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team Leadership:
The Crucial Ingredient
By liNda Bailey

Agent teams comprise a growing force in real 
estate, a significant development that has 
occurred for the last 20 years. According to a 
2006 survey by RISMedia, approximately 44 
percent of agents belong to real estate teams, 
and up to 73 percent of organizations in the U.S. 
use teams. This proliferation of teamwork points 
to its many advantages and benefits, both for 
agents and consumers. 

Many agents join teams to share the workload 
and have more balanced lives while increasing 
their incomes. As part of a team, agents can 
pool expenses, such as marketing, and handle 
more sales. They can also take advantage of 
talents and strengths of fellow team members, 
thereby providing clients better service than they 
could on their own. At the same time they can 
concentrate on their own areas of expertise, and 
the whole team benefits.

The	Captain	of	the	Ship	
Teams do not provide these advantages by 
chance. As with any group of people, there are 
challenges and pitfalls. 

Like a ship at sea, the team must navigate 
through the choppy waters of cost management, 
motivation and training, communication 
issues, time management, achieving the right 
combination of talent and responsibilities and 
simply the challenges of human interaction and 
cooperation. 

As with any ship, it is the captain who must set 
the course. Without a strong and capable team 
leader, the team can founder and fail.

How is team leadership translated into team 
performance? One key is communication. 
Highly effective teams communicate openly and 
supportively, and they listen actively. 

“We consistently communicate, follow up, use 
project management techniques and manage 
to a time line,” said Maureen 
Farelli (Farelli.com). She and 
husband Vincent Farelli co-
own Farelli and Associates 
Real Estate in Austin, TX, and 
manage a three-person team. 

“We are proactive,” she 
said. “If we go off track, we 
know how to diagnose the 
problem and communicate about it quickly. 
If you wait for the wheels to come off, it’s too 
late.” 

Vincent Farelli agreed. “We make decisions by 
consensus, with lots of discussion. More heads 
are better than one and make for a stronger 
team,” he said. 

“As the broker and team leader, I set the 
overall vision, but we make decisions together,” 
he continued. “I write the procedures, which 
define the business process behind the scenes, 
so that no steps are missed and the client’s 
experience is extraordinary and repeatable. We 
are extremely thorough, because if we wing it, 
details can fall through the cracks. We also have 
weekly staff meetings, to review what’s on the 
agenda. 

“We track leads and sales through Symplifi, 
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which keeps ongoing statistics. Together, our 
team comes up with the goal for the year. Then, 
we break it down into monthly and weekly 
goals.”

The 12-person team of 
J. René Ward, ABR, CRS, 
GRI, owner/broker of Best 
Agents in Texas, and winner 
of the 2006 WCR Rookie of 
the year Award—Austin, also 
collaborates when making 
decisions. But ultimately it is 
Ward who has the final word. 

“I believe in collaboration, but I am the 
decision maker,” she said. “It’s a democracy until 
it’s not a good business decision.”

Sumina Bhatti, Ward’s office manager whose 
title is “Director of First Impressions,” elaborated. 
“Rene’s role is as the broker,” Bhatti said. “She 
provides guidance when agents have questions, 
challenges or contract issues. René does not tell 
them exactly what do on a daily basis. Instead 
she provides overall structure.” 

Choosing	the	Team	
Studies show that a leader’s behavior can affect 
individuals’ perceptions of their effectiveness and 
creative ability, which in turn influences their 
performance. A poor team leader neutralizes the 
effect of a good staff, and vice versa. 

Both leader and staff must be effective for 
the team to perform well. Because each team 
member contributes to team output and 
the abilities and effort of each team member 
increases the collective talent, choosing a team 
is crucial. 

Ward chooses her team based on what she 
calls the “Three C’s.” The first is character, or 
common values and morals. 

Culture is the second. “Will they fit in with us, 
our way of doing things?” 

Finally there is contribution — “our 
contribution to them as well as their ability to 
pull their own weight so everyone on the team 
profits. If someone on the team does not agree 
with the three C’s, it brings everyone down and 
resets the bar,” Ward said. 

To screen recruits, Ward has them review her 
team policies and procedures. “These include 
accountability and profit expectations, and each 
new recruit must agree to them,” she said. 

“They are also interviewed by other team 

members,” Ward continued. “From this we 
know if they are not a good culture fit or if they 
do not want to abide with the contribution 
expectations. They must meet with at least three 
team members, and at least two must agree to 
accept them.”

This collaboration in the hiring process lays 
the foundation for success. “Because no one is 
brought on the team unless all team members 
buy in, you feel involved in the process,” Bhatti 
said. “When I was hired, René interviewed me 
and then gave me a personality test. For my part, 
I decided how I would fit in. In other companies, 
I felt I could be isolated. It’s not that way here.”

Because all members are responsible for 
forming the team, trust and cooperation are 
more likely. 

“When you work as a team, the trust issue is 
always there,” Bhatti explained. “For example, 
if I go on lunch break and ask for relief, no one 
ever says, ‘That’s not my job.’ It’s just the way 
the office works together. I know I can trust the 
people and that when I come back the office will 
not have fallen apart.”

Conflict	Resolution	
No matter how carefully team members are 
chosen, some conflict is inevitable. How a leader 
handles conflict can determine a team’s success. 

Vincent Farelli, once again, believes in 
collaboration. “When conflicts arise, we get buy-

“If we go off 

track, we know 

how to diagnose 

the problem and 

communicate 

about it quickly. 

If you wait for the 

wheels to come off, 

it’s too late.”

J. René Ward

continued on page 22



��  Women’s Council of REALTORS® May/June 2007 • Vol. 53, No. 3

performance of the entire team, another 
challenge for team leaders is a member who 
does not pull his or her weight. “In this case, 
I ‘unlayer’ the problem by going backwards,” 
Vincent said. “If we have problems, I must first 
check the system. In other words, make sure the 
business process is correct before going after a 
people problem.” 

Ward also keeps personalities out of it. “We 
have a transaction minimum of two transactions 
per month. If a team member misses two for two 
months, I wait and see if the person is attending 
training, if they attend our sales meetings or if 
they contribute in other ways,” she said. “If the 
answer is no to all of these, the person must 
leave. 

“At the end of the year I must ‘look in the 
mirror.’ I can’t hire part-time agents who do not 
meet the minimum and then not let them go. 
This reduces our numbers and it hurts, but it is 
necessary for the good of the team. The agents 
must meet the commitment. It’s subjective, not 
personal.”

Leading a real estate team is a challenge and 
lots of hard work, but the rewards are great. 
Teams that succeed have a strong leader and 
team members who are emotionally balanced, 
effective communicators and positive about their 
ability to solve problems. This combination is 
one that is difficult to beat. 

Linda Bailey is president-owner of 
Topaz Software (topazsoftware.com), 
a business planning, CRM and sales 
support corporation. She also is a 
retired adjunct faculty member of the 

University Of Texas McCombs School Of Business, 
where she taught strategic planning and IT project 
management, an owner/founder of four successful 
small businesses and a WCR member.

 

in from all sides,” he said. “All parties involved 
have to come up with a solution beyond the 
conflict. I also believe in addressing conflict right 
then and there, because if these conversations 
stay in your head, they can blow out of 
proportion. 

“Most conflicts are due to not being clear 
about tasks or to poor communication. I don’t 
believe in assigning blame, but in working 
through the issue then moving forward.” 

Maureen Farelli agreed. “We encourage 
cooling off periods and then talking it out to get 
to the root of the problem. It’s important to take 
the emotion out of it.”

Like Farelli, Ward does not like to put off 
conflict resolution. “I like to resolve conflict 
quickly — call it and confront it,” she said. “If 
it’s personal, I squash it immediately. If it’s about 
a client — for instance who got the call from a 
lead — they must talk it out. Either way, conflict 
must be resolved quickly.” 

Because a poor performer limits the 
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