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T
here is no doubt that America experienced an extremely hot real estate market at the end of the 1990s and into the new millennium. According to national experts, soaring employment and consumer confidence combined with surging immigration levels assures that the real estate markets will be strong for years to come. This does not mean that those in the real estate industry will not have challenges. As a matter of fact, the better the conditions, the more challenges to be faced.
This is not to say that owners are going to stop selling their homes. Quite the contrary.  With home prices rising, equity is being created and people will be in a position to purchase “move-up” homes.  But anytime we are in a sellers market, there will be greater temptation to put a sign in the front yard and wait for offers to materialize. FSBOs, always a factor in the real estate industry, will be a major factor in a strong real estate market. 
Going after FSBOs in a strong market presents a different type of challenge. In a slower market, we just wait for the homeowner to struggle and then move in at the right time. In a seller’s market, homeowners will not necessarily struggle if they attempt to “go it alone.” If you are going to get your share of listings—then you will have to address this question.
In one respect we are talking about a reallocation of resources. For years, obtaining listings was relatively easy compared to the difficulty of selling the homes. Significant resources were spent marketing the home and keeping the owner informed and happy through a minimum of activity.  Now, the home may sell before the home is listed on the multiple listing services or on the Internet. The hardest job may be sifting through multiple offers and advising the owner as to which situation is right for them (and price may not be the only issue on the table).  
Think you will save tons of money because you don’t have to advertise your listings for as long a period of time? No, because you will be spending your resources convincing people that now is the time to sell their home and that they should be using a real estate professional to get the job done right. The resources will be spent earlier in the process to garner a prize which is really “good as gold.”
Have you become used to your previous customers giving you referrals? A reactive rather than proactive approach to reach potential sellers could be deadly to your sales plan. If you talk to these prospects too late within the decision making process, you risk:
· Talking to them after they have already decided to try the FSBO approach; and
· Talking to them after your “new competition” has made a significant impact.

New competition? Today’s homeowners will be bombarded by more commercial stimuli than ever before. The advertisements will be coming over television, radio, newspapers, direct mail and by e-mail. They will be touting new services such as listing over the Internet and other cut-rate alternatives. 
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What you must do is: 
· Make contact early—before the decision is made;
· Develop a closer relationship with potential clients; and
· Deliver more value.

Though the formula is easy to describe—it is not so easily done. This is why I have dedicated this issue of the Sales Report specifically to how we can make this formula work for you. If you do not make the right moves, you run the risk of losing in this real estate market—and the opportunity of this market is too great to miss. 
The first step in maintaining market share in a seller dominated real estate market is to contact potential sellers early and often.  The first question is:
Who do you contact?  Your first priority is previous customers. We often make the assumption that our previous customers will contact us because they know we have given them great service. It is here that the phrase “out of sight—out of mind” comes into play. What an awful feeling it is to see a FSBO sign outside the home of a previous customer for whom you have delivered great value. The point is—do not take previous customers for granted while you fish for new prospects.
The second level of contacts should be those who inquired of your services in the past—but did not become clients. These previous prospects may have called on one of your listings or attended your seminars. The “almost” prospect should also be contacted before you start farming for new customers—because they know of you and because you may have provided value in the past.   
The third level of contacts should be comprised of your personal sphere of influence. Your personal sphere is comprised of contacts from all phases of your life—relatives, neighbors, professionals (your accountant or lawyer), religious organizations, civic organizations (such as the PTA), etc. When owners realize they can sell quickly on their own, stronger relationships are more likely to overcome the all-important "why do I need you?" objection.
After all three of these categories have been covered well—and only after this has been accomplished—should you extend your contacts to additional spheres. Prospecting for new customers might include farming to a particular neighborhood or targeting a particular employer. The most effective marketers never have to prospect cold—because of the effectiveness of the first three categories.
The second question is—How do you contact these prospects?  In real estate—it is quite normal to send cute postcards trying to increase your recognition or offers of competitive market analyses. These contacts may suffice in a buyer’s market—but a seller’s market will require a personal touch. How personal? Direct person-to-person contact is imperative. This may range anywhere from phone calls to e-mail contacts (not mass e-mails, but personal e-mails). You might hold personal events such as seminars or customer appreciation parties for more efficient networking. If someone is thinking about selling their home and they know that the market is hot—you are not going to convince them not to go at it alone with a postcard.  It is that simple.
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Can’t imagine contacting hundreds of customers personally? We are suggesting that this market calls for a few hundred personal contacts (perhaps every quarter) versus sending out thousands of mailers. The first three categories of contacts will provide a higher rate of return because you are combining strength of relationship and strength of contact. 
The last question is—What do you say?  It is one thing to call and another to elicit effective response.  You must provide an appropriate balance between pushy sales (asking whether they are thinking about listing every time you call) and non-effective time-wasting calls.  
Yes, be interested in their life—but keep it connected to their home. Perhaps you might call with news regarding their neighborhood (for example, progress on a new road). Perhaps you might call to let them know of the price of a home that sold recently in the neighborhood.  
After providing this informational value and catching up on their lives, it is always appropriate to ask whether they know someone who is thinking about buying or selling. It is always a good idea to ask in this way for referrals. In addition, bringing up the subject in a neutral way will give them an opportunity to let you know if they are interested personally.  
Of course, in this market, you can always let them know that you have a buyer for a home in their neighborhood. Ask them if any of their neighbors might be interested in selling. You may be surprised that they will not only refer neighbors with whom they aren’t happy. One thing is for sure, if you don’t make contact, your competition will. 
Now it is left to establish just how much value we must add to the equation in order to tip the scales in the favor of hiring you to spearhead the sales effort. How do we add value? One significant aspect of value is the provision of information. With the advent of the Internet, the homeowner has access to information that they would never have dreamed about a few short years ago. A market analysis?  Expertise provided by a real estate professional in the past can be easily obtained on the Web today. Knowledge now must move beyond data. A homeowner must be shown how to use data in such a way that they can benefit.
In other words, a list of home sales is not quite enough anymore. Why did certain homes sell below market and why did others sell at top dollar—and quickly? If one can sell quickly, how can they leverage these gains from a tax and an investment standpoint? Of course, it would be excellent to show why certain homes sold for less money and over a greater period of time because they did not engage a real estate agent!
A real estate professional is going to have to provide information that is much more specific to the instance of the particular home, neighborhood and financial situation of the homeowner. This means gaining expertise in areas such as mortgage alternatives, tax strategies, and investment aspects of a home sale. 
Sound overwhelming?  Perhaps. On the other hand, nothing says that you have to provide all of the expert information. Synergy partners may be the source and you may be the vehicle. Having a team to help better the life of your customers puts you in a position of being an invaluable resource. Anyone can entertain offers.  But can they evaluate contracts from a tax perspective? Your synergy partnership team will also help by giving you direct access to a greater number individuals. Why not use your experts to help you market?
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Want to add significant value to your customers? Have an effect upon their most valuable resource—time. Selling a home and moving takes time. With all the time saving devices available today, each of us still has less and less time available each day. You must be in a position to conserve your customers’ most precious resource.	               

Going back to the concept of an expert synergy marketing team, the team must also be composed of those ready to help the customer at every turn. Need to spruce up the home in order to achieve the best sales price (as your expertise has disclosed)? Do you know what it is like to chase after independent home contractors in a hot real estate market? Have your partners ready to act quickly.  
This level of “concierge” service should extend from preparation to moving day and beyond. Each partner should be prepped to support your efforts and the efforts of every other member of the team. This demands delivering a higher level of service and helping every member of the team with cross-marketing efforts. You can’t succeed today against the Internet and FSBO challenges by selling alone. 
How are you going to communicate this value? Stop advertising that you are the best. Start advertising what you can bring to the table. Perhaps your synergy partners can come together and offer a discounted service for the entire home process. Perhaps you can hold integrated seminars.  These seminars would evolve into educational efforts much more advanced than the typical homebuyer seminars offered every week in your market area.  
Direct, personal communication means little if a message is communicated which has no value to the recipients. Your targets are being bombarded with information in this age of electronic media. Your message must be different from the competition—it must show real value in terms of information and conserving your targets’ most precious resource—time. Helping them profit doesn’t hurt, either…
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