviously if a team has a bunch of members, it has nothing to do with a husband & wife team, or whatever.

As you can see, there is room for controversy and abuses. In all categories.

Some so-called “individuals” are not exactly on their own. More often than not, they have a support system composed of admin people and sometimes marketing & staging help. Some may employ a helpful hand to meet clients, hold open houses, interact with title and escrow people, etc.

The definition of “individuals” can stretch even further. Some clever and powerful superstars actually own or manage an office or even a bona fide real estate company populated with a bunch of licensed associates. All of them can bring sellers and buyers but the entire credit for the resulting transactions and dollar volume goes to the superstar, the figurehead. Pretty cunning.

The same knacks can happen with teams. Quite a few “teams” are nothing less than regular offices or companies.

Oh well. Let’s not be so picky. Success is success. Let’s give all winners an accolade for their accomplishments and their ingenuity.








Chapter 20

Going for the gold

Success, in business, can be sustained but it can also be ephemeral. That’s the difference between staying on top the Warren Buffett’s way or winning gold at the Olympics and falling into complacency the next day and soon into oblivion.

How do you view success in the real estate business as a manager, or a corporate executive, or an owner? One day at a time with your fingers crossed? Looking in the rear-view mirror? Looking forward to continue building strength? Is it part or your DNA, or your destiny, or your lucky star?

Well, no matter how you or others look at success, in the business world, success = money. Period. It’s all about the bottom line. It rarely happens by chance.

When you have the magic recipe and are capable & willing to keep on challenging yourself and those around you to stay on top or reach the next level, you are for real. You are good.

Real estate is an expensive business to run. It’s easier to lose than win, even in a good year. Why? Because we’ve got to spend money before we make it. Because we need to keep on investing in marketing, technology, facilities and talent at a time when commission splits are higher and commission rates are lower, regardless where you might end up on the P&L come December 31st.

Also, let’s not forget the smoke & mirrors in the industry. It’s not because you have a leading market share or your advertising floods the local market that you are rolling on gold. The fact is that many companies are playing Russian roulette, they are “buying success”, spending more than what they may get in return. Games people play …

Conversely, it is not uncommon to find brokers who are doing well although they are frugal in their operation and modest in their self-promotion.

Who wants to be No.1? In a way, everybody and every company is number one in something, right? Does not have to be glorious. Depends on one’s ambition and goals.

I always believed that it’s easier to be No.1 than No.2, or whatever comes next. The reason is that extremely few people wake up in the morning with the burning desire to be on the top step. Millions are totally satisfied being in a runner-up position or in the top quarter. That’s perfectly OK.

Now if what makes you tick is to win and especially keep on winning (a heck of a lot tougher than just getting an annual trophy), then you are very unique indeed.

You need more than a goal and tons of ambition. You need the brain, the heart, the drive, the stamina, and the power to inspire, motivate and support the best agents and managers who will fight the fight year after year, day after day. Exhausting.

As a business, you can go up or you can go down. There is little room in between the two. Status quo does not exist.

Question: what can you really count on, not so much to guarantee but at least to maximize the opportunities to keep on growing as a viable & successful entity?

You cannot depend on people more than one month at a time. A real estate company does not own agents. They rightfully can do what they please. They can go where they want, join another firm for whatever reason and sometimes take their past/present & future clients/business with them.

You cannot depend on systems more than one year at a time. No matter how innovative, smart, effective and successful they are and have been at making you a leader, they can be duplicated anytime by any other business/competitor. And they will be.

You cannot depend on image more than two years at a time. It can go from glorious to insignificant depending on what you do and what the market or the competitors do to you.


That’s the volatility of success. Depends on the undependable: everything mentioned above, the loyalty of the people who produce the deals that pay the bills and the systems that produce success and some sustainability before becoming stale.

You can only depend on the strength of your vision, your next ideas, your next initiative, your next program, your next risk-taking. The past does not matter, no matter how good. The present is only the present. Business is all about tomorrow.

You’ve never got it made. Every day, you have to reinvent yourself, revisit and challenge your ideas, strategies and all the means you have to go for the win, again and again.









Chapter 21

Leadership and real estate

I thought long and hard about whether it was appropriate to write a chapter about leadership in a real estate go-to guide. Well, here it is. After a while, I convinced myself that it was a good idea. Hopefully you will agree with me.

It is hard to not talk about leadership in a business book, real estate related or not. Besides, it is a perfect controversial subject. Everybody has a definition of leadership, including those top executives in a position of power and driven by ego, who believe such a name describes perfectly their style and profile.

There is so much to say about leadership that thousands of writers have already deciphered the recipe and analyzed the main traits of a leader. My turn. I too have a definition of the word leader. Here it is.

“A leader is someone people follow”. Correction: “A leader is someone people want to follow”.

Pretty simple, right? Well, maybe a bit too simple. If it were that simple, leaders would grow like rabbits and populate every sector of every business and industry. All would-be leaders would need to do to earn the coveted title and attract a crowd of followers, is to buddy-buddy with the troops and let them do what they want, including nothing.

Leadership is not about making life easy for the company soldiers. It is not about making friends for the sake of it or acquiescing to unreasonable and unjustified requests to buy respect and loyalty.

A true leader can (and usually is) tough-minded and demanding. And it’s fine, as long that he/she is just, fair, honest, sincere and consistent. Not to forget the indispensible magic ingredient of leadership: an exciting, believable and contagious vision. Add to the recipe a touch of intriguing style and personality and you have a winner. Of course it helps to be very smart and even more so to be charismatic.

As long as the employees genuinely trust the leader and are sold on the leader’s vision, they will accept it to the point of making it their own. They will proudly fight the company fight with the highest degree of conviction and accountability. They are the ones who will make the leader a true leader.

Clear communication is essential to create and sustain the successful leadership story. It needs to permanently percolate through all levels of the corporate ladder. All the way from top to the bottom. Perhaps I should say from bottom to top.

The bottom level is indeed the most important. A true leader sincerely enjoys chatting with people from that level, telling them how much they mean and how much he/she cares.

The higher you are on the management chart, the more you need to pay attention to the people who work hard and get little in the way of pay and recognition. That’s where, more often than not, top executives flunk the test.

Weak and unsecure “leaders” keep the communication flow within the confines of the management team and deliberately ignore what’s going on underneath. In a way, they protect themselves from the low-grade employees and seek the easy support of managers whose future promotions and pay raises may depend on feeding the boss’ ego. That’s not leadership.

Show me a company where top management isolates itself from the base and I will show you a dysfunctional company on the way to extinction. When employees are ignored, disconnected from the leadership and, in a way, from the decision-making, they are progressively disengaged, demotivated and become resentful. That’s how revolts begin, whether inside a company or on the street.


The role of middle-managers, always ambiguous and often under-estimated, is critical. They represent the essential communication link between the top and the bottom. They have to keep on selling the leader’s vision and decisions while convincing the employees that their input is precious and their voice is heard.

I have always believed that the elusive success of middle-managers depends more on the people under them (the base) than on the people above them. Only when they have their trust can they get their support. Only when they have their support can they get leadership to listen and integrate the employees concerns into the company’s mission and vision.

A disconnect between the base and top management is near inconceivable in the real business in the US. Why? Because the agents are not employees of the brokerage they associate with. They are independent contractors (with emphasis on “independent”) and derive their income from commissions, only if and when they close a transaction.

Real estate brokerages do not own agents. They have to constantly earn their trust to earn their loyalty. Agents’ loyalty can never be taken for granted. This substantially changes the relationship dynamics described above between managers and employees. It is more a relationship of equals.

Companies, as such, do not sell real estate. The managers (the real ones) do not sell real estate. The agents do, and if we want to keep them, if we want their loyalty, we only have three choices: pay them more money, or provide more extraordinary services, or inspire them with a winning vision and strategy. I like the last one.

Interestingly enough, the competition between real estate companies to recruit the top dogs is causing some of them to “commit crime”. Many brokerages are choosing to “buy” agents with off-the-chart commission splits and even open their purse wide to pay big “hiring bonuses”. All that in exchange for an improbable loyalty for a period of time.

Not exactly a good demonstration of leadership skills.

Games people play.








Chapter 22

Culture? what is it? what for?

Let’s talk about your real estate company, shall we?

What is its vision, if it has any?

What is its mission, if it has any?

What are its core values & principles, if it has any?

What is its culture, if it has any?

OK, now, as a Realtor, what about your own vision, values and principles? Do they align with that of your brokerage firm? Does it matter to you that you believe in your company’s culture or would you rather that your company had none? Why are you associated with your company rather than with another?

Making money is what businesses (whether a company, an office or an agent) are about. The goal is the same because, at the end of the day, if you don’t make more than you spend, you have to close the shop.

But money, as we all know, does not flow just because it’s a lofty goal. It flows, if and when it does, because we have a winning business model & philosophy and we are good enough to attract and inspire agents, managers, sellers & buyers who want a piece of the success story.

When it comes to culture, it is interesting to observe and study what the most successful hi-tech companies are doing to compete for the best brains in the field.

Some have a great deal of success in attracting talent by offering, for free, all kinds of terrific foods to the employees, 24/7. Some offer baby-sitting services, free cleaning/laundry, free lodging for a number of months.

Some, even more aggressive, offer recruiting bonuses or a chunk of the stock, which can be very juicy if the company is on the road to a successful IPO. Some are more spiritual, contributing large sums to charitable causes.

It takes all kinds. Same thing for real estate companies. For some real estate companies that is, those which have a personality, a style, a true culture.

Those companies exist but force is to recognize that the number is shrinking. For one thing, culture has a price. Many are the companies that can’t or don’t care to pay to preserve it.

Also, culture can only exist and shine if top ownership & management stand firm behind it and promote it each and every day If managers of the same firm do business differently, there is no company culture.

In my judgment, company culture, in the real estate business, is more a word than a fact. It is an inspirational light that is progressively going dark.

Lots of reasons for that, as mentioned above. No matter what it is, it tends to make companies look alike and act alike for the agents.

Are companies becoming interchangeable? They preach one thing but may do another. Some of their leaders pursue different agendas and prefer to take the easy road rather than promote core values.

Many of the most critical responsibilities and competitive advantages of a real estate company are often delegated or outsourced to intermediaries which do not necessarily share the same principles or objectives.

Take training & coaching as an example. Teaching is THE company’s opportunity to differentiate itself from competitors, putting its culture stamp on all aspects of the business.

What we often see, however, is that most companies go through the generic exercise of teaching the right things but not necessarily teaching the right way, the company way.

This has actually become a paradigm in our industry. I am talking about the huge success of professional business coaches, speaking gurus touring the country from one end of the calendar to the other, and evangelizing hundreds of thousands agents from different states, markets and companies on how to work in the real estate business.

Not only are agents paying good money to hear the words of wisdom but most real estate leaders are promoting these events, as if they were their own, and encourage the agents to sign up.

A culture which is mass-promoted and implemented by outsiders is not a company culture.

Don’t get me wrong, I too see lots of value in agents attending mega-superstars coaching/training venues. The few very successful speakers on the tour are amazing people and several are friends of mine.

They get results: those agents who listen are so energized that they do what they are being told. They are disciplined enough to plan their days, make the cold calls, knock on doors, practice their scripts, and generate leads, secure appointments, get listings and make sales. They are contributing to any & all companies’ success.

Pretty good right? After all, agents are only as good as what they do and they sure do what outside coaches tell them to do.

The problem is that the same message, ideas, scripts, words, tactics … are dispensed to thousands at a time, irrespective of geographic market, affiliation, identity, image, values, culture.

Teaching agents to chase units and close deals is great. It pays the agents and the brokers’ bills, but it also levels the field and dilutes the value of working for one company vs. another. Not a good way to build loyalty.

Think about this: is the way you work based on your company’s culture, or is your company’s culture based on the way you work?

Real estate firms were not born equal. They do not grow the same way. Each follows its unique path, unless they choose to depend more on others for direction.

Company culture and mass culture often clash and when they do, mass produced culture (if there is such a thing) usually wins.

To protect your own, you have to promote it. It never ends, unless your own story ends.








Chapter 23

Is the tail wagging the dog?

It’s good to have business partners. People you can count on. People who have your back. People with whom you can share dreams & ambitions without fear that they may use your ideas & contacts to steal the blanket and leave you in the cold.

With this in mind, I have a story to tell you. A true story, which has been burning my brain cells and has haunted the real estate profession for 20 years or so. It goes like this …

Once upon a time, Realtors thought hard about their existential challenge: “How could we connect with more buyers & sellers, while being true to ourselves and keep control of our future?”

In what may seem like the very distant past (time flies), Realtors used newspapers’ classified ads as the main communication vector to attract clients and match supply & demand.

The benefits were obvious: the ads made the phone ring and brought buyers & sellers to the House. The drawbacks were just as obvious: this proposition was bloody expensive and the ads could only reach those few people who actually read the paper.

Then came the Internet … And a new fight began to “capture” buyers & sellers.

Realtors, all of a sudden, were not alone in the real estate arena. Newcomers of the likes of Zillow arrived on the scene, “invited” so to speak, by Realtors who were not displeased about unloading on others the mission of marketing listed properties.

It could be said that we, real estate professionals, created the problem that many have been complaining about ever since.

New theories kept Realtors awake at night, trying to figure their new role in a new paradigm.



• The “First Touch” theory:

Many different protagonists are involved in real estate: Realtors, online portals, mega companies like Amazon, mega technology companies like Google, aggregators, attorneys, banks, newspapers, contractors, inspectors, etc.

The door buyers or sellers open first dictates who controls the traffic and can leverage the contact.

Some of the protagonists are “predators”. They want to capture a good chunk of the Realtors’ business and, who knows, progressively control our business.

Some are opportunists. They just want to “sell” the First Touch lead to Realtors or other actors of the transaction, for a juicy referral fee.




• The “Fish Bowl” theory:

With Internet, the communication vector has changed big time. Before, as we wrote earlier, buyers & sellers had to catch an ad and call Realtors direct to have access to the information about any particular listing. No more.

Realtors could now deliberately place their listings in internet fish bowls (public MLS portals of all kinds) for all buyers to see, pick & choose.

Such fish bowls were those syndicated sites which positioned themselves as active intermediaries between Realtors and the clients. They had the “first touch”.

On one side, it was kind of nice: “advertising” on the internet was cheap compared to newspaper ads and reached a heck of a lot more people. On the other side (the dark side), you had to wonder: who was now in command, the listing agent or the “virtual agent”.

I remember being in Europe when some banks, smelling the money, got in our business.

Think about this scenario: say a regional bank has 100,000 customers, including 1000 or so, at any given time, who are looking to buy or sell a home.

Say, now, that these banks invite their customers “home sellers” to place their listings in the bank fish bowl/site and invite their customers “home buyers” to look inside to find a property they would like to buy. Considering the vast quantity of fish, the likelihood is high that they will find the object of desire.

Yes, the banks have a “captive audience”, don’t they? Nice thing considering that they can conveniently provide the financing, which is their way to make a living. How practical.

Questions: if both the supply & the demand are in outsiders’ fish bowls,


	Are Realtors still indispensable? (more than ever in my judgment-the good ones that is)

	Is the real estate fee still justifiable? (ridiculous question, next!)

	Are we not being used by the sites we use?

	Is the tail wagging the dog?



More and more real estate companies, particularly those small ones which don’t have the financial means of attracting clients to their own sites and providing the services they need, are more and more dependent on every potentially “adversarial” site that comes around.

They may very well be feeding those very mouths which are going to eat them …

OK, let’s relax now. It was only a story. Everybody is happy in the real estate world. Realtors are doing fine and the fish bowls outfits are doing so terrifically well leveraging their various captive audiences that they don’t even think (or do they?) about selling real estate themselves.

Nice to have partners you can count on. Seriously …











Chapter 24

Realtors are their own worst enemies

Why is it that, after hardly a couple of weeks on the job, real estate licensees think that they can play Realtors and tell people what to do?

Just because they are supposed to know more than the average client about the process of buying or selling a home does not mean that they do.

Just because they are supposed to know more about the market, the inventory of active listings, the real estate values, the cost of mortgage money and the trends … does not mean that they do.

A license does not guarantee much when it comes to expertise and professionalism. It’s a piece of paper which may only mean that you now know enough to be dangerous, that you now have the right to practice real estate for a living.

Now, officially and legally, you can prejudge with an alibi. You can show & sell whatever you like, good or not. It’s your show. You are the guide. You are the tour director.

I am a Realtor. I have bought many homes and sold many homes for my own account. Let me tell you what irritates the heck out of me. When house hunting, nothing irritates me more than listening to an agent who tries to convince me that I should not be looking in the area I like … Or buying a particular house because it’s either too big or too small … Or avoid a great property because of street noise, etc.

What do they know about what makes me tick? Everything in life is a compromise. I am a reasonably smart adult and I know my priorities. All buyers know their priorities. Up to them to judge with their own eyes, brains and heart the pros & cons of each property they can get for the money.


I don’t know about you but I personally never ended up buying the exact house I had in mind when I first started looking. Sounds familiar?

The exercise of selecting a few properties for a buyer is more complicated when listings are scarce.

Even more challenging is the fact that more and more buyers come from foreign countries and their priorities are entirely different from what most Realtors even understand or care to consider.

In many parts of the world, as an example, living on a busy street is a big plus and commands a premium price. These buyers don’t care to be shown homes in quiet streets, but the agents’ prejudging stands in the way.

Good Realtors are those who have the ability to truly understand cultures, read people’s minds, listen to buyers’ real motivations, and think outside the box.

When I started my real estate career, many moons ago, I remember one advice a great professional gave me: “To be successful, you must have the ability to translate dreams into realities”. Frankly I had no idea what that meant, but I found out soon enough.

Once upon a time, on a sunny January day in Los Altos, California, as I was sitting at an agent’s desk (I did not have my own yet since I was brand-new), I saw a middle-aged man and a young girl who probably was his daughter, walk into the office. They told the receptionist that they were relocating in the Bay Area and were looking for a home.

Without any further due, the receptionist guided them to “my” desk and told them that “Mr. Pinel will be happy to take care of your needs”. I have never been more terrified in my life.

You see, my license was only a month old. Also, I was fairly new to the country. Of course I did not know real estate, I did not know Los Altos where I “worked”, I was still waiting for the MLS book and had no clue as to what was on the market. Don’t even mention prices.

So I did what little I could do: ask no-risk generic questions, something like “what kind of home are you looking for?”

The guy told me he just sold for about $120,000 his 60-acre property in Minnesota, with a nice lakefront setting, a 12.000 sqft home, a guest house, a barn and … and … and … You name it. And of course he wanted something similar here.

Well, welcome to California! Not quite the same price list.

Granted I was not an eagle at the time but I kind of knew, based on the tiny $100k Los Gatos condo I lived in then, that for $120k, you could not quite invite an army of friends for a picnic at the estate!

I did not sell this man a house, just in case you wondered. But I learned the meaning of dreams & realities.

Over the years, I even taught or coached thousands of agents on how to interpret dreams, instead of merely thinking in terms of number of bedrooms, lot size and dollars.

I know that this man from Minnesota did not end-up buying a huge house on a huge lot with plenty of lush greenery to admire from the windows. Not within his budget. But I bet he got himself a charming ranch-style home away from downtown, on a quarter-acre lot with a couple of fruit trees, a nice backyard with a small pool or a pond and a nice white picket fence for looks and privacy.

The links in between dreams & realities are called feelings. Do you know feelings?









Chapter 25

Too big, too small or just right

Once upon a time, in the medieval days, homes were either huge or tiny, too big or too small. If you were born a Lord, chances are you lived in a castle big enough to play hide & seek in with no risk of ever being found. Buckingham Palace, as an example, has over 100 rooms. Not bad, even for a Queen.

On the other end, if you were born a regular citizen, you could consider yourself fortunate to have a roof over your head, even if you had to share your small quarters with cows & pigs. No, life is not fair.

Eventually, many of the smart “little people” became entrepreneurial and set up lucrative businesses in the emerging world of commerce and finance. Bourgeoisie was officially born and, together with it, the need to display success.

The word “materialism” was not yet introduced in the dictionary but existed just the same. All of a sudden, fancy townhomes were built on top of downtown shops and mansions started mushrooming in the countryside.

At the same time, monarchy went out of fashion, a lot of Lords went broke and many lost their heads to the guillotine. Today, quite a few castles have been transformed into museums. Others make terrific hotels or B&B’s, where tourists enjoy splashing bedrooms while the host, who collects the money, sleeps in the basement …

Over time, the square footage of a house has become a way to measure success. Location has always been a big deal of course, as were the style of the house and the quality of the construction, but size is still the thing. Big is good. Bigger is better.

Where are we today? Well, not too far away from the Middle Ages … Those who made it have their name on a mega property in the most expensive zip codes across the land, and those who are not there yet are buying whatever square footage they can afford and hope to grow equity and move it to a bigger and better home.

There is, however, something significant progressively changing the paradigm. The lifestyle of the wealthy is now vastly different from what it was during the Post-war era.

Back then, people actually lived in and enjoyed their home every day of every month. With the ease of traveling, growing job mobility and the convenience of doing the coffee/newspaper pause downtown rather than at the breakfast table, a lot of people look at their home differently.

Ask yourself the following questions: How much time do you actually spend in your house? … How much time do you actually spend in your yard? … Are you enjoying all of your house or are you a prisoner in your own home (Perhaps to justify paying the mortgage)?

I know quite a few friends who went overboard: they paid a few hundred thousand dollars extra to buy a house with a bunch of additional bedrooms. Just to have a couple of beds for relatives when they visit once every other year for a couple of days, as we explained in a previous chapter of the book.

As much as I like entertaining, I think that for the extra money, you could buy a life pass to the Ritz Carlton for your guests and guarantee that you & they sleep better at night!

Over the last sixty years or so, condos have been exploding all over the US, from big cities to small suburbs and villages. At first, they attracted thousands who were looking for functional layouts, beautiful common grounds and convenient locations at a more affordable price than houses.

Today, buyers are far more diverse. Condo living has become a choice. I am not just talking about singles, seniors, students or buyers who cannot afford the price of land, I am talking also about wealthy buyers who deliberately choose to live that kind of trouble-free life.

The price tag for luxury condo living can be pretty heavy too. Security, concierge desk, club house, exercise room, pool & spa, restaurants, etc …don’t come for free.

My take? Nothing can replace a beautiful single family home surrounded by beautiful grounds. There is no price for serenity, privacy and full ownership of space and grounds.

Today, the choice in between a striking mansion in the suburbs and a fancy condo in the heart of the city has never been tougher. Decisions … Decisions … I guess, if you can afford it, you should settle for both!









Chapter 26

The dual agency hot potato

I bet that if all Realtors were asked what “gun-powder-smelling” topic they would least like to talk about, “dual agency” would get the bulk of the votes.

FYI, dual agency is created when the same broker represents both the seller and the buyer in the same transaction. There are all kinds of variations but I’ll try to keep this simple. You can thank me for it.

Across all States, real estate pros who are keen on following the law and therefore protecting the public as well as their own license, know that not disclosing to either party the fact that they are handling both sides of a sale is unethical and illegal.

Double representation requires written consent. If the proper disclosure is made and the consent obtained, it’s generally OK, although there is sometimes a suspicion of something fishy in the atmosphere.

Here is why: we owe fiduciary duty to our principal, the client. That includes the utmost care, confidentiality, loyalty, obedience, accounting & disclosure.

So the million dollar question is: can a broker abide by such stringent & virtuous requirements and nonetheless agree to double-end a transaction?

To put it in another way: Can a broker create a win-win situation for both the seller & the buyer, or will the interest of one suffer from the attention given to the other?

The perfectly fine minds who are opposed to dual agency make the argument that an agent can only serve the best interest of one party. They claim that attempting to offer the same degree of care to the second side without affecting the obligations owed to the first, is just wishful thinking.


Money is the big scarecrow here. Since the agent has the opportunity to collect the sales commission on both sides, this agent may be tempted to place his/her own interest ahead of the interest of the principals.

That could include keeping the listing away from other agents who may bring a better deal, or deliberately playing dead for a while in order for the listing agent to first write/present his/her own contract, get it accepted and win the bigger jackpot.

Who is benefiting from the crime, you might say. Games people play …

OK, let me give you my personal take on the matter. If I may dare. It’s risky. You can be sure of that considering that roughly 99% of the real estate attorneys (including terrific friends) have a view on the subject quite different from mine. As usual, I prefer to be a thinking maverick rather than a subdued wimp.

What I think is that we are getting more & more paranoid in this business. We see evil intentions in just about every thought or action. We are thinking like lawyers, not Realtors.

In a way, it’s a good thing, as we need to be aware of the risks in everything we do.

But, in a way, it’s excessive, as it paralyses our brain and, in the end, it could negatively affect our ability to get the job done for the benefit of … our buyers & sellers.

When dealing with controversial subjects, it’s convenient to throw the baby out with the bath water.

Don’t get me wrong. It is true that some real estate agents are somewhat devious and may not hesitate to cheat the system to reap a financial reward. Bad apples, as I wrote in the book introduction, belong to any profession and industry.

They are, however, a tiny minority that the profession needs to get rid of. An exception. Not enough to jumble up all scenarios and vilify over one million+ agents who are devoted to serving the best interest of the principals.

I am not advocating dual agency. I am just using whatever common sense I have to present the two opposite points of view with fairness and reasonable arguments.

The fact is that dual agency could sometimes be a good thing. It could prove to be a positive course of action. For example:


	It cannot be argued that the listing agent is likely the agent who knows the property best, giving the agent an advantage over others when trying to identify possible buyers and find a match. After all, we have to assume that this is a good reason why the sellers chose this agent in the first place. As a home seller, you don’t expect your agent to just babysit the listing; you want your agent to sell it.

	It cannot be argued that an agent working with a buyer is likely to know that buyer best, in terms of needs & means. Knowing the peculiarities of the subject property and the sellers’ wants & aspirations represent a non-negligible advantage that may result in a happy sale.

	If and when a situation arises that an agent is in a position to create a “perfect match” between a seller and a buyer, that agent is only doing his/her job. Granted, the agent could just work with the buyer and ask another agent (or preferably the manager/broker) to represent the seller, but we may be getting more into cunning alternatives than meaningful substitutes/solutions.



It is interesting to note that dual agency is the preferred way to do business in much of the world. Sometimes because brokers recognize that the above arguments make some sense after all.

More often than not, however, I must admit that the main motivator for brokers around the globe to favor dual agency is because they want to get both sides of the commission.

In much of Asia and Europe, brokers do not cooperate through some kind of MLS. In other words, if you have a listing, you and the company associates may be the only ones who can show it and sell it.

Again, I only wanted to vent and offer my opinion. Mea culpa. OK to agree or disagree. Let the ultimate objective of doing the very best possible job for both buyers and the sellers be the guide.








Chapter 27

Danger: hazardous material

Nobody likes to venture in danger zones and deal with hazardous controversial material. Why complicate life talking about serious issues when it’s so nice and comfy to accept things as they are, without making waves, asking tough questions and inviting confrontation?

Something to think about, right? I did. And in my humble opinion, if we were born with a brain, we might as well use it. If we have an opinion, we might as well express it.

Business, any business, keeps on evolving, for better or worse, depending on people who dare to challenge the status quo. Movers & shakers can be a headache but they try to make things better. The most important question to ask in business is WHY?

Some time ago, I was invited by a real estate attorney to participate in a panel discussion regarding the hot issues making life interesting in the industry these days.

Three other real estate executives, each one representing a different company, sat next to me. We all took turns to answer questions from the facilitator or an audience made of California agents from the Peninsula (between San Jose and San Francisco).

Frankly I found it courageous for brokers to express their point of view openly on topics which are highly controversial. Such subjects have a tendency to divide the practitioners between pros & cons, in other words make you a hero for some and a foe for others.

We need to talk if we want to have something to do with what the profession will look like in the future. If we don’t, we’ll let other entities which are strangers to our core business, shape it for us.


The usual hot potatoes were on the menu. Two of them, Dual Agency and Off-market Listings are dissected and judged elsewhere in this book. So, let’s now talk about the other two: Preemptive Offers and Multiple Offers.

The danger, for both of these topics, lies in the protocol to follow in order to do the job right for all concerned. If you do, it’s all good. If you don’t, you get burned.

Although a book can be written on each topic, we’ll keep it brief. Just long enough to tease the mind. Whether you agree or disagree, you are welcome to further debate these questions within your company and/or at the level of your local Association.


• Preemptive offers:

When you list a property and you are told about offers, even before you actually get them, you are in charge of the negotiation process.

Three “functions” must be kept in mind: 1- Set the rules for all concerned agents to follow, 2- Communicate those rules to these agents, 3- Respect your own rules. Simple enough, right?

If the seller, based on your advice, sets a specific day/time in the future for all agents to present offers, you forbid yourself from looking at any prior to such time. Period.

If, however, an agent tells you that he/she has a fabulous offer that must be presented right away and your seller tells you to break the rules upon being told, what do you do then?

In that case, you have the obligation to not only change the MLS instructions ASAP but also notify all agents with offers who were respectfully waiting for D-Day, the day when the seller initially signaled he/she would listen to all offers.

In other words, you give all “contestants” the same opportunity to enter the race. If nothing else, the fair competition should benefit the client seller.





• Multiple offers:

We all know (with nostalgia or pain) that, in many parts of the country suffering from a listing drought, multiple offers and wild bidding wars have been the norm in the real estate business over the last few years.

Based on this, you would think that most companies and agents would agree on a simple protocol to keep the presentation process clean & easy. So much for the nice wish. Few were (are?) the agents who got the memo.

The two words that should govern a multiple offer presentation are fairness & transparency. In that spirit, you want to present all offers to the seller, preferably in the order received.

Best to invite/allow the various agents to present in person, the old-fashion way, since they know their buyers better than anyone involved. A piece of paper alone does not tell the tale.

Of course, if some agents get to present their offers in person, the same opportunity should be extended to all others.

These days, unfortunately, in-house presentations where sellers, listing agent and selling agent (one at a time) are sitting across the kitchen table, seem like an endangered and disappearing concept.

Many listing agents, sometimes as per the seller’s instructions, require that offers be emailed. Time saver it is, but it is also opening the doors to an “unfair advantage” situation or other conflicts if and when the listing agent is aware of the price to beat. Games people play …

It is tempting to inform buddies from the office or within the same company about the competition and what $ numbers that could swing the deal. Don’t even think about it.

It is of course especially hazardous if one of the offers is your own. Talk about a game changer. You have to disclose this fact, as it is material to the fairness element of the negotiation.

Another panelist suggested that not only should the listing agent disclose the number of offers, but also the identity of all the agents who made them.

That’s when I say stop. Disclosing the number of offers, yes. Disclosing agents’ names and affiliations, no. Believe it or not, even transparency has its limits. Otherwise we might as well open a live discussion with all agents in real time and see what comes out.

I am sorry but if that day should come, we will not be in the real estate business anymore, we will be an auction house.










Chapter 28

The short-term rental war

A societal phenomenon has been going on for a number of years and is still growing, as we speak, in all countries, regions, towns and neighborhoods.

I am talking about the short term rentals addiction. Short term rentals have always existed. What is new is their explosion over the last 10 years or so, created and fueled by online portals like Airbnb and HomeAway.

Today, it is big business. Airbnb, as an example, controls a global network of roughly 5 million homes worldwide, from New York penthouses to the removed villages of New Guinea, and generates billions in revenue.

Hard to not notice and feel the economic, financial, physical and psychological impact of the phenomenon.

Hard to remain indifferent. Everybody, literally, is or will be concerned as this thing is not going away. Everyone has a point of view on the question. For or against.

What’s yours?

Since I am a nice guy, I will not tell you too overtly what mine is, but you can read between the lines. I know that there are at least two sides to every issue that raises legitimate concerns. How you think and react to this one depends on who you are.

Depends on where you stand. Whether you use short term rentals or fear its consequences in your community. Whether you are the invaders or the “invadees”. Whether you look for a short term solution or the cure to a long term problem. Whether you care about what’s going on or you don’t. Whether you vote with your wallet or your heart.

Interestingly enough, Realtors find themselves pretty much in the center of the controversy. Yesterday’s witnesses on the subject, real estate agents are now referees, if not judges. The problem is that they are not impartial in the growing fight between the two sides.

To best understand the war which is raging at every corner of the globe, allow me to tell you a little story, one which touches me personally as I have a house in one of the most active STR battlegrounds, the beautiful town of Palm Desert in the Coachella valley.

Close your eyes and imagine the scenery.

As I write these lines, the sky is grey and rain is in the forecast in California Desert. Does not happen often here. Soon, probably as soon as tomorrow, the clouds will go away and the sun will again warm and illuminate the landscape.

Soon enough, it will be time to go to the nursery and buy new plants and flowers to replace those that did not survive last Summer and Fall’s burning sun. Time to stroll on El Paseo and Palm Canyon, enjoy the luxury or trendy shops, the art galleries, and have a bite of something at the terrace of the many cafes and restaurants.

Time for the weekend tourists and conventioneers to invade sidewalks and golf courses. Time for the seasonal residents, the “Snowbirds”, to leave the Mid-West, the East or Canada to return to their desert “Winter Home” where snow, rain and cold don’t make the local weather news.

The scenery is simply amazing. Almost unreal in this oasis of palm trees, desert landscape and crowning mountains, all under a sky the best painter could not reproduce. Are you tempted yet? Ready to catch a flight to Palm Springs and go house-hunting?

What could possibly tarnish this beautiful picture? There is always something. Yes, there is trouble in paradise. Trouble has a name: Short Term Rentals. Beware, it’s contagious and there might not be a cure if not dealt with early.

The phenomenon is not area-specific. Short term rentals are spreading all over the land, from one coast to another, affecting resort towns first & foremost and expanding from there.

Many local towns represent fertile territory as they are too oblivious of the dangers or too lax to either ban STRs or, at a minimum, to impose and enforce strict restrictions to curtail the infractions and abuses that will inevitably happen otherwise.

Left unchecked, Short Term Rentals came to identify with some modern societal plague wantonly eating up the very fabric of neighborhoods and communities, a house at-a-time, a street at-a-time, a neighborhood at-a-time, a town at-a-time.

Ask yourself: what’s a neighborhood? According to Wikipedia, neighborhoods are where “face-to-face social interactions occur, where residents seek to realize common values, socialize youth and maintain effective social control”. I would add: respect your neighbors and your environment, enjoy your privacy and the zoning laws should protect and make you feel secure enough to raise a family.

These seem like reasonable and legitimate expectations if you pay good money to live in your dream home, don’t you think? But how realistic are they in the context of public laissez-faire and a wild proliferation of websites and social networks inviting crowds to rent a place for the weekend or a couple of weeks for half the bucks you would pay for a small hotel room?

The sad reality, as evidenced repeatedly most everywhere, is that Short Term Rentals on one side and, on the other the above expectations of residents, are just not compatible. One of the two will prevail. Which one will it be?

The war is on in the neighborhood. Horror stories are multiplying, causing stressed residents to lose sleep and police to work overtime.

Transient crowds, moving overnight, parking cars anywhere, throwing parties with the music loud enough to be heard a street over, etc., could become the new-normal. You kind of know what happens when rules don’t matter.

The irony is that if the STRs “win” that war, everybody could possibly lose! Let’s look at the fate of the various protagonists:


• The residents:

They “made” their neighborhoods. They made them desirable. They maintained them, for the enjoyment of people and institutions alike. Not only do they have to deal with all the miseries described above but they also suffer greatly financially.

The house is where the money is. Prices go up, or they go down. People are entitled to some equity overtime, should they decide to sell and move. But how can you sell at a good price (or even sell at all) if the house next door looks like an eyesore for lack of regular maintenance? Or if the parking situation is a bit wild thanks to the “here today/gone tomorrow” people?

Who would buy anyway? Newcomers? Not much of a chance of that, unless they can “steal” the property at a bargain price. That’s what small investors are hunting for. Sadly, they may be the only reliable buyers, and they ultimately will set the price, at their desired level. And the problem keeps on growing.




• Investors:

They want to make money. Why not? Seems right. They don’t really know what they could fetch flipping the house for a hypothetical profit after a quick fix-up job or going the STR way.

They hope to limit the risks and improve their leverage if they buy cheap, capitalizing on the neighborhood negatives they largely contribute to. And why should they care if the house or the yard are sometimes looking shabby considering the demand from weekenders. They, however, create their own problems by further depressing the market. Not a good idea for an investor.




• Hotels:

Guess what? They don’t like STRs. Surprise. The hospitality industry, which is often in a precarious financial situation, pays big tax dollars to towns and other entities. Conversely, uncontrolled STRs are creating opportunities for tax evasion. The growing competition between the two is pushing many hotels in the red, forcing them to lay off thousands of personnel, thereby provoking more costly unemployment and generating less tax revenues for struggling municipalities.




• Towns:

They are the ultimate judges, sometimes in spite of the jury. A town exists because of its residents and for the purpose of promoting their best interests and aspirations, thus preserving its own identity and character.

Residents live there and vote there. Short term tenants and out-of-town investors don’t. Who is the chief here? Who is wagging the tail? Who should services cater to?

It’s a wake-up call to many officials who forget their mission and keep their heads underground in fear of making the right decisions for the harmonious development of the towns they represent, for a time.




• Realtors:

Here we are. In the center of the debate. Realtors have a role to play, not just as Realtors selling homes, but as local residents proud of the towns they live in and justifiably concerned about the changes affecting them.

Real estate agents have to make money somehow. Understood and agreed. Some have lots of clients, whether local residents on the move, newcomers looking for a new residence, or investors.

They certainly do not want to turn precious clients away, residents or investors. So they cater to both equally, often not realizing that what they do for one side will affect the other.

I don’t blame Realtors who do what they do. I do blame some however for choosing to ignore what may result from their vocal activism in favor of the STRs’ cause.

Many are shortsighted. They are playing hara-kiri. Their livelihood and their future success are predicated on housing values, themselves predicated on the desirability of neighborhoods and towns. That includes the quantity and the affordability of homes to purchase or available for long term rentals.

The more they take the easy road of promoting STRs, the more they could discredit themselves, depress the market, turn the residents against them and forfeit their community responsibilities.

Whoever you are, think hard about this simple question: what kind of neighborhood would we rather live in?










Chapter 29

Multi-million dollar open house

I often hear from both home sellers and agents that it is not appropriate (and therefore not recommended) to hold a weekend open house for the public if the subject property is a multi-million dollar luxury home.

In fact, I heard such a comment so much over the years, that I almost got to the point of believing it! Well, I still don’t … generally speaking.

Before I dig deep into the arguments which may be used to validate one side or the other, let me state clearly that I understand very well the difference between an estate-quality property and a more “standard” home. I made a good living understanding and leveraging such difference.

The marketing strategy and scope are indeed altogether different, because we are not dealing with the same buyers, in terms of means and needs. Nor are we dealing with the same type of sellers.

However, if we agree to keep things simple, we will probably agree that, irrespective of means and needs, buyers, in all price ranges, are … buyers. They share the same emotions and desires. The same thing can be said of sellers. Sellers are sellers, no matter the price of the properties.

Principals, on either side, always appreciate when we facilitate & deliver on their respective ultimate objectives, whether it is to buy or sell.

If they wish to sell, their chances of winning largely depend on the number of prospective buyers who get to see the house.

If they wish to buy, their chances of finding the right home largely depend on the opportunities they have to access the properties they may like.


This, of course, is the value of the open house option. It is easy. Buyers can look at various homes, with or without the family, with or without their agent, whenever they have a little time and when they are in the right mood.

Of course Realtors are best to guide buyers through the maze of options and explain the pros & cons of each location and each property. Still, sometimes, it is fine to stroll around town, relaxed, and do home shopping as we do window-shopping in a mall. My wife loves to do both.

So what’s wrong, if anything, about an open house at the high-end?

Here is a list of the legitimate arguments being presented by the critics or the skeptics among home sellers, followed by the counter-arguments, whether legitimate or not:


	Q- “It makes no sense to have an open house in my price range”



A- Maybe it does not but we should not disqualify the option. The open house could very well be attended by … wealthy people too.


	Q- “My house is way too large to be held open”



A- If it is too big for one agent, it might not be for two. If pertinent, we can plan for three agents to be present.


	Q- “I would rather have my agent welcome visitors and take them over to the house”



A- Sure, and this is exactly what is likely to happen, but this preference should not necessarily eliminate the open house option.


	Q- “I don’t want undesirable people to see my house”



A- This one is a little tougher since we cannot judge people on a quick look. (A wealthy friend of mine was prevented one day from entering The Ritz in Paris, where he had a room for the week, because he wore jeans! He canceled his reservation …). Of course, on the sellers advice and their consent, we can require visitors to provide name, contact info, proof of identity and whatever else which may be relevant, whenever needed.


	Q- “I have too many valuables”



A- When a house is for sale, whether open or not over the weekend, there are elementary precautions to take as to reduce or avoid altogether the risk of a visitor stealing or damaging pricey objects. Anything small and of great value, such as jewelry or art should not be offered to the eyes, they should be under lock or in a different place.

Let’s call a spade a spade. More often than not, the listing agents are the ones to dissuade sellers from being fine with the option and even asking for weekend open houses. So, what about all that fuss?

The reasons, however fallacious they may be, are many. Some agents think they would be wasting their precious time, or make a better use of their time showing homes, signing a new listing, filling out a new purchase contract, or playing golf. Why not? They don’t quite say so to the seller though.

Some just don’t have any idea about the value and benefits they may draw from holding a house open. For one thing, they get to meet and shake hands with prospective buyers. Good idea in the real estate business, right?

And, you know what, I bet nearly half of the visitors have a house to sell. Buyers are sellers and Sellers are buyers. Do you really want to squander your opportunity to get new clients?

The truth is that the open house option adds a new dimension to the marketing of a property. Many homes, regardless of price, sell on open house or as a direct result of an open house. This option needs to be discussed with a responsible agent on a case basis, rather than arbitrarily be discarded.









Chapter 30

The staging added value

It’s a no-brainer: Picture the same fancy house on the market with


	Shabby furnishings

	Gorgeous furnishings



Which version do you think is more likely to catch your interest, make you salivate with envy and hurry up to make a great offer?

Yes, the second choice is the right answer. If it was yours, sorry, you don’t win anything because it was just too easy.

There is no magic about staging a home: if it looks spectacular (and the price is palatable), it sells the house. It pays to be pretty, even if only for a day … Or at least until you achieve the goal.

The idea is of course to enhance the salability of a property by dressing it up with select furnishings and accessories that accentuate the home’s positive attributes (while downplaying its weaknesses) and create an emotional connection with a homebuyer, whether visiting the house physically or window-shopping on the Net.

In the luxury market, where it is always a marketing option for agents to consider very seriously, staging not only can be the expected recipe for a fast sale, but also the best way to generate top price.

It takes only one admirer to buy the house and there is often serious competition for the trophy. That’s the value of dressing up nice for the part.

Of course, there is “staging” and there is “staging” … In the mix, there is the exceptional, the good, the bad and even the ugly. Not all stagers are the same, and not all homes are the same.

At the high-end, everything is customized to best fit the architecture, the style and the personality of a subject property. One dress does not fit all. It takes taste to be sure, but it also takes means.

The size of the staging company does not necessarily matter if the company has both the financial power and the large & eclectic inventory of furnishings which are needed to compete with the big guys and get results. As for the cost of the option, it varies greatly. The listing agent and the seller better do their homework.

Sure you can bring furniture and accessories and, in doing so, add a touch of charm, interest and even class to a home or a couple of rooms for a couple thousand dollars if the house is empty or furnished/decorated poorly. Depends on the stager, the price range of the house and the seller and/or the agent’s expectations.

If you have a multi-million dollar property, it is best to avoid Fly-By-Night “experts” and large furniture stores so-called design consultants. Staging is a growing profession which counts very few legitimate professionals.

I know many stagers. Some are better than others. Some are good. A few are amazing. Very expensive too but, as the L’Oreal commercial says, they are “worth it”.

The best ones get the job done fast and as advertised. No gimmicks, no BS, no nonsense. Results.

At the top end of the market, in those pricey and prestigious neighborhoods, one firm has become the usual suspect, the reference in this highly competitive business. Its name? “Meridith Baer Home”. If you see this street sign, you know that a luxury home is hiding behind the gate.

Meridith Baer Home is the largest and arguably the premier home staging company in the country. It reigns in its field with a handful of offices in upscale markets, from Los Angeles and San Francisco to New York and Miami, from Beverly Hills to the Hamptons.

Today, the company stages roughly 150 homes a month, from one coast to the next. Big business. Thirty full time designers are on the team, each one specializing in certain styles.

They have an amazing inventory of goodies to choose from. Take a look: the company has a 200,000 sqft warehouse, full of its very own furniture and accessories (rare in this industry).

If the house they work on cannot be dressed properly with the existing inventory, no sweat, they can custom-build the right piece(s) by hand to fit the specific needs. For that purpose, they have a separate 100,000 sqft production warehouse in the LA area.

The company’s batting average is at the level of its reputation among the rich & famous. The examples are many illustrating overnight sales at listed price or way more.

My favorite success story is “Fleur de Lys”, the Los Angeles mansion on Carolwood Drive, that sold for $120M a few years ago, thanks largely to the staging magic touch.

The design process usually starts with a visit to assess the space, the floor plan, the volumes and any accessibility issues. Depending on the architectural style, the color scheme, etc.

Once the mission accepted, a designer is assigned to the project. The challenge is to make the chosen furniture/artwork/rugs/accessories/plants to custom-fit the home and transform it into a masterpiece.

I wish I could give all agents a few hints about the cost of such an enterprise and the payment schedule. I can’t. Every mission is unique and the fee is confidential.

While some stagers use the rule of thumb of 1% of the sales price, several of the top pros have no preconceived idea as to what the cost might turn out to be.

Custom all the way. Agents would be well advised to always consider the staging option in their marketing arsenal.









Chapter 31

Living in the dog’s house

OK, the big decision has been made: you are going to hire a Realtor and look for a new home. The Dream House. But what house? Where? Why? So many questions. So many considerations.

There is no tougher decision to make, and that’s nothing compared to actually delivering on the promise, finding the right cocoon.

You have to satisfy (at least try) a host of conflicting needs, desires, and so many people: the spouse, the kids … Are you forgetting someone? Of course you are. What about the dog?

I have a dog. His name is Bruno. He is an eight-year-old mini wire-haired dachshund. You never can ignore a dachshund’s wishes. I should say a dog in general but I am kind of partial to dachshunds. Pardon me for discriminating. Goes with the job of having a dog. Any dog. I do love all dogs. Dogs matter. You understand what I mean if you have one. If you don’t, you need one.

When looking for a new home, there are many aspects of the house your agent will need to take into serious consideration when you have a dog. No joke. First on the list is “space”. Yes, a dog needs space, unless you want your dog to sleep all day, get fat and potentially turn nasty … The dog’s version of a lunatic couch-potato. I know the kind.

I grew up in Paris, in a small flat that I shared with my mother’s dog, a born-to-kill mutt whose mission in life was to stand by the front door and growl. I learned a few lessons from the experience.

I guess it’s OK to live anywhere with any dog as they get used to living “your life”, but only so long that you give them plenty of your time and keep in mind that they, too, need to go out, walk & run.

Now, all dogs are not born equal. Some are bigger than others, faster than others, more docile or hyper than others. I had quite a few dogs, from quite a few breeds: three basset hounds, two German shepherds, one Irish setter, four dachshunds … Obviously the needs are vastly different depending on the particular breed.

Accordingly, when they accompany you and your agent on the home-hunting mission, they have different amenities on their respective wish list. If you happen to be the proud “owner” (really?) of a dachshund, you know to consider the following:


• Multi-levels:

Not a good idea. The small guy does not mind actually and has lots of fun running up & down the stairs … Until the back goes. Yes, like all low to the ground and “stretched” dogs, they are prone to this recurring predicament which is hard to treat. If you have several floors, you’re better off with a big dog (or a spring-type small guy like a Jack Russell) that can jump two or three steps at-a-time.




• Running time:

Very much needed unless you want your little guy to become a fat hotdog and develop a back problem. Many breeds don’t mind sleeping all day. A dachshund does and will always find a way to remind you that he needs to go out and run, or else … A hound is a hound after all.




• Yard:

Highly desirable considering the above. OK to have flowers and plants. Dachshunds are rather respectful of the environment and don’t dig or destroy for the fun of it. In terms of the type of surface you may consider for your yard, everything goes. A low to the ground 4x4-type hound feels home on all terrains, as long as he can run and that there is something interesting to sniff.

One seasonal and regional exception though: too much snow on the ground. Eight inches or so and you can’t see the guy, and he can’t see a thing. No fun for a dachshund (and no fun for you as someone has to dig trenches morning, evening and night to create a dog path).

You see, having a dog, or planning on having one, can create some obligations and limitations for agents when it comes to finding the perfect new home. All family members should have a say, whether they walk on two feet or four.

My wife likes to tell other dog lovers that we bought our last two homes for the dog. Well, as much as I hate to admit it, it’s true. We actually bought the first one of the two before we had the dog, but not before we decided to get one.

We knew what breed we wanted. We even knew who to get it from. We only had to wait months to convince the hard-to-get breeder to let us in her home full of wire-haired dachshunds. That’s when we saw Bruno.

Not sure the breeder wanted us to get him, but, somehow, we left that afternoon with a six month-old puppy in the back seat. Later in the evening, Bruno discovered his new single-story home with a green backyard and was satisfied with our choice.

Alright. So much for dogs’ stories. Don’t mix too well with the serious tone & contents of a real estate book. I apologize to you for derailing from time to time. It’s fun though.

By the way, if you don’t have a dog but you have a cat, I am OK with that. Just cross off the word “dog” and replace it with “cat”. That works too. Kind of.











Chapter 32

Local market focus

My favorite topic …

Every once in a while, I need to be nice to myself and write something close to my heart. A topic I so believe in that I am always surprised when I need to explain its logic to puzzled real estate professionals.

No doubt people who know me already know of my “obsession” about the local market focus. In my book, if you want to be successful as a Realtor, keep on growing your business and eventually become and remain a superstar, you need to stay focused on the local market. Period.

At the high-end, it’s not even an option.

The big multi-million dollar sales have a way to mesmerize real estate professionals. Understandably so. There is a lot of commission money to be made upon selling a luxury home.

Everything being equal, it’s more rewarding to close on a $3M transaction than to close on ten $300,000 sales.

But it’s not just the money, it is also, and perhaps even more so, the feeling that now you belong to the elite. You “made it” in the business.

This feeling is actually very legitimate. Not everyone can list or sell a high-end property. It takes more than knowledge and skills. It takes confidence. Confidence is key to obtaining the sellers or the buyers’ trust.

People who are successful are not likely to hire the first agent who answers the floor-call at the office. They want to feel comfortable that the agent who will be trusted with the marketing of their home acts, speaks and dresses as a natural at that price level. Someone whose assurance and sense of purpose radiate in the room.


Obviously they also want to make sure that the agent is associated with a credible company which has a global high-end marketing program, in order to connect with a maximum of qualified potential buyers, whether in the US or abroad.

There has never been any question in my mind that if you can list or sell a luxury home, you can sell any home, anywhere and at any price.

It does not work the other way around. Selling bread & butter real estate, does not guarantee that you will ever get the trust of high-end homeowners.

Now, let’s define “local”, shall we? The local market, or primary market, is simply where the office is located: the town + those towns immediately adjacent.

To a lesser degree, the appellation may also apply to the town where the agent resides, if different. The local market is where you are assumed to make your living, otherwise you are better off switching to another office location serving the market where you aim to succeed.

That’s the battleground where you need to measure yourself against the competition and, ultimately, where you need to win. That’s the only market where you will be judged, by the principals and by your peers, irrespective of how much business you do elsewhere.

I realize that most agents are mainly preoccupied with the pressure to sell anything and anywhere in order to pay the bills. This unfortunate reality will naturally lead many to do business all over the map. To the point of progressively pushing themselves well out of their turf and into “foreign land”, where they have no chance of creating recurring business and become real players at the top end.

Being that real estate is a very competitive business, and agents are independent contractors free to work where they want (and pretty much any way they want), the situation can easily get messy.


Warning: lots of agents, irrespective as to which market they call home, focus their prospecting in far-away pricey zip codes in hope of listing trophy homes and earning juicy commission dollars. Ridiculous.

Do these agents think that wealthy homeowners are innocent enough to hire an agent from a different geography with no extensive local market knowledge, experience and success? Hello?

Unless of course the agents (especially cold-callers aficionados) tell the sellers they are local experts, when they are not. Games people play …

If you feel targeted by the above, please don’t waste your time and damage your reputation and that of your company. If you want to strike big at the high-end, you must focus on your primary market and grow your business organically, one local listing at a time.

Morality: if you want to eventually be recognized as a luxury market player, you first need to be recognized to begin with. If you devote most of your prospecting activities to your primary market, you will soon become recognized as a “Local Expert”.

That’s the first step on the way to becoming a star at the high-end. To achieve this goal, it is better to multiply modest sales and listings in your primary market and progressively gravitate your way to the top of the price ladder.

Remember, this rule that never fails: the more successful you are as a high-end agent, the smaller the market in which you work!









Chapter 33

How do you define “high-end”?

What’s your answer? What’s your definition?

It would be convenient if there was only one answer to the question. Tough luck. There are many ways to define high-end. Depends on who you ask. What real estate agent? With what company? In what part of the country? In what country for that matter?

Price, of course, is the main criteria being looked at to make a determination as to whether a property is a genuine luxury property or not. The price comparison can be deceptive though, and that’s where the challenge lies and the answers differ.

Take for example the most expensive home in a neighborhood, or even in a town. Is it a high-end property?

My guess is that, based on the local criteria alone, the majority of the real estate brokers would say Yes. I respect that point of view, but I beg to disagree. The fact that a house is very pricey relative to the local median price, or that it is at the top of the price ladder in that particular market, does not necessarily make it an estate-quality property.

Luxury, as it pertains to real estate, is more a function of location than anything else, including quality construction, size, comfort, etc.

A house cannot realistically be considered a luxury property if it is located in an area which is not widely recognized or perceived as high-end. It may be a terrific home but good looks are not the most important factor.

Who is to judge what constitutes high-end?

Judges and juries have changed over the last 20 years or so. During that stretch of time, thanks to technology, ease of transportation, economic development and free-flow communication, the world has become a lot smaller.

Today, high-end real estate is no longer solely defined by local/regional criteria. Today, it is defined by national and, even more so, international standards.

We may have been too busy looking at ourselves in the mirror to notice that real estate prices all around the world have skyrocketed in many emerging Asian countries (where more & more of our buyers come from) while remaining extremely high in the “old world”, like Europe.

I guarantee that if you are house shopping for a luxury home today in Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore or Mumbai … You are not going to like what you see below $1M. Much the same in Paris, London, Milan, Geneva, etc.

Is there such a thing as a minimum price for the high-end? Keeping in mind what we just said, we clearly understand that the minimum price to qualify for a high-end label, cannot just be the top 10% or whatever percentage of the price ladder in any given area.

If such was the case, a house priced at $500,000 in an area where the median price is $300,000 would qualify for the elusive title. It does not. Again, this house is perhaps the best one on the block but it is not a high-end home by the standards defined above.

In my opinion, $1M is the absolute minimum a house can be priced at, anywhere, to begin being considered high-end.

Of course, in many states/towns/neighborhoods, the threshold can vary. So long that the minimum price is significantly above the median price, the bar can easily be set at $2M, or $3M, or $5M, or even higher in some exclusive communities, from one coast to the next.

Depending on the price, but also the location and the style, the relevant marketing program needs to be tweaked to best tailor the targeted audiences of buyers, in the US and abroad.

It is well understood that the majority of markets, in any state, do not fit the standards we described. That’s perfectly all right. They don’t have to in order to perform very well, and indeed they will or could be based on greater affordability. More supply & more qualified demand.

A high-end area location is always a “destination” for the wealthy, whether for business reasons or pleasure, or both.

Depending on the use, as a primary residence, a vacation home or an investment, most of the desirable locations share many of the same attributes and benefits, in addition to the non-optional beauty/style/zoning … The most important ones are: price homogeneity, security, privacy, good schools, access to business centers, high-paid jobs, convenient to transportation, etc.

It is captivating to see that today, the competition to attract wealthy buyers is intensifying between the most desirable cities in the world.

When money is no object, you can look at and buy anything, anywhere. No borders.

A buyer for a New-York penthouse or a Beverly Hills mansion can very well be tempted to buy instead a villa in St. Jean Cap Ferrat, a townhouse in London or an island in the Maldives … Or any combination of the above.









Chapter 34

The “global” fairytale

The real estate business is fascinating. Full of surprises. One makes my day whenever I happen to turn the pages of local magazines and look at real estate ads.

Invariably, I discover that just about every company, no matter how big or small, pretends to be the real thing at the high-end, and capable of reaching out to the entire world in order to find buyers for the local trophy homes.

Today, the buzz word is “Global”. Yes, I know that “global” has been a magic word for a heck of a long time already, but it is funny to observe that now, many real estate companies are waking up to the fact that there is a world out there.

Yesterday, they were doing business as usual in a fishbowl; today, they are global. Nice.

I remember the day, in the mid 90’s, when I got myself a “globalsomething.com” domain name. It was at a time when the story in the real estate industry was that “buyers come from within five miles”.

I used to reply to those who said such a dumb thing that the only reason they only sold local listings to local buyers is because they never bothered to go beyond five miles to find out if there was life and potential buyers out there.

I guess most brokers caught up with the news. Eventually. Whether all have the financial & technical means of actually changing their marketing strategy & tools accordingly is another thing of course. At least they use big fashionable words, like Global.

There is a big difference between words & deeds.

The business has changed, thanks to the Internet and many of its offspring. Thanks also to the explosive growth, over the last 20 years or so, of many countries that have become major players on the international real estate scene, particularly at the upper-end.

Waking up to this new and growing reality, a few leading industry players felt compelled to integrate the world (so to speak) in their marketing strategy and methods.

I like to explain it the following way:


	One cannot market extraordinary homes with ordinary means.



Every luxury home is unique. The marketing tools and services need to be as well. To be legitimate at that price level, the company must have a distinctive high-end marketing program. Can’t mix apples & oranges.


	Luxury properties may be local but most of the likely buyers are not.



At the high-end, more and more buyers come from a foreign land, i.e. China, India, Europe, the Middle-East, etc. The challenge is to find a way to reach and leverage this most potent segment of the qualified demand.

The job we have, as Realtors, is not merely to list a home, it is to get it sold.

It takes size, power, connections and an impressive array of specialized tools and mediums to get the job done today at the high-end. Instead of merely talking about it. Games people play …

Hard to know, when you list a house, who the buyers are going to be and where they will likely come from, so we need to open the windows wide. The targets are the local town, the region, the state, the country … and the rest of the world.

How you do that, as a company, varies in function of means and ambition. Let’s review the main approaches being used to access buyers overseas:



	Open company-owned offices in targeted countries



Obviously the best way to bridge the gap between supply and demand. It makes it easy to connect with the foreign buyers and drive their attention to our listings, while also exposing the local inventory to our domestic US buyers.

This approach has the unique advantage of allowing the brokers to control and guarantee the integrity of their identity, image and marketing arsenal.

The price tag, however, is so exorbitant and financially risky, that 99% of the potential candidates cannot or do not want to try their luck.


	Establish franchised offices in the targeted countries



Good idea, if you can find the right affiliates, such that you can maintain the integrity of your identity and derive some profit from the relationship.


	Rely on some of your agents who split their time between the US and a targeted country



I like the idea, if & when possible, as these agents know and can benefit from both sides. The company can arrange to forward material and pick up some of the bills for conference rooms and other logistics.


	Partner with a local/regional/national brokers or networks which intend to use you as much as you can use them.



Mutual benefit is the objective. Hard to reach since you would be dealing with a foreign outfit that does not always understand and implement what you have in mind.


	Become an affiliate of an international real estate brand which already has a presence in the targeted countries



Could work. But it is a bit dangerous to rely on their full cooperation as they are better off dealing with those foreign buyers themselves and may not drive much business your way.

In fact, these firms may be more interested in building their own brand in the US where you are located than sharing buyers and sellers from either side of the bridge.


	Join an international marketing network composed of top brokers across the globe



Share in the back & forth exchange of information, tools, buyers and sellers between members from all horizons. Great relocation mechanism.


	Use internet to “flood” targeted towns, regions or countries, with branded marketing material and a clear “how-to” process to drive to action the potential buyers.



I would not bet my money on this one. Some companies pretend that they do it and that they are successful at it. Fiction or reality?

Keep in mind also that some countries, such as China (the No.1 target today) are not accessible this way, thanks to a censorship arsenal called “the great firewall”. To bypass the obstacle, some brokers and networks depend on a Chinese property portal to showcase select listings.

In the end, it does not matter that much today which of the above scenarios you use to be an international player if you are satisfied that it works for you.

What matters is that you effectively use one, rather than merely suggest to buyers and sellers you do, when in fact you don’t.

Games people play …
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Well, they liked it enough for Alain to decide to get the state broker’s license and resume his real estate odyssey in the US, although this time on the East Coast. He soon became SVP & General Manager in Massachusetts for William Raveis, the leading independent company in New England and the 11th largest real estate company in the US.
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After four years of harsh winters and lots of snow shoveling, Alain resolved to leave Massachusetts and return to “his turf”, the San Francisco Bay Area. A meeting with an old friend, Gino Blefari, was enough to convince him to join Intero Real Estate Services (the leading brokerage in the Silicon Valley) on Day One of 2012, as SVP, Managing Officer and General Manager of Prestigio International, Intero’s estates division.
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The adventure continues ….







Note to the readers


Paris, Napa, Sacramento, Los Gatos, Saratoga, Los Altos Hills, Cannes, Boston, Atherton … The many towns where the hazards of life took me, so far.


I now live in Palm Desert California, with my wife Corinne, and … Bruno, a “Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde” mini wire-haired dachshund.


In early 2019, I finally obeyed my wife and wrote this book. It was a most pleasant recreation after years of running in the fast lane of the real estate industry. It allowed me to think back about a heart full of beautiful work-related memories and re-charge my brain with a new challenge.


No, I am not retiring. I tried that before and it did not work. Just relaxing for a short while before embarking on a new mission.


Over the years, I had the good fortune of working alongside extraordinary agents, managers and company owners. Many of them I hired, trained, coached and tried to inspire.


Most of them are still active in the field and leading the pack with their respective firms and in their respective markets, whether in California, New England or Europe.


I hope all the pros I came to know and help at a moment in time are a little bit better today as a result. As for me, there is no doubt I became a better human being and a better leader thanks to the terrific experiences we shared.


I want to say Thank You to them all.


Thank You also to the tens of thousands of buyers and sellers who placed their trust in them and in me.


And Thank You to you, who just read my book.


Alain Pinel
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