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Preparing for a Changing 
Market
By BoB Barnett

Market Pulse

The byword for 2007 will be patience. 
With markets around the country softening 
somewhat, veteran real estate professionals 
predict that buying and selling conditions will 
return to their pre-frenzy days. Agents and 
brokers need to dust off tried-and-true methods 
for selling real estate that served them so well for 
so long but that were often shelved in the go-go 
real estate market of the past five to 10 years.

For many real estate professionals, spending 
more money and time on marketing, setting up 
or attending more open houses, working harder 
to sell houses and spending more time with 
clients won’t be a difficult transition because 
that’s what they did regularly before the market 
took off. For many newer agents, however, who 
in some cases have known only conditions so 
hot that time-on-market was measured in hours 
rather than days or weeks, the change will be 
more like a complete re-education.

Of course, the market softening isn’t the only 
change facing real estate professionals. Changes 
also are occurring among those who buy homes, 
particularly first-time buyers, and within the 
industry, particularly with regard to creative 
financing options.

All of these changes will combine to force 
real estate professionals to be more patient: 
more patient with longer on-market times, 
more patient with buyers who will have more 
properties on the market to consider, more 
patient with the sellers who want to know why 
their properties aren’t selling as fast as their 
neighbors’ houses did five years ago and finally, 
more patient with themselves, as they struggle 
to meet the demands placed on them by these 
unfamiliar new conditions.

Let’s take a closer look at some of the changes 
you might expect to see in 2007 and how 

veteran real estate professionals recommend you 
cope with them.

Cooling	Markets
Far and away the most often-cited change 
in real estate for 2007 is the cooling market 
conditions. Some real estate professionals say the 
cooling off will mean only slowed growth, while 
others predict that they’ll see a shift to a buyers’ 
market. A fortunate few don’t expect to see 
much change at all. Most agree, however, that 
selling conditions will be softer in 2007 than they 
have been in recent years.

The real estate market in some places has been 
so hot for so long that a real estate professional 
could have spent several years in the business 
without ever having experienced anything other 
than ideal selling conditions. 
“There are agents out there 
who only know a sellers’ 
market,” said Lisa Atkinson, 
CRS, GRI, PMN, of Hometown 
Realty in Richmond, VA. But 
in 2007, she predicted, “it’s 
time to go back out there 
and market ourselves all over 
again.”

For those who may need a refresher on what 
that means, Atkinson offers the following advice:
n	 Make sure that you educate your clients 

about current market conditions and 
expectations. Force them to be realistic 
about market times and about what they 
can afford or what they can expect to realize 
from the sale of their homes. Spell it out in 
black and white, such as by figuring out the 
price per square foot and showing them 
other neighborhood comps.
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n	 Put yourself out there more. Make sure that 
you have a personal Web site. Put a sign on 
your car. Sign all your e-mails with your real 
estate contact information. Pass out business 
cards. Send newsletters. Volunteer in the 
community. Do cold calling. Go to open 
houses and presentations.

n	 Work your sphere of influence. Stay in touch 
with builders. Always talk real estate, such as 
by asking everyone you meet if they know 
anyone who wants to buy property. Use all 
of your contacts. Atkinson, for example, gets 
business from her daughters’ friends, who 
are now old enough to be first-time buyers.

n	 Stay abreast of the latest developments. 
Attend lender seminars, board educational 
programs and your own company’s 
offerings. Pursue real estate designations, 
such as CRS, GRI and PMN. Atkinson sold 
a $500,000 home last year because the 
referrer wanted someone with a particular 
designation that she had.

Creative	Financing	and	First-time	
Buyers
One of the trends to emerge from the go-go 
years that will continue to be with us is creative 
financing packages, such as interest-only 
mortgages and zero-down loans. Although 
creative financing packages have been around 
just about as long as real estate has been bought 
and sold, entire cottage industries have sprung 
up in recent years to service those buyers who 
are desperate to buy houses they can’t really 
afford.

Many of those creative financing packages 
make perfect sense when you match the right 
package with the right buyer under the right 
circumstances. Many real estate professionals, 
in fact, argue that creative financing packages 
become more important in a softer market 
where money is tighter. Unscrupulous fly-by-
night lenders, however, are sometimes taking 
advantage of homebuyer 
desperation to lure buyers 
into financially unsound 
arrangements.

Millie Kanyar, PMN, of 
Watson Realty Corp., in 
Jacksonville, FL, tells of a 
client, a first-time buyer, 

who bought a house with a good fixed-rate 
mortgage. After moving in, he began receiving 
enticing refinance offers in the mail that 
promised a much lower interest rate. She was 
able to convince her client to stand pat, but 
after two and a half years of being inundated 
with these offers, he jumped on one of the 
re-fi packages. He now has an adjustable-rate 
mortgage that has gone up so much that he’s in 
much worse shape than he was with the fixed-
rate mortgage.

Real estate professionals always have had to 
help first-time buyers navigate the complexities 
of home ownership. But changing conditions 
have altered who those first-timers are, how 
many there are and where they live. Cheap 
money has enabled a large group of people 
to become first-time homebuyers who might 
otherwise have been renters. 

Meanwhile, huge growth in the Hispanic 
population has meant huge growth in the 
number of Hispanic first-time homebuyers. That 
growth, in not just the Hispanic population but 
in many different ethnicities, has introduced 
language and cultural variables into the home 
buying equation. Perhaps most important, those 
changes have affected not just the largest cities 
but have spread across the heartland to areas 
once rarely affected by immigration patterns.

The difficult issue for real estate professionals 
is to come to terms with their obligation to 
their clients in these situations. Kanyar, for one, 
believes that real estate professionals have an 
obligation to do everything they can to help 
their clients, particularly first-time buyers and 
those with limited English skills. “Brokers need to 
educate buyers,” she said. “If you educate them, 
they will return to you as customers.”

Suggestions for working with first-time buyers 
with potential cultural or language barriers 
include the following:
n	 If your state produces real estate contracts 

in Spanish or in any other foreign language, 
use them.

n	 Use translators or interpreters whenever 
possible. Donita Wolf, CRS, GRI, PMN, of 
Century 21 Donita Wolf Realty in Evansville, 
IN, said she never had to use interpreters 
before — until Toyota’s plant expansion 
brought in large numbers of Japanese first-
time homebuyers.
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n	 If your buyers are a couple, make sure that 
you understand both parties’ needs. In 
some cultures, only one party will do all the 
talking, but you should make sure to learn 
what both expect in a house. If one has 
needs that differ from the other's, you want 
to know that as early as possible.

n	 Have the first-timers get prequalified for a 
loan to help keep expectations reasonable, 
which is good advice even when there are 
no language barriers.

n	 Be patient. Make sure that they understand 
the terms they are agreeing to. Kanyar cites 
an example of one client who didn’t realize 
that when a lender quoted him a monthly 
amount it didn’t include insurance and 
other costs.

n	 Make sure that they get any offers from 
lenders in writing. That’s particularly 
important for clients who are getting offers 
through the phone or the Internet.

The obligation to first-time buyers, Kanyar 
said, extends beyond counseling or directing 
them to counseling. It also includes the 
obligation on the real estate professional’s behalf 
to stay abreast of the latest developments, 
including those involving creative financing. 
She said real estate professionals should attend 
seminars and other educational offerings 
whenever possible.

The	Yuppie	Conundrum
Several other smaller trends are emerging 

in various pockets around the country. One 
interesting trend is among young professionals, 
often single, who are looking to buy rather than 
rent their first place. The problem, Atkinson said, 
is that these young professionals often don’t 
want to live in a starter home – they want all the 
amenities that they had when they lived with 
their parents. “They’re used to nice things,” she 
said, “and they aren’t used to working their way 
up.” Often armed with a high-paying job but 
little in savings, they typically 
cannot afford as much house 
as they want.

The key, Atkinson said, is to 
sit them down and lay out the 
facts. The day of reckoning 
usually comes when they 
discuss with a lender how 
much house they can buy. 

Prior to that point, however, 
the agent should work to manage the first-time 
buyers’ expectations. Tell them, Atkinson said, that 
their first home is a stepping stone, not a dream 
house. Explain the process, what to look for and 
what they might expect to be able to afford, given 
their financial condition. The buying process, 
Atkinson said, will go much more smoothly once 
you’ve had the counseling session and they’ve had 
the opportunity to adjust their expectations.

Another trend spawned by the real estate 
boom is a small subset of buyers flush with cash. 
In Atlanta, for example, Anne Gault, CRB, PMN, 
of Century 21 Gold Medal Realty, has seen an 
influx of young couples willing to pay cash for 
houses in the $1 million and up range. 

“No, it’s not drug dealers, which is what 
everyone thinks,” she said. These buyers often 
are relocating from areas, such as the Northeast, 
where property values have skyrocketed. “They 
come well prepared, already knowing what their 
money will buy from having done their research 
on the Internet,” she said. 

If you want to service this market, she said, 
you should focus your efforts on providing 
information to them about their community of 
choice — most importantly, about the private 
schools in the area. In fact, she said, “if you can’t 
get their children into the private school, they’ll 
go to another REALTOR®.”

The	In-laws	Are	Coming
A growing number of buyers are looking for 
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NAR	Seeks	Nominations	for	HOPE	Awards
 

Do you know of individuals or organizations that are helping to 
increase minority homeownership? If so, they should know about the 
HOPE Awards. Winners receive $10,000, national media coverage and 
paid travel expenses to attend the HOPE Awards Gala at the National 
Building Museum in Washington, D.C.

NAR and its HOPE Awards partners are committed to identifying 
and recognizing the very best of projects and programs that 
revitalize communities and expand affordable housing opportunities. 
Individuals and both nonprofit and for-profit organizations, as well as 
state and local agencies are eligible. Self-nominations are encouraged. 

The submission deadline is December 4, 2006. For online 
entry forms, submission guidelines and HOPE Gala sponsorship 
opportunities, visit hopeawards.org or call 202-383-1192.
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homes that can accommodate a grandparent. 
The amenities these buyers are looking for can 
include a separate suite of rooms or wider doors 
to accommodate a wheelchair.

“I’m seeing a lot of these requests,” Kanyar 
said, “but I’m not seeing builders meet the 
demand.” 

In the absence of homes with floor plans 
designed to accommodate a grandparent, she 
recommends that agents be creative in adapting 
a buyer’s needs to what is on the market. Garage 
apartments, for example, can be an adequate 
substitute. In other situations, homes with first-floor 
bedrooms or rooms that can be converted into a 
first-floor bedroom also can meet their needs.

The	Turnkey	Operation
Another trend some real estate professionals 
are seeing is a growing number of buyers who 
want low-maintenance houses. These buyers 
are presumably the opposite of the fixer-uppers 
who want to buy cheap and gradually build their 
dream house. These low-maintenance buyers 
want houses that need no repairs and that are 
ready to live in right away, often with all the 
latest bells and whistles.

The existence of buyers who want low-
maintenance housing is not new, of course; in 
fact, most people do. What is new, however, 
is that the boom in new housing construction 
has meant that those wanting low-maintenance 
housing are finding it easier for their demands 
to be met, at least in those areas where new 
construction is occurring. For the most part, 
new construction should continue into the near 
future, as builders complete projects begun 
during the height of the real estate frenzy.

The challenge this trend presents is for those 
who represent sellers trying to compete with 
builders of new housing. The key, Kanyar said, 
is to sell the sellers on the idea that they need 
to make their place pristine before anyone sees 
it. As a result, they may need to undertake 
significant cleaning, repairs and maintenance. 
Unfortunately, Kanyar said, “it’s a message that 
nobody wants to hear.” Once again, patience is 
at a premium.

Condo	Conversions
The condo conversion market has been taking 

off in recent years in many areas. Although 
condo conversions are nothing new, the need 
for real estate professionals to know something 
about how they differ from selling houses is. 

In the past, condo conversions may have 
turned over so fast that they 
almost sold themselves. In 
the new slower market, real 
estate professionals who 
want to sell these properties 
need to acquaint themselves 
with the intricacies of condo 
ownership. 

Agents need to dig deeper 
“because you can get blamed” when things go 
awry, Kanyar said. She recommends that real 
estate professionals access public records online, 
that they familiarize themselves with condo 
financing and that they conduct due diligence 
on all condo sales to uncover any hidden costs, 
such as assessments, that should be disclosed to 
potential buyers.

Conclusion
Another inevitable trend in a softer market 
is the unfortunate job loss among real estate 
professionals, especially in the 
areas that experienced the 
most growth and the most 
contraction. Bert Meadows of 
Meadows Realty Inc., of Ocala, 
FL, an area north of Orlando 
that saw enormous growth, said 
that he expects a 20 percent 
reduction in agents in Ocala. 

“A lot of REALTORS® saw it as 
a quick way to riches,” he said. 
For those still around, the real 
estate business won’t remain the 
same. Referring to the recent 
hot market, Meadows notes, 
“Everybody got an attitude. The 
saying was, ‘We didn’t write 
offers; we wrote contracts.’” 
But this year, he said, “We’ll be 
writing offers. It’s back to the 
basics—good old-fashioned 
service.”

Bob Barnett, Esq., is a freelancer who 
specializes in writing and editing for 
professionals. He can be reached at 
bobbarnettjr@yahoo.com.
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