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There are those who would define a real estate 
professional’s job as the process of connecting a 
willing buyer with a willing seller. But those who 
define the job that way presumably never actually 
worked in real estate because, as every real estate 
professional knows, connecting the buyer with 
the seller is often just the beginning. The really 
hard part can be keeping the two parties together 
and doing what it takes to help them both 
complete the sale.

The transaction can fall apart, of course, after 
the contract is signed for any number of tried 
and true reasons that constitute the standard 
occupational hazards of buying and selling 
residential real estate. An inspection may reveal 
flaws that the buyers cannot accept. The loan 
application may be denied. And on and on.

But what about those situations in which the 
deal is imperiled by factors that the real estate 
professional believes shouldn’t break the deal? 

Whether it’s a first-time homebuyer who 
inexplicably develops cold feet or parents or other 
family members who impose themselves on the 
decision-making process at the eleventh hour or 
a banker or lawyer who just isn’t doing what he 
is supposed to do to get ready for the closing, 
deal-breaking threats can emerge from just about 
anywhere. What sorts of skills and tactics are 
particularly useful in helping hold a deal together 
in those situations?

To find out, we turned to several veteran 
real estate professionals for their expertise and 
insights. A number of common themes emerged 
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from those discussions. Here’s a closer look at the 
advice they offered.

Good	Communication	Skills
Good communication skills were the most 
commonly mentioned talent that you need 
for holding deals together. When a deal that 
shouldn’t fall apart does, “it usually comes down 
to a failure to communicate 
enough or correctly,” 
according to Margret Roberts, 
ABR, CRS, PMN, of RE/MAX 
First in Rochester, Ny, and a 
2007 WCR state governor.

Two points in the sales 
process were identified as 
particularly important for 
good communication. The 
first is at the very beginning 
of the client relationship. 
Pat Ohmberger, CRS, GRI, 
PMN, of HOME Real Estate-
Pine Lake in Lincoln, NE, 
recommends holding an initial 
organizational meeting with 
your clients. 

“I tell them how I work and 
what they should expect,” she said. The whole 
point of the meeting is to set their expectations 
from the outset.

While many agents hold initial meetings with 
their clients, quite a few also make the mistake of 

Ohmberger said that 

she will share her 
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but prefers to present 

her clients with factual 

options to help them 

make solid decisions.
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failing to include everyone who should be there. 
The meeting absolutely must include everyone 
who will be involved in the decision-making 
process, including family and friends. 

“you need to get them all in one room at 
the same time,” she said. By doing so, you can 
avoid a situation in which an ill-informed family 
member sows doubt at the last minute—one of 
the most common causes of deals falling apart.

Roberts recommends that you sit down with 
your clients and discuss the entire process before 
it begins, especially with first-time buyers. 

“Understanding the process 
is important,” according to 
Jan Thomas, ABR, of Realty 
Executives in St. Louis, and 
the 2007 president of the 
Metropolitan St. Louis WCR 
Chapter, “because it’s critical 
that your clients always 
understand what is about 
to happen.” Having the client understand the 
entire process reduces the stress when something 
unexpected goes awry, and it helps them 
understand that there may be more than one 
solution to any given problem.

 “My approach,” said 
Beverly Johnson, ABR, CRS, 
of RE/MAX Around Atlanta in 
Duluth, GA, when meeting 
with clients, “is to ask lots of 
questions.” Roberts says she 
also asks lots of questions, 
particularly those directed 
at learning her clients’ 
expectations.

Linda Carter, ABR, GRI, 
PMN, a RE/MAX Associated 
REALTORS® agent in Macon, 
GA, and a WCR state 
president-elect, agrees that 
setting expectations early 
is important, but she warns 
against assuming that every 
message you give your clients 
will be received. For example, she always tells 
her clients that in their area the deal rarely closes 
when it’s supposed to. But clients always seem to 
assume that they will be the exception to the rule 

and are surprised when a loan closes late.
The other critical moment in the process for 

good communication is the period between the 
signing of the contract and the closing. The surest 
way to create a deal-threatening condition, it was 
generally agreed, is to assume that everyone else 
involved in the process will do what they say that 
they will do.

“Follow up, follow up, follow up,” Johnson 
said, “and don’t assume anything.” Roberts, 
the Rochester agent, agrees that following up 
is critical, adding that she makes sure to touch 
base at least once a week with everyone involved. 
“Stay on top of everyone,” Carter warned. “The 
last thing you want,” Johnson added, “is to end 
up at closing with egg on your face.”

Good	Relationship-building	Skills
Good relationship-building skills were defined by 
Ohmberger, the Nebraska agent, as being honest 
and up front with your clients. “They need to 
believe in you,” she said. “They need to trust in 
you, and they need to respect your professional 
advice.” One of the most effective ways to build a 
relationship, she said, is by alleviating your clients’ 
fears at the outset.

As an example of the importance of 
relationship-building skills, Ohmberger mentioned 
the first and, for reasons that will become clear, 
only short sale she ever did. She had a client 
moving from Lincoln to Washington, D.C., who 
was anxious to sell, and she had found a buyer 
who wanted the house. 

It sounds simple enough, except that it took 
1½ years to close the deal because the property 
had two mortgages on it, and the first mortgage 
holder was uncooperative. As the months passed, 
even her own agency told her to walk away from 
the deal, but still she persisted. 

“It became a matter of pride,” Ohmberger 
said. “It took a lot of time, but the seller was up 
front and the buyer was up front, and I believed 
in them both.” When follow-up contact revealed 
that both parties were still happy with the deal 
well after closing, she felt that her decision to 
persevere had been vindicated.

Good	Organizational	Skills
Being well organized can also help prevent 
deals from falling apart needlessly. One useful 
organizational tactic is to develop a calendar of 
events at the onset and share it with your clients, 

The mantra, “Do 

whatever it takes 

to help your client 

close the deal,” 

has its limits.
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according to Jackie Belcher, 
ABR, CRS, GRI, PMN, of 
Amerivest Realty in Naples, FL. 

“It lets them know when to 
expect everything,” she said. 
Other good organizational 
habits that were cited 
included copying everyone on 
everything and making sure 
that every contact is documented.

Johnson, the Duluth agent, described a sale 
that reached closing, only for the parties involved 
to learn that the property was in foreclosure. “The 
listing agent dropped the ball,” she said, “because 
the seller didn’t let her know.” 

The sale was ultimately salvaged after a flurry 
of last-minute phone calls, but it’s the sort of 
near-crisis that could have been avoided. Had the 
agent been organized enough to copy all relevant 
parties with all documents, the bank would have 
been alerted to the sale well before closing.

Tact
Possessing tact or good diplomatic skills is 
essential, especially when you feel you must jump 
in and assume someone else’s responsibilities to 
get everything done before closing. The agents 
generally agreed that the failure to complete 
promised steps is rarely the fault of the buyer or 
seller, who are almost always motivated to do 
what they’re supposed to do. 

Instead, it is usually a banker, lawyer, inspector 
or some other professional involved in the 
process. Pushing people in those situations to 
do what they’re supposed to do requires good 
people skills and a deft touch. “It usually involves 
gently nudging them,” Roberts said. “They’re not 
failing to do it out of malice.”

When faced with the possibility that a deal 
may fall through, the crucial point to remember, 
several agents noted, is that you should generally 
take a long-term view in deciding how best to 
handle the situation. 

Never burn bridges, not only because you will 
presumably be working again with the various 
parties involved but also because you want your 
client’s referrals down the road. It makes little 
sense to ruin a relationship with someone to 
accomplish one closing if that one deal poisons 
future deals for years to come.

continued on page 12
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continued on page 2�

Level-headedness
Being able to remain calm during a crisis is 
another useful skill in avoiding deal-breakers. But 
keeping your head while all those around you lose 
theirs isn’t always easy.

Carter, the Macon agent, described a recent 
situation in which her clients, a husband and 
his pregnant wife, were anxious to sell their 
house and move into the new house before the 
baby was born. A sales contract was signed, but 
the couple was nervous because the contract 
contained several contingencies. Fortunately, a 
young couple swooped in and made a similar 
offer but without any contingencies. 

But with the young couple also came his 
father, a contractor, who had a friend undertake 
an informal inspection. The “inspector” found 
several probable problems, none of which had 
appeared in a formal inspection report conducted 
on behalf of the first buyers. As a result of the new 
inspection, the young couple backed out of the 
contract. 

“Family, friends and ministers are the worst,” 

Carter said, with a laugh. The clients grew 
increasingly agitated. “Hormones,” she said, with 
another laugh.

But the story had a happy ending. New buyers 
were found, a third contract was signed, and the 
couple moved into their new house before the 
baby was born. 

Getting through the process required a level 
head, patience and good communication skills, 
Carter said. “you just have to try to keep everyone 
as calm as you can.”

Ethical	Dilemmas
When trying to prevent a deal from unraveling, 
the mantra, “Do whatever it takes to help your 
client close the deal,” has its limits. One touchy 
subject is being asked to cut your commission. 

If the only impediment to closing a deal is the 
agent taking a lower commission, should you 
agree to take less? Thomas, the St. Louis agent, 
said that she was recently asked by a builder to 
cut her commission after a long, grueling day of 
bargaining, but she refused because she felt that 
the request was inappropriate. She suggested 
instead that they break for the day and talk 
again the next morning. By the next morning 
the builder had relented, and they closed the 
deal without her having to take a cut in her 
commission.

But in other situations, agents were more 
willing to make the sacrifice and didn’t see an 
ethics concern. “If I have to cut the commission 
to make it work, I will cut the commission,” Carter 
said. She said that she doesn’t like to do it, and 
that she won’t do it all the time, but she will if 
there is no other way.

The other most common dilemma occurs 
when you are asked by a client for your personal 
opinion. Is it proper to offer it if you believe that 
your opinion will help get the deal back on track? 
The general consensus was no. 

Ohmberger, for one, is uncomfortable about 
injecting her own opinions. When asked directly 
by her client for an opinion, she typically 
demurs, preferring instead to work through 
the thought process with her clients until they 
reach a decision on their own. Ohmberger said 
that she will share her feelings with her clients 
(“This is what I see…”) but prefers to present her 
clients with factual options to help them make 
solid decisions. “I always tell them,” she said, 
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“that I don’t have a crystal ball.”
Thomas is also uncomfortable interjecting her 

opinion, noting that her role as her clients’ agent 
is to carry out their wishes. Her preference is to 
present her clients with their options and then to 
help them evaluate each one. 

“If I agree with their decision,” she said, “I 
might tell them that after they make it, but if I 
oppose their decision, I will remain silent, as long 
as it is ethical to do so.”

Conclusion
The experience of keeping a deal together was 
described as being everything from “a mother 
hen guiding her little chicks” to “adult daycare.” 

you could argue, of course, that the skills 
identified as necessary for holding the deal 
together—good communications skills, a level 
head, good relationship-building skills, tact and 

The	Art	continued from page 12
good organizational skills—are the same as those 
that any real estate professional needs to succeed. 
If you don’t have those skills, you’re not going to 
last long in the profession. So the key to success 
in holding deals together is really about how best 
to apply those skills you already have.

The hard part is figuring out when to push hard 
and when to back off, when to bark and when to 
coddle, when to be demanding and when to pat 
someone on the hand. 

Saving a deal from collapse often requires a 
great deal of experience and the application of a 
wide range of skills. But when handled skillfully, it 
also produces the satisfaction that the deal would 
not have happened had you not done your job 
so well.

Bob Barnett (bobbarnettjr@yahoo.com) is a 
freelance writer who specializes in providing writing 
and editing services for the legal, medical and real 
estate communities.

The data needed to determine if a buyer 
client is interested in a particular property is 
confidential, and a seller is unwilling to release this 
type of information to people they don’t know or 
buyers who are not qualified. For these reasons, 
it is difficult for a new agent or new investor to 
break into commercial real estate. 

Because the broker is still the gatekeeper of 
the information (potential available properties or 
potential buyers), the broker guards it carefully. 
There are fewer commercial properties than 
homes, and while the dollar volume may be the 
same or even greater in a market, there just isn’t 
the need for as many agents. Commercial firms 
are not as large as residential firms, and agents act 
independently from one another. 

The duties of commercial agents may vary from 
those of a residential agent. The commercial agent 
may or may not get involved in the financing, 
inspections and such. Their main task may be 
to locate suitable property, and it may often 
be unlisted. Some buyer clients have their own 
sources for funds, inspections and legal advice. 

At most, these buyers may ask the agent to do 
some follow-up or coordinating. Other buyers 
may need much more time and advice from 
their broker. 

The interpersonal skills needed for commercial 
brokerage can also differ. While a residential 

Getting	Started	continued from page 1�
agent needs to be personable and have 
knowledge of the community, such as school 
districts, the commercial agent will need to have 
a better grasp of the community’s economy, tax 
districts and zoning laws. 

In many cases, the commercial agent will need 
to perform a financial analysis, requiring skills in 
lease interpretation, investment criteria, financial 
strength of tenants and so on. The commercial 
agent may never have a face-to-face meeting 
with the decision maker, or time spent with that 
person may be limited. If it’s for pure investment, 
the buyer may send a representative rather than 
visit the property in person. 

Conclusion
I’ve touched on some of the steps to 
investigating a career in commercial real estate. 
For more information, check out my book The 
Insider’s Guide to Commercial Real Estate, which 
provides step-by-step instructions for how to 
enter this growing field. 

This edited excerpt of The Insider’s Guide to 
Commercial Real Estate (Dearborn Real Estate 
Education, 200�) by Cindy S. Chandler, CCIM, CRE, 
was reprinted with permission. Chandler has worked 
for numerous professional organizations in the areas 
of investment real estate, syndication, development, 
brokerage, property management and training. 




