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The New Rules of Real Estate: 
Restructuring Your Firm to Thrive in the 21st Century

Those Callaways, a real estate firm in Phoenix, doesn’t just cater to empowered 
clients; it creates them. The owners’ new book, Super Agent, explains how they 
do it—and makes it clear that their “clients first” approach is the future of real estate. 

Phoenix, AZ—Until very recently, the real estate model might have been summed up with the phrase “empowered agents, dependent consumers.” The MLS was proprietary information, and agents were the gatekeepers. But as the Information Age emerged on the scene, consumers seized the power and changed real estate forever. Trouble is, says JoAnn Callaway, too many real estate companies continue to operate on the old paradigm.

“The old model keeps the client dependent on the agent—everything about it curries that dependency,” says Callaway, who, along with her husband and business partner, Joseph, wrote Super Agent: Real Estate Success at the Highest Level (Wiley, 2014, ISBN: 978-1-118-83425-1, $25.00, www.superagentbook.com). “And while some clients still like doing business that way, their numbers are decreasing.
“The implication is clear,” she adds. “Real estate firms and agents who can’t make the shift to the new paradigm will find themselves with fewer and fewer clients.”

The key, say the Callaways, is service. And not just any service—super service. To survive in the 21st century, a real estate firm must put its client’s needs at the center of everything. Everyone you hire, everyone you partner with, every system, every process must be set up to ensure the client has the best possible experience in every interaction. 

Joseph and JoAnn, owners of the thriving real estate company Those Callaways, debuted their service-before-self philosophy in their New York Times bestseller, Clients First: The Two Word Miracle. In Super Agent, they get even more specific about the tactics they and their team have used to sell over a billion dollars’ worth of homes and maintain the market leadership position in their area for years—all without asking for referrals! NOTE TO EDITOR: See tipsheet below.

Without the right company setup, even the best tactics in the world will fall short of their potential. If you keep the client tethered to a single agent, inevitably they will have to wait (and wait and wait) for the agent to get back to them. That’s not client-centric service. Those Callaways, on the other hand, have structured themselves in a way that’s unique in the industry.  Here are a few of the rules they live by:

• The “super team” is the best approach for real estate’s new reality. What is a super team? Basically, it’s a group of licensed agents who all work together to serve the client. A super team is predicated on the idea of putting the client at the center of the transaction and gaining that client’s loyalty through super service.

“Clients today are empowered,” says Joseph. “They do not need a traditional agent who doles out proprietary information—that’s online at the consumer’s fingertips now—or who interprets it for the client. They do need answers and advice, and they need them on their timetable, not on an agent’s. A super team exists to provide those answers and advice quickly and in a way that makes the transaction a joy to experience.”

• Basically, it’s a wheel with the client at the center. A super team puts the client at the hub of a wheel and provides a specialized super agent at each spoke or client need. To get the home ready, the client needs an agent specialized in assessing the home’s needs. To price the home, the client needs a counselor to explain the process. To prepare for marketing, a client needs an agent specialist to create marketing materials. Once on the market, the client needs a listing coordinator to manage showings. When an offer comes in, a client needs a contract specialist to advise and negotiate for them. Once sold, a client needs a transaction coordinator to take them from contract to close.

“A solo super agent may wear all these hats, but on a super team each hat sits on a different head,” explains JoAnn. “The result is a client wheel that rolls the client smoothly through the process.”

• Invest well in the person who answers the phone. This is a critical role. Don’t hire an unlicensed receptionist to field calls, get your information, and have someone call you back, asserts Joseph. (That’s the first step toward client dependency.) At Those Callaways, the phone is answered by an agent who has been with the company for decades—someone who knows that she is the first point of contact in what needs to be a seamless experience.
“The agent who answers your call simply wants to know what you need,” says Joseph. “There is no phone tree, no effort at prequalifying, only a desire to help. If this is your first call, she quickly determines if you are buying or selling or both and where you are in the process and immediately transfers you to the right person to serve you.” 
• Cut the cord whenever possible. The Callaways describe cutting the cord in terms of an analogy—the moment an infant is separated from its mother as the doctor cuts the umbilical cord. At Those Callaways, one of the places the cord is cut is when a buyer wants to write up an offer. Up to that moment, the client may have dealt with only one person on the team, the showing agent. They’ve bonded throughout the process of looking at homes, emailing back and forth, riding together, and walking through homes.
“By the time they have found the house, the client has built a lot of dependency on the showing agent,” says Joseph. “And it must end. To continue this happy union is not in the client’s best interests or the team’s. To go any further, the showing agent would have to gain numerous skill sets and tasks—negotiating with listing agents, overseeing home inspections, conducting the final walk through, closing. No. We cut the cord, and the client is better for it—and the showing agent can go back to showing other clients.”
• It’s important to sell the handoff. Clients do not naturally fall into the mindset of being handed off through the buying or selling process. Most have the traditional expectation of having one agent serve all their needs. They must be initially sold on the new model. According to JoAnn, there are many opportunities to sell the handoff. For instance, when a client starts asking questions that will be addressed later in the process.

“Say, for example, the client who hasn’t found the right home yet asks about a seller’s motivation,” she explains. “Why are they moving? This is a valid question about the home you love but not for every home you look at. When the buyer gets ahead of themselves, it is a distraction that is not in their best interests. This is an opportunity to sell the contract step.
“Selling the handoff is something every member of the team does constantly because it’s in the client’s best interests, it keeps them on track through an otherwise confusing experience, and it puts them first,” adds JoAnn. “And it’s pretty easy, because once clients have the super team experience, they become fiercely loyal. They don’t want to slip back into dependency. They want empowerment.”

• Be really careful about who you add to the team. A super team is constantly tempted to grow. As the client database expands, there is pressure to expand the team. This is a good thing, but finding and developing talented team players is not that easy, insists Joseph. The agent landscape is littered with agents who celebrate client dependency and client ownership. They thrive on competition and are not about to change.

“There is nothing wrong with this,” says Joseph. “Many of these agents do a fine job, but you are looking for agents able to go in a different direction. A super team needs super teammates. One solution is to grow your own, and we have done this. We hired clients and sent them to school. We trained them on the super team method, and they wouldn’t think of doing this on their own, us included.”
Super teams are wildly successful, say the Callaways. They build a strong following. They have very little turnover. When markets swing positive, the additional business does not necessarily dictate additional agents. And market slowdowns are less impactful on the super team. A super team is a bigger ship less affected by small waves—it’s the last to lose and the first to benefit.

“Our team dynamic is wonderful,” says JoAnn. “Observers find it difficult to understand.  But our clients rave over the experience. They move away and want to know who can serve them in their new city like we did in Scottsdale. They marvel at how much better their experience is this time. They send friends and family, telling them they have to use us because it is so much better. 

“They joke with us that we can stop calling them now because their communication experience was so good that they will never go elsewhere,” she adds. “And they come back again and again. This is the super team as we have built it. You can build one, too.”

# # #
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15 Good Habits Your Agents Need to Develop
By Joseph and JoAnn Callaway, authors of the new book Super Agent: Real Estate Success at the Highest Level (Wiley, 2014, ISBN: 978-1-118-83425-1, $25.00, www.superagentbook.com)

Your real estate company may or may not be structured into “super teams” in the way Those Callaways does it. Regardless, your agents can become “super agents” who truly do put their clients’ needs ahead of their own. And that happens when they cultivate a collection of habits that set them apart and consistently lead to success. 

Here, Joseph and Joann Callaway share 15 dos and don’ts from their new book, Super Agent—habits your agents should embrace and put into practice right now.
 
Stop thinking it’s about you. It’s not—it’s about them. Whatever your message is, whatever task or goal you’re trying to accomplish, you need to take out all of the “I”s and replace them with “you”s. Train yourself to constantly think about how (and if) your clients benefit from everything you do or say. This way of thinking sums up the Callaways’ “Clients First” philosophy, which is the heart of their business model (as well as the title of their first book!). 

“It’s not easy to sublimate the self and put clients first—this is why so few agents do it,” says JoAnn. “It’s both a huge mental shift and a relentless daily practice. Yet there is no better way to build strong client relationships.”

Get people to like you by being likeable. People spend their money with people and companies they like. So be personable and courteous. Avoid humor, because it can just as easily offend as make people laugh. And again, run every action and interaction through your “How can I best show this person I care?” filter. 
Sell benefits, not features. Put yourself in the client’s shoes and ask, What’s in it for me? The “it” is the feature, and the answer is the benefit. For example, don’t just explain to a family of four that a home features five bedrooms. (You might as well be trying to sell ice to Eskimos!) Go on to point out that the fifth bedroom could be used as a media room, a home office, a sewing room, or an exercise room. Congratulations—you’ve just entered the world of benefits!
Don’t be the source. Be the source of the source. You’ll be tempted to give your clients advice and information whenever you can, whether it’s related to real estate or not. Resist that impulse, because it’s human nature to hold the person who gave you information responsible for it, especially if it turns out to be incorrect, misleading, or unhelpful. If your clients are wondering about schools, give them a report from the school district. If they want to know about crime, direct them to a website. Be the source of the source. 

“Remember, part of your unique value proposition is your knowledge of the market and your experience in real estate matters—so stick to that area of expertise!” says Joseph.
Disclose early; disclose often. It is your duty to disclose any information that might affect a buyer’s decision to purchase and/or how much to pay, or that might affect a seller’s decision to sell and/or at what price. Sure, holding back a few “minor,” “unimportant” details might not lead to litigation or a fallen-through deal, but all too often, it does lead to ill will, suspicion, and regret, and can significantly impact your success. So keep in mind (and emphasize to your clients) that telling the truth is the one thing that will protect them. 

“Disclose early and often, and then disclose some more,” says JoAnn. “Honesty is one of the central tenets of super agent service. Clients must be able to trust you implicitly. If there’s no trust, there’s no relationship.”
Pay attention to the “little things” that make clients who they are. Every client has their own priorities. What’s important to one person may be unimportant to the next. It may be schools or the proximity to medical facilities. Perhaps it’s shopping or being close to family and friends. Listen to your clients and figure out what their “hot buttons” are so that you can find and show homes that push them. 
Don’t wait for clients to ask about commission. State it up front. If you want to become a super agent, your commission is not negotiable. The minute you negotiate with a seller, you are no longer their respected real estate advisor; you’re a commodity that can be traded in if a better price comes along. So choose a rate that will properly cover your expenses, state it up front (and state it with pride!), and stick to it. If your confidence wavers, remind yourself that you’re doing a lot to earn that commission!  
Buy a closing gift—and don’t skimp on it. Closing is your first (but certainly not your last) big opportunity to say “thank you” to your clients and to cement their ongoing loyalty. So don’t skimp—this may be the most important gift you give this year if it prompts the client to return…or to send their mother, brother, sister, daughter, or friend your way. The Callaways give Tiffany & Co. crystal weave bowls, which make a big impression in their blue boxes tied with white ribbon. 
Work to keep your clients after the sale. You might assume that as a real estate agent you won’t have much repeat business, so you don’t feel bad about falling out of touch with former clients. That’s a mistake. If all you do is close five deals a year and you keep those clients, at the end of 20 years you will have 100 faithful clients sending you business—either their own or through referrals. In Super Agent, the Callaways share numerous ways to keep your clients’ loyalty after the sale. 

“Our own ‘trademark’ is sending every former client a personalized, handmade Christmas ornament each year,” says Joseph. “From time to time we also send out themed gifts on other holidays, as well as birthday cards and ‘move-in anniversary’ cards. The point is we don’t forget about our clients. Our relationships are real, and real relationships are forever.”

Stop being afraid to lose what you don’t have. Whether you “work the phones” via cold calling or use some other method, you’re going to have to approach prospective clients…and risk being rejected each time. The key to succeeding at prospecting is to realize that you can’t lose what you don’t have. You can fail to get something you want, sure…but when a prospect says, “No, thanks,” you haven’t actually lost anything. So don’t let fear hold you back from trying. Remember, if you don’t ask, your chances of gaining a new client are nil.
Just pick up the phone! It’s amazing how many average agents avoid picking up the phone to talk to clients. They find and use every excuse to put off calls, especially if the task at hand is unpleasant. But super agents look at phone calls as opportunities, no matter their nature. They realize that if you keep the “Clients First” philosophy firmly in mind, no situation will be made worse by talking to a client—and most will be made better!

When you cannot affect the outcome, delegate it. When to delegate and when not to delegate—it’s an eternal question. The Callaways’ answer? When you can’t affect the outcome, delegate. If you’re scheduling a termite inspection, will it make a difference if you’re there versus someone else? Probably not. If you’re writing descriptions for a listing on the Multiple Listing Service, will you affect the outcome? Quite possibly. But actually inputting the data? Someone else can punch in the numbers. Remember, every time you can delegate a task to someone else and know it will be done well, you’re freeing yourself up to pay attention to the things that only you can accomplish.
Strive to be an expert. People want to work with other people who are experts in their fields. That’s why super agents constantly read materials related to the real estate field. They attend seminars, conferences, lunches, meetings, and networking events to hone their knowledge and skills. Then (with humility!), they brand themselves as experts. 

“Specifically, they position themselves as a source of reliable information through newsletters, blogs, seminars, social media, books, and more,” says JoAnn. “If you’re looking for them, the possibilities to learn and to share are endless!”

Treat other agents with respect. Other agents may be competition, but they are not the enemy. All agents need each other to expand the inventory available to buyers and to expand the buyer pool to sellers. Agents need each other to support their associations and to preserve the integrity of their profession. And like it or not, each agent needs to work directly with other agents. So the next time you’re interacting with a competitor, treat them with the respect and courtesy they deserve and remind yourself that no one succeeds alone.
Do the right thing when you screw up. You don’t have a choice about making mistakes (it happens to everyone!), but you do have a choice regarding how you handle them. In Super Agent, the Callaways tell the story of mistakenly thinking that a handwritten seven looked like a nine on a contract. The error made a $20,000 difference and didn’t surface until two days before closing. Instead of blaming the buyer’s agent, whose seven looked like a nine, the Callaways took the hit and paid the difference themselves.

“It was the right thing to do,” says Joseph. “And over the years, karma paid us back with interest. The lender and the client have both sent business our way. It’s rarely easy to do the right thing—in fact, it’s almost always really tough. But it always pays off in the end.”
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