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Brokers who  
wait too long  
to think about  
their exit from  
the business  
are at risk  
of losing money
when the time comes.

Here’s how to  
maximize the return  
on your life’s work.

      By G.M.Filisko
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“One key in all those cases is how you structure 
the sale in such a way that you optimize your cash 
out and limit the amount of income tax you have 
to pay,” advises Kittleson. “If it's not structured 
properly, taxes could be as much as 70-80 percent 
of the sale price. I don’t think the tax perspective 
gets talked about enough, and often that becomes 
the awful surprise post-sale.”

Stewart also advocates an early plan. “Begin 
thinking about exit planning from the very 
beginning,” she suggests. “Always start with the 
end in mind. Figure out what you might like to 
do and how you might get out of this business 
someday. You don’t have to pull the trigger, but 
we want our clients to have as many options as 
possible. You could sell the entire enterprise. 
You could pass it onto your children. You could 
arrange a leveraged management buyout.”

Two steps will help 
ensure you have more 
options when you need 
to make a move. The 
first is conducting estate 
and business planning 
that helps you figure out 
how you could get out 
of business. “I have a 
situation at the moment 
with a larger real estate 
investment company,” 
explains Stewart. “It’s 
two guys who’ve been 
best friends, and now 
that they’re in their 70s, their friendship isn’t what 
it used to be. One wants to get out of the business, 
and the other wants to stay in and create more 
wealth for generations of their family.

“They’ve never had an updated buy-sell 
agreement,” she explains. “They never had this 
conversation early: What if I want out and you 
want to stay in? What if I have family and you 
don’t? What if your spouse wants to work in 
the business? And on and on. Deal with these 
emotional issues early on.” 

Here’s what Kittleson means by an exit strategy: 
“It’s a conscious effort to grow your business in a 
manner that efficiently converts ownership into 
person financial freedom and peace of mind,” he 
explains. “In a perfect world, when you do exit, 
it accomplishes what you needed financially for 
what’s next in your life.”

When is it time to begin planning to leave this 
business you love? “You should begin thinking 
about exit planning five years or more from the 
date you want to exit,” he advises. “It’s a five-year or 
more planning process. Too often it’s not planned, 
and there’s a sale of the business because brokers 
have to sell. Health issues and all kinds of other 
factors force the sale.”

Stewart has clients in similar circumstances. “At the 
moment, I probably have at least a half-dozen real 
estate families that we’re working with,” she says. 
“For whatever reason, among the majority of them, 
the primary owners are men. They tend to wait a 
long time and then suddenly say, ‘Whoa, I should 
probably do something because I’m 75, and I don’t 
have a plan.’ Maybe these brokers have kids in the 
business, and maybe those kids have a real estate 
license or not. But those kids are really not ready  
to run the business.”

That’s why Kittleson says it’s critical to evaluate 
whom the potential buyer will be when the time 
comes and how the sale would be structured. 
“You don’t have to identify the actual person,  
but be clear about who the ideal buyer would be.

“It’s common in a lot of real estate companies 
that succession is to a child or relative, and that’s 
a whole different animal in terms of how you 
structure the purchase then,” he explains. “Many 
brokers also believe that a large national company 
will just offer to buy them out. Pre-recession, that 
was probably more common, but I don’t think  
we’ll ever get back to where it was. The third  
option is to sell it to someone internally, maybe 
your key management team or your top agents.

Darren Kittleson  
CRB, SRS, RENE, 
operating principal/
broker, Keller Williams 
Madison, Wis.
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It’s tough, and I get it. As we develop these 
companies, it’s your heart, soul, blood, sweat,  
and tears. But you have to work really hard to  
set aside your ego and not let something that’s 
said upset you.”

The best tactic in sales negotiations, he says, is 
asking a third party to manage the discussions. 
“Often one of the big values is that the third party 
can hear the emotion from one side and gather 
out of what’s being said what the facts are and 
then take them to the other side,” says Kittleson. 
“In doing so, they’re typically creating a much 
higher percentage of success than if we were  
face to face doing negotiations.”

Along the way, you should be consistently 
working to build your company’s value. “Value 
is tough to quantify, but a really big piece of it 
is recruiting agents who will be productive and 
stay,” says Kittleson. “When a negotiation is 
happening for the purchase of a company,  

what certainty is there that the people who create 
the production are going to be there post-sale?

“The cultural piece of recruiting and retention is 
so important,” he adds. “It’s not dependent solely 
on the broker-owner for retention. The agents 
have to see such value in the company, along with 
who’s leading it, that they’ll stay. That means you 
have to offer technology and tools to grow their 
business and grow themselves—those things that 
would be your competitive advantage over the 
other people down the street.”

Kittleson says it also includes education and 
training at every level of your agents’ career, 
and it includes a strong management team. 
“Who’s there from a leadership or management 
perspective post-sale whom the agents will still 
find invaluable—and so they’ll stay?” he asks. 
“Those are the three key components of building 
value—agents, technology, and management.”

One more note: Teams are a tricky part of your 
business. “A strong set of teams within a company 
who are plugged in and using the resources your 
company is providing can be an added value 
when it comes time to value your company,” says 
Kittleson. “Too often, if they’re not plugged into 
your company, it’s pretty easy for them to go off 
and jump ship—and that could be a big hit from 
an economic standpoint. It’s a factor that’s in play, 
but it’s such a new animal that it’s hard to say how 
teams affect value.”

Perhaps the best way to strengthen your  
company is by planning to walk away from it.  
“It’s so important to have conversations before 
the emotion hits,” advises Stewart. “You should  
sit down every once in a while and say, ‘What if?’

“‘What if I decide I don’t want to be in business 
anymore? How do I make that happen?’”

G.M. Filisko is a lawyer and freelance writer who specializes 
in real estate, legal, business, and personal finance topics.
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STEPS TO STRENGTHEN YOUR COMPANY
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A big challenge as you 
launch and build your team 

is ensuring that you’re 
handling hiring properly. 

Here are best practices 
to help you along.

                 By G. M. Filisko

for
TEAM

LEADERS

9
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           Get your planning underway  

“The planning is extremely important,” 
contends Hart. “If you start putting 
people inside a structure without 
planning first, or you don’t have a 
structure in the first place, you’re not 
going to keep these people. 

“From a team perspective, the hardest 
thing for agents to get out of is the 
mindset of acting as a sole practitioner,” 
he adds. “Now that you’re putting people 
under you, you need to identify your 
weaknesses as team leader or the hiring 
strengths you want to capitalize on. 
 
“But planning is the key issue,” asserts Hart.  
“If you don’t plan, you’ll appear disorganized, 
and it won’t inspire confidence. Also, your  
team members will need that structure. If you 
design a structure and make sure things are  
well laid out and processes can be followed,  
it will be easier for you to do what you have  
to do without babysitting.”

            Create a policy manual 
 
 
“I can’t tell you how many people don’t have 
a policies and procedures manual,” laments 
Hart. “You should have your own team manual 
in addition to your broker’s company manual. 
Otherwise, if your team members are just 
adhering to the brokers’ policies, they’ll wonder 
why they should be on your team.”

        Identify your hires 

“Part of planning is identifying whom you 
want to hire,” says Hart. “After considering 
your weaknesses or the strengths you want to 
capitalize on, determine the type of individual 
you want to bring in. What tools, skills, 
resources, and knowledge—over and above 
what you do—do you want? Do you want  
more leads from social networks and the 
internet? If so, bring in someone who  
knows how to achieve that.”
 
Also think about whether you want to go 
vertical or horizontal in your structure. 
“Maybe your team needs to be doing 10 
closings a month,” explains Hart. “How do 
you want to structure those transactions? 
Are they all buyers? All sellers? A mix? 
Answering questions like that will help you 
determine how you want to see this team 
grow and develop.”

2

3

4
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Most of the systems in my listings are  
owned but willingly conveyed with the sale  
of the property. Most sellers feel like moving 
their cameras and equipment is too much  
of a hassle.” 
—Marnie Greenwood, agent, Compass, Houston

A subtle warning
“Cameras are becoming more and more of 
the norm with sellers. I’ve personally had a 
few sellers watch the home feed live when the 
showing is happening. I always like to let  
buyers coming through my listing know the 
home has cameras. I don’t go into too much 
detail on whether the seller is watching or not, 
but I do like to give a subtle warning about  
the cameras.

If the sellers are listening, they can hear me  
doing my job, selling the property, and 
highlighting the most important features. I’m  
not just opening the door for buyers and telling 
them to walk through on their own. I’m there 
selling buyers on the property.

I did have a conversation with particular sellers 
about not watching or listening during showings. 
It wasn’t a pleasant conversation. I told them 
the buyers were going to say whatever was on 
their mind and that the sellers might not want to 
hear what the buyers said. This was one of those 
sellers I knew would be offended by anything 
said, so I tried to head this off before buyers said 
something the sellers would take personally. It 
didn’t matter, though. The seller still listened  
and watched.

I had to have a few follow-up conversations after, 
when one of the buyers who criticized something 
in the property made an offer. The sellers 
immediately referenced the buyer’s comments, 

Listing Strategies

and I had to explain that those comments were 
nothing personal, that this is just a business 
transaction.”—Mike Opyd, e-Pro®,  
managing broker-owner, RE/Max Next, Chicago

Turning the tables 
“If I’m in a home by myself, it’s hard to watch 
all the rooms when I get busy. So I use a little 
camera system in some houses depending on 
the valuables at risk during open houses. It’s just 
little camera set-up, and I try to hide it. It goes to 
an app on my phone. But I do let people walking 
through know that there are cameras in the 
house because, legally, I have to do that.” 
—Blayne Pacelli, agent, Rodeo Realty,  
Studio City, Calif.

Why create distrust?
“Cameras, voice-activated systems like Amazon’s 
Alexa, and all other video and artificial intelligence 
are having an interesting effect on clients. 

From the single-family home perspective, many 
agents actually use it to their advantage; they 
show homeowners exactly how many people they 
got through the door for showings, open houses, 
and so on.

I’ve told my sellers that they’ve hired me to do 
a job, so I certainly expect them not to watch 
during an actual showing and to potentially look 
back only later to see the showing in macro terms 
versus actually watching the showing itself. I 
also think it would create distrust with potential 
buyers if they knew they were being watched, 
so that’s certainly not something I recommend 
sellers do.

As a general rule, high-end camera systems tend 
to be custom based on the angles and sizes of the 
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many of which aren’t disclosed by the sellers,  
it’s necessary to properly advise clients prior  
to any showing.

I don’t want my clients to say anything in the 
property that could be recorded and affect 
their bargaining power should they decide to 
make an offer. We have to assume we’re being 
recorded and act accordingly. Any conversation 
can then take place outside the home and in a 
place where we know the sellers won’t hear us.

As far as a home perk or the sellers taking the 
system, it’s really addressed on a case-by-case 
basis. But I haven’t seen it have any significant 
impact on the value of a given property.” 
—Michael Lepson, agent,  
Carolina One Real Estate, Charleston, S.C.

Don’t assume it’s obvious
“Many owners today have various types of 
camera systems, and they’re not always obvious 
to casual viewers. When showing properties, 
I generally suggest buyers act and speak as if 
they’re being videoed. You can never know if 
sellers are watching or listening.

At the least, it could give away how and what 
buyers are thinking and feeling. At the worst, it 
could set a negative tone in sellers’ mind about 
those buyers.

Usually, these camera setups are relatively 
inexpensive, and sellers take them out along 
with other property. The ones generally 
included in the sale are those mounted in a 
few or several places around the exterior and 
interior.”—Michael Edlen, leader,  
The Edlen Team, Coldwell Banker,  
Pacific Palisades, Calif.

Save feedback for later
“While we’re not obligated by the state to  
warn buyers when there are cameras installed, 
we always tell our clients to proceed with 
caution. We want them to be careful with  
how honest their feedback is when assessing  
the home; whether it’s too positive or too 
negative could affect the sale.

We’ve found our clients to be extremely 
appreciative of this warning, particularly  
when we point out areas of the home—such  
as the front porch where a lot of people now 
have security systems installed inside their 
doorbell, for example—that they thought  
were camera-free.

We typically ask clients to discuss the home  
in the office with us so we can keep everything 
confidential while we negotiate.

While standard, high-security systems are 
perks, those that involve cameras tend to  
make buyers uncomfortable. More often 
than not, sellers decide to take the systems 
that include cameras with them since they’ve 
become more integrated. A camera can now 
link up with not just the security system but  
also thermostats and lights, among numerous 
other features, giving homeowners the 
opportunity to control the gadget from 
anywhere. I think that’s the main reason  
we’re not seeing security systems frequently  
left behind anymore.” 
—Smitha Ramchandani, broker-associate, 
Prominent Properties  
Sotheby’s International Realty,  
SR Real Estate Group, Summit, N.J.
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Recruiting

“In terms of the funnel we created for those 
leads to go through, probably two-thirds of 
those people were those who just needed to be 
weeded out as not qualified,” he explains. “If 
I’m doing that or my wife or son is doing that, 
we’re spending about $250-$300 an hour to get 
it done—and we don’t even have the time to get 
to it. So farming that out is positive for us, and 
getting it done is positive for us.”

There’s a glitch
The funny thing is that this success has 
highlighted for Ailion that he had a different 
weakness in his systems and processes. “After 
hiring three new agents, we came to the 
conclusion that we need more systems in 
place if we’re bringing in qualified, but less 
experienced, agents,” he says. “We need that 
for people who have a background in sales and 
understand the process of making phone calls 
and meeting people, but they’re not as familiar 
with real estate transactions and the ups and 
downs and issues of dealing with other agents.”

For that reason, Ailion has put on hold his work 
with the HR pro. In the meantime, he’s shifting 
his business model from purchasing internet 
leads to one in which he’s revamping his website 
to make it more of a lead-generation platform.

“We’re making that change because we’re hoping 
to get consumers early in their search cycle,” 
he explains. “Even if we called people back in 

five seconds when we got internet leads that 
we’d purchased, those people had already been 
contacted by 15 agents.

“Online leads are being sold to so many people, 
and that’s too frustrating for newer agents to call 
people who’ve already been contacted,” he states. 
“And we were paying $50 a prospect.”

An end-of-summer relaunch
Ailion is currently working with a contactor 
to update his firm’s website, and the benefit is 
that Ailion will be able to tweak his efforts as 
needed. “We’ll be able to dial up the number 
of leads we receive and dial it down,” he says. 
“When the new website is ready, we’ll turn up 
the hiring again.”

The website should be ready for testing by  
April, and Ailion and his team plan to test  
to work out kinks through about June. If all 
works as planned, he’ll begin working with  
the HR pro again by the end of the summer.  
He thinks that timing will work well with 
agents’ needs, too.

“One impediment for agents switching 
companies is their pending transactions,”  
he explains. “When I talk to agents, they  
often say they’ll be more likely to move  
after they close certain transactions. The  
end of the summer should be a great time  
to be speaking with them.”
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SalesStrategies

Handout 1-A
Listening Quiz

Provide Handout 1-A, the Listening Quiz, and allow approximately five minutes for your  
group to complete it.

Answer the following either true or false:

According to a study on listening by Larry Barker and Kittie Watson, “Listen Up: How to  
Improve Relationships, Reduce Stress, and Be More Productive by Using the Power of Listening,”  
St. Martin’s Press (2000), which of the following would you consider true or false?

 1. _____ Interrupting the speaker is a sign of poor listening.

 2. _____ Not looking at the speaker is a poor listening quality.

 3. _____ Any time you rush speakers and make them feel they’re wasting your  
  time would be an example of poor listening.

 4. _____ Showing interest in something other than the conversation is a poor  
  listening trait.

 5. _____ Getting ahead of speakers and finishing their thoughts indicates that  
  you’re a poor listener.

 6. _____ Not responding to the speaker’s requests is being a bad listener.

 7. _____ Saying, “Yes, but…” as if you’ve made up your mind is a poor listening trait.

 8. _____ Topping the speaker’s story with, “That reminds me…” or “That’s nothing!    
  Let me tell you about…” are examples of being a bad listener.

 9. _____ If you forget what was talked about previously, it’s normally a sign of    
  being a poor listener.

 10. _____ Asking too many questions about details is typical of a poor listener.
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