
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































and "Don't you give that listing to anybody else!" He 
was only here yesterday. {Mother:} Sitting where you 
are. "Now don't forget, don't you give the listing to 
anybody else". {Son:} How can you though, give that 
listing to a guy like that? {Mother:} But he was saying 
it as he was going out the door. It's just as well as he 
was going out the door. 

{Son:} He is not what we would call what we know as 
an agent. He is a contractor that works for a real 
estate company {son}. {Mother:} We didn't know this 
either till after he had got the listing. {Son:} That, 
to us, is not right. He give us a list of what he's 
supposed to do, but that doesn't mean anything. [I-45P] 

When agents are "reluctant to do advertising or to hold open 

houses" and the home does not sell, vendors will likely suspect 

agents of conserving their own resources and waiting for someone 

else to come along and sell it. Should the vendor reach the point 

of asking or telling the agent to do these things, then the 

relationship is likely in some trouble. That's what happened in 

the following case, and eventually the listing was withdrawn. 

Normally, this agent, a high producer, avoids doing open houses. 

However, he usually explains his reasons for not doing so to his 

vendors. Nevertheless, these vendors interpreted his reluctance to 

do so as "disinterest": 

(Vendors] {Husband:} The first couple of months, he 
really did nothing. He didn't advertise it, no open 
houses, and if he did have an open house, he did it on a 
Saturday. I don't know, most people don't seem to look 
at homes on a Saturday. He didn't really push the home 
until we put an offer in on this one. Then, for two 
months, he worked his heart out for it, open houses two 
times a week and lots of advertising. We felt earlier 
advertising might have brought an earlier sale. 

When we did finally put the offer on the house we 
told him the only way we would put the offer on is if he 
did start doing some advertising and open houses and 
stuff. Because I wasn't going to put an offer on this 
home and let him just throw the sign on the front yard on 
the other one and let it sit there. That's when he 
agreed he would do it ..... . 
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{Wife:} He really had no interest, I don't think. 
{Husband:} He did it because I told him, "Let's start 
having open houses". It seemed like he showed up on a 
Saturday, "Well I got to be somewhere Saturday, I might 
as well sit here and do my paper work." I don't know, 
his heart wasn't really in it. [I-23] 

A second common complaint related to unfulfilled expectations 

which can be displeasing to vendors is the agent's "reluctance to 

follow up on showings." When prospects view a home, the owners 

like to know what they think of it. Listing agents, who do not 

check back with other agents who show their listings and provide 

feedback to their vendors, may give vendors the impression that 

they are simply waiting for someone else to sell their homes. 

After noticing the excitement expressed by a couple who viewed 

her home, one vendor called her agent back a day or two later 

wondering if an offer was on its way. She was shocked to hear that 

the agent did not know anything about it. Apparently the 

purchasers could not meet the vendor's closing date, and, 

therefore, assumed it would be fruitless to submit an offer. Now 

an alert agent would not normally let a potential sale slip away 

when the only apparent obstacle was the closing date. The vendor, 

in this case, prompted the listing agent to call the purchaser's 

agent with the information which made the deal possible. She 

(vendor) , instead of the agents, engineered the sale. This 

destroyed the trust she had in the agent and the relationship as 

well. When it was time to move again, she elected to list with 

another real estate agent: 

[Vendor] I had an agent come through, brought a couple, 
and I knew just by the way they were talking that they 
liked our house. So when I didn't hear nothing the night 
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before, the following night I phoned up the agent and 
said, "What's going on here? How come they never called 
back? I knew they were really interested. 11 She said, "I 
don't know. 11 So I said, "Phone and see why. 11 So she 
phoned up and then she came back with it. I said, "Tell 
them to sign as one, put the dates on when they want it 
to close, depending on what the dates are, we can work 
around it. " And that's what happened. 

I was pissed off. Like I'm thinking, "Why aren't 
you calling, checking it out?" I was maybe naive, too, 
because I just thought that people were calling. They 
were getting hold of the agent's company, a phone number 
or something. So how come they' re not taking the name of 
who called me? Did they come in, call them back? Did 
you go in? Nothing. I was disappointed in that. And 
when the same people that I knew liked my home saw it, 
I'm thinking, "If I wouldn't have called you, we wouldn't 
have had a sale. 11 And we could have been longer after we 
signed for this house and ours wasn't sold. To me it was 
a little bit cocky messing around with our money. [I-2] 

Most vendors, when listing with a particular agent, expect the 

agent to push their property and to somehow manipulate prospects 

into buying it. They, consequently, usually expect their agent to 

bring his or her own customers to see the property. This can be a 

really awkward situation for agents because prospective purchasers 

may become suspicious of agents who show them homes which do not 

meet their specifications, or that are outside of their price 

range. Their distrust will likely be heigh tend when the unsuitable 

property is the agent's own listing. Yet vendors often wonder why 

other agents are showing the home and their own agent is not. 

Perhaps this is why, as House ( 19 7 7 ) discovered, that agents 

sometimes bring relatives or friends through to see their listings 

in order to give vendors the impression that they are actively 

working at selling their property, rather than risk losing good 

prospects by doing so. It's a delicate situation for an agent, but 

when a property is not selling, somehow the listing agent may feel 
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pressured to show it to his or her own prospects in order to 

maintain the vendor's trust and loyalty: 

[Vendors) {Husband:} He called up and wanted to know if 
we wanted to relist it, and we said, "No"! {Wife:} He 
hadn't brought anyone out to see the place, so he kind of 
knew we wouldn't be listing with him, again. Nothing had 
happened in three months. You want somebody that's going 
to move. ( I-42 J 

A second vendor, who withdrew the listing, relates a similar 

experience. He had numerous complaints about his agent, one of 

which was the agent's lack of motivation. Essentially, he was 

critic al of his agent for not showing his property to his own 

customers, suspecting, instead, that the agent was waiting for 

someone else to sell it: 

[Vendors) {Husband:} Any of the activities that happened 
up until he started having open houses was not through 
him. It was other agents. He never brought anybody 
through himself. Like you get other agents that look 
through the book and they say, "Hey this house is right 
for whoever, 11 and they' 11 phone up their client and bring 
them through. But he never did bring anybody through. 
Even afterwards he never did. The only time he had 
people interested is when he had people that walked in 
off the street during an open house. But he never did 
have one of his clients per se that he would say, "Hey, 
I got a house that's nice for you. Let's go over there 
Tuesday night and have a look at it." He never did that. 
[I-23] 

Twice, I've encountered vendors who became disenchanted with 

their agent for taking the listing and then "taking off for an 

extended vacation. " Vendors see the listing agent as having a 

vested interest in their property. They don't see substitutes as 

having the same interest as they do not stand to earn the same 

commission. Vendors expect the agent to be working at selling 

their property and when they, themselves, are not available to 

305 



service the listing, vendors may interpret that as an "unfulfilled 

obligation. 11 To the following vendor, it was a violation of trust: 

(Vendor] I've owned three houses in this city and I've 
purchased out-of-town one time as well. None of them are 
as good as you think they' re gonna be when you first 
list. One time when I was gonna sell, I listed through 
a friend, which was a mistake. I don't know, I guess you 
have more expectations from them than is real . You think 
because you' re a friend, they' re gonna do all these 
marvelous things. Well, you know, reality isn't quite 
like that. I ended up getting quite upset and listing 
with someone else after the term was up. Like they 
didn't sell it in the three-month term and I listed with 
someone else. I felt he let me down somehow. He listed 
and then he went away for a month, and left us in the 
hands of somebody else. It wasn't their listing. They 
weren't getting the commission so they really didn't 
care. That's the way I perceived it. (I-66] 

The failure of agents to keep in touch with their vendors, 

even if nothing is happening regarding their home, can be 

detrimental to the relationship. When a home is not attracting 

potential buyers, vendors often evaluate their agent's performance 

by comparing them with the services provided by other agents 

working for other vendors. 

Learning from her brother about the regular feedback provided 

by his agent in the sale of his home, the following vendor came to 

the conclusion that her agent was not doing very much to sell her 

home, even though she admitted it was priced too high. After the 

listing expired, she listed it (albeit at a lower asking price) 

with the son of the agent recommended by her brother: 

(Vendor] The house was originally listed with a woman at 
(company name). I told her I'd go back with her at the 
time the listing expired, if I decided to relist it. But 
she was as useless as tits on a hen. Mind you it was a 
way overpriced. 

He (next agent's father) sold my brother's house and 
he was happy with him. Mind you my brother had a 
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beautiful house up in the north end. But he told me all 
the things his agent was doing to sell his house 
(providing feedback) while my agent was doing none of 
that, so I just waited for him to call. [I-72] 

Unfulfilled obligations also encompasses "disregarded 

agreements." Roznaczuk (1984) discovered that "disregarding 

agreements II was a trust violation leading to disputes between 

individuals. Disregarding agreements can lead to distrust in 

virtually every setting. Hayes-Bautista (1976), for example, also 

discovered that heal th-care practitioners sometimes terminated 

patients due to "non-compliance." Disregarded agreements implies 

that one party cannot be trusted to fulfill their agreed upon 

obligations to the other party. 

relationship may be in jeopardy. 

Should this occur, the 

While not a frequent occurrence, some vendors have security 

concerns and may insist that their agent be present when the house 

is being shown by other agents. It is an awkward situation, but 

sometimes circumstances such as estate sales or pets on the 

premises make it necessary. In any event, the following vendors 

had an agreement with their agent that he be present when agents 

from other companies were showing the home, mainly because the 

husband had confidential papers pertaining to job bids laying on 

his office desk. When their agent was away on vacation, the agent 

covering for him gave the key out to someone from another brokerage 

firm and the house was shown without the accompaniment of the 

listing representative. Even worse, the prospective buyer had a 

structural inspection done without the permission of the vendor. 

The inspector apparently turned the thermostat off leaving the home 
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without heat during the wintertime. This, coupled with the listing 

agent's apparent negligence in not informing the agent covering for 

him that he was to accompany showings, was construed as a trust 

violation by the vendors. These types of blunders contributed to 

the agent later losing the listing: 

[Vendor] {Husband:} We thought we could trust him. It 
started when he had people going through the house 
without him. We have an office in the basement, and 
there are confidential things because we do a lot of 
bids. Sometimes if I'm doing a bid, I don't know what's 
going to happen. There could be somebody from one of my 
competitors say, "Hey, that house is for sale, I'd like 
to have a look. " And go through the house and see 
something lying on my desk. I tried to make it a point 
that nothing was left on my desk for that whole period. 
{Wife:} We were at work and he had somebody show the 
house. {Husband:} We trusted him to go in there and it 
had to be him that went in with the people. And if it 
was someone from a different company, he had to go along 
with them. If it was someone from the same company, then 
he could give them the key. But if it was somebody f rem 
a different outfit, he had to be with them. It's 
something that we agreed upon right at the beginning. 

And somebody else was in to look at the house and 
they gave the key out to another outfit for somebody to 
go in and look at it, because I guess the guy that took 
his calls didn't know this arrangement we had. And they 
called me back and said, "There's something wrong with 
your furnace. " I 'd been going over there almost everyday 
to check the heat. It's something we have to do for 
insurance. I went over there and everything was fine. 
There was no noise at all. And then the next time I went 
back I realized that it was minus twenty degrees outside 
and walked in the house and it was plus three. I walked 
downstairs and the furnace switch and everything was on. 
Went upstairs and the thermostat was turned off. Here 
they had a mechanic in, somebody to check out the 
mechanics of the house. And while the guy's working on 
it, he turned it off. [I-23] 

Doubting Competency 

Just as Hayes-Bautista (1976) found that patients changed health­

care practitioners when their remedy for an ailment proved 
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inadequate, and Regehr's (1982) mechanics lost customers when they 

failed to repair their vehicles properly, real estate agents also 

lose customers when they "make errors" which result in their 

competence coming into question. Given that there is a lot at 

stake in finding and buying the right home, once a desirable 

property is found, it can be devastating to buyers if they fail in 

their bid to acquire it. If their agent causes them to lose it, it 

will likely be threatening to the relationship. 

In the case which follows, the buyers had special needs and 

had been looking for some time for a suitable home. Given that 

there are not many homes with sufficiently wide hallways to 

maneuver a wheel chair, when they found one, there was an urgency 

to acquire it. The agent, with whom they had been looking, may 

have cost them the deal by arriving late for a multiple offer 

situation. She refused to submit a handwritten offer, even though 

she knew the other offer was forthcoming and the listing agent 

requested that she do so. She apparently went back to her office, 

had the offer typed, and arrived an hour late only to find that the 

vendors and listing agent had accepted the other offer: 

[Prospective Purchaser] We found the house. She never 
found us anything we wanted. Anything we liked, we found 
ourselves. And, we didn't get that house because of her. 
We looked at a second house, we said, "Well if we don't 
like that one, we're gonna put an offer in on this one." 
Fine, saw the second house, she came back to our house, 
she wrote up the offer. You don't have to have an offer 
typewritten. She insisted on getting it typewritten and 
in the meantime, by the time she got the offer to the 
house, somebody else had come in with an offer and they'd 
accepted that offer. So we didn't get that one. 

She represented us on just the one, and we found 
that house. I saw it on the Homes Plus Network. It 
actually wasn't too bad, but the hallways were rather 
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narrow. I said, "I found a house on the Homes Plus 
Network. Show it to us!" Because I was, I think, doing 
more looking for homes for us than she was. She insisted 
on typing it up and she typed it up about six o'clock 
that night. She didn't get the offer in to them until 
ten. There was another offer coming in and it came in. 
She was just late and they were holding off looking at 
that offer until she got there. And I think that they 
were just so ticked off that she made them wait, that 
they said, "Forget it! We're not even looking at that 
one. " She was late. She was supposed to be there by 
nine o'clock. She didn't get there till after ten, 
because she told us to meet her there, which is unusual. 
And she called the other agent involved in this (listing 
agent) and said, "I have an offer coming in but I have to 
get it typewritten." And he said, "You don't have to 
have it typewritten. It's fine if it's written in hand. 
Just get them to sign it. 11 Oh no, that wasn't good 
enough, so. She made a lot of mistakes dealing with us. 
I'm surprised she's still practicing, just because of all 
the mistakes, not listening to the client and doing 
stupid stuff like that. It's just ridiculous. [I-43] 

This is also a good example of why they say "time is of the 

essence" in the real estate business. The listing agent is often 

very influential, and if the listing agent also represents the 

purchaser, chances are the agent will try to manipulate the 

situation so that his or her own offer gets accepted. Being late 

may have given the listing agent the ammunition to redefine the 

situation in such a way that the agent was likely not coming. 

Then, again, the other off er may have been a good one and the 

irrevocable time period may have forced the vendor's hand to act 

quickly. 

Another young couple became suspicious of their agent's 

competency when she gave them "bad advice. 11 After the agreement 

had been signed, the agent asked them if they would be willing to 

move the closing date up in order to accommodate the vendors. What 

she did not tell them, and what she likely never considered, was 
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that, by doing so, the buyers would have to pay additional interest 

on their mortgage. They were shocked when informed of the 

additional costs by the bank manager. Given that the change in 

closing dates was of no particular advantage to them, they were 

angry with the agent for not being sufficiently competent to know 

that the change in dates would affect their mortgage. Even though 

they liked her in every other way, it left them with reservations 

about using her when they next decided to sell (and they did not): 

[First-Time Buyers] {Husband:} Actually when we bought 
the house, {wife:} she really screwed up there. 
{Husband:} She made a mess of the completion dates. We 
had to pay the interests for two or three days or 
something, which turned out to be a hundred dollars which 
isn't a lot of money, but it's the principle that she 
made a mistake and it cost us extra money. {Wife:} What 
had happened was that the people that were here wanted to 
move up earlier the date (closing date) that had 
originally been set, and, us not knowing any better. The 
real estate agent called us up and said, "What do you 
think?" And we were in an apartment at the time, so it 
made no difference to us. We said, 11 0h, that sounds 
great." 

But then when we went to the bank, the bank manager 
said, "Do you realize that that means that you are going 
to have to pay" whatever it is, the interest between 
those two dates, or something, which amounted to over a 
hundred dollars. And the real estate agent hadn't 
mentioned that. 

So we turned around and went back to her and said, 
"What about this?" "Oh, that's a little detail that 
you'll have to handle yourself." But I mean it was too 
late. We'd already changed the date. We were ticked off 
about it. I was ticked off, actually, I was the one that 
didn't want to go back to her a second time. But we 
liked her for everything else. She should have known 
that, and actually when we have mentioned it to other 
real estate agents, they've said, "She should have known 
that". {Husband:} It was only a hundred dollars, but say 
if it was two weeks or so, it could have cost us a lot of 
money. So that's one reason we weren't too sure about 
her the second time around. (I-SOP] 
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Being Mislead 

Given that agents are not structural engineers or building 

contractors, if they provide inaccurate information regarding the 

structure or quality of a home, this may come back to haunt them. 

In one case, the purchaser was told by his agent that the furnace 

was much newer than it was, plus his agent failed to alert him to 

the rotting floor joists, which later cost him thousands of dollars 

in repairs. 

agent: 

When it came time to move again, he called another 

[Purchaser] I wouldn't use him again. He mislead me on 
a couple of things. As it turned out, I think I knew 
more about the structure of a house than he did. A way 
back in the early eighties, the federal government had a 
program called CHIP, short for the Canadian Home 
Insulation Program, and what they did is they went around 
and subsidized insulation for houses, and then they put 
a sticker usually on the furnaces or duct work. They had 
a sticker on the furnace that was in here and the sticker 
was dated 1980. And when I looked at the furnace, I 
said, "Oh this is an old furnace." He says, "No it's 
not. Look, it says 1980." I said, "No, no, no, that's 
an insulation program that the government ran. He said, 
"No, that's the age of the furnace. 11 And I disagreed 
with him and it wasn't really anything too significant, 
as far as purchase of the house, anyway. But I knew that 
he was trying to mislead me on that. So I was pretty 
disappointed in him. And, also this house has severe dry 
rot in the floor joists, and I've had to do extensive 
work on the floor joists. And when I bought it, I didn't 
know enough about it to even notice it. And anybody who 
knew anything about houses, should have pointed it out. 
Because I've had people in here since, before I did any 
work, and they said, "Oh My God, you'll never sell this 
house with a floor joist like that. 11 There was six 
inches missing out of some of them. And if you cleaned 
the basement, one day, and then went down a week later, 
you'd see dust and wood chips all over the floor, from 
where the beams were just falling apart. [I-70] 

After making an offer on a property conditional on inspection, 

the following prospects backed out of the deal upon learning that 
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the home had serious structural problems. They also backed away 

from the agent, who was also the agent representing the vendors, as 

they suspected that he was "covering up for them." Given that he 

had sold the vendors the home, and that they had already done some 

major repairs, the prospects deduced that he had to be aware of the 

defects and simply lied to them: 

(Prospective Buyers] {Husband:} The first offer that we 
put in when we were moving this time, that was the house 
that was sinking into a swamp. We went through the 
listing agent. We just went into an open house, liked 
the house, and put an offer in through him. And, I got 
the impression, afterwards, that he knew that there were 
severe problems with the house. {Wife:} He had to have 
known because he was the original purchasing agent these 
people bought it from. He knew that a condition of them 
getting a mortgage was them doing some restoration work. 
So he had to have known which doesn't say that much for 
him, cause he wasn't about to tell us. {Husband:} We 
asked him if there was any structural problems that he 
knew about, and he said, "No. 11 {Wife:} Legally he might 
have said that because he knew these people fixed it. 
{Husband:} It was even obvious when I looked at it that 
there was something wrong with the garage, because it was 
on a slant compared to the rest of the house. It was not 
perpendicular. {Wife:} But we kind of thought maybe the 
bricklayer was drunk that day. Like, seriously, they 
drink on the job, let's face it, and we thought maybe 
{Husband:} he put the wall up crooked. {Wife:} That's a 
big give away when you're buying a house. If the walls 
are crooked, look closely at the structure of the 
building. [I-43] 

After listing with an agent recommended to him by his long­

time friend and former real estate agent (retired), the following 

vendor learned that the agent had charged him a commission of six 

and a half percent when the going rate is six percent. While the 

home did not sell, he felt the agent "took advantage of his trust, 11 

and, if anything, should have given him a break in commissions: 

(Vendor] When I listed last year, I phoned a buddy of 
mine who does not sell real estate anymore, but he was 
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the original agent that sold me the house. He said, 
"Well I've got another guy with the company." So he came 
around and he talked to me and he said MLS six and a half 
percent. And I remember him saying that. I thought, 
geez, it used to be six, I guess it's six and a half, 
now. And it turned out he's having health problems. I 
mean, he didn't do a damn thing for it, because he was 
sick. So, once I got the other people in there (new 
tenants), I wasn't too interested in selling, anyway. 
And I think he was kind of ticked off with me for putting 
the other people in there. So, he didn't do a damn thing 
for me. 

This time, I found out that they cannot set a rate 
because it's then price fixing. This is what I was told. 
This guy that was recommended to me, in other words, I'm 
doing him a f aver by listing the house, because he's 
nothing to me, gouged me, because the guy that listed it 
now, I wasn't prepared to pay six and a half, because I'd 
found out what the deal was. He said, "Our normal rate 
is six percent." And I said, "What about the six and a 
half?" And he said, "We'd never do that. The guy's a 
shyster. " So the guy I listed with last year, I would 
never touch that guy with a ten foot pole again. (I-76] 

The same vendor, a highly educated professional, also recalls 

how the real estate agent was encouraging him to take back a second 

mortgage. Feeling that he was knowledgeable about these things, 

this vendor was suspicious that the agent was "setting him up" in 

such a way that he could end up losing his equity in the property 

(to the amount of the mortgage) if the new owner was to default on 

the mortgage. 

Some time after the listing had expired, he found another 

agent to put the home back onto the market: 

[Vendor] There was nothing, no action at all. In the 
meantime, he tried to sit there and amaze me with figures 
of how I could sell it to someone on a rent-to-own basis. 
I'm sitting there and I'm looking at him and thinking, 
now I've got an M.B.A. and your figures aren't matching. 
Because for one thing, what he's expecting me to do is to 
hold the second mortgage, to the tune of about ten 
thousand dollars, which, you sell it to people that can't 
afford the damn thing, they don't have anything in it, 
they trash the place and you're gonna lose ten thousand 
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dollars. Because they're gonna walk away from it and the 
bank has got the first mortgage on it, you see. Like he 
didn't make sense, like I guess he was used to talking to 
people that are used to working with fingers. I 'm a 
number cruncher. Anyway, I was just frustrated because 
I felt like he was talking to me as though he could run 
numbers past me and I didn't understand what he was 
talking about. I should accept them, and I started 
questioning it. So I said, 11 Like they don't add up 
(name)." Once I started pointing this out, he said, "Ah, 
well, you don't understand." "What do you mean I don't 
bloody understand? It's my money you're trying to talk 
about." So anyway, I was frustrated. [I-76] 

AGENT PERCEPTIONS ON LOSING BUYERS 

From the agent's viewpoint, showing homes to buyers can be both 

time consuming and costly, but since they represent commissions, 

agents do not want to lose them. Thus, there is an urgency on the 

part of many agents to secure buyer loyalty. Yet, maintaining 

buyer loyalty is a common problem within the industry. 

Relationships with buyers can be easily broken as buyers are 

subject to the influences of many different third parties (family 

members, friends, money lenders, other agents) and are often prone 

to changing their minds, not only about buying homes, but about 

particular agents. This section looks at real estate agents' 

experiences with losing buyers. Two ways agents see themselves 

losing buyers include: (1) leaving prospects unattended; and (2) 

failing to cater to all consequential parties. 

Leaving Prospects Unattended 

Letting serious prospects look for homes on their own can put the 

agent-buyer relationship at risk. Buyers will sometimes stumble 
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upon a property selling privately or, perhaps, an exclusive 

listing, and the agent will lose a sale. Equally troublesome, 

buyers all too often get persuaded by other agents at open houses 

to submit offers directly through them. Should buyers find a home 

they like, they are usually more concerned about acquiring it or 

about getting a better deal than they are about their agent getting 

paid. In spite of the risk, most agents encourage their prospects 

to look at homes without them, often providing them with printouts 

of properties available for viewing through open houses. They can 

only work with one buyer at any given time, or they may be 

committed to holding an open house at the same time prospects are 

available to view homes, so it may not always be possible to 

accompany them. The risk is lessened, however, if the relationship 

is on a solid foundation, but that is not always easy to achieve at 

the outset. 

Agents are sometimes too hasty in their attempts to secure 

buyer loyalty. Asking buyers to work exclusively with them, 

prematurely, may alienate them. On the other hand, since agents 

try to steal customers from each other, or try to solicit offers 

from unaccompanied prospects viewing their listings, agents often 

experience an urgency to prepare their prospects for the 

recruitment attempts of other agents. Nevertheless, some prospects 

may not wish to commit to working with one particular agent. 

On the other hand, where buyers feel that they are doing much 

of the work in the search for a suitable home, they may not feel 

obligated to go through the agent with whom they had earlier 
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contact. Some buyers also believe (or will be led to believe) that 

they have a better chance at securing a property or even getting a 

better deal when they submit an offer through the listing agent: 

[Agent] I've had them phone in tears, saying, "I'm so 
upset. I signed this offer today because the agent said 
I had to or else I wouldn't have a chance. And I should 
have phoned you, but I was just so flustered." [I-26A] 

One buyer stumbled across a home she really liked at an open 

house. Given that she had been working with a couple of agents 

(husband and wife team), the buyer's son called the office to tell 

the agents what was happening. The husband of the couple team went 

directly to the scene, but the offer had already been drawn up and 

accepted: 

[Agent] We had been showing her houses and she was almost 
ready to buy one of them. She and her son happened to 
pass an open house. They dropped in, liked the place, 
and the agent wrote up an offer. The son snuck out, 
called (name) and told him what was happening. (name) 
raced over but it was too late. The agent already got 
her to submit the offer. She phoned several times to 
apologize and said she didn't realize what she had done. 
[I-80] 

Another experienced agent also found herself in the same 

situation. She sent her customers out on their own to view open 

houses, and even though they gave the agent her card, he apparently 

persuaded them to submit an offer through him: 

[Agent] I had been showing houses to these people for awhile. 
They would go to open houses and show my card telling the 
agent that I was their agent. They went to an open house and 
found a house that they wanted. They handed the agent my 
business card and told them they wanted to make an offer. He 
said that he refused to share the commission with any other 
agent. He also said that there was another offer coming, and 
that if they were interested, that he would write up an offer 
then and there. He wrote up the offer and it was accepted. 
They contacted me and told me what happened. I went right 
over to see him. He said, "(name), I would never do that to 

317 



you. 
knew, 
"Well 
front 

They never told me they were working with you. If I 
I would never have done that, not to you. 11 I said, 
if you didn't know, what is my card doing sitting in 
of you on your desk?" [I-79] 

The following recollections of a low producing agent best 

exemplifies how leaving prospects unattended to look for a home on 

their own backfires on the agent. She was a single mother, 

preoccupied with parenting, so she was often not available to show 

homes. Consequently, her prospects would go looking on their own, 

and when they found something suitable, many of them bought 

directly through the listing agent: 

[Agent] Buyers you want to keep in touch with them so 
they don't run off to another agent because people are 
very fickle. You know, if they happen to walk into an 
open house and this is the house of their dreams. Any 
real estate agent who is on the ball can sell them that 
house. I lost a lot of people that way, actually. 
Buyers that I had picked up, you'd call them on a Monday 
or Tuesday and just found out that they had just put an 
offer in on the weekend on some house that they, "Oh we 
weren't planning to buy then, we weren't even planning to 
go out looking at open houses." That really frustrated 
me with people. I suppose you have to have enough of a 
clientele-base that when you lose a couple, you win just 
as many. I found that very frustrating especially when 
you've worked months with people and you felt like their 
agent and they were going to buy. And not only did you 
lose a sale, but you lost a listing as well because they 
turn around and list their house. [I-18] 

The experiences of the above agents indicates the importance 

of working closely with buyers. It is also consistent with the 

findings of Prus (1989a) and Angrist (1984) who both stressed the 

importance of maintaining close contact with prospects. When 

people are ready to buy and the agent is not around, it may very 

well be the case that they get the impression that agents either do 

not want to work for their money (let the buyer find their own home 
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and then the agent writes up the offer), or that the agent is 

willing to take the buyer out when it best suits the agent. Given 

that agents are usually working with more than one buyer at any 

given time, and may have to hold open houses for their vendors on 

weekends, the agent's time may be spread rather thinly. Typically, 

agents will take buyers out a couple of times, show them all the 

listed properties which appear suitable, and hope, by that time, to 

have secured their loyalty. After that, they encourage buyers to 

look on their own, instructing buyers to call them if something 

suitable is found. Doing it that way, however, can be risky. 

Failing To Cater To All Consequential Parties 

One of the problems agents may be conf rented with is the third 

party who kills the deal ( and subsequently the relationship) . 

These third parties usually come into the picture at the point an 

offer is being contemplated. Some agents therefore recognize the 

importance of establishing who has the final say. With younger, 

first-time buyers, especially if their parents are contributing to 

the purchase price, agents may be interested in finding out what 

sorts of things are important to the parents, although this is not 

always easy to achieve. Contact with parents seldom occurs until 

a purchase is being contemplated. In fact, it is not unusual for 

first-time buyers to call upon a parent for their opinion, before 

submitting an offer, whether or not they are making a financial 

contribution. 

The agent sharing his experiences below indicates the 
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importance of discovering who has the final say. In this case, it 

seems to have been the parents. Not having met them until late in 

the game, he was unable to address their concerns, and consequently 

lost the couple as customers: 

[Agent] I've enjoyed working with young couples buying 
homes. You have to find out who's got the money. My 
first year in real estate, I showed this young couple 
that I know forty or fifty homes, and when we got to the 
fortieth home, they finally decided to put in an offer. 
Then they brought in their parents to take a look at the 
home and then the parents didn't like the house. And 
then you had to go back to square one again. I didn't 
realize that the parents were supplying the bulk of the 
downpayment. The house had to be approved by the parents 
and when they see one house as opposed to the other 
thirty-nine, they just don't feel it's the greatest. You 
have to really establish who is the buying power, who is 
the dominant force in the marriage who's buying. 

Eventually I didn't sell them a house. They ended 
up buying a house from somebody else. It was a hard 
lesson to learn, but if you have to show that many houses 
to somebody, you obviously aren't in tune with what 
they're looking for, or they don't trust you enough as 
far as being their agent. [I-22A] 

Other times, one partner in a marriage, for example, may be 

the dominant partner when it comes to major purchases or 

investments. Sometimes agents show properties to one of the 

partners, with the other accompanying them only occasionally, or 

when an interesting property is located. Pleasing both partners 

can be difficult, so it is especially important to discover who (if 

anyone) has the final say. This is what happened to me with one 

prospect. He moved to Canada from the United States and I spent 

several evenings showing him homes, more homes than I ever showed 

any other prospect. We looked at a variety of neighborhoods and 

housing styles. By the time his wife arrived, we had narrowed down 

the search. I hadn't even considered that there might be a 

320 



problem. However, when she learned that borrowing rates in Canada 

were much higher than in the U.S. (at the time), she was visibly 

upset and decided that they would rent rather than buy. 

PHASIRG OUT BUYERS 

When agents find out that buyers may be (1) uncommitted (to the 

agent or to buying), or (2) unreasonable (especially in regards to 

price), they may initiate disinvolvement. Most often they will do 

so by distancing themselves from the prospect and allowing the 

relationship to gradually dissipate. Occasionally agents will try 

to recoup their losses by "handing them off" (Hayes-Bautista, 1976) 

to another agent on the chance that the agent will get lucky and 

sell them something, in which case they will receive a percentage 

of the commission (referral fee). 

Uncommitted 

Agents may discontinue providing services 

suspect them of being "uncommitted" to 

to buyers when they 

buying through them. 

Essentially, agents believe some prospects may be taking advantage 

of them. They sometimes find that prospective buyers use them to 

show them homes, then buy one through another agent. Other times, 

agents show prospects homes and later discover that the prospects 

are either not serious about buying, or cannot afford to buy the 

kind of home they want. Most experienced agents attempt to assess 

prospects in terms of their commitment and weed out those whom they 

suspect are not committed. 
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Once the following high producer senses that a prospect may be 

looking with other agents, he confronts them. Unless they commit 

to working exclusively with him, he drops them. 

waste his time and money on uncommitted prospects: 

He refuses to 

[Agent] Well, a lot of people are very untruthful to you. 
They don't tell you that they've got a cousin or an uncle 
or an aunt that they have to buy from. They pick your 
brains and they pick everything you've got and get you to 
drive around, and then they take the offer in with him. 
This happens all the time. I'll come right out and ask 
them, "Are you working with another agent? Well then you 
should get this information from them. 11 I tell them, 
right there. "They're the ones that are going to be 
making the money from you. Why shouldn't they do the 
work. If they don't want to do the work, you should find 
somebody else." That's exactly what I tell them. "If 
you'd like to work with me, fine, I'll find you a nice 
place. But if you're gonna be working with every agent 
in the city, well I haven't got time. I got too many 
other people that are loyal to me, 11 which might be a lie, 
but you can tell them that. [I-34A] 

Researchers studying romantic relationships also recognize the 

importance of "exclusivity" for continuing involvements. Merten 

(1996) found that junior high school students who were going steady 

were likely to break up when the expectation of "exclusivity" was 

broken. When one partner learned that the other was apparently 

romantically involved with someone else, the relationship typically 

would decline. Lauer and Lauer ( 1994) also found that "commitment" 

was an essential aspect of continuity among adults who were 

involved in intimate relationships. A decline in commitment is 

usually associated with a dissipating relationship. 

Agents may also initiate disinvolvement when they sense that 

prospects are wasting their time. One agent spent a lot of time 

working with what, in her opinion, turned out to be a bad prospect. 
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Suspecting that she had no intention of buying a home through her, 

she suggested that the prospect look for another agent: 

[Agent] I took this woman to see this house for the second 
time. It had been rented and the tenant, before leaving, 
wrecked the place. There were holes in the walls and the 
place was a mess. She saw it and thought it had potential. 
I then took her back with a friend of hers who was going to 
assess the cost of repairs. He felt it had potential, that 
there was no problem repairing it, and that it would cost 
between $3000 and $5000 to do so. We must have spent 2 hours 
going through the place. Then she said, "Let's get out of 
here. I don't want to spend another minute in this place. I 
cannot stand this place." I said, "Lady, go find yourself 
another agent!" [I-77] 

A common indication that a prospect may not be committed to 

buying is when the prospect refuses to be qualified by the agent, 

or prequalified through a financial institution. Agents who work 

with these prospects often find out, later, that they are wasting 

their time. This is what happened to the following agent. He 

eventually discovered that the prospect with whom he was working, 

quite extensively, could not afford to buy any of the homes he had 

been showing him. He led the agent to believe he had been 

prequalified by the bank, but refused to show written proof. While 

the agent had his suspicions, he gambled on working with the 

prospect, only to have his suspicions confirmed long after he had 

invested considerable time into their relationship: 

[Agent] You get bad vibes. People who say they want to 
look at a certain range of house, they haven't been 
preapproved, they won't go for preapproval. As soon as 
they won't go for preapproval, I try to get rid of them 
basically, because they've got to be hiding something. 
Preapproval doesn't tie them down. I make that very 
clear to them. I find most people would rather go and 
get preapproved at the bank rather than me doing it, with 
them. Although I have done it and said, "Well you likely 
should be okay," or whatever. But, I'm not the financial 
expert. And when they go to a bank, and they've lied 
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about the car loan, or whatever, they find that out. I 
can't really find that out. Rather than waste 
everybody's time, I really try to get them preapproved 
first. So if they won't do it, then I pretty well try to 
cool off and not work with them. Also, if during the 
discussion, someone suddenly, as has happened to me in 
the past six months, revealed that they had gone 
bankrupt, and they had just been discharged like two and 
a half months before, all of a sudden, and we had been 
working looking at houses, and he hadn't told me that. 
He told me he was preapproved. He wasn't. And as soon 
as I learned about the bankruptcy, I cooled right off 
with him, because I knew he wasn't likely gonna get the 
money anyway. And we were looking at a lot of stuff. So 
we were wasting a lot of people's time, his and mine, and 
of course the vendors. [I-61A] 

High producers are less likely to fall into the trap of 

working with II dreamers" ( buyers without resources) . 

insist upon prequalifying the prospect at the outset. 

Most will 

However, 

these relationships don't always unfold according to script. Even 

high producers occasionally gamble, and at some point further along 

in the relationship, realize that they've lost. 

cannot afford to buy: 

The prospect 

[Agent] I'll be extremely hesitant to work with a buyer 
if he won't let me prequalify him. I just say, "You want 
to get in my car, then I want to know what you can 
afford." I almost give them a lecture. "Like what are 
we going shopping for if you really, really don't know if 
you can afford this?" And, so to speak, investors. I 
find they have big dreams and no money. So, I question 
them pretty heavily. They're done. I mean, they're 
wasting my time, so, "goodby!" I just don't call them 
back, and they could care less, because a lot of them, 
too, once you're in this business long enough, you know. 
I've run into some people where I've taxied them all over 
the place only to find out that this is their part-time 
entertainment. They have no intentions of buying. They 
have no money. So, I don't need to say anything. You 
pick it up during conversations. You start talking, you 
start putting pieces together. And, like why are they so 
rebellious to be prequalified.? So things like that, you 
start to pick it up. [I-30A] 
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Being Unreasonable 

Roth (1974) discovered that patients who made "unreasonable 

requests" of doctors for home visits were likely to be 

unsuccessful. Based on the shared experiences of other patients, 

it was anticipated that doctors would get annoyed at them if they 

asked for too much time away from the hospital, making further 

negotiations difficult if not impossible. In other words, asking 

for a long pass might result in no pass. Asking for a shorter pass 

would more likely be met with success. 

Similarly, with real estate negotiations, buyers who low-ball 

vendors are likely to be unsuccessful. Vendors may become 

offended, making further negotiations difficult. Inexperienced 

agents eventually realize that buyers who insist on making low-ball 

offers, generally, turn out to be a waste of their time. 

Experienced agents spot them more quickly and usually phase them 

out. 

One agent expresses her frustration with showing a particular 

customer places. He was a university student whose father was 

financing him. In the earlier stages of their relationship, he 

seemed to be making excuses for not submitting an offer. 

Eventually he started making offers, but they were too low given 

that it was a hot market and vendors were usually getting close to 

what they were asking (assuming properties were priced close to 

similar properties) . Realizing that it would be difficult to 

acquire anything for him if he continued to make low-ball offers, 

she confronted him and ultimately lost him as a customer: 
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[Agent] He's made two offers so far, but they were both 
low-ball. Like he offered $60,000 on a condo listed at 
$69,000. I'm just going to tell him that I won't accept any 
more low-ball offers. His father told him to go in low, and 
that's what he's doing. [I-84] 

I also dropped a prospect who insisted on submitting low-ball 

offers. He asked me to show his wife certain properties which they 

had selected from my MLS book. I ended up chauffeuring the whole 

family to look at homes. The fact that even the prospect's 

children knew how to use the MLS book better than I did, combined 

with his nonchalant attitude regarding the choice of a home on 

which to make an offer, made me suspect that they had been working 

with other agents. When he asked me to submit an offer on a new 

home which was $20,000 under the asking price, during a hot market 

when builders were getting their asking price and sometimes more, 

and he indicated to me that he was adamant about not going any 

higher, I refused and suggested that he find another agent. It was 

clear to me that working with this prospect would be nonprofitable. 

Rather than waste my time, I decided to do what I assume others had 

done before me, that being, to decline his invitation to work 

together. 

DROPPING VENDORS 

Rarely will agents take the initiative to withdraw a listing. It 

is usually the vendor who requests a withdrawal or relists with 

another agent. However, when vendors are suspected of trying to 

cheat agents out of their commissions, agents are more likely to 

withdraw their services (hold on to the listings but not work them) 
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or to refuse to list their properties in the future. Some agents 

claim to have had experiences with building contractors which lead 

them to believe that many of them cannot be trusted. Some builders 

will give the agent one or two listings and try to capitalize on 

the real estate agent's advertisements and open houses. Typically, 

the builder will conduct an open house at the same time the agent 

is conducting one and offer prospects a better deal on the unlisted 

home. I, myself, had that experience with a builder. Finding that 

other agents had similar experiences with him, I decided to 

withdraw all advertising and stop doing open houses for the 

remainder of the listing period. 

One high producer, who has considerable experience working for 

builders, typifies the kinds of experiences many agents have when 

working with them: 

[Agent] I had one (builder) for probably about four 
years. And two years out of the four, I hated every 
minute of it. I fought all the time. I was always 
fighting for the purchaser. I was always fighting about 
something. Because, they (builders) get stingy, they're 
not selling enough. They get greedy. They want all your 
commission. And they' re all alike. It's awful. Most of 
them are awful. I shouldn't say all of them, but most of 
them are awful, especially when the market dies. I mean 
they're sitting with four or five houses up. I mean that 
can kill you. And they count on me. And if I'm not 
selling it, they're out there trying to sell it, and 
they're selling it behind your back. And I mean you 
stood there all weekend. I mean it just goes on and on 
and on. [I-62A] 

A second agent echoes a similar experience with a builder. 

Finding the builder "directing traffic to his unlisted properties," 

the agent presented the builder with an ultimatum, either list all 

the properties with him or none at all. The builder refused to 
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comply and their relationship came to an end: 

[Agent] I had five homes listed with one builder, and we 
were running open houses on it, and we sold four of them. 
But he also sold four or five from our open houses. And 
it got so I couldn't get other people to run open houses 
for him because he was there. I told him, "Either list 
the whole subdivision with me, or none!" So I didn't get 
any. 2 

[ I-34A] 

When confronted with a condominium owner he began to define as 

untrustworthy, another agent decided to end the relationship. 

While he initially listed all of the units, he decided to cancel 

the listings when he discovered that the vendor was "trying to 

cheat him out of his commission" as well as "making 

misrepresentations" to prospects behind his back: 

[Agent] I didn't trust him from the first day because the 
first day I went in there to sign up thirty-eight 
listings, I had thirty-eight listings all written up 
waiting for him to sign. He only wanted to do two or 
three of them. Right away I knew, this guy I'm going to 
have to watch everything he does. In the end he had to 
sign thirty-eight, because I made him sign all thirty­
eight. And it's a good thing I did. Anything that sold, 
if I didn't obviously have him down on paper legally, he 
wouldn't have paid me. I mean it was a good thing 
because the two I sold wouldn't have been two of the 
three that he probably would have listed with me. 

I went away on a holiday and when I came back I 
decided that I didn't want it anymore. The main reason 
I didn't want it was I didn't like the guy who owned the 
building. And it wasn't a power of sale situation yet. 
It was just that the bank wanted me to help him. But I 
didn't like him at all. So when I came back I told him 
I didn't want to have the listings anymore. It's the 
first time I've ever done that. But I felt good about it 
in the end because when my two deals closed, he didn't 
want to pay me. I had to threaten him with lawsuits and 
that to get paid. So I obviously had the right feelings 

2Hayes-Bautista ( 1976) found that "confrontation" was one style 
of termination in patient-practitioner relationships, a style 
utilized here by the agent. In this case the agent presented an 
ultimatum to the builder which backfired and resulted in the loss 
of the relationship. 
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about the guy and made the right decision. I didn't 
trust him. He lied to me a couple of times and he lied 
to customers. 

I guess the big thing that bothered me is that he 
had his own people who lived in the building who sold 
them and I knew he was encouraging them to mislead people 
who came into the building regarding taxes and things 
like that. That's why I told the bank that I didn't want 
it. I was afraid if I continued to deal with him, I'd 
end up in a lawsuit someday. [I-24A] 

CUEING IN TO REJECTION 

[Prospective Buyer] Whenever she called, we just didn't 
show any interest. We told her it was totally wrong the 
last place we went to, and I'm sure she overheard us on 
the way out. Not a nice way for me to do it, but I just 
told {name), my husband, I said, "This is the last time 
we're going out to see anything that (agent's name) is 
going to show us. 11 And, I'm sure she heard, because 
after that point, we maybe have gotten a few mailings but 
we haven't gotten any phone calls from her. I knew it 
wasn't the nicest way to do it, but I just thought, if 
she was gonna be sending us out on wild goose chases, I 
wasn't gonna be the most polite person to her either, 
because she was really wasting our time. And it was 
becoming a nuisance. [I-35P] 

Rarely is an agent told directly what he or she did or did not do 

which resulted in buyers and/or sellers terminating the 

relationship. Most of the routes to separation are aimed at 

avoiding confrontation or sparing the agent's feelings. Agents 

usually have to read the cues the (prospective) buyer or seller is 

giving off. Three routes to involvement identified in this study 

are (1) avoidance, (2) confrontation, and (3) hand-offs. 

The reader should also be reminded that relationships are 

processual in nature. They are built up over a period of time and 

participants tend to evaluate them following each subsequent 

contact. They tend to vary in intensity, frequency of contact and 
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openness. In some cases, one party ( typically the salesperson) may 

see themselves having or building a relationship with another party 

(prospective vendor or purchaser), while the other party 

(prospective buyer or seller) is acting "spurious! y" (Lemert, 19 6 2) 

and is really trying to disinvolve themselves from the aggressor 

(salesperson) . 

Avoidance 

In the real estate setting, one of the most common ways prospects 

let agents know their services are not required is through the use 

of avoidance. Roznaczuk ( 1984) found that "avoidance" was one 

means of altering one's own behavior in order to prevent 

interpersonal conflict. Avoidance may involve physical or social 

distancing. 3 Hayes-Bautista ( 1976) uses the term "fade-out" to 

describe situations where patients simply do not return. 

Typically, an agent starts working with a prospective buyer 

and then has trouble getting hold of him or her. The agent leaves 

messages for the prospect but his or her calls are not returned. 

Suspecting that he or she is being avoided but not sure if the 

prospect received the message or if something else could be wrong, 

the agent continues to call the prospect. When finally reached, 

the agent learns that the prospect has already bought through 

3See Lemert (1962) and Lynch (1983) for more detailed accounts 
of people using "avoidance" in their dealings with persons 
displaying symptoms of "mental illness," Goffman's ( 1963) statement 
on the use of avoidance by persons possessing II stigmas, " and 
Petrunik and Shearing's (1983) findings regarding "stutterer's" use 
of avoidance in managing their relationships with others. 
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someone else, is looking with another agent, or that he or she has 

changed his or her mind. 

The following informant provides an example of the kinds of 

experiences he has had with losing prospective buyers. They'll 

often be difficult to reach and they'll be reluctant to return the 

agent's phone calls: 

[Agent] Either I didn't qualify them properly, getting 
them to understand what I need in terms of commitment, or 
they've directly lied to me. That happens. Normally 
they' 11 be unavailable and I' 11 always know what's 
happening, because they won't return my calls. Suddenly 
I'll catch them at work or at home and, "Oh, yeah, we've 
been meaning to call you. Two or three weeks ago we 
bought a house." 11 Goodby! 11 [I-32A] 

Another agent, upon discovering that the prospect she was 

working with was looking at homes with other agents, while, at the 

same time, was getting her to submit low-ball offers on a number of 

properties, decided that it would be fruitless to try and pursue 

him any further. Both parties may have elected to let the 

relationship simply 11 fade-out 11 : 

(Agent] I eventually gave up on him. He was working with 
a number of agents, anyways. He kind of floats 
throughout the community. He's probably worked with just 
about every agent in town. I felt very nervous about him 
as a character. I mean he is a wealthy man but it's 
taking advantage of people very unfairly. We put a 
number of offers in on properties. His philosophy on 
buying a house was, "There's always somebody out there 
desperate to make a sale. 11 And it was his goal to find 
that person. Whenever he saw a property that he liked, 
he'd put an offer on it. I just stopped calling him and 
he didn't call me. [I-18] 

Providing an 11 excuse 11 is also a way in which buyers or sellers 

invoke social distancing. Lyman and Scott ( 1970: 406) define 

11 excuses 11 as "socially approved vocabularies for mitigating or 
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relieving responsibility when conduct is questioned." Aggressive 

agents often try to secure listings by getting prospective sellers 

to promise that they will list with them. Sometimes it works. In 

other cases, the vendor, having difficulty dealing with an 

overpowering agent, elects to go in a different direction, invoking 

excuses to cool out the agent. 

Discontent with what their agent was showing them, the 

following buyers tried to discourage her by "making excuses. 11 This 

was the first strategy employed by the prospective buyer in order 

to avoid confrontation. However, it never worked: 

[Prospective Purchaser] She'd call and I'd put her off, 
and she'd cal 1 and I 'd put her off. 11 Ah, sorry. Gee, no 
I don't think I want to look at that house." Or, "Drop 
me off the computer print-out and I' 11 take a look at it, 
and I'll tell my husband. Oh we can't come that night. 
We 're too busy. 11 You know, I'm not very good at 
confronting people with, "You' re a rotten real estate 
agent. Don't bother me anymore!" [I-43] 

After setting up an appointment to draw up an of fer on a 

property, the following agent had difficulty getting hold of the 

prospect on the day they planned. When he finally did, the 

prospect used the II excuse II that he had changed his mind. He didn't 

know what to make of this, but learned shortly after, from a mutual 

third party, that the prospect bought an identical property in the 

same condominium complex through another agent: 

[Agent] When you and I were doing a course together, we 
did our exam and I was going to show a house. The guy 
was from { a nearby city) . I was going to show him a 
house in {this city). I had already shown him on the 
Thursday. Told him I had an exam, I was studying and so 
on. He said, "Well Saturday's fine with me. 11 And he 
lived in {that city). And I said, "Well I'm gonna be 
writing an exam. Why don't I come to your place 
Saturday. We'll do the paper work." "Fine. 11 
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So, right after course I called him. I couldn't get 
an answer. This went off and on for the whole afternoon. 
When I finally got a hold of him, he said, "Oh I've 
changed my mind. " I didn't know this guy well. He's 
living in a townhouse. "What do you mean you've changed 
your mind?" He said, "I just changed my mind." So, you 
know, you just try and say, "Well, if I can help you in 
the future" and that kind of thing. 

But then, a week later, a friend of mine who made 
that contact for me in the first place, said, "You got 
scooped you know." "What do you mean I got scooped?" 
Well he thought, in this townhouse complex, there were 
two or three other houses. And, on the Saturday morning, 
he had to come up to (this city), even though he was 
meeting me at noon, he was up early in the morning. And 
he went by and pulled into that complex again. There was 
another sign there and he decided he'd call that number 
on that sign, which he did. The guy went up and showed 
it to him right away. He put in an offer on that one, 
instead of the one we were going to, immediately, with 
that guy. And the guy told him. He said, "Well I'm 
working with (name). 11 He said, "Well don't worry about 
it. I know him. He'll get the commission for it. Don't 
worry about it." He actually said that to him. 

When I did make contact with him after learning 
that, he said, "Yeah, that's what he did tell me. 11 So, 
in other words, that was another real unethical thing to 
do. My customer swears he tells him he was working with 
me. He wasn't the brightest man in the world. And in 
the meantime when he said that he changed his mind, 
whether he had talked to someone who said, "You know, he 
won't get the commission for it. 11 So he was embarrassed 
or what, I don't know. But that was a real dirty deal. 
[I-61A] 

Prospective vendors may also be faced with the problem of 

avoiding agents who are trying to get the listing and won't take no 

for an answer. The following agent was attempting to acquire a 

listing from someone trying to sell privately. She pressured him 

into promising her the listing should his efforts to sell privately 

be unsuccessful. It is apparent, however, that he was trying to 

avoid her. When she finally caught up with him, she learned that 

he had already listed with someone else. Upon confronting him, he 

used the "excuse" that he felt obligated to list his home with a 
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relative whom he had forgotten was a real estate agent. It seems 

that this was his way of absolving himself of the guilt the agent 

was trying to lay on him: 

[Agent] He wanted it $20,000 over priced. I told him 
it's too much. I won't list at that price. "Call me in 
two weeks!" I called him in two weeks. "Call me in two 
days! 11 I called him in two days. Called him in two 
days, not available. So I called him back on another day 
and I said, "One thing I remember you did promise that 
when you list, you will list with me. Are you ready to 
list now?" "Oh, I feel ashamed. I feel embarrassed. I 
don't know how to tell you this. 11 11What? 11 I could hear 
it coming. "Well my dead wife's relatives, one of her 
relatives came up to me at church on Sunday and made me 
list with her. I feel so bad. I feel so ashamed. I 
don't know what to do. 11 Then in the next breath he says, 
11 00 you forgive me?" "Well you know I forgive you. But 
sometimes it's better not to promise than to promise and 
not to keep it." I said, "You could have told me you had 
a relative in the business." He said, "I forgot about 
her. I didn't think about her." I said, "It's okay, I 
hope it goes well for you. What price did you list at?" 
He told me the price. I said, "Well I wish you well. 
You know it's a little high." "I know, I know, but when 
I sell this, can you look for a bungalow for me?" I was 
thinking, "right" (laughs). I said, "Listen, when you 
sell it, and you want me to find you a bungalow, you call 
me and I'll help you find a bungalow." [I-2SA] 

Confrontation 

Hayes-Bautista (1976) discovered that "confrontation" was one way 

in which health-care practitioners and patients ended their 

relationships. According to the author, confrontation may result 

when attempts at mutual withdrawal fail. When confrontation 

occurs, the party being confronted with termination usually becomes 

incensed by the idea and defensive of his or her position. 

Typically, the patient insists that the treatments never work 

and/or the medical practitioner accuses the patient of 
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noncompliance. 

In terms of the real estate setting, more generally, it seems 

that all parties will try to avoid confrontation and utilize it 

only as a last resort remedy. This was the situation confronting 

the following couple. Faced with the realization that avoidance 

wasn't working in their efforts to rid themselves of a persistent 

agent, they finally confronted her with their perception of her 

services: 

[ Pro spec ti ve Purchasers] {Wife: } She phoned everyday, 
some days. She stopped phoning for a long time. 
{Husband:} For at least six weeks, and I happened to be 
home when she phoned, and she told me that she had found 
this house. And I told her that we were going through 
another real estate agent, looking for homes, and she was 
very hurt. But she asked me why and I told her, "Well 
you haven't really been showing us what we wanted to 
see. 11 And I told her exactly what my wife said, "You've 
been showing us houses with not enough bedrooms, houses 
in the wrong area of town, and houses that are away out 
of our price range. 11 And, of course, she tried to argue 
with me that I was wrong, that, in fact, she was showing 
us exactly what I had asked her to, but .............. . 

One thing that really got me, was we gave a specific 
price range, you know, a hundred and thirty to a hundred 
and forty thousand dollars we asked her to look for. 
And, invariably, everything we would be in around a 
hundred and fifty to a hundred and sixty. {Wife:} And 
her response to that was, "Oh, well don't bother by 
looking at the price on the house. You just go by what 
you want to pay for it and they will come down. 11 Her 
attitude was, "Well it doesn't matter what the list price 
is. 11 But we told her the list price that we were 
interested in, not the end result, because we're not 
stupid, we know most people come down in price. 
{Husband: } She argued with me and I didn't bother 
responding to it. She told me that I wanted a three 
bedroom house instead of a four, that I never told her 
that I didn't want them in (name) Park, and that was one 
area that I specifically said I do not want a house in 
...... Then she gave the argument about the price and I 
don't even know what I said, but I just basically let it 
go. And I assume she got the impression that I didn't 
want us to talk to her anymore, because she never called 
back. So I guess I was safe. (I-43] 
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Where real estate agents suspect that prospective buyers are 

not committed to working with them, confrontation may occur. One 

high producer, when unsure if prospects are avoiding him, sometimes 

calls them and asks them directly if they are interested in working 

with him, exclusively. Should they not indicate their compliance, 

then he lets the relationship dissipate: 

[Agent] Sometimes I just phone them up and ask them what 
the situation is and find out if they want to work with 
me or not. If yes, I say, "Well I'd rather you not go 
out with someone else. 11 Or if they don't, then I '11 say, 
"Well then fine." They just kind of disappear. (I-24A] 

Hand-Offs 

When a health-care practitioner refers a patient to another 

practitioner as a means of terminating the relationship, Hayes­

Bautista ( 1976) refers to this process as "handing-off. 11 It is not 

too often that real estate agents will "hand-off" a good prospect 

to another agent. In fact most agents would be reluctant to pass 

a prospect to another agent under any circumstances. However, high 

producers can afford to be selective and are often on guard for 

people who might waste their time. In these typical situations, 

they may hand-off a prospect to a lower producing agent. If the 

agent is successful at selling them a home, the agent making the 

referral will receive a commission ( usually 25%) for doing nothing. 

The following high producer indicates that when he encounters 

prospects who will not confirm their commitment to working 

exclusively with him, or they insist on looking at properties they 

cannot afford, he refers them to some other agent who is willing to 
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risk working with them. Generally, this agent prefers not to work 

with buyers. He lists a lot of properties and puts most of his 

efforts into acquiring new listings. Unless the prospective buyer 

appears to be committed to working exclusively with him, is willing 

to do a lot of the preliminary work (such as driving by selected 

properties), and is someone whom he believes is ready and able to 

buy a home, he prefers to refer the prospect to a less productive 

agent: 

[Agent] I would say ninety percent of the ones that 
contact me I refuse to work with. My questions are so 
direct with them that usually they sense that we're not 
getting anywhere. If they're not prepared to want to 
commit to me specifically, then I'm really not interested 
in talking to them further. If they' re demanding to see 
a property of mine that I know they're very unqualified 
for, and they won't answer any of my questions, I ' 11 
refer them to another agent, and have that agent try to 
work with them. But most of the time, and as you know 
there's referral fees when you refer buyers and sellers. 
Most of the time it never pans out. [I-32A] 

"Hand-offs" are also used by real estate agents to save-face 

when they know they are about to lose a listing. Occasionally, 

they may be invoked to indicate that they have the vendor's best 

interests in mind. 

Recognizing that he was about to lose the listing after trying 

to sell it for a year, the following agent suggested that the 

vendor list with a husband and wife team (high producers) who work 

for a different company. While he will not get a referral fee if 

they sell it, it helped him to save the relationship he built with 

the vendor. If the other agents do not sell the property, it's 

possible that the vendor might reconsider using him again. In any 

event, he won't look so bad: 
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[Agent] I had one customer, I even told her, "Look, I've 
done everything I can for you. 11 I tried to sell her 
house for almost a year, a little condo, and I said, 
11 I 've done everything I can. You know how many open 
houses I've had" and so on, "I'm gonna suggest to you 
that you go to a different company. 11 I suggested it, 
because I didn't know what more I could do. So I simply 
referred her to another company and they still haven't 
got the job done either. And they're two good people, a 
husband and wife team, who hit it off with my lady, too. 
And I call her once in awhile to see how she is. She's 
disappointed her house isn't sold, but it's just a little 
condo that we just can't seem to get sold, no matter 
who's got it. So if I can't do the job, they may as well 
get someone who can. [I-61A] 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has discussed disinvolvement in agent-client/customer 

relationships. In many ways disinvol vement is related to not 

fulfilling many of the contingencies upon which continuity depends. 

More specifically, our research discovered that buyers and/or 

sellers tended to discontinue working with agents who did not 

fulfill expectations which were viewed as obligatory, or were 

thought to be incompetent in some aspect of their performance. In 

essence, buyers and sellers develop certain expectations based on 

their observations and personal experiences with agents in regards 

to their role performance and the providing of services. Some 

salespeople, it seems, are not tapping into what is expected of 

them. 

When agents were asked about their experiences regarding the 

loss of buyers, they attributed it to letting them look at homes on 

their own and to their failure to address the requirements of the 

decision maker or person with the money. With first-time buyers, 
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it is often a parent who is most influential, and who is also 

contributing to the downpayment. Because the real estate business 

is often viewed as a numbers game {doing volume business leads to 

a greater probability of success) , and most agents see getting lots 

of listings as the key to success, there is a reluctance to spend 

too much time with any one party, especially buyers. Once agents 

have taken prospective buyers out a couple of times and shown them 

most of what is available, agents tend to get complacent and send 

them out on their own. Many agents fear that prospects may change 

their minds about buying a home, or that they may buy privately or 

through a contractor who refuses to pay commission. As a result, 

some agents tend to neglect buyers and focus, instead, on getting 

and servicing listings. Second, they often lose buyers by failing 

to address the expectations of the individual who may have the 

final say. 

Agents sometimes take a more active role in phasing out 

prospective buyers whom they suspect are wasting their time. High 

producers, in particular, tend to be more selective when it comes 

to working with buyers. Given that they are usually busy, these 

agents are reluctant to work with buyers or sellers whom they 

suspect are poor prospects. When they suspect prospects of working 

with other agents (being uncommitted) or being unreasonable when it 

comes to submitting offers, most agents start phasing them out, 

perhaps working with them if they have nothing better to do. 

Al though somewhat uncommon, agents sometimes initiate the 

dis involvement process from vendors. This usually occurs with 
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vendors whom they do not trust. While single property owners 

sometimes try to work out deals, privately, behind the listing 

agent's back, in most cases it is a builder or multiple property 

owner who is more inclined to use the agent to advertise their 

properties and to hold open houses in order to introduce prospects 

to their properties. They may then try to deal privately with 

prospects in order to avoid paying the agent his or her commission. 

Lastly, we looked at how agent-client/customer relationships 

ended. For the most part, vendors and purchasers try to spare the 

agent's feelings and help the agent to save-face. Since 

interaction tends to become spurious in nature prior to 

disinvolvement, and there is so much money at stake in terms of 

commission if a purchase or sale takes place, agents tend to 

persist in trying to offer their services until they are sure about 

what is happening. Most commonly, prospective buyers and sellers 

use 11 avoidance 11 to rid themselves of agents with whom they do not 

wish to work. When that doesn't work, a 11 confrontation 11 may take 

place. In the odd case, agents who have reservations for working 

with a prospect may "hand them off" to another agent. If the other 

agent closes a deal, the agent making the hand-off will collect a 

referral fee. 
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CHAPTER IX 

MAKING DEALS 

This chapter examines the agent's role in facilitating deals. 

While not every aspect of the buying-selling process will be 

discussed, the main steps in the process, where the agent may be 

influential, will be analyzed. From the time a listing is taken or 

a buyer and an agent come together, a relationship is unfolding, 

with the ultimate goal being to buy or sell a home. Should a deal 

not be achieved, then the relationship will likely come tc an end. 

What agents do to bring about a successful conclusion is the main 

focus of this chapter. 

The organization of the chapter is as follows. The first 

section looks at the "presentation of homes." Recognizing that 

buyers are usually attracted to homes which are clean, tidy and in 

good condition, agents may invoke certain strategies to get vendors 

to make them more presentable. A second section examines the 

strategies utilized by agents when "showing homes" to prospective 

buyers. As will become apparent, the agent's strategies may differ 

depending on whom they represent, and whether or not they wish to 

sell that particular home to their prospects. The third section 

looks at agent strategies for "promoting offers," including closing 

techiques. Section four analyzes agent "strategies for reaching 

agreements." A final section, "encountering offers," focuses on 

the experiences of buyers and sellers in reference to their 

perceptions of what constitutes an acceptable offer. 
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PRESEHTIRG HOMES 

[Vendors] {Husband:} Open houses are the worst thing you 
can do to your kids, because you live in a glass bubble. 
The day before, she (wife) would spend the day cleaning 
again and make sure everything was ready for the better 
homes and gardens. The agent said we didn't have to. 
But, would you want people coming through it, especially 
if somebody you knew came through it? "Oh my God, see 
how messy she is. " We always had an open house on 
Friday, which was a realtor open house, and then Sunday. 
So we did most of the cleaning on Thursday, Thursday 
night, and couldn't even have a cup on the counter. You 
had to make sure it was spotless. [I-23] 

The above quote speaks miles when it comes to demonstrating the 

"reflective nature" (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969) of human beings. 

Some vendors will take the initiative to prepare their homes so as 

to make a good impression. Many people see their homes as a 

reflection of self, and, in addition to attracting prospects, are 

equally concerned with what others who know them might think, 

should they view the home. As they are aware, when agents hold 

open houses, anyone, including "nosey neighbors," may drop in to 

view their home. 

Reflecting Goffman' s ( 1959) notion of "impression management, 11 

both the agent and usually (but not always) the vendor are aware of 

the importance of making the home as attractive as possible in 

order to create interest for prospective buyers. If a home does 

not have curb appeal, prospects may not want to come inside. It is 

generally considered important for vendors to keep their lawns 

neatly trimmed, their leaves raked or their snow shovelled when 

trying to sell. In terms of the inside, realtors are primarily 

concerned that vendors keep their homes clean. Given that not all 

vendors are good housekeepers, those who are will have an edge on 
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those who are not. 

Agents usually give their vendors some general advice about 

preparing their homes. Sometimes it comes in the form of written 

literature. Essentially, they are told to keep their home clean, 

both inside and out, and uncluttered. The main idea is to create 

a spacious appearance, and this is especially important for small 

homes. They may also instruct them in regards to controlling the 

lighting, when to open the curtains to the sunlight and when to 

close them. Instructions on how to deal with offensive odors 

(from animals, cooking or smoking), the setting of tables or the 

playing of soft music, may also be given. 

further and suggest that the vendors 

redecorating, and make specified repairs. 

Some agents will go even 

do some painting or 

However, not all vendors are willing to comply with the 

agent's requests. Some are naturally untidy or used to living in 

a "pig-pen," and it may be difficult to motivate them. Others do 

not see the sense in spending money or going to a lot of trouble to 

redecorate, particularly since they surmise that buyers will likely 

redecorate to suit their own tastes. On the other hand, homes that 

do not show well are more difficult to sell, and they may not bring 

desired prices. Agents recognize this and their task is to 

motivate vendors, hopefully without insulting them. To do so could 

cost them a listing. 

There are three ways in which agents may attempt to realign 

their vendors behavior and get them to either clean up or make the 

necessary changes so that their home shows well. They include (1) 
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providing hints, (2) presenting ultimatums, and (3) coaching on 

concealment. 

Providing Hints 

One general strategy identified by Goffman ( 19 5 9 ) regarding tactful 

behavior involves the use of "hints." It is through hints that the 

audience can warn the performer that his/her performance is 

unacceptable and that he or she had better modify it in order to 

save the situation. The performer, of course, must be sensitive to 

the hints and be willing to take them. 

Not all agents will come right out and give vendors advice on 

cleaning or redecorating. As the following agent acknowledges, 

they simply try to do the best they can under the circumstances. 

It is generally thought to be more important not to offend vendors. 

She does, however, employ some tactful ways of trying to encourage 

them to make their homes more presentable. They include (a) asking 

vendors if they are going to make certain repairs (leaving it up to 

them) or (b) directing suggestions to third parties (suggesting 

that the kids clean up and hoping that the parents take the hint): 

[Agent] Well, sometimes you do. But again, people like 
if they're dirty, they're dirty. I say clean it up a 
bit. You can always blame it on the kids. I'll ~ay, 
"You kids clean up your bedroom," so I can do this in a 
round about way. Sometimes, you know, they wouldn't even 
know where to start. But a fussy person, that'll be the 
one that' 11 say, "What can I do?" I say, "Well nothing, 
it looks absolutely gorgeous. Have the lights on and 
stay out of the way when I come through!" Not a whole 
lot of people ask you. That's it, it's either right or 
wrong whatever they've got there. You can tell them as 
nice as you can or as awful as you can. Like I've had 
people, "Oh I should put a cake in the oven and I should 
have a roast on if you' re here. " And I always say, 
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"That's great." You know, lights and candles, it's 
wonderful, "but your house looks great. 11 And people will 
come to an open house and they' 11 say, "These people knew 
what to do. They've got their roast on. " You know, 
everybody knows what's going on. Or I'll say as I walk 
through, "Oh you've got a broken window. Is that getting 
fixed? Are you fixing that before you move?" Some 
people you can say anything to and others {laughs}. [I-
62A] 

Presenting Ultimatums 

Other agents may be more forward, especially if they are going to 

work the listing by doing open houses. As Roznaczuk {1984) has 

shown, people are more apt to try to realign another's behavior if 

they perceive themselves as having "power and authority" over them. 

The following agent does not attempt to do so until the vendors 

have signed the listing contract. At that point he has a certain 

amount of perceived power over them in that he can withdraw 

services and still retain the listing if they do not comply with 

his requests. 

"Presenting ultimatums" implies a change-or-else attitude. In 

reference to disputes, it represents an effort to force others to 

see their situations differently {Roznaczuk, 1984). Ultimatums are 

also utilized by people in power in other social contexts. 

Bittner's {1967b) study of police practices on skid row indicate 

that patrolmen sometimes present "ultimatums" to troublesome skid­

row inhabitants as alternatives to arresting them. "Strikes" may 

also be viewed as ultimatums utilized by union negotiators to 

realign management's stance. As well, ultimatums may take the form 

of "lockouts" in labour-management disputes, with management 
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refusing work for their employees in order to force settlements 

(Phillips, 1981:199-200). 

The following agent, while trying to be tactful, doesn't mix 

his words when it comes to getting his vendors to make the kinds of 

changes he feels are necessary to sell their home. From his 

reputation in the real estate community held by agents and vendors 

alike with whom he had dealings, I have little doubt that if they 

refuse to comply, he would not work the listing: 

[Agent] Some have dogs. I can honestly tell you, if a 
dog is in the house, it slows down the sale. No question 
about it, whether they're big, small or indifferent, dogs 
are a problem. Al though we love them all, we can't 
always show a house that has a dog, because the vendor or 
seller has to be there. And then cats can be a problem 
to a lesser degree. You can smell animals in a house, 
and that's how it's a problem. 

After we list, we give them a list of things that 
they have to do. And one of the things we try to do is 
have a smoking area in the home. And that's pretty 
restrictive. You've got to have a lot of balls to tell 
somebody that. But after all, they hired us to do a job. 
And if we know that there's certain walls have to be 
painted, this has to be done, that has to be done, we are 
not afraid to tell them this. Cause, after all, we are 
supposed to be the professionals in this business. And 
believe me, we are. 

Then they' 11 say, "Do you really think I should 
change the broadloom in the front room?" And if you feel 
that they should, you're not gonna say yes if you mean 
no. And like if it's really dingy, or if the dog's 
pissing on the broadloom, I recommend it. I recommended 
to a guy with tongue in cheek, once, that he ship the dog 
off to the farm until we sold the house, and he did. And 
I sold the house. I said, "I wasn't mean when I told you 
that, but this dog was causing you a lot of aggravation. 11 

[I-33A] 

Coaching On Concealment 

Agents, it seems, are so bent on getting listings sold that they 

may II conspire to conceal defects. " Some will even suggest ideas on 
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how to "cover up defects" that may pose obstacles to selling. It 

may be difficult, currently, as most brokers request that vendors 

fill out a vendor disclosure form attesting to the condition of a 

home. This is a recent innovation in Ontario intended to protect 

buyers from vendors trying to hide defects (and agents from being 

sued). If the vendor is reluctant to fill out the form, then that 

alone may arouse suspicion from the purchaser's lawyer. However, 

the following vendors, who failed to sell their home but were still 

interested, indicate that their agent gave them advice on covering 

the cracks in their basement walls: 

[Vendor] We were trying to sell it because we needed a 
bigger house with more bedrooms. When we moved in, it 
was just my husband and me. Five years later we have two 
kids. I guess the main reason we'd like to sell is 
because we have five leaks in the basement. When it 
rains or the snow melts, the basement becomes flooded. 
When you have kids, you spend a lot of time in the 
basement, but we can't use it when it's flooded. It also 
smells musty. All the houses around here have leaky 
basements. Our neighbors repaired two cracks in their's 
and it cost $3000. We don't want to spend the money on 
repairs. I think they had the cracks covered with 
posters. Maybe that's why it (our house) didn't sell. 
Our agent said to get a big poster and cover the cracks 
up. I guess we'll have to do that. (I-54E] 

SHOWING HOMES 

For the most part, agents working with buyers tend to stand back 

and let their customers view homes on their own. In many cases, 

it's the first time the agent has seen the home. Most agents, it 

seems, do very little to influence their prospects. In other 

instances, agents may take a more involved posture. When assuming 

a more active role in showing homes, this study has shown that 
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agents may (1) focus on the positive features (while at the same 

time downplaying or redefining the negative features). In some 

cases, agents may ( 2) 11 arouse discontent" in order to steer 

prospects away from a property and reshape their interest in 

another, the one they wish to sell them. When agents representing 

buyers show other agents' listings, they are more apt to point out 

defects. On the other hand, when they are simultaneously the 

listing agent, they may attempt to ( 3) "conceal defects" or to 

neutralize buyer concerns. 

Focusing On Positives 

Angrist ( 1984) discovered that real estate agents manipulate 

situations by focusing on the positive qualities of a home and 

ignoring the negative features. The following vendor notes how an 

agent who sold his home focused on the "positive features" and 

redefined the negative one. The vendor admired the agent for doing 

what he felt he was supposed to do: 

[Vendor] It's funny, the real estate man they brought in, 
knew exactly what he was doing. He was probably the best 
real estate man I've ever seen, not because he helped to 
sell my house, but because he was on the people's level. 
And they were sort of like lower middle-class, whatever 
they were. And he worked with that. "Well look at the 
wonderful mirrored doors," for instance, because he knew 
that's what they would go for, that's what they would 
like, would be the mirrored doors. And so he would focus 
on all those things. You know, he knew his clients 
really well. Because if you have a client for this 
house, for instance, and they' re avid gardeners, you show 
them the garden. You' re in that garden. You' re showing 
them all the things that garden will do for them. And 
you see that's what the other real estate man did to 
these other people, he was showing them all the things. 

The guy said, "Well, the driveway's a little small, 
not wide enough for two cars next to each other. 11 He 
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says, "Oh there's some bricks in the basement, you can 
put some bricks out," you know. You know damn well you 
can't even do that, it's against the law, but the guy 
didn't think about it. He had an answer. I guess he 
thought, "Well once you' re in the driveway, you' 11 worry 
about it then." (I-58] 

Arousing Discontent 

Sometimes agents may be instrumental in steering prospects away 

from homes they do not wish to sell them. One way in which they 

may do this is by "arousing discontent" (Prus, 1989a). Their 

actions in doing so may be in the best interests of the prospective 

purchaser or it may be guided seemingly by self-interest. 

Even though they are normally working for the vendor ( as 

subagents), when agents are showing other agent's listings, they 

are likely to be acting in the purchaser's best interests. The 

agent, of course, is trying to build a relationship with the 

purchaser, to earn his or her trust and to maintain his or her 

loyalty. It is the ref ore in the agent's personal interests to 

cater to the purchaser and not to the vendor. In doing so, the 

agent is likely to protect the purchaser's interests by looking for 

and pointing out "defects" or potential structural problems: 

[Agent] And I do that when I'm working with purchasers. 
If I take them through any house and I notice a moisture 
problem, for instance, it's one of the most common, but 
it could lead to big dollars, of course, I definitely 
always point it out to them. "Are you aware that there's 
obviously some water stains in the ceiling? Now it may 
be, a year ago they put on a new roof, so likely that 
happened prior to putting on the new roof. Likely, but 
I want you to be aware of that. " And then sometimes we 
then ask the listing agent about it and so on and get it 
clarified, and they make an informed decision, but 
they're not going to come back to me a year later and 
say, "You didn't point that out to me." Although I'm not 
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an electrician or a house inspector, if it's an obvious 
thing, I 'm honest with them and say, 11 It would look to me 
like there could be a problem in this area." [I-61A] 

In other instances, agent's may "arouse discontent" in order 

to direct the prospect away from one home and towards another, 

which is more advantageous for both the agent and the buyer. The 

following prospect was attracted to one house while the agent was 

trying to reshape her interests in another, the agent's own 

listing. Both properties were in need of work, and the purchaser 

went back and forth between the two properties, several times, 

before making a commitment to buy one of them. She eventually 

began to see things the way her agent wanted her to see them, that 

the home she was leaning towards buying was structurally unsound 

and in need of more extensive repairs: 

[Purchaser] The other house, first of all, was stucco on 
the outside. It was not nice, not pretty on the outside, 
it didn't have my brick. They {vendors) had added a 
wooden porch, but this other house had this, just 
wonderful cedar deck with a hot tub that was coming with 
the house, and the yard was just beautiful. But the 
inside of the house, once again, they had done a lot of 
cosmetic work. There was a lot of wood which I liked. 
Again, it was really overly decorated. There was stuff 
everywhere. If you walked up the steps, there was one of 
those ducks. There was a wooden duck sitting on every 
single step, a duck with a little bow around its neck. 
The whole house was heavily decorated. 

So what the real estate agent did was to tell me to 
think about it without the furniture, without all the 
added stuff. Once all the nails got ripped off the 
walls, all the work that would be necessary to make it 
liveable. And the other thing that she showed me was, 
while a lot of cosmetics were done to the inside of the 
place, they hadn't done anything to the basics. Like the 
window frames were peeling, the wood was rotting, the 
windows were not in good shape. 

And then I started to notice things the second or 
third time I went down there. It had been raining and 
the walls were seeping. And there was white stuff all 
over the walls and they had a fan down there. Then I 
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walked upstairs and I noticed that there had been water 
damage on the ceiling. There were water spots and they 
were cracked, and then I realized that she was right. So 
then when I compared that with the place that I had 
bought, there wasn't any of that. [I-3] 

Concealing Defects 

When the agent showing the home also is the listing agent, he or 

she may find him or herself in the position of "concealing 

defects." In all likelihood the agent may be doing so as a member 

of a team {with their vendor) collaberating to keep a team secret 

{Goffman, 1959). This, of course, may be difficult because of the 

vendor disclosure form. In this particular case, the agent knows 

that if he points out problems with the house, he may lose the 

listing, not to mention discouraging a potential buyer from making 

an offer. His loyal ties are primarily to the vendor and to a 

lesser extent to the prospective purchaser, especially when 

prospects drop by his open houses: 

[Agent] Now if a vendor says to me, "I don't want you 
telling anyone about the water in the basement," then I 
won't tell, directly. I won't go out of my way to point 
it out, because the vendor's asked me not to. But if 
someone were to say, "Hey, I see there's some water 
problems here," then I would say, "Yeah, well that's 
pretty obvious isn't it?" I mean I won't lie to the 
people. But, I haven't been the one to actually point it 
out, so I think I'm doing what my vendor's told me to do, 
because if they didn't notice it, I guess I don't say 
anything. 

But I also make sure that every one of my vendors 
fill out a vendor disclosure form, tell them to be honest 
with it, because it could be a legal document in court 
six months down the road. "If you did say that you 
didn't have a moisture problem and a year before you had 
somebody come in to try to fix it, someone finds that 
out, you're gonna be liable for that, so you better be 
honest." But, it's their disclosure, not mine. [I-61A] 
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This agent's situationally-related perspectives are typical of 

the way most agents see it. Some agents, of course, may take it a 

step further and be more active in helping to cover up the defects, 

by providing advice to that effect. 

PROMOTING OFFERS 

While prospects often reach their own conclusions in regards to 

submitting an offer, sometimes agents take a more active role in 

getting them to do so. This research has shown that agents may 

"manipulate the selection" and showing of homes so as to make the 

one they want to sell look more attractive. Agents may also use 

various closing techniques. Commonly, these include closing by 

assumption or closing by inquiry. 

Manipulating Selection 

Although buyers typically come to their own conclusion about 

submitting an off er for a home, agents sometimes find ways to 

manipulate the situation and promote offers. While they recognize 

that prospects often need a push, they also recognize the 

consequences of being viewed as pushy. Perhaps the most common 

strategy agents utilize is to arrange the showing of homes so that 

the prospect will find the last home on the list to be the better 

deal. Not all agents are aware of this strategy and not all agents 

use it. When they do, and I myself have done it, it may be in the 

best interests of the purchaser. In other words, being familiar 

with what's available at what price range on the current market, 
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the agent spots what he or she believes is a good deal for the 

prospect, and sets out to convince the prospect of it. Some 

agents, however, take it a step further. Wanting to move their own 

listings, they show a few overpriced homes which do not show well 

before the one they want to sell. In both cases, they more or less 

let the prospects make up their own minds. What the prospect 

doesn't know, particularly in the latter case, is that the agent is 

manipulating them into buying his or her own listing. By being 

selective in what prospects get to see, agents are able to shape 

situations to their own advantage: 

[Agent] Once you find out what they like, you set up 
three or four houses ahead of it that they don't like, 
that you know they won't like, and then when they hit the 
one they like, they like it all the more. [I-34A] 

[Agent] We ask them, or we generally know. We are very 
proficient at having been through the homes that we show 
them before we go through. So at agent's open houses, if 
we' re running in the range of a hundred and f arty 
thousand, we'll usually pick out three or four of our 
competitors houses that are really lumpy and overpriced, 
and then we'll show them one of ours that's clean and on 
the mark. And you don't have to say, "John, which one 
are you going to buy?" You know which one he's gonna 
buy. "Which one do you like, John?" Cause John's making 
notes about all the houses, "Well, it might have your 
sign on the front lawn, but that's the one I want." 

People ask us, you know, "What percentage of your 
own listings do you sell?" Although my (partner) will 
not let me disclose the exact amount, it's confidential, 
it's large, very large. That's how you double your 
income in this business. You cut your workload in half. 
Think about it. You make twice as much money on the 
house. [ I-33A] 

Closing By Assumption 

Sometimes agents see prospects as needing a little encouragement to 

make a commitment, but, most are aware that it could be costly 
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should they appear to be too aggressive. Finding ways to do it 

with tact is important, otherwise prospects may see the agent as 

impatient, and possibly back away from the agent. one technique 

which agents sometimes use is "closing by assumption." Prus 

{1989a) identified this technique with retail salespeople who act 

as if a bargain has already been struck. In some cases they begin 

totalling bills or wrapping merchandise without explicit approval, 

and in other cases they assure prospects that they've made the 

right choice. 

One real estate agent starts talking about how much money 

prospects would be willing to put as a downpayment, or how much 

they'd be willing to pay for the house. Before they know it, they 

are submitting an offer: 

[Agent] Get them back to the office, pull an offer pad 
out, and ask them how much they're gonna offer. How much 
deposit are we gonna put on this house. Stay away from 
the word "offer." Say, "How much deposit are you gonna 
put on this house? How much money you gonna end up 
paying for this house?" And they'd say a hundred and 
forty, you recommend they go to a hundred and fifty. 
That's about the size of it. [I-34A] 

Closing By Inquiry 

Prus (1989a) discovered the technique of "closing by inquiry" to 

describe retail salespeople essentially "asking for the sale. " 

After looking at more than twenty properties, the following 

purchaser finally found one that had everything that she and her 

husband were looking for in a home. Even though they were excited 

about it, they suggest that the agent tactfully prompted them to go 

ahead with an offer. This is not unusual. It's a big outlay and 
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people often get cold feet: 

[Purchaser] Well we went and saw the other houses that 
day and, like I say, I wasn't interested in any of them. 
So we sat in the real estate agent's car, and we talked 
for awhile. And he said, "If you think it's the house 
that you want, why don't you put in an offer?" He said, 
"The worst they can do is laugh at it. 11 So, we talked 
back and forth for awhile and we decided that it was the 
right house. It had everything we were looking for, so, 
why not? [I-52] 

STRATEGIES FOR REACHIRG AGREEMERTS 

On the surface, the biggest obstacle to the completion of a sale is 

price. Vendors typically want as much as they can get for their 

homes, at least, as close as possible to the asking price. In 

fact, most have a bottom line in mind from which they are reluctant 

to go lower. The buyer, on the other hand, typically wants to buy 

a home at less than the asking price. While buyers may have set a 

maximum limit for themselves, other times the limit may reflect 

affordability or the anticipated cost of repairs and renovations. 

Other considerations such as closing dates, conditions written 

into the offer, the inclusion or exclusion of various chattels, are 

not only negotiable in and of themselves, but may also impact upon 

the price. While not all these considerations are critical to 

every transaction, where they are a problem, they may not only 

impact on price, but on the completion of a deal. 

Most agents will try to discover as much as they can about the 

other party's circumstances. Agents representing the buyer, for 

example, may ask questions when they visit the home, or confront 

the listing agent prior to submitting an offer. Other times, 
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details are exchanged during negotiations which may or may not 

affect counter-offers. 

This section examines the kinds of strategies which make 

reaching an agreement possible. The perspectives of vendors, 

purchasers and agents will be discussed, simultaneously, according 

to their relevance. Among the more common strategies utilized by 

agents 

taking, 

in order to reach deals include: 

( 2) locating limits, ( 3 ) making 

providing consolation. 

Encouraging Role-Taking 

( 1) encouraging role­

concessions, and ( 4) 

Other than getting parties to "be reasonable, " agents have few 

strategies when it comes to pricing. For one thing, they nearly 

always are paid by the vendor, even when representing the 

purchaser, and some see it as their lawful duty to try to get 

vendors their asking price. On the other hand, their relationship 

is with the purchaser (unless they are the listing agent) and they 

rarely stick to this ideal. Instead, they tend to work in the best 

interests of the party on whose behalf they are, in actual 

practice, negotiating. Their primary objective, of course, is to 

bring about an agreement. Some will try to get the purchaser to 

offer close to the asking price, and they will attempt to get it 

accepted without a counter-offer. Others will anticipate a write­

back and suggest that prospects go lower with the anticipation of 

ending up at a targeted price. However, recognizing that offers 

which are too low may be destructive to negotiations, most agents 
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usually try to convince prospects to "be reasonable." Vendors, 

too, can be unreasonable. Some tend to hold out for top price even 

though their asking price may be viewed by agents and/or buyers as 

unreasonable. 

Encouraging buyers or sellers to put themselves in the other's 

place, or to "take the role of the other" (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 

1969), is one way in which agents may try to get them to be more 

"reasonable." For example, agents might ask buyers to imagine 

themselves as the vendor in order to better anticipate the price 

the vendor would likely accept: 

[Agent] When people go in real low, I always say to them, 
"What would you do if you owned that house and somebody 
brought this offer in? What would you think?" You have 
to hit them home sometimes to make them realize, 11 I 
wouldn't take it if I owned that house. I'd want $20,000 
more." [I-34A] 

As a second agent attests, it doesn't always work, but she 

often encourages buyers who insist on offering a price which would 

likely be too low to be seriously considered to put themselves in 

the vendor's place: 

[Agent] Most people want to give you low. "We can always 
come up, we can always come up, right?" And if the 
purchaser is saying, "Let's try eighty, 11 and the house is 
a hundred, you say, "Wel 1 they won't think you' re 
serious. They' 11 write it back at full price. Be 
serious. You' re not going to expect to get it for 
eighty. What do you expect to get it for? 11 "Ninety­
fi ve. 11 "Well then give me ninety. Because now you're a 
real buyer. You' re a horse's ass offering eighty. 11 And, 
you know, some people, they won't listen. It doesn't 
matter what you say. And you have to take it. And you 
do the best you can do. That's all you can do. You lose 
some, you win some. [I-62A] 

The reflexive nature of negotiating price is also relevant to 

agent-vendor relationships. Just as purchasers may be inclined to 
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low-ball vendors, vendors may be very stubborn in sticking with 

their asking price. Given that some of them want more than what 

the agent and likely the purchaser think it is worth, agents may 

try to get vendors to take the viewpoint of the purchaser in order 

to shift their perspectives and get them to be more "realistic": 

[Agent] It doesn't hurt for a minute to ask the vendor if 
he'd buy the house for that price. "Would you pay this 
price for that house? Okay, what would you pay for it if 
you were buying it?" [I-34A] 

While agents may encourage buyers or sellers to take the role 

of the other in order to determine what constitutes a fair price, 

the end result is uncertain. As the following section indicates, 

there are things which agents may do in attempts to take the guess 

work out of pricing. 

Locating Limits 

Just as Prus ( 1989a) discovered that retail vendors attempt to 

"locate limits" in order to prevent price objections on the part of 

buyers, agents also attempt to locate the limits which buyers and 

sellers may have in mind in order to facilitate the reaching of 

agreements. For Prus, locating limits involves the task of 

qualifying prospects or discovering how much they are willing to 

spend. Some salespeople may attempt to qualify buyers in 

anticipation of price resistance, while others may do so when 

buyers express their reservations. Ross (1980) also found that 

both insurance adjusters and attorneys for claimants try to 

discover each other's "resistance point" in order to facilitate a 

settlement. 
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In the real estate marketplace, most vendors have a minimum 

price in mind and anything lower is likely not going to be accepted 

(at least in the short-term). Buyers, too, usually have a limit in 

mind over which they are reluctant to go. Vendors do not always 

make their bottom lines known to their agent, nor do buyers always 

indicate their limit to their agent. To do so could be risky. 

There is no guarantee that agents can be trusted not to share (one 

or both ways) this information with the other agent, who may use 

that information to the benefit of the party he or she is 

representing. In other words, telling the agent may result in 

getting less for the vendor or paying more for the buyer. on the 

other hand, where the agent has to guess at what the buyer or 

vendor might go for, it can make reaching a deal difficult. 

The following excerpt illustrates the importance of agents 

knowing this information in order to help bring about an agreement. 

While purchaser and vendor limitations are seldom carved in stone, 

and may change contingent upon a variety of concessions which may 

later be negotiated, acknowledging them may be helpful to 

facilitating agreements. It also indicates that it is generally 

best if buyers do not offend vendors, once their bottom line is 

known, especially if they really want that property: 

[Vendor] There was a write-back. We were asking $149,900 
and they offered $140,000, and we weren't going to take 
that. We wrote back $145,000. Now it was interesting 
how that came about. The two agents sitting in our 
dining room, and the agent for the other couple kind of 
coached things, you know, the of fer reflects current 
market value, what's going on in the market, etc. we 
knew that things were a disaster in the market in terms 
of price. We knew that was going on. And then he made 
kind of an opening to the effect that, "I can give you 

359 



some indications as to what the couple will go for, in 
terms of what they would accept, in a price." And so I 
pursued that. And he said, 11 $145,000 would be the 
absolute upper limit. 11 We could have signed it back, in 
fact, our agent was thinking of signing it back at 
$146,500 and then coming back down. But their agent, who 
is a high profile agent, very busy, he had a number of 
things on the go that evening, in fact. He's a four 
million club member, himself, so he had a couple of deals 
on the go. And he said, "To save me time, to save you 
time, to save them time, 11 he was trying to come in on 
this figure of $145,000. And my wife and I had decided 
ahead of time, before the agent came over, $145,000 would 
be our base. So we signed it back at $145,000. 

So he went back to his couple, and it seemed like an 
eternity, the time that elapsed. He called us from their 
place with a couple of questions about the age of the 
central air conditioning and little things like that. So 
we gave him that information and our agent starts 
worrying. "Gee, he may come back with a lower offer." 
And both my wife and I are pretty pig-headed when it gets 
to things like that. We told our agent, "If he does 
that, there's no fucking way. We're not going one cent 
below $145,000." And we told him, "We don't appreciate 
your tactic of doing that sort of thing, of convincing 
us, $145,000, and having it fall through." 

So we didn't know what to expect when this guy was 
coming back in, if he was going to come in with something 
back, or what. As it turned out, he had talked them into 
going for $145,000. Everything was finished that 
evening. But it was close, because if he had come back, 
and I wouldn't care if it was $144,900, I would have 
said, "No!" We would have been adamant about that. We 
would have viewed it as being manipulated by the agent, 
and we wouldn't have accepted that. We really had set, 
ahead of time, our bottom line of $145,000. [I-4] 

Furious with the agent for trying to get him and his wife to 

accept less than their bottom line, the following vendor held out 

for the purchasers to increase their of fer. It was a divorce 

situation and the real estate agent suggested that the wife, who 

was anxious to sell, pay the husband the difference. Since the 

husband and wife were at odds, the agent was able to convince them 

to renegotiate their bottom line. This upset the husband who did, 

however, reestablish a new bottom line with his estranged wife. 
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The purchasers then agreed to increase their off er to meet the 

vendor's new limit: 

[Vendor] It was sort of touch and go. It was a phone 
call that night as to whether they were gonna take it or 
not. My wife was gonna give up and say, "I'll pay you. 
You want this much more money. I'll just pay you your 
half of that difference. " And I wouldn't let her do 
that. I said, "That 's not the way I wanted it, you know, 
that's not fair to you. 11 And then I think we just 
finally settled and said that was our bottom line. And 
then when it went back (to purchaser), that's where he 
came up. [I-31] 

By uncovering their client's bottom line or their customer's 

maximum limit, agents have a means of neutralizing any price 

objections. Agents who fail to properly qualify their prospects in 

this regard are often surprised at the negotiation table when 

offers are rejected, or when agreements fall apart because money 

lenders refuse to approve mortgages. 

One agent claims that he tries to discover the vendor's bottom 

line from the listing agent prior to submitting an offer. Usually 

he suggests that his purchasers offer less, in case the listing 

agent is not being truthful with them. This makes it possible to 

get the purchaser a better deal, to leave room for negotiations 

with the expectation of eventually settling at ( or below) the 

vendor's bottom line. To meet the vendor's bottom line, straight 

away, could result in the purchaser paying more. While it is not 

unusual for agents to share information regarding the vendor's 

bottom line, or the purchaser's maximum limit, many agents do not 

share that information unless the deal is about to fall through, 

preferring, instead, to get the best deal possible for the party 

they represent: 
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[Agent] If we show another broker's listing, they know 
who we (agent and his family) are. If we're showing 
their house and they want that house sold, we have the 
ability of saying to that salesperson, 1100 you know what 
the bottom line is on that house?" Suppose it's listed 
for $189, 900? And they might say, "Well we don't know 
for sure, but we think it might go for one-eighty" 
($180,000). Guess what, we go in at one-seventy-five. 
And many times that salesman will do a selling job on us. 
They'll talk us up right in front of their client. We 
just shut up. We gotta cash offer here, closing in 60 
days or 90 days. And then the agent sometimes will look 
at us and say, "What do you think?" And if I'm spoken to 
I' 11 answer, but I don't speak out of turn. My wife 
taught me. We're Hollywood actors, you see. We're 
there, we' re working for the vendor but we' re also 
working for our purchaser. That becomes very difficult. 
It's not really a problem though. 

And before we go, we're gonna ask our client, the 
purchaser, "Now you' re going in at one-seventy-£ i ve. 
It's listed for one-ninety. What's your maximum figure? 11 

And they'll tell us. 
And if we were asked at the meeting, "Would they 

come up another couple of thousand?" Professionally you'd 
say, "Well I'm gonna do my best, if that's what you want. 
Is that what you want? But this is a perfect offer. Why 
change a perfect off er? Would you blow this deal for two 
thousand dollars? You make one change on this offer, and 
there's no guarantee in life. " And then you shut up 
again. There's a lot of philosophy in when to talk and 
when not to talk. [I-33A] 

What is interesting from this agent's way of dealing with 

price is that he is obligated, by law, to divulge to the vendors 

(who are paying his commission), when asked, how much the 

purchasers would be willing to pay. It is inferred by his comments 

that he does not reveal that information. I've yet to meet a high 

producer who represents the purchaser but, at the same time, is 

getting paid by the vendor, who does not work to get the best deal 

for his or her purchaser. Less experienced agents (usually low 

producers), on the other hand, tend to follow the letter of the 

law, and perhaps that is why they fail to close deals or end up 
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with satisfied customers. 

Consistent with Ross' (1980) negotiations between attorneys 

and insurance adjusters where the first offer to settle is not 

intended to be accepted but to establish the other party's limit, 

agents sometimes encourage buyers, and buyers often prefer, to make 

a lower offer. While the offer is lower than the asking price, it 

is usually thought to be reasonable. This is often done with the 

anticipation that the vendor will make a counter-offer and they 

will eventually arrive at a price somewhere between the asking 

price and the offer price (or discover the vendor's bottom line). 

In fact, this is a very common strategy and many vendors, aware 

that they will be offered less, set their listing prices higher 

than that recommended by their agent. The down side to this is 

that the vendor may be offended by the low offer, particularly if 

the home is priced fairly in the vendor's mind, and reject the 

offer entirely. Where it works, however, the purchaser is likely 

to acquire a property at what the purchaser sees as a good price. 

One purchaser, wanting to pay no more than $145,000 for a home 

which was being advertised for $149,900, decided to offer $143,000 

on his agent's advice. Since the vendors were in a pressure 

situation, they wrote it ba.ck at $145,000. Had they not been in 

that situation, chances are they would have asked more: 

(Purchasers] {Wife: } They lowered it from one fifty-four, 
nine to one forty-nine, nine. And then they changed real 
estate offices. It was for sale for two days and we got 
in there before it was in the book. Their listing ran 
out so they changed the listing but went with a different 
company and lowered the price. So then they had put an 
offer on another house in a nearby city, being on 
condition of their house selling. {Husband:} The house 
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that they had an offer in, had a cash offer come in, and 
they had twenty-four hours to do something. {Wife:} They 
got the twenty-four hour notice that they had to do 
something, and we came in, the day after they got this 
notice with our offer, so like they kind of thought, Oh, 
let's take this because we don't want to lose this, the 
other house. It all just snowballed right into place, so 
nice. And I said, "You know, this is how it's supposed 
to be. 11 It's supposed to go nice and smoothly like this, 
you know, going back and forth with pricing and coming to 
some sort of an agreement. [I-69] 

The above quote also illustrates that buyers take into account 

the vendor's circumstances, if known to them, and that the vendor's 

limits may be affected by their own predicament. In this case, the 

vendors were likely experiencing closure in that they had twenty­

four hours to waive all conditions (to firm-up) regarding the 

purchase of another property, or the owner of that property would 

be free to sell the house to someone else. This probably resulted 

in their accepting less than they would normally have if they were 

not under pressure to sell. 

Making Concessions 

Prus' ( 1989a) retail vendors acknowledged the importance of "making 

concessions" in order to prevent the loss of a sale. He developed 

the term to cover a rather wide range of things. Making 

concessions involves adjustments for price, quantity, quality, 

service, warranties, or throw-ins, etc. In addition, making 

concessions may be initiated by either party. Just as retail 

vendors and shoppers sometimes bargain over goods or services, real 

estate agents usually encourage those whom they represent to try to 

accommodate the other party's requests, or to meet them halfway. 
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The kinds of concessions agents may encourage their buyers or 

sellers to make in order to keep an offer going include: (a) 

accommodating the other's choice of a closing date; (b) offering 

cash instead of making an offer conditional on financing; (c) 

getting vendors to hold a mortgage; (d) persuading buyers to assume 

an existing mortgage; and (e) throwing in chattels (appliances, 

etc.) to sweeten the deal. Agents may also offer to lower their 

commissions in order to reduce the vendor's perceived loss (should 

vendors be pressured into accepting less than their bottom line), 

if necessary, to make a deal come together. 

"Closing dates" can be an obstacle to reaching an agreement. 

It can be expensive to finance two houses at the same time, or to 

stay in a motel and put one's furnishings in storage. Often, where 

closing dates are far apart, buyers may not consider submitting an 

of fer. However, like other aspects of the of fer, closing dates may 

be negotiated. The key to most (but not all) sales is usually the 

price. When vendors want a specific closing date, buyers may off er 

them more money to close earlier or later, whatever the case may 

be. Conversely, if buyers want a different closing date, vendors 

may accommodate them by making it a better deal. 

Buyers who are willing to meet the vendor's closing date may 

be able to get a better deal. When vendors are moving somewhere 

and they have already bought another home, they will already have 

worked out a closing date with the vendor at the other end. 

Generally, vendors do not want to be caught making mortgage 

payments on two places at the same time, or having to pay for taxes 
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and utilities while their home sits vacant. The buyer, on the 

other hand, may have to pay rent for the balance of a month, or get 

bridge financing to carry two properties for a short time. Where 

one party meets the other's closing date, and the costs to the 

other party are significant, it may be reflected in the price. 

A vendor was not entirely happy with the price being offered 

to him, but was concerned about his house sitting empty for several 

months. Since there had not been much action on it, his agent 

suggested that he ask for an "earlier closing date," rather than 

ask for more money. Given that it was still winter, he would make 

up the difference by reduced utility bills and on fewer mortgage 

payments: 

[Vendor] I said I was going to write it back and they had 
the closing date the middle of March. And I figured, 
well, paying the utilities, there was a month and a half 
difference in the dates. I thought, a month and a half, 
there's a thousand dollars in payments, for the month and 
a half, and there's about three or four hundred dollars 
in everything else like the water, the gas. So I said, 
"Well I'll tell you what I'll do. You close it earlier 
and we' 11 leave it at that price. 11 So they wrote it back 
the 16th of February. I said, "Fine, that will save me 
money right there. It's not really out of your pocket to 
give me more money. 11 We were both happy with it so we 
signed it, and that was it. [I-29] 

Preferring an early closing, the buyers discussed below were 

encouraged by their agent to increase their offer in order to get 

the vendor to agree to move sooner. After spending two days 

showing houses to her sister from Mississauga, they found nothing 

that her sister liked. Then the agent spotted an exclusive listing 

being marketed by another company which she knew would be perfect 

for her sister. She called her sister, immediately, with the good 
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news. Since her sister wanted an earlier closing date, she 

encouraged her to offer the vendor $2,000 more than the asking 

price, and that made the deal: 

[Agent] We presented the offer at list price. The only 
problem was my sister sold her home and wanted a June 1st 
closing date. The vendors wanted more time to find a new home 
and accepted conditional upon a July 1st or August 1st closing 
date, if they so required it. The purchaser could not accept 
that condition. 

So we made up another off er. My sister felt that it 
would cost her $2,000 to rent and store her furniture for two 
months. We came back with an offer of $134,900 rather than 
the original $132,900. My sister felt that if they would 
agree to the June 1st closing date, she might as well give 
them the $2,000 and let them worry about where to go if they 
didn't find another place by that time. The vendor, who was 
a lawyer, said he never saw an offer like that before, and 
accepted it. We also had an alternative offer made up which 
met the purchase price, but agreed to the later closing date. 
[I-78] 

One of the ways vendors can help to make a deal come together 

is to "hold the mortgage" at a reduced rate. This is especially 

important where regular mortgage lenders limit the amount of money 

they are willing to lend. 1 It makes it possible for buyers, who 

cannot get the required funding through conventional means, to 

purchase a home. Usually the vendor will demand a better price to 

offset the loss in interest of holding the mortgage. 

The following illustration shows how a vendor helped a buyer 

to purchase his home when lending rates were extremely high, by 

holding the mortgage for five years and offering to renew it, once, 

for an additional five years. His wife and their son suggest that 

the real estate agents took advantage of the vendor who was sick at 

10Wners trying to sell privately often find themselves being 
pressured by private buyers to hold the mortgage, which is 
sometimes a deterrent to selling privately. 
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the time. They persuaded him to sell the home for $20,000 below 

asking price, and to hold the mortgage at the same time. While 

holding the mortgage helped to sell the property in a slow market, 

the vendor received less interest than he would have, had he 

received cash and deposited it in the bank: 

[Vendors] {Son:} Father took the mortgage back on it for 
a five plus five. Five years, and if they wanted to 
renew it at the same rate, {Mother:} which they did. 
{Son:} It worked out good like that, because if it had 
been five years, plus whatever the rate was at the end of 
that five years, the guy would have lost the house. 
Because then the rates were 21 percent. And he said 
there was no way he could have ever have afforded 21 
percent for the next five years. He would have lost the 
house. But we were fair by saying, five plus five {son}. 
{Mother:} Eleven percent. 

{Mother:} The real estate, they chopped us down and 
down and down. And my husband was sick at the time, and 
he went more or less with what they said. {Son:} It was 
supposed to go on the market for $129,000. That was what 
the deal was. When the deal was closed, they had it down 
to $109,000, and father signed it. And from that day, 
those two real estate people, we never saw them again. 
We gave them the listing, and we never set eyes on them 
again, from the time they got the money. We should have 
got our one-twenty-nine. That was what the deal was. 
{Mother:} I think they took advantage of my husband. He 
was very sick. It was sold in the dark, nine o'clock at 
night. You don't buy a house in the dark, if you've 
anything about you, really. {Son:} It was almost new. 
It was built for thirty-six thousand, and father put in 
another ten thousand, with landscaping and all that. So 
you couldn't spend anything on the house. There was no 
need for it. They even gave two thousand dollars for the 
drapes, just to show you how much the drapes were in the 
house. It wasn't cheap, aye. But it was just that 
$20,000 difference on the deal. It shook me when I read 
the offer, but father had signed it. [I-45P] 

It is usually not easy for vendors when selling their property 

to get out of a mortgage without paying a penalty, and that penalty 

can be substantial . Mortgage lenders are in the business of 

lending money and they make sure the mortgagee sticks to the terms 
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of the agreement. Sometimes the mortgage can be transferred to 

another property at a blended rate. Other times, the new owner is 

permitted to assume the mortgage, providing that the mortgagor 

approves the transfer. 

Already facing a loss on the sale of their condominium 

townhouse, one couple were able to save $2,500 in penalties by 

getting the purchaser to assume their mortgage. In return, they 

agreed to accept an offer which was approximately $2,500 below 

their asking price: 

(Vendor] We took a little bit less than we expected but 
we took that because she assumed our mortgage. And that 
meant a substantial savings, because we wanted to switch 
banks, so we would have paid about $2500 more in a 
penalty. So we dropped it down by about that much when 
we sold it. So really, we came out fairly close to what 
we were asking. [I-44] 

Sometimes buyers will ask that certain "chattels" be included 

in the offer, and other times vendors will offer to include them. 

Frequently appliances and/or window covering may be offered by the 

vendor in order to sweeten the deal. Appliances do not always fit 

every kitchen, so including them on the listing, or offering them 

during negotiations, may make a property more attractive to some 

buyers. Window coverings, too, may be unique to each household, 

and, therefore, are likely of little use or dollar value to vendors 

once they move to another house. Their inclusion often saves the 

buyer money and perhaps a lot of work making them. 

One vendor, herself a real estate agent, included the 

appliances and window coverings in the deal to help sell her home: 

(Vendor] I left all the little things which make people 
want in a house like curtains and fridge and stove. I 
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offered it to them. Like it's nice to have a house with 
curtains, because, I mean, it takes awhile to get all of 
that stuff on. [I-17] 

Reflecting on when he bought his first home three years ago, 

the following informant notes how the inclusion of the appliances 

made the deal for him: 

[Purchaser] Another good thing, well it wasn't good for 
the people that I bought it from, but I bought the house 
from a couple, and they were older, and they were getting 
separated, and going to get divorced. Now, when they had 
it for sale, they had only owned it, previously, for 
three months. And in that three months, they went and 
bought a new stove, new fridge, new washer and dryer. 
Well, that was all included in the house. So being my 
first home and not having anything like that, that's what 
really sold me on the house was all the free appliances. 
And they were all brand new. And that made a big 
difference, because I didn't have to go out and get that 
stuff. [ I-69 J 

Vendors also may be more willing to close when the buyer makes 

some concessions. In one case, the buyer agreed to pay for the 

survey, which impressed the elderly vendors. On the other hand, it 

is the buyer who requires the survey, either for the lawyer or for 

the bank when acquiring a mortgage, and it is the buyer who 

normally pays for the survey. Vendors are usually only required to 

provide a copy of any existing survey, assuming that they have one. 

Consequently, it is the agent's definition of the situation which 

resulted in the vendors getting the impressions that they were 

benefiting (saving money) from the buyer's willingness to pay for 

the survey: 

[Vendor] The fellow that bought it agreed to pay for the 
survey and that was expensive. He also asked for the 
appliances. They were old and we weren't taking them 
with us. We would have had to sell them anyway. So I 
guess if you take those things into account, we probably 
got about a thousand dollars less than we were asking. 
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So we didn't do too bad. [I-67V] 

Agents sometimes offer to reduce their commission to make a 

deal come together, and some buyers hold them to it. In the case 

which follows, the agent offered to reduce her commission by half 

a percent to help mimimize the vendors' perceived loss (difference 

between bottom line and actual offer). They perceived it as an 

unselfish gesture on the part of their agent: 

(Vendors] {Wife:} She kind of got the point I think, 
(name) made it quite clear what we wanted, the ~rice we 
wanted and that he wasn't really budging on 1.t ..... . 
{Husband:} So our real estate agent, being such a good 
friend, she knew we were gonna buy a house through her, 
cut her commission down a half of a percent. So that 
worked out to almost five hundred bucks. Actually she 
did take five hundred dollars off. So really we only 
went five hundred lower than what we got. So she helped 
us out a little bit there, but, on the other hand, she 
knew that we were gonna buy through her. [I-69] 

Perhaps the most interesting case I 've encountered is the 

creative and determined efforts of one real estate agent to get a 

number of parties to "make concessions" in order to facilitate the 

completion of two deals (the sale of one home and the purchase of 

another) during a slow market. Following a structural inspection, 

the vendors were informed that their basement would require $15,000 

worth of repairs in order for the purchaser to complete the deal. 

Finding it unaffordable, they told their agent that they would not 

be able to sell their Ottawa home, or be able to complete the deal 

for a second property in Stratford that they had agreed to 

purchase. Their agent then went to work persuading: (a) the 

purchasers of their home in Ottawa to increase their offer; (b) the 

vendors of the home in Stratford that they were planning to buy to 
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accept less; (c) the contractor who was selected to do the repairs 

to lower his fee; and (d) the real estate agents involved to agree 

to a reduction in commissions: 

[Vendor] We've moved a number of times so we've had lots 
of experiences with agents. The agent who sold our house 
in Ottawa was fantastic. He went beyond what I think 
would normally be expected of an agent. The woman who 
bought our house was a real estate agent. She put a 
condition in the offer that it was conditional on 
inspection. So when the inspector checked the house, he 
found something wrong with the foundation and it was 
going to cost $15,000 to fix it. We told the agent that 
we could afford to pay $5,000, but $15,000 was too much. 
We just couldn't afford it. So we wouldn't be able to 
sell it. So he said, "Leave it with me. I'm going to 
try something. I don't know if it will work, but at 
least let me try. 11 

So he contacted all of the parties and he made the 
deal come together. He told the people in Stratford that 
we were having this problem and that we wouldn't be able 
to buy their house. Well they agreed to drop their price 
by $5,000. The real estate agent who was buying our 
place increased her offer by $5,000. The contractor who 
was doing the work reduced his price by $2,000 and the 
agents reduced their commissions. He was really great. 
If it wasn't for him, we wouldn't have been able to move. 
[I-81] 

The above analysis enriches our stock of knowledge in regards 

to "making concessions. 11 Similar to Prus' ( 1989a) findings, 

"throw-ins" (fridge, stove, window coverings) can help to make a 

deal. Adjusting prices in reference to closing dates, and the 

willingness of vendors to take back a mortgage at a low rate of 

interest, are all elements that may enable buyers to overcome 

obstacles which they may be experiencing that would otherwise 

prevent a deal from being reached. 

"Receiving concessions" usually gives vendors or purchasers 

the perception that they are getting a good deal. On the other 

hand, this need not be costly to those who are making them. There 
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is usually not much dollar value in used appliances or window 

coverings, and they may not fit (physically or cosmetically) into 

the vendor's next home. While vendors are usually elated when 

agents reduce their commissions to help them reach their minimum 

acceptable price, it may enable agents to make sales that they 

might otherwise lose. Still, not all are willing to help others 

out in these manners. There is no guarantee, either, that one will 

gain more one way or the other. 

Providing Consolation 

Not all buyers or sellers are happy with what the other party is 

proposing. Agents are sometimes faced with one party who seems 

relatively inflexible, or the deal may be held up by what an 

outsider might see as 

parties might be a 

something trivial. 

thousand dollars 

For example, the two 

apart on a $150,000 

transaction, or the purchaser might insist that certain chattels be 

included in the purchase price but the vendor does not want to 

include them. Typically, agents will encourage disgruntled parties 

to "give in" and not to lose the sale over such things. 

In a general sense, these actions of agents reflect Goffman's 

( 1952) notion of "cooling the mark out." He uses the term in 

reference to a member of working team controlling a gambling 

venture, staying behind to console the mark, who has just been 

conned out of his money. Essentially, he (the cooler) counsels the 

mark in the art of taking a loss, so as to avoid adverse publicity 

or the mark going to the police and possibly exposing their 
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operation. 

Buyers and sellers often become resistant when they are asked 

to exceed their maximum limit or to agree to accept less than their 

bottom line. Given that striking a deal is not always easy, agents 

usually encourage their buyers or sellers to be reasonable and 

flexible when a deal seems attainable. Insistent or inflexible 

vendors could very well have their homes back on the market for 

several months, prices could drop, or the house might not even 

sell. Inflexible buyers, on the other hand, may not find another 

home which is as appealing to them. 

An elderly couple, anxious to sell and move to an apartment 

because of deteriorating health, were upset with the price they 

were offered. It was slightly below the vendors' minimum 

acceptable price. However, the agent told them that was all she 

could get, that the market had changed and prices were headed 

downward. Consequently, they changed their opinion and viewed 

themselves as lucky to get what they did for their home: 

[Vendor] Well it went down since she did the first 
evaluation four years ago and I guess prices are still 
going down. So we didn't get quite what we expected for 
it. My husband argued with her about the price. He 
didn't want to accept the offer but she (agent) said that 
was all she could get. [I-67V] 

While "providing consolation II may be legitimate and in the 

best interests of the displeased party, it may also be 

manipulative. She told the vendors that prices were headed 

downward when, in fact, they were increasing. Now, she may have 

been mistaken or her intention might also have been to make a quick 

sale, which she did. While quick sales may also benefit vendors, 
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agents' incomes also depend on commissions. Especially when 

selling lower priced homes, agents need to sell a lot of them in 

order to make a decent living. Quick turnovers may be important to 

them. They get paid when a home sells. It costs both time and 

money to keep a home on the market, and if it does not sell 

(listing expires), they may lose the listing to some other agent. 

This is nearly always a consideration, particularly where client 

loyalty may be ambiguous. 

Advising people not to lose a deal over a relatively small 

amount of money is a way of providing consolation to stubborn 

buyers invoked by the following agent. Once they've found a home 

that they like, he suggests that the difference they pay will be 

relatively trivial when averaged out over the number of years they 

will likely enjoy the property: 

[Agent] I'm probably not a great closer. Negotiating, 
I'm fine. I have no trouble putting things into 
financial terms, maybe breaking it down. One thing I've 
always done is told people, and this is true. I've owned 
seven or eight homes and I can't remember what I've paid 
for any of them. I always tell people that when it gets 
down to haggling over a thousand dollars. I say, seven 
years from now, you won't remember what you paid for it 
anyways. So you might remember how big your mortgage 
was, but you probably won't remember what you paid. So 
don't lose a house, or don't lose a sale of your home. 
I tell it to both ends and probably the weaker one gives 
in. But don't lose it over a $1,000. With inflation and 
time, if it's where you're happy living, it won't mean 
that much to you. [I-24A] 

Noting that vendors may be reluctant to accept what the agent 

thinks is a reasonable price, the following agent encourages 

vendors to "take the role of the purchaser," by asking them what 

they would pay for their own place if they were the buyer. She 
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also compares the subject property with the selling price of 

comparables in order to convince vendors that they are not being 

realistic. In this way, she redefines what the vendor sees as a 

low offer, as a fair and reasonable offer (often closing the deal): 

[Agent] So I bring a low offer to a vendor, and they're 
disappointed. Well if I think it's good, they're gonna 
sign it, in most cases. I won't leave, if I think it's 
good. If I think it's low, then I say, "I think we can 
get more. I think your house is worth more. But what do 
you think? 11 Most of them are gonna go along with what I 
say. I mean lots of them dig in and say, 11 0h I'm not 
taking that. It's not enough." If I think it's enough, 
I'll back it up until I can get them to sign it. 

You say, "My house is worth a hundred." And I say, 
"Well the house next door just sold for a hundred. What 
would you have paid for that? What would you pay for 
yours." Now being realistic, like you have to put them 
right on the spot. If you have your homework done, and 
if it's sensible, it'll work. If it's not sensible, it's 
not gonna work. Now I'm not saying I'm successful 
everytime. But I certainly won't let them be angry when 
I leave. I'll turn it around so that we're still on the 
right track. [I-62A] 

Many agents have witnessed deals fall apart over what seems to 

be the most trivial things. Because people's hopes or futures as 

well as their senses of self-worth are often on the line, the 

negotiation process often becomes emotionally charged. Thus, it 

doesn't take much for people to back away. Agents often become 

annoyed at those whom they define as "headstrong," and frequently 

end up as targets of some resentment, themselves. Should a deal 

fall through, so might their relationship be seriously strained. 

By successfully redefining the situation, the agent may not only 

make the deal, but may also regain their trust and save the 

relationship. 
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ERCOURTERIRG OFFERS 

It seems only natural that vendors would want to get as much as 

they can get for their homes. On the other hand, they are aware 

that writing it back essentially disqualifies the first offer. 

There is no guarantee that the buyer will continue to pursue the 

property. If they leave it alone, then they have a deal. Yet, 

most will counter-offer if they think the offer is inadequate, or 

if they believe the purchaser will sustain interest and "come up." 

However, if they are in a must-sell situation {experiencing 

closure), they may elect not to write it back. Under these 

circumstances, even offers that appear to be "unreasonable" are 

more likely to be accepted. It is with these possibilities in mind 

that some buyers may persist in their efforts to seek out desperate 

vendors and "low ball" them. 

Reasonable Offers 

Some vendors are easier to please than others. In one case, the 

vendors bought their first home at a time when prices were low. 

They were pleasantly surprised when they learned how much the 

market had improved, years later, when they decided to sell. When 

an offer came in which was six thousand dollars below their asking 

price, they perceived it as a good deal and were willing to accept 

it. Their agent realized that they could get more and prompted 

them to write it back. While they would have been happy to have 

sold at that price, they took their agent's advice and wrote it 

back for more. The point here is that the offer seemed 

377 



"reasonable" to the vendors and they were willing to accept it: 

(Vendor] We were offered $6000 below, but even that price 
we were so flabergasted at it, we thought, what's wrong 
with it? Take it. He (agent) got them to raise it up 
and got us more for it. He said, "Look at the things 
you've done to this house. You should ask for more. " 
The other agent looked so insecure that the whole deal 
went through. Our agent would say, "No, no, no, look at 
this ! " And the other agent would say, "You' re right, " 
and couldn't make him go down. I think he got it for 
$115,000 and we were asking $118,000. He thought we 
should stick with our price, that we could get it up. 
But we were so happy with the price, and that if we sell 
it, we don't have to worry about it. So we were happy 
with the price. (I-1] 

Sometimes vendors find themselves in pressure situations 

(experiencing closure) where they have to sell their home in order 

to acquire another. In these situations, they may accept any offer 

that seems "reasonable" rather than risk losing both deals. 

Having their hearts set on buying a home which they had found, 

and recognizing that they would have to sell their home in order to 

do so, the following vendors accepted an offer that was slightly 

lower than what they originally wanted. Submitting a counter-

offer, for any reason, virtually nullifies the original offer and 

makes it possible for purchasers to change their minds. They were 

also counting on their agent to "make concessions" by lowering her 

commission by five hundred dollars. While they hadn't bought the 

second home, they were confident that they would be successful in 

acquiring it: 

[Vendors] {Husband: } Well, I thought about writing it 
back, and then I thought, well, I accepted ninety 
thousand, before, why not accept it now. My real estate 
agent said she'd do the same deal for me, take the cut in 
commission. And, we basically said, "Do we want to lose 
this deal over a thousand dollars?" {Wife:} She (agent) 
didn't think he'd go any higher. She said she didn't. 
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He had no money or something. {Husband: } She said he was 
barely scraping his money together to get the downpayment 
for this. When we asked if he'd go any higher, she said, 
11 I don't know. 11 So he might have, but we weren't willing 
to, we didn't want to lose him, over a thousand or two 
thousand dollars. {Wife:} Because this house in (town) 
was still going on during that time. And we thought we 
were gonna get this house in (town). (I-69] 

Similarly, the following vendor bought another home before 

selling her current one, and she did not want to be stuck with two 

homes. According to her agent, she was content to sell the home at 

her minimum acceptable price, rather than risk ending up with the 

alternative: 

[Agent] She had her bottom line worked out on what she 
could sell her house for, to be comfortable buying that 
other one. She had a bottom line worked out and, they 
gave us an offer, we wrote something back, at my 
suggestion, and they did exactly what happens so often. 
They split the difference. I felt they would. And that 
splitting the difference put it right on the bottom line 
for her. And they had a couple of conditions, but they 
had already sold their house, so there was nothing to be 
concerned about. So she said, "Let 's do it. 11 So she 
just accepted that second write-back from them, and it 
got done. [I-61A] 

Unreasonable Offers 

Most people, it seems, have some idea of what constitutes fair 

play. Buyers want to feel that they are not getting taken, while 

vendors want to feel that they are not being unduly squeezed into 

accepting less than a fair price. When one party gets the 

impression that the other is getting the better end of the deal, 

trust becomes problematic and the reaching of an agreement less 

likely. This study has shown that negotiations often cease when 

buyers or sellers define one or the other as "unreasonable II in 
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their requests. As the reader can surmise, the failure to locate 

limits, make concessions, or to provide consolation may be part of 

what one party will consider "unreasonable. 11 We might also add 

that if a deal is not struck, it is not unusual for agents to 

become the targets of disappointed vendors or purchasers. 

Since buyers are already sold on many aspects of the property, 

and vendors define outcomes largely on the basis of money obtained 

from the property, the main obstacle to completing a deal is 

usually price. Vendors who hold out for higher prices, especially 

in slower markets, frequently end up with less, or in some 

instances, may not sell at all. Market conditions can change 

quickly due to a variety of circumstances, most commonly changes in 

interest rates, and, while prices can go either way, they may be 

far more problematic for vendors, and, hence, listing agents, when 

they drop. Agents, therefore, usually encourage vendors to 

seriously consider each offer, and to treat each offer as if it 

were the only one. Still, even agents will be reluctant, or may 

refuse entirely, to present certain offers to vendors because they 

view them as unreasonable (even though they are legally required to 

present all offers). In part, they do not want to waste people's 

time, and they do not want to incur the wrath of vendors who find 

the offer insulting. 

The following buyers recall their experiences with inflexible 

vendors whose home they were trying to buy. It seems that market 

conditions had changed, but the vendors wanted a price for their 

home which more reflected the stronger market of a year earlier. 
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The prospects wanted the home but were offended that the vendors 

were unwilling to come down from their asking price. Viewing them 

as unreasonable, the prospects decided to look for another home: 

[Prospective Purchasers] {Wife:} The third one, it was a 
house in our neighborhood. Our agent found it for us. 
It was a really nice house. It had a lot of the features 
that we liked, but the people were not willing to come 
down in price, and it was priced way too high for the 
house that you got. {Husband:} They wanted what they had 
listed it for a year ago, and they were firm on that 
price, no bending one way or the other. We went up half 
way towards their price, and it was only a difference of 
two or three thousand dollars, and they wouldn't come 
down. {Wife: } They wouldn't come down a penny. 
{Husband:} So I said, "I'm not going to deal with people 
like that. They can keep it if they want." [I-43] 

Offers which are exceptionally low ( low-ball offers) are 

usually considered to be "unreasonable." Just as Roth ( 1974) found 

that doctors were likely not to grant home visits where patients 

were unreasonable in their requests, vendors often respond in much 

the same way. In many cases, low-ball offers are rejected, 

outright. Where vendors do entertain low-ball offers, there is a 

tendency to counter-offer with, or close to, the asking price. 

Something akin to a power struggle may emerge between the two 

parties. 

The following vendors rejected several offers which they 

considered to be too low to warrant serious consideration. They 

found it offensive and were consequently unwilling to negotiate 

further with the prospects: 

[Vendor] Like we were getting offers up to twenty percent 
under. That's a little maddening. Like people come back 
and say they don't have that much money. Well if they 
don't have enough money for a $130,000 home, they should 
be looking at a $110,000 home. That really maddened me. 
You're asking a hundred and thirty and they only have a 
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hundred and ten. Then you don't look at this home. I 
mean you don't come in and make an offer of one hundred 
and five if you can't afford one thirty ($130,000). I 
could look at a $300,000 home and put an offer in of one 
eighty, and if they say, "Hey, what is he doing? 11 I 
could say, "Well I don't have that much money. 11 You 
might find one in a thousand people you'll get it from, 
if they're desperate. [I-23] 

While some vendors like to test the market by pricing their 

properties on the high side, others will price their properties to 

get under the competition. However, when vendors price their 

properties (lower) to sell, they seem more apt to be offended by 

low offers. While determining just how much is too low or 

unreasonable is a matter of definition, when people think their 

home is well priced, the tolerance gap is usually narrow. When 

confronted with a low offer, they may elect to reject the offer, 

outright, or write it back at full price. 

One vendor, who desperately wanted to move, priced his 

property consistent with the assessed value (which is generally 

lower than market value) . The first offer, $6,000 below his asking 

price, was rejected completely. And while the home was in 

exceptionally good condition, very well priced, it was located on 

a busy corner with very little property outside of the building. 

The vendor did, however, accept a second offer which was $2,000 

below his asking price: 

[Vendor] It sold before it hit the MLS. We had two 
offers. The first one was brought in by our agent's 
brother, who is the top producer in this city, but it was 
$6,000 below asking price, which is pretty significant in 
the lower price range, and we turned it down. It was too 
low. [ I-64] 

A good example of a vendor turning against her (listing) agent 

382 



when he supported another agent's low-ball of fer can be seen in the 

following excerpt. The vendor suspected that the agent, with whom 

she had been previously listed, was not working with her best 

interests in mind, but those of the purchaser. When presenting an 

offer, agents frequently form a 11 team 11 (Goffman, 1959:104) in 

relation to the job at hand, that being, to negotiate a successful 

deal. In addition, they form a team with the purchaser or vendor 

whom they represent. A team cooperates to make possible certain 

concealments and team secrets in order to sustain a given 

definition of the situation. Vendors and purchasers are not always 

aware of the extent to which agents work together and sometimes 

share "team secrets." In this particular case, the vendor got the 

impression that her agent had deserted her and joined the other 

team, an obvious violation of trust. He showed no apparent regard 

for the price she expected nor the early closing date. Not only 

did she reject the offer, outright, but she disinvolved herself 

from the agent once the listing expired: 

(Vendor] Another agent came in with an offer and he 
wasn't representing us. She wanted us to accept a low 
offer and move out within 30 days. We said, "If we have 
to move in 30 days, then give us full price. 11 She said, 
"What do you expect these people to do, board in a 
hotel?" Our agent, all the time, was nodding in 
agreement with her. I said, 11 D0 you expect us to have to 
go to a hotel? 11 It was obvious that he talked to her and 
the two of them were working together to get the best 
deal for the people wanting to buy our house. If I had 
of accepted the offer, by the time commission was taken 
off, we would have given the house away. He wanted us to 
accept $30,000 less than we were asking [Private Vendor 
whose Listing Expired, I-19]. 

At the time of the interview, she was attempting to sell 

privately. Her distrust of agents was apparent when she requested 
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that I leave, after providing me with a brief, untaped interview. 

Reflecting Goffman's {1963) notion of "courtesy stigma," it was 

apparent that her distrust was trans£ ered to all real estate 

agents, due to her negative experiences with her previous agent. 

When buyers ask for extra items such as the appliances, window 

coverings, or other "chattels" {removable personal property), this 

may also upset vendors and make agreements difficult to reach. 

Agents like to make a good impression on their buyers by getting 

these "extras" for them, but this can put the sale at risk. 

Vendors may feel that they are being squeezed and get angry with 

buyers or their agents. 

One vendor recalls how upset he was with the agent 

representing the buyer for asking the buyer what other items he 

would like included in the agreement. It is important to note, 

that beyond their monetary values, some items have deeper meanings 

to vendors. In this particular case, the vendor indicates that if 

the buyer had insisted on the items, he would not have sold as a 

matter of principle: 

[Vendor] Their real estate man, the people who bought my 
house, "Oh look at that wine rack, we'll take that. 11 "No 
you won't take that. It's a gift to me. It belongs to 
me. 11 "Well it's attached to the wall." "No it's not 
attached to the wall. It's on picture hooks." "Well we 
want it anyways." "Well you're not getting it. 11 So that 
kind of thing, there was a lot of negotiation on personal 
things, which, you don't go into a house and say, "Well 
I'll grab that art as well." And they felt maybe that I 
was anxious to sell. I would have said, "No! 11 over that 
wine cabinet, I would have not sold the house. It's the 
principle. Like you do not grab my personal belongings. 
And there is that kind of thing. 

I think it was written back and forth about three or 
four times, not because of the price, but because of the 
things that they wanted. Like they wanted that stove 
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that was left sitting here. And I thought, no way, I'm 
not gonna sell that stove. I want that stove. It's 
beautiful here (in new home), and there's no reason why 
you should have it and you're not gonna get it. Again, 
it was non-negotiable. [I-58] 

It is apparent from the above illustrations that people 

(vendors, purchasers and sometimes agents) have different ideas on 

what constitutes II fair play. " Reaching an agreement in the 

purchase and sale of a home is most often contingent upon both 

parties (buyer and seller) perceiving themselves as winning, or 

certainly not losing, on the outcome. Negotiations are jeopardized 

when either the buyer or the seller or their respective agents are 

viewed as unreasonable. In this case, a deal was completed, but 

the agent representing the purchaser upset the vendor by trying to 

get as much for the purchaser as possible. 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has looked at some of the things agents do to put a 

deal together. Effectively, from the time they begin working with 

a vendor or prospective purchaser, the shaping and reshaping of the 

perspectives of those with whom they are working takes place. The 

major steps in the buying-selling process, from its inception to 

the reaching of a deal, where the agent has the greatest 

opportunity to be influential, was the main focus of this chapter. 

A final section examined buyer and seller experiences, particularly 

in reference to what they saw as fair or reasonable, and what they 

envisioned as obstacles to reaching an agreement. 

One of the major concerns agents have when dealing with 
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vendors, is in regards to the way their home appears to prospective 

buyers. Aware that clean, tidy, structurally sound homes are the 

easiest to sell, agents may utilize certain strategies to motivate 

vendors to make their homes show better. Recognizing that 

relationships may dissipate if vendors see their suggestions as 

insulting, agents sometimes find themselves "providing hints" and 

hoping that the vendor will take them. Occasionally, after the 

listing is signed, agents may "present ultimatums" to vendors, 

requiring them to make specified repairs. Otherwise, agents may 

threaten to withdraw services or diminish their efforts. A third 

strategy was "coaching on concealment" wherein agents suggest that 

vendors cover obvious defects so as not to discourage potential 

buyers from making offers. 

How agents "show homes" was also examined. When agents show 

homes, what they point out to prospects may be contingent upon 

which party they feel they are representing, and whether or not 

they want to sell that specific home to their prospect. one 

strategy, utilized more commonly by agents, is to "focus on the 

positives" or more attractive features of a home, and either to 

ignore the negative features, or present them in more positive 

terms. When it is the listing agent who is showing the home, 

particularly to a prospect who drops by an open house, the agent's 

allegiance is apt to be much stronger to the vendor. In such 

circumstances the agent is likely to try and "conceal defects" or 

avoid pointing them out. On the other hand, where the agent is 

showing another agent's listing, and is trying to build a 
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relationship with a prospective purchaser, the agent is likely to 

point out possible defects. While the agent may be concerned about 

the prospect, the agent may, on some occasions, disqualify certain 

properties so that he or she might guide prospects toward another 

property which is more profitable for the agent to sell. 

It was also discovered that agents may invoke strategies for 

"promoting offers. 11 One strategy employed by some agents is to 

"manipulate the selection II of properties to be shown to a prospect. 

Most commonly, agents will set the showings up so that the last 

property to be shown is the most attractive and best priced. They 

do this by showing a number of less attractive, overpriced 

properties before the one they wish to sell, usually their own 

listing. Two "closing techniques" were also discovered. They 

include "closing by assumption" and "closing by inquiry." 

The "strategies for reaching agreements" were also examined. 

Four strategies utilized by agents arose from this study. They 

include (1) encouraging role-taking, (2) locating limits, (3) 

making concessions, and ( 4) providing consolation. Agents know that 

when buyers or sellers appear to be unreasonable, negotiations tend 

to go nowhere. When confronted with buyers who want to low-ball 

vendors, or vendors who seem inflexible concerning their asking 

price (particularly if it is overpriced), agents often "encourage 

role taking" (to take the role of the other) in order to get them 

to be more II reasonable. 11 Sometimes agents are able to "locate 

limits" (discovering the vendor's minimum acceptable price and/or 

the purchaser's maximum limit) in order to minimize the guess work 
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associated with pricing. Doing so makes it easier to facilitate a 

deal, al though it could mean less money for the vendor, or the 

purchaser could end up paying more, depending on the particular 

parties with whom they share that information. Aside from price, 

"making concessions" may help to faciliate a deal. A variety of 

concessions were discovered, and any of the parties involved may 

offer concessions in order to make a deal happen. Assuming that 

both parties are not always happy about particular offers, agents 

may "provide consolation" in order to reshape the perspectives of 

those who perceive themselves as losing on the outcome. 

We also looked at the experiences of buyers and sellers when 

"encountering offers" in terms of what constituted a "reasonable 

offer." Offers which are viewed as reasonable tend to be close to 

the expectations of the judgemental party and/or are thought to be 

fair. Making such an assessment, of course, is very much a matter 

of definition. The circumstances in which vendors find themselves, 

perhaps buying conditional on the sale of their home, also 

influences their notions of acceptable arrangements. 

The next chapter looks at 11 reinvolvement 11 in agent­

client/customer relationships. Here the experiences of satisfied 

customers will be discussed, along with agent strategies for 

building long-term relationships, and thus, promoting reinvol vement 

at a later date. 
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CHAPTER X 

REREWIRG RELATIONSHIPS 

Once a deal has been reached, the relationship between an agent and 

his or her client or customer, for the most part, has reached an 

end. The agent's job is essentially done and it is now up to the 

two parties to the transaction to follow through with what they 

agreed upon. Often, though, agents maintain contact with clients 

or customers beyond when the paperwork is competed, addressing 

concerns or attending preclosing inspections, in attempts to avert 

potential problems (even though their powers of resolution may be 

quite limited). Should they require the services of an agent in 

the future, they may or may not contact their previous agent. 

Given that many agents want to build or maintain a strong client 

base of satisfied customers who may contact them should they want 

to buy or sell again, agents may develop strategies aimed at 

maintaining contact with them. On the other hand, there are also 

many instances where agents do not maintain contact with previous 

customers, and yet some customers later seek them out when they are 

interested in making a move. 

According to Prus (1989a, 1989b), "reinvolvement" is a more 

viable option when disinvolvement and other alternative options 

appear less attractive. Rein vol vement is more likely to take 

place, according to Prus, when the former relationship parted on 

friendly or congenial terms, when patrons experience a sense of 

disenchantment with new products, or when there are changes in 

either party which makes renewed contact more attractive. As with 
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initial involvements, reinvolvements may involve: seeking the 

services of an agent with whom a customer was previously involved 

(seekership); responding to promotions from an agent with whom they 

once had worked (recruitment); or the need to return to an agent to 

meet pressing obligations (closure). 

This chapter examines the renewal of the agent-client/customer 

relationship. While agents more commonly promote reinvolvement by 

( 1) facilitating successful outcomes, ( 2) maintaining contact, 

and/or ( 3) being truthful, they are also dependent on client 

concerns at later points in time. Becoming reinvolved may also be 

contingent upon ( 4) experiencing disenchantment with subsequent 

agents. This may occur following a change in agents. Should 

vendors find themselves more disappointed with the second agent, 

they may, by comparing the two, conclude that the earlier agent 

wasn't so bad after all. While not a frequent occurrence, they may 

renew their relationship with the previous agent. 

FACILITATING SUCCESSFUL OUTCOMES 

While I've encountered purchasers who had problems with particular 

agents and later returned to the same agent, people seem more apt 

to renew relationships with agents when they are "satisfied with 

the outcome. 111 Especially in slow markets, when there is a large 

supply of houses for sale and a small demand, fewer vendors are 

going to be able to sell. Agents who can attract a buyer and bring 

1Lesieur ( 1977) also found that "experiencing past success" was 
one element which promoted the return to gambling of those who had 
quit. 
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about a sale are more likely to have a satisfied client, and that 

is, perhaps, the first element in promoting reinvolvement. 

Similarly, buyers who feel their agent went that extra distance to 

find them a suitable home, are likely to view the agent more 

favorably should they need an agent in the future. 

When agents manage to sell a home at fair market value, they 

often feel they've provided good services to their vendors. With 

his frame of reference being a slow market when it is tougher to 

sell a home or to get an acceptable price, doing so, according to 

the following agent, helps to foster long-term loyalty: 

[Agent] And the biggest service is getting their house 
sold. When you get a person's house sold, for fair 
market value, particularly in this marketplace, that's 
the best service that can be provided. [I-32A] 

Needing a spacious home with wider hallways and doorways to 

eventually accommodate a wheelchair, the following informant was 

appreciative of her agent for finding one for her. Even though the 

agent made mistakes which resulted in some costs to the purchasers, 

they were committed to the agent and indicated to me that they 

would use his services should they move again. They ignored the 

mistakes and focused, instead, on the overall picture, that being, 

satisfaction with their new home: 

[Client] (agent) was fabulous. He still is fabulous. He 
still comes over. He brought us the Easter lillies. So 
he still brings us stuff. He wants us to, you know, any 
friends that need a house. And, of course I' 11 recommend 
him, because he went that extra mile, and, especially 
with my particular situation, that was really important 
for me. [I-43] 
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MAIIITAIRIRG COIITACT 

For agents wishing to build a clientele, it seems that one of the 

most important things they can do is to maintain contact with their 

previously satisfied clients and customers. Not only might they be 

recommended to friends and family members, but since people may 

move several times, they may benefit from that. Also, it's easier 

to work with these people than to be constantly looking for new 

business. 

There are several ways in which agents may maintain contact 

after the sale. They include: (a) forming friendships; (b) 

providing information; 

entertainment. 

Forming Friendships 

( c) giving gifts . 
I and (d) providing 

[Client] We 're friends with our agent. We've been to her 
house and she was here for our daughter's birthday. [I-
57] 

Getting previously satisfied clients and customers to think of them 

as "friends" is the ultimate goal of most career-oriented real 

estate agents. It is much more difficult for a friend to be 

disloyal to a friend than to someone with whom the ties are weak. 

Angrist (1984) makes reference to the importance of friendships in 

her study of real estate agents and Hayes-Bautista (1976) notes how 

medical practitioners attempt to prevent disinvolvement by getting 

patients to think of them as friends. Prus and Irini (1980) also 

pointed out how the pull of "friendships" in the hotel community 

led to hookers and other members returning to the community, or to 
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their old jobs once they had left. Even Lesieur's (1977) gamblers 

were lured back to their old ways by the influence of gambling 

friends. 

"Friendships," however, are not always initiated by the agent. 

There seems to be a strong desire, particularly among satisfied 

buyers, for the agent to become "their friend." Should the agent 

not be receptive, then reinvolvement is probably less likely. For 

high producers, the task of maintaining friendships with a lot of 

people becomes difficult, so other ways of maintaining their 

loyalty may make more sense. 

The following informant demonstrates the importance of 

"forming friendships" for the continuing of relationships beyond a 

sale and the renewal of the agent-client/customer relationship. 

First of all, the vendor was grateful that the agent found her and 

her husband the kind of home they were looking for which met her 

special needs. Second, he brought them a gift (flowers) for Easter 

which gave them the impression that he is thinking of them. Third, 

his socializing with them moved the relationship into the category 

of a friendship, at least that's how she sees it: 

[Client] Actually a house exactly like this went for sale 
a couple of weeks ago. I asked him to get me the listing 
because I wanted to see how much it was listed for. And 
he called me and let me know how much it sold for. So, 
just to keep an eye on your own property so you know how 
much it's worth. He brought us an Easter Lilly last 
night, and we 're always talking about, "This is our 
friend, (name) , the real estate agent." And we go to 
their house for parties and they come here. They' re 
friends. So we still have quite a bit of contact. 
There's no problem with me ever calling him and asking 
him, "Hey there's a house for sale on the street. 11 [I-43] 

on the other hand, this couple had a series of disasterous 
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encounters with a previous agent and were relieved to work with 

someone else who, I might add, had the advantage of addressing and 

remedying the complaints directed towards the previous agent. 

Buying them an Easter Lilly was appreciated by the vendors and 

helped to solidify, not only their long-term loyalty, but them as 

a source of referrals. Not all agents bother to do these little 

things which sometimes mean a lot to their clients. 

Another purchaser, experiencing disappointment with the first 

agent he contacted to find him a home, seemed to be attracted to a 

second. This particular purchaser had few good words to say about 

agents in general. The fact that this agent dressed like him and 

liked many of the things he did, gave them a common ground upon 

which to build a trusting relationship. He was pleased, as well, 

that the agent was initiating a friendship. To him this meant that 

he was more than just a sale to the agent: 

[Purchaser] A month from now I might have something 
different to say, but the fellow we ended up using down 
in (city), I've spoke to him a number of times, and at 
least three times, just social only. Nothing at all to 
do with the real estate business. And he just told me a 
couple of days ago as far as our business is concerned, 
we're done. We don't need to have anything to do with 
each other anymore. I mean, he sold the house and 
everything else has been done long ago, but he's put us 
in touch with mortgage people, insurance people, roofing 
people, because I need to put a roof on the new house. 
And he's got a friend who does it and guarantees me I'll 
get a good deal. So he's put me in touch with a number 
of different people. He didn't have to. And everyone 
he's put me in touch with are people I would probably do 
business with. But also, I told him, "I probably won't 
see you anymore. 11 He said, "Oh yeah, you will. 11 He 
said, "Because once you move in, I'd like to stop by and 
see you within the first week or so, if that's okay. 11 

And I said, "Well yeah, definitely, love to see you. 11 

And he said, "Even if my schedule gets too busy and I 
can't make it, hopefully, once you get moved in, you 
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know, you can find the time to give me a call and we can 
go out and do some fishing or something, together." (I-
70] 

Not all friendships involve socializing in other social 

contexts. More commonly, the agent may drop by once in awhile for 

a casual visit, maintaining contact with previous clients or 

customers through this type of personal contact. The following 

agent refers to it as the "personal touch." She also presents them 

with a closing gift and sends them a calendar to keep her name up 

front: 

[Agent] I always ask them before the closing, "Is 
everything all set? Have you talked to your lawyer and 
did everything you had to do." 

After the deal is closed, I'll call them. "Are you 
settled yet? I'd like to drop in." And I drop in and 
have a cup of coffee or tea with them, and take them a 
gift. And then call them every once in awhile after 
that. "Is everything okay with the house?" Sometimes a 
letter. I did a nice thank you letter for some of them. 
Every year I send calendars out to my customers/clients 
and send a little note. Some of the agents are really 
good with their computers in sending regular letters and 
asking for referrals from friends and that. That's 
something I'll be working towards, but not yet. I still 
do the personal touch. (I-25A] 

A purchaser echoes the same appreciation for the agent 

maintaining contact. In this case, she was a friend of his mother­

in-law's. He was appreciative of her keeping in touch with him and 

sought her services when he was ready to buy another home. 

Subsequently he bought and sold through her: 

[Clients] {Wife:} Christmas cards, anytime she made any 
movement or anything happened in her life, she let us 
know. She was at our wedding. {Husband:} Even if they 
just call once every six months and just say, "How's 
things going?" You know, it's nice to hear from them. 
{Wife:} After he bought this house she kept in touch a 
lot asking and making sure he was happy with it, how he 
liked it after he moved in, if everything was fine. 
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{Husband:} One reason I say that is I haven't owned a 
house for a whole long time, and while I have, she's been 
very great, but I bought a new car about six years ago 
and for about the first three years the fellow that I 
bought the car from called about every six months. And 
we just thought that a salesperson would do that. He 
just asked if we had any problems and stuff, but, I know 
it has nothing to do with real estate, but on the same 
line, he's a salesman and it's kind of nice to hear back 
from him. {Wife:} She (agent) was great. [I-69] 

A similar theme came up in the interview with another 

purchaser. There were the personal visits, interaction with family 

members, and concerns for settling in. This resulted in the client 

perceiving the agent as sort of a friend and someone who has their 

best interests in mind: 

[Client] Actually I babysat their little boy one day for 
him. He came by at Christmas. He came by two or three 
weeks after we moved in to make sure that everything went 
all right. And we just saw him recently at the grocery 
store. And he wanted to know how the house was and if we 
were still happy. It's nice to see that you're not just 
business to him, you know, that you' re personal, you 
matter. And we never felt that we were just more people 
looking for a house. You know, he took the time to get 
to know the baby. The baby was just young when he first 
met him, and he'd hold him. So, he made himself like a 
friend. So that was nice. {Researcher: If you were 
selling again, would you call him?} Definitely, 
definitely. [I-52] 

What often happens is that agents lose interest in maintaining 

contact after a certain period of time. Perhaps they get busy with 

other things or get the impression that some of their clients are 

unlikely to be interested in moving in the near future. They may, 

therefore, put their concentration into hotter prospects and 

neglect previous clients who may eventually require their services. 

This may be disappointing to some clients and could result in their 

seeking the services of someone else, should they decide to buy or 
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sell in the future: 

(Client] Every year he gives us a Christmas calendar. He 
didn't last year, though. He gives you a letter. At 
least the guy still remembers you, is willing to work for 
you, and wants your business. But I guess it even goes 
back to the personal touch. In the first two years, he 
called us every other month to see how things are going 
and how's the house. Then he always mentions, if you' re 
going to sell your house ..... but he hasn't sent us in 
the last year. (I-1] 

For high producers, maintaining contact through personal 

visits, socializing in other settings, or becoming friends, may be 

a difficult task since they usually have a large client base. 

Certainly, they do form friendships with a small number of their 

clients. However, most high producers also employ other, less 

intimate means of keeping their name in front of their clients. 

Regular mailings and giving gifts are two common ways of 

maintaining contact. 

Providing Information 

While there are several ways in which agents can maintain contact 

with previous clients, the most popular way is by "providing 

information." Many high producers do mailings of newsletters to 

their clients on a fairly regular basis, usually every two or three 

months. Especially when they have a large client base, this seems 

to be the most practical way of maintaining contact. The idea here 

is to keep their name fresh in the client's mind in case they 

develop an interest in making a move: 

(Agent] I keep in touch with them regularly. I make it 
known to them that I want to be their real estate agent 
for life. I want to view them as a client for life. So 
I have a regular mailing program. I try to contact them 
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personally, but that is very rare. I'm more on the 
mailing sort of side of things. If it's basically 
somebody that has bought or sold something through me, 
they would get mailed four to five times per year. Maybe 
a little bit more, intended to do a variety of things, 
but primarily it's just a letter, "Hi, I'm still in the 
real estate business." Send a copy of my new listings. 
Ask if they're interested or if anyone else they know is 
interested. So it's nothing elaborate, just primarily 
keeping in touch, keeping my name in front of them, 
letting them know that I'm still around. And letting 
them know if they have a need to speak to me, they're 
most welcome to do so. And they' 11 get that handled 
confidentially. [I-32A] 

While the content of letters varies from agent to agent, the 

following agent acknowledges the importance of providing meaningful 

information and of regular mailings: 

[Agent] You have to analyze everything. This is a very, 
very expensive business. And you can't do hit and miss, 
and that's part of the learning process, which is hit and 
miss, which is unfortunate. I really, really don't think 
they teach you in real estate how to run this like a 
business. Because this is a business. The fall-out rate 
of running your own business is dramatically high. And 
really when you are in real estate school, they should 
also have a section in the course, of how to run this 
like a business, cause that's what it is. 

I have a mail out on a regular bases about every two 
months. Just whatever comes in my mind that month. You 
want something of value, you want something important. 
Just to give like a cooking recipe or something, big 
deal. You want something from their perspective. If I'm 
going to list my house or if I'm going to buy a house, 
why do I want to keep this piece of paper. You can't 
give them something fuzzy. There's too much junk mail to 
begin with. They' re too expensive these mail-outs. 
They've got to be important. And then of course there's 
some that you do connect a bond with. And then I' 11 keep 
in touch with on even a more regular basis. [I-30A] 

In some cases, agents get outside help in constructing 

informative letters to gain an edge on their competitors. The 

following high producer, who works with his wife and son as 

partners, gets professional help with their letters: 
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[Agent] You see this business, I don't know whether, if 
you have a gas station and you have the same guys come in 
you pump to the same guys all the time, and the odd time 
you get a transient and you get somebody new, well the 
thing I find about real estate, and my son initiated 
this, too, is we keep in touch with our large number of 
clients. How do we do that? We have a news letter and 
we promote ( this city) . We talk about the ( entertainment 
center). We talk about what's coming. We talk about 
interesting things that people want to hear about from 
this area. If there's a new company moving in. And we 
talk about when the spring comes, what kind of fertilizer 
to put on your grass, and what kind of latex paint to use 
when you're painting your house. It's sort of a newsy 
type of thing, and although it's time consuming, my wife 
has a connection with somebody that actually prepares it 
for us, and she's very much involved in this. [I-33A] 

By providing meaningful, helpful or interesting information, 

clients are more apt to read the material carefully rather than 

disgard it. It is also likely that clients may retain the letters, 

especially the helpful hints, which serves as a reminder of the 

agent. 

Giving Gifts 

In addition to newsletters, agents sometimes provide "give-aways" 

or promotional gifts such as refrigerator magnets or calendars with 

their name on it, in order to keep their name readily available to 

their previously satisfied customers: 

[Agent] Now I'm trying to keep in touch with people every 
two months, but I never used to do that. I send a 
letter. It's a combination of a personal letter, a flyer 
with my current listings, and a give-away, like a fridge 
magnet, note pad, Christmas card. The item that I send 
them is worth maybe fifty cents and maybe fifty cents for 
the letter. So it's maybe a dollar per person. Compared 
to newspaper advertising, that's not bad. So if I mail 
to a couple of hundred people, it's maybe a couple of 
hundred dollars. That's about $1200 a year. But I spend 
$7000 or $8000 on newspaper advertising, so that's not 
that much really. And you probably get just as much out 
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of it. [ I-24A] 

"Closing gifts" are also provided mainly to buyers at the time 

they move into their new homes, or shortly thereafter. Closing 

gifts can also serve as reminders of the real estate agent in much 

the same way as promotional items. The main difference being that 

promotional items usually bare the agent's name and telephone 

number, whereas closing gifts are usually functional or decorative, 

and are certainly more expensive. While some agents give a bottle 

of wine or a basket of household goods (cleaning products, etc.) 

for a closing gift, one high producer suggests that she gives them 

a gift which cannot be used up or discarded. The closing gift she 

provides is intended to remind them of her for many years to come: 

(Agent] I thank them after the sale. Our office 
automatically sends them a letter, saying, you know, 
we'll send this to the lawyer, here's the (gas company) 
number, you known all the information, which is excellent 
here (at this company). 

And then, when they move in, I take them a house 
gift. I generally take them something that they can look 
at, like with a bottle of wine, then it's gone. It would 
be something wine sits in if it's going to be a bottle of 
wine. But not a flower that's gonna die. It' 11 be 
something that sits, that they can say, "My agent bought 
me that. 11 

Then, the anniversary of their sale, they get an 
anniversary card. And, they get a Christmas card. And, 
twice a year we have letters go out from this office. 
See I'm in this office not quite two years. So this is 
kind of new to me the letters that they automatically 
send out. So twice a year, everybody that I have a name 
of, gets a newsletter from me. So that's excellent. (I-
62A] 

The importance of maintaining contact and sending something 

like an annual calendar with the agent's name on it is evidenced in 

the exerpt from the following informant. Since the agent kept her 

name before the client, the client sought her help when she was 
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ready to sell. Her experience also suggests the importance of 

agents informing their clients when they make a move, for it was 

another agent who told the informant that the agent had changed 

offices: 

[Client) She (agent) periodically popped in to say "hi," 
and sent pictures of your house on a calendar each 
Christmas. I probably would have forgotten all about her 
if she hadn't kept in touch, so I chose her again. If 
she hadn't, I would have called the company where she 
worked and had them send an agent to list the house. 
Actually, it was another agent in her office ( former 
company) who dropped by and told me that she had returned 
to her former company, so I called her. [I-46] 

Providing Entertainment 

Somewhat unique is the following agent's style of "providing 

entertainment." Prus (1989a) addressed this process in terms of 

salespeople taking prospective customers to lunch. According to 

the following informant, she helped serve the agent's previous 

clients and customers at a "casino night" which he held for them. 

This was his way of maintaining contact with them. Seeing this, 

she asked him to represent her in the purchase of a home: 

[Purchaser) He's not your average real estate agent. He 
does look out for the clients. He has a good rapport 
with them. I've been to a couple of parties that he's 
put on for his clients. He spends, you know, a few 
hundred dollars at Christmastime and buys, like eighty 
people, a Christmas gift. He's not a regular real estate 
agent. He's a nice guy. He comes from ( a small town in 
Ontario) and he's just like a country guy down in the 
city. I'm sure he's told a few white lies in his time 
because he doesn't really know all of the information. 
I think on the whole he's pretty honest. 

When they moved into their house, he had a casino 
night, and I helped out that night, and his wife was 
serving appetizers and stuff like that. So I met like 
quite a few of his clients and like this was all this 
party was. It wasn't friends. It was for his clients. 
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He got some donation gifts, but he put a few bucks in 
buying a bottle of this and a bottle of that to raffle 
off. He had all this Johnny Cash money that he used for 
this gambling and then whoever had the most money, got to 
bid on these prizes at the end. And he had a karaoke 
machine there. It was like a party and this was just for 
his clients. I think he's a good guy. He has one of 
those great big blow-up bears when he's doing open 
houses. I'm not one for real estate agents, but if I had 
to pick, yeah, he takes the cake. [I-49P] 

BEIRG TRUmFUL 

Reflecting Prus' ( 1989a) idea of "expressing sincerity," one agent 

suggests that he maintains the loyalty of previous clients by 

"being truthful" with them should they call him in regards to the 

possibility of selling their home. In other words, if he 

anticipates that he will not be able to get them the price they 

expect, he will advise them to stay put rather than encouraging 

them to list when it's to his advantage, rather than in their best 

interests: 

[Agent] In terms of services, primarily when it's a 
seller, the main thing is telling them the truth, whether 
they like it or not. Many times I'll have past clients 
call me up and say, "You know, I'm thinking about 
selling. What do you think my house is worth?" I' 11 run 
off some computer details and be back to them on the 
phone in five minutes. These are the facts. "Oh, gee, 
that's a lot less than what I thought. Do you think I 
could get more?" "No! Don't sell your house! Stay 
where you are! 11 And I tell many of my clients that way. 
So, in terms of being truthful, I don't try to get 
someone to do business for the sake of listing a 
property. Cause that in fact backfires for you and you 
end up losing clients. (I-32A] 

Satisfied clients tend to remain committed to agents whom they 

view as honest and trustworthy. The following informants met an 

agent while selling their home through another agent. The listing 
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agent left the business and the agent representing the purchaser 

built a relationship with them. They moved to a country property 

and the two parties maintained contact. When it was time to sell, 

they sought her help in finding another agent to look after them. 

This followed an attempt to sell privately and the failure of 

another agent who recruited them to list their property with him. 

When they sold and were moving back to the city, she was the agent 

of their choice: 

[Clients] {Wife:} We had a real estate agent handling our 
house in {community), and this other lady came in with a 
client one day, and she sold the house for us, and we 
became friends, and kept in touch with her all the time 
we were in the country. When we decided to sell in the 
country, she got someone up in that area to look after us 
and help us sell, and kept in touch with that woman all 
the time. And when we got that settled, she went to town 
and tried to find us a place here. 

{Husband:} She was up front. Very, very honest. 
{Wife: } And we got to trust her. It was just her 
attitude. She was up front so she'd tell you point blank 
whatever she wanted to tell you. There was no beating 
around the bush. [I-42] 

EXPERIEHCIHG DISEHCHAH'na:HT WITH SUBSEQUENT AGENTS 

When vendors change agents, they have the chance to compare 

services. The following agent relisted a home that she once had 

lost to another agent in her office after the listing had expired. 

In both instances the home was listed at an asking price much 

higher than the agents recommended. After the home expired with 

the second agent, the vendors returned to the first agent and asked 

her to relist it. They apparently felt the second agent did not 

put much effort into marketing it, even though it was overpriced, 

whereas the first agent worked the listing, regardless of the 
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asking price. Her strong work ethic combined with their 

disenchantment with the second agent resulted in their becoming 

reinvolved with her (the first agent): 

[Agent] one that just sold, I had had listed last year. 
The listing expired. It was overpriced and I told them. 
They re listed with another agent and it still didn't 
sell. And they came back to me and said, "(name), you 
know you worked really hard. Tell us what price and 
we'll put it at that price." And it sold in a week. 

For actual figures, it listed at one seventy-nine 
($179,000), reduced to one seventy-four, reduced to one 
sixty-seven when I had it. The other agent took it at 
one fifty-two, reduced it to one forty-nine. It didn't 
sell. I listed it at one thirty-nine ($139,000) and it 
sold. Which is what I told them when I relisted it the 
second time. "I 'm sorry, that's where it is now. You 
can put it at one forty-five or whatever, but it won't 
sell." 

They said that they didn't agree with the amount of 
work the other person had put into it. And I said, "Well 
I know this other person really well and he's a hard 
worker, but he also told you you were listing too high." 
And they said, "Yes, but he didn't advertise" and he 
didn't do this and he didn't do that. I said, "Well, he 
probably told you that straight up front. " "Well he 
could have worked it. He could have tried." 

When I had it even at one seventy-nine, I would 
still take people over and show it to them. And I used 
it more or less as a comparison of what these people are 
asking to other houses in the area. And I would end up 
selling another house because of the comparison. So you 
can still use it to your own benefit. 

They said that they liked my work ethics, and even 
though it was overpriced, I still worked at it. I think, 
actually, if you worked it out, financially, I'm probably 
in the hole with the amount of advertising and the time 
spent selling at $136,500, at 2. 5 percent commission. 
Because that's what it originally had been. And it's 
difficult to move the commission up. I'm probably not 
making anything on the deal. But I do know, if they ever 
want to sell again, that they'll come to me, immediately. 
And I think after nine years in the business, people 
coming back to you. Loyalties are built-up. (I-26A] 

An interesting afterthought is that the first agent used the 

overpriced listing as a comparison to help sell other homes. While 

she claims she did not make much money on it when it eventually did 
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sell, she may well have been able to sell other homes because of 

it. The second agent did what many agents do, that is to withdraw 

services. Since the chances of selling it were thought to be low, 

the agent kept his investment in the listing, in terms of time and 

money, to an absolute minimum. 

It also appears that the customers learned from their 

experiences. By comparing the two agents, they were able to 

appreciate the efforts of the first agent attempting to sell their 

home, and that apparently prompted them to seek a renewal of their 

relationship. They were also more willing to accept her opinion 

regarding an acceptable asking price, the second time round. 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has looked at reinvolvements in agent-client/customer 

relationships. The material suggests that renewing relationships 

are more likely when agents (1) facilitate successful outcomes, (2) 

maintain contact with previous clients or customers, and (3) are 

truthful. However, reinvolvement is always contingent on prospect 

considerations or concerns. In rarer instances, reinvolvement may 

be related to ( 4) 11 experiencing disenchantment with subsequent 

agents." 

"Facilitating successful outcomes" involves the perception 

that the agent did a good job (more often an exceptional job) and 

the buyer or seller was, therefore, pleased with the end result. 

Whether or not the agent really did a great job for them is less 

consequential than client perceptions. Also, some people may feel 

405 



more comfortable sticking with the same agent rather than gambling 

with a stranger, particularly if they've had bad experiences with 

another agent. 

"Maintaining contact" may take place in any number of ways. 

Agents sometimes encourage clients or customers to think of them as 

11 friends. " In many cases, grateful purchasers seem more than 

willing to do so, and may even initiate the friendship. However, 

given that many, many people end up with a different agent several 

years later, it is doubtful that most of these friendships are 

sustainable over a long period of time. Because agents have to 

make a number of deals in a year just to survive financially, they 

are apt to let many, if not most, earlier contacts slide. One 

tactic commonly utilized by high producers, is the mailing of 

information ( "providing information") several times a year to those 

who make up their client base. "Giving gifts" (closing gifts and 

promotional items) is done by many agents. Closing gifts serve as 

expressions of gratitude, and, depending on the kind of gift, may 

be retained by recipients as long-term reminders of the agent. 

Promotional items such as calendars and refrigerator magnets help 

to keep the agent's name active in their client's minds. 

"Providing entertainment," particularly the throwing of parties, 

seems to be less common, but represents another way of maintaining 

contact. While many buyers and sellers appreciate the agent 

maintaining contact with them and, consequently, may feel important 

to the agent and see their efforts as sincere, agents may have 

somewhat different concerns. They are more apt to be concerned 
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with the business aspect of the relationship, that being, to keep 

their names fresh in client minds, to encourage recommendations, 

and to promote reinvolvement at some later date. 

Agents who are "truthful" and provide honest advice also seem 

more apt to maintain their client's long-term loyalty. However, 

honest advice can sometimes be interpreted as the agent lacking 

confidence. This may result in clients seeking the services of 

another agent who is willing to tell them what they want to hear. 

In fact, agents who are honest with vendors whose properties they 

know will likely not sell at the vendor's price may lose those 

listings entirely. 

When people work with more than one agent, this gives them an 

additional base on which to evaluate agents more generally. 

"Disenchantment" (Prus 1989a, 1989b; Prus and Irini 1980) with a 

second agent, in one case, resulted in the vendors reinvolvement 

with the first. Given that the home was overpriced for the market, 

neither agent stood much chance at selling it without a price 

reduction. After comparing the two agents, the vendors apparently 

changed their perspectives about the first agent. They apparently 

felt the first agent demonstrated a stronger work ethic, by 

advertising the listing and showing it to her own prospects. 

Consequently, they not only sought her out to list their home a 

second time, but trusted her opinion in regards to listing price. 
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CHAPTER XI 

IR PERSPECTIVE 

The objective in conducting this study was to examine the ways that 

real estate agents and their clients and customers transact 

business. The "career contingency model" was utilized to 

conceptually isolate the stages through which relationships 

commonly pass. In terms of the model more generally, my goal was 

to discover the sorts of things (initial impressions, personal 

qualities, services) which were important to buyers and/or sellers 

regarding real estate agents in order for them to consent to 

working with a particular agent. Assuming that choosing an agent 

to represent them in the purchase or sale of a property was of 

greater importance than dealing with salespeople selling most other 

types of commodities, trusting the agent was anticipated to be 

essential to involvement. In fact, from the review of the 

literature specifically addressing the real estate setting, it was 

learned that real estate agents may be self-serving, manipulative, 

lacking in competence, and may even resort to deception or telling 

lies rather than risk losing a sale. "Trust" was therefore 

expected to be at the core of these relationships. Finding out how 

trust was achieved, sustained, or somehow lost over time was, 

consequently, an integral part of this study. 

Based on the assumption that vendors have reservations about 

listing with agents and purchasers possess reservations about 

committing themselves to working exclusively with one agent, this 

study focused heavily on "neutralization techniques" and strategies 
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for generating and maintaining trust. The perspectives of all 

three parties was examined in order to better understand the 

expectations of buyers and sellers, the strategies which agents 

invoke at various stages of the relationship, and what actually 

seems to work. Since relationships do not always work out, when 

and how relationships come to an end was also exploied. We also 

looked at the activity-oriented, step-by-step processes commonly 

involved in the buying and selling of homes, in order to enrich our 

understanding of the reflective and negotiable aspects of making 

deals, and to capture the manipulative practices which sometimes 

take place, including the agent's role in this process. Given that 

agents are generally concerned with building a strong client base, 

we also looked at the circumstances under which, and the ways in 

which, agents promoted reinvolvement. 

The remainder of this chapter contains a discussion on the 

research findings in terms of: (A) the theoretical approach; (B) 

generic social processes; (C) the concept of trust; (D) the study's 

practical significance, and (E) suggestions for future researchers. 

SYMBOLIC IHTERACTIOHISM 

Central to symbolic interactionism and ethnographic inquiry are the 

following major assumptions. Human group life is (1) (multi) 

perspectival, (2) reflective, (3) negotiable, (4) relational, and 

(5) processual. Upon reflection, this study affirms that 

"perspectives" are shaped by people's past experiences as well as 

other people's definitions. A buyer or seller's previous 
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experiences with particular real estate agents will shape the way 

they see each of those real estate agents as well as agents more 

generally. In fact, much of the agent's preparation work is 

oriented towards meeting the expectations of the generalized other. 

The presentation of self, attempts to develop interest, and 

attempts to make contact, particularly through solicitation, are 

done with consideration for what others might think. Demonstrating 

competence (at listing presentations or when servicing clients or 

customers at various stages in the relationship) and locating 

limits (in order to facilitate reaching agreements) also indicates 

concerns for the perspectives of others. 

Human behavior also involves reflectivity. Two aspects of 

relectivity are self-reflectivity and role-taking. The reflective 

process is the thinking process with humans addressing their own 

interests and at the same time anticipating the effects on other 

people. However, these processes can be more clearly demonstrated 

in certain situations. When people take themselves into account 

they are engaging in self-relectivity. Buyers, sellers and agents 

are taking themselves into account as they consider the 

consequences to themselves of agreeing to work with each other. As 

buyers or sellers "establish limits," they are engaging in self­

reflectivity. Through reflectivity, people are also able to assess 

the effects of other people's actions on themselves and to 

anticipate how others may interpret their actions. Role-taking is 

demonstrated in buyers and sellers reservations regarding working 

with an agent, overcoming reservations, assessment of the agent's 
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competence, commitment or work ethic, and agent's assessments of 

vendor or purchaser motives. Taking the role of the other is also 

demonstrated in the ways in which buyers and sellers drop agents 

(Clueing in to Rejection). Basically, it seems that people prefer 

to avoid confrontation and, consequently, help the agent to save 

face. Role-taking also comes into play in constructing and 

encountering offers, particularly in relation to price. In fact, 

self-reflectivity and role-taking are integral aspects of 

negotiating. 

"Negotiations" characterize human interaction as people 

attempt to realign their differing goals into one common objective. 

While negotiations involve the exchanging of perspectives and are 

inherently reflective, another aspect of negotiations are 

"strategies. 11 In chapter two, I distinguished between "preventive 

strategies" and "remedial strategies. 11 Much of the activities 

involved in marketing a property reflects "preventive strategies." 

As was apparent from agents' efforts to foster commitment (chapter 

seven) , doing open houses, advertising, and providing feedback, are 

done primarily to keep vendors happy, gain their trust, and 

maintain their loyalty. They are intended to demonstrate that 

agents know what to do and are willing to work. Similarly, when 

working with buyers, signifying prospect importance, personalizing 

encounters and demonstrating competence are ways of gaining their 

loyalty. 

"Remedial strategies, 11 on the other hand, did not seem to 

play a role in agent-client/customer relationships. Perhaps the 
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stakes are so great that if an agent makes a mistake, he or she is 

viewed as untrustworthy and the relationship is doomed. In one 

case, an agent was reluctant to advertise or to do open houses 

until prompted by the vendors. While he attempted to remedy the 

situation by doing plenty of both, he failed to sell the property 

and the vendors lost confidence in him. 

An important part of people's willingness to be influenced or 

to have their perspectives altered may be their "relationships" 

with others. The importance of relationships is demonstrated in 

the sections "attending to third parties" (chapter seven) and 

"failing to cater to all consequential parties" (chapter eight). 

It indicates the influence of third parties, particularly parents 

to first-time buyers. Frequently a parent will help with the 

downpayment and/or be consulted in regards to the choice of a home. 

Given that influential third parties usually come into the picture 

late in the game (typically just prior to an offer presentation), 

their participation may prove to be an obstacle for the agent. 

Involving them earlier may not only help facilitate a deal, but 

save the agent-customer relationship. The sections on "sponsored 

involvements" (chapter five) and "promoting recommendations" 

(chapter six) also indicates the willingness of prospects to accept 

the judgement of trustworthy others in the choice of an agent. In 

addition, the agent's efforts to "personalize encounters" ( chapters 

five and seven) suggests that being liked, in itself, is important 

to building relationships. 

The "processual" nature of human association might be best 
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demonstrated by the career contingency model. This model helps us 

to understand agent-client/customer relationships in their 

historical/temporal context, and to identify the contingencies 

which may affect initial involvement, continuity, disinvolvement, 

and reinvolvement. The next section assesses the career 

contingency model. 

Career Contingency Model 

In order to capture the processual nature of agent-client/customer 

relationships, the "career contingency model" was utilized as the 

organizational framework for this study. The career contingency 

model made it possible to capture the temporal dimension of 

relationships by examining them in terms of the conceptually 

different stages through which they often evolve. They include 

"getting started" (initial involvements), "building relationships" 

( continuing involvements) , 11 ending relationships 11 ( disinvol vements) 

and "renewing relationships" (reinvolvements). 

An analysis of the first stage in the career contingency 

process, initial involvements, suggests that "initial impressions" 

are very important to the possibility of a relationship unfolding. 

Agents are generally conscious of the ways in which they present 

themselves, both in the media and in direct contact. "Portraying 

an image of success" through media advertisements, through their 

styles of dress, or through the vehicles they drive, does affect 

buyer or seller impressions. While the meanings attached to these 

things are very much a matter of individual definition, and some 
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prospects may resent agents who blow their own horns, most are 

attracted to images of success. Given that initial contact may be 

brief (such as at an open house), the utilization of interpersonal 

skills which are evident when agents "express sincerity" or 

"personalizing encounters" also seems to convey a certain image 

conducive to building relationships. In addition, by "developing 

interest" in buying, the focus becomes more activity oriented, 

facilitating the development of a relationship. 

Recruitment, seekership and closure (Prus and Sharper, 1977; 

Prus and Irini, 1980) were identified as routes to involvement in 

agent-client/customer relationships. Two types of "recruitment," 

sponsored involvements and solicited involvements, were 

particularly noteworthy. 

"Sponsored involvements" played a big part in promoting 

relationships as agents who were sponsored by others (agents or 

satisfied customers) tended to be viewed as trustworthy. Agents 

recognize this and many offered incentives to promote referrals 

from others. This does, however, raise questions as to the motives 

of sponsors. In terms of agent-to-agent referrals, particularly, 

agents often do not know a lot about the other agent to whom they 

are making the referral, and may be doing so primarily out of 

consideration for the amount of the referral fee. They may be 

virtual strangers to each other. Other times, they may have met 

briefly at a conference, course or seminar, and finding each other 

likeable, may have made a commitment to make referrals to each 

other. 
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A surprising finding to me was the extent to which prospects 

were "solicited" by advertisements. My first wave of interviews 

was conducted in the Kitchener-Waterloo area, and media 

advertisements did not seem to provide a good source of new 

business according to agents whom I interviewed, nor did it play a 

prominent part in prospects pursuing particular agents. The second 

wave of interviews was conducted in Brantford, a community with 

less than one third the population of Kitchener-Waterloo. In 

Brantford, media advertisements seemed to be an important mode for 

selecting an agent, and vendors were often willing to act in 

response to the images projected by particular agents. In other 

words, they called the agent to come and list their home. 

While "seekership" has been identified as a route of entry 

into a variety of activities, this study has shown that vendor and 

purchaser efforts to find an agent do not reflect the notion of 

seekership as conceptualized by other authors. Lofland (1966), 

Klapp (1969), Prus and Sharper (1977), and Prus and Irini (1980) 

depict seekers, generally, as having a more deep seated interest to 

become involved in an activity or lifestyle which seems to be a 

resolution to problems they were experiencing in their previous 

lifestyle. In the real estate setting, where people actively look 

for a particular agent, finding someone trustworthy seems to be 

their main concern. Most commonly, they seek the services of 

agents whom they already know, or they contact friends, family 

members, or other people whom they know (and trust) to recommend an 

agent to them. Beyond that, seekership really does not come into 
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play. Prospects, for the most part, are open to being recruited by 

agents, usually by dropping into an open house or by calling an 

agent in regards to a specific property ( as a result of an 

advertisement or a for sale sign) , at which time they may be 

recuited, inadvertently. Otherwise, prospects may simply drop into 

a real estate office and request to see an agent, usually the duty 

agent, to help them with their problem. Assuming that a 

relationship is initiated, evaluation of the agent will likely take 

place as the relationship unfolds. 

"Closure" is another avenue of entry into agent-

client/customer relationships. This usually happens where one 

party is stuck with someone else's choice of an agent. Divorce 

cases are typical, but closure may occur in any situation where 

someone else (parent, employer) has an interest in the sale of a 

property. The important point here is that closure seems to have 

ramifications for trust. Where people are pressured into working 

with an agent with whom they would rather not, they tend to 

distrust them, whether or not it is justified. It also seems that 

agents, rather than trying to demonstrate that they are 

trustworthy, tend to reinforce the distrust by not working in the 

vendor's best interests. Knowing that loyalty is doubtful, that 

they are not liked, may result in agents acting in their own best 

interests, or the interests of the other party. 

Building on Matza' s ( 1964) notion of "drift", and Prus and 

Irini 's ( 1980) work, the idea that people may need to overcome 

their reservations for involvement in relationships was 
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particularly interesting to this research. Given that there is so 

much at stake in the buying or selling of a home, it was expected 

that people would be careful about their choice of an agent. Much 

of our research, therefore, was focused on uncovering the ways in 

which people overcame their reservations, especially agent 

strategies or techniques aimed at helping them to do so. 

First, the kinds of reservations buyers and/or sellers had for 

working with agents were identified. It was discovered that 

prospects ' reservations were related to concerns with agents' 

honesty, commitment and work ethic. Sellers were additionally 

concerned with the amount of commission agents charged, and that 

they may not be getting fair value for their money. 

Among the strategies agents employed to gain the trust of 

prospective vendors and to neutralize their reservations included 

(1) making conversation, (2) personalizing encounters, (3) 

signifying prospect importance, (4) demonstrating competence, (5) 

making concessions, (6) using justifications, (7) indicating 

external consensus, and (8) promoting recommendations. 

"Demonstrating competence" seems to be especially important to 

neutralizing reservations and, hence, establishing trust, due to 

the competitive nature of the business. When dealing with vendors, 

agents rarely feel that a listing is automatic when they go on a 

listing presentation. 

supported by printed 

Many agents have scripted presentations 

materials intended to demonstrate their 

listings to sales ratios, marketing strategies, etc., in order to 

give vendors the impression that they are the right person to sell 
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their home. When making pitches for prospective buyers, they may 

try to find something which would give buyers the impression that 

they are more competent than the rest. While contractors of 

various sorts might be asked for references, which of course they, 

too, likely screen, rarely is competence an issue at the outset, as 

it often is in agent-client/customer relationships. 

An interesting finding related to notions of "competence" was 

the tendency of vendors to want to list with agents who "display 

confidence." Even though they may not have particularly liked the 

agent due to the agent's boastfulness, they indicated a willingness 

to list with an agent who appeared confident that he or she could 

sell their home at close to their asking price. Agents who 

expressed reservations, suggesting to them that their asking price 

was perhaps premature for the market, were likely to be rejected, 

even though they may have been more likeable. 

It was also learned that neutralizing vendor reservations may 

also be related to reaching agreements as to II listing price. 11 This 

is frequently an area of disagreement with vendors often wanting 

more for their properties than agents think they can get. Some 

agents, it was discovered, are willing to 11 give-in11 at the vendor's 

insistence, generally with the intention of persuading the vendor 

to eventually reduce the asking price. The consequences for 

relationships, however, can be significant. While some agents use 

overpriced listings to sell other, more reasonably priced listings, 

others may simply withdraw their services. This usually creates 

tremendous resentment on the part of vendors. Most agents, 
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therefore, attempt to modify vendor perspectives by "providing 

rationalizations" or data supporting the agent's point of view in 

order to get vendors to list closer to their (agent's) recommended 

price (range). Vendors, of course, may be more willing to accept 

the agent's opinion, even if it is somewhat lower than what they 

had expected, especially if they are experiencing pressure to sell. 

Once contact has been made, and any reservations prospective 

buyers or sellers may have had for working with a particular agent 

have been dealt with, the next stage in the career contingencies 

process involves "building a relationship." Here the agent's goal 

is to II foster commitment. 11 As the relationship progresses, 

"signifying prospect importance," "personalizing encounters" and 

11 demonstrating competence II emerged as processes important to 

generating trust and promoting loyalty. When working with 

prospective buyers, the recognition that "third parties" (parents, 

friends) can 'be influential and often disruptive to the 

relationship, particularly when a purchase is being contemplated, 

tactfully dealing with these third parties may be essential to 

continuity. While agents may try to shape the perspectives of 

influential third parties ("pitch to influentials") or to 

"discredit" them (two strategies discovered by Prus, 1989a), a 

third strategy discovered in this study was "deferring to 

influentials." In fact, when it is parents who are supplying the 

downpayment, agents are likely to defer to them. If they become 

involved earlier in the relationship, which seldom happens, the 

opportunity to reshape their perspectives or to address their 
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concerns (or interests) is more likely. Agents, for the most part, 

feel it is more important to stay on the good side of third 

parties, even at the expense of the customer's best interests, 

rather than challenge them and risk losing the relationship. Where 

agents elect to discredit disruptors, the third party's 

relationship to the prospect may be an important consideration. 

Given that relationships do not always work out, the ending of 

relationships was also explored. Prospects are more likely to 

discontinue working with agents when their expectations of agents 

are not fulfilled, when the agent's competency becomes doubtful, or 

if they suspect the agent of misleading them. If these 

circumstances arise, trust generally becomes problematic. 

Normally, prospects want agents to be fully committed to 

working in their best interests, and expect them to be capable of 

doing so. Agents generally want a similar commitment. They expect 

vendors to be serious about selling and not just "testing the 

market" or trying to deal, privately, behind their backs. When it 

comes to prospective buyers, agents usually want buyers to commit 

to working exclusively with them and not waste their time with low­

ball offers. Where commitment is ambiguous, on behalf of either 

party, the relationship may be in jeopardy. 

Bringing relationships to an end can be problematic. 

11 Confrontation11 seems to be a last resort remedy, but it does 

sometimes happen where agents refuse to take the hint. "Avoidance" 

is the most common sign of rejection utilized by both prospective 

buyers and sellers. However, unsure about what is happening, 
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agents tend to persist in trying to build a relationship. This, of 

course, becomes annoying to prospects, who sometimes extend their 

feelings to the generalized other, making relationship building 

difficult for other agents. Where it is the agent who elects not 

to work with a prospect, the agent might "hand them off" to a less 

experienced agent with the expectation that the agent will get a 

referral fee, if a sale is realized. 

The fourth stage in the career contingency model, a much 

neglected stage, is reinvol vements ( "renewing relationships" ) . 

When a purchase or sale is achieved (and all conditions have been 

fulfilled or waived), the relationship between agents and their 

clients or customers often formally ends. Should buyers decide to 

move, again, at a later date, there is no guarantee that they will 

seek the services of the agent who sold them their home. 

Certainly, where relationships have a "successful conclusion, 11 

satisfied customers are more likely to renew those relationships 

with their respective agents. Secondly, "disenchantment with 

subsequent agents" could (and did in this study) result in 

reinvolvement with a previous agent with whom the vendors were not 

entirely satisfied. Through comparing and contrasting two agents, 

people may see an agent with whom they were previously dissatisfied 

more favorably, especially when they are even more disgruntled with 

the second agent. 

The predominant strategy utilized to promote reinvolvement is 

"maintaining contact. " While agents may use different means to 

keep in contact (closing gifts, letters with real estate related 
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information, etc.) in order to keep their names fresh in their 

prospects' minds, "forming friendships" seems to be especially 

important to satisfied customers. While other reseachers indicate 

the importance of being thought of as "friends" for continuity in 

doctor-patient (Hayes-Bautista, 1976) and mechanic-customer 

(Regehr, 1982) relationships, it is the real estate setting which 

seems to be somewhat unique in that friendships outside the real 

estate setting are actually formed. This was also discovered by 

Ruane, Cerulo and Gerson ( 1994) in their study of real estate 

agents. However, their research did not consider relationships 

which continued beyond the sale. The realization that pleased 

purchasers are just as likely to promote friendships as their 

agent, gives us an indication of the emotional impact associated 

with acquiring the right home. 

The activities related to making deals were examined in a 

step-by-step format in chapter nine. Looking at it in terms of its 

temporal dimension enabled us to gain further insight into the 

dynamics, manipulation and deception which sometimes goes on at 

various stages in the buying and selling of homes. Rather than 

regurgitate the findings in their sequential order, it will be more 

productive to discuss the major themes which arose. 

First, vendors, and sometimes agents, may attempt to deceive 

buyers by "concealing defects." Wanting to sell and to get as much 

as they can for their homes, vendors may try to hide potentially 

costly defects. Listing agents, in particular, may be unwilling to 

point these defects out to prospective buyers. Prospects, 
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therefore, could be inviting trouble by dealing directly through 

the agent representing the vendor. While agents representing 

buyers are more likely to point out defects, they are usually also 

acting as subagents for the vendor. As such, they are supposed to 

act in the vendor's best interests, even though, in actual 

practice, they seldom do. In addition, agents are not formally 

trained to recognize structural problems and may have no more 

expertise than their prospects, al though prospects expect that they 

have, and agents often reinforce that impression. Agents, it 

seems, are generally inclined to work in their own best interests, 

that being, not to spoil a potential sale. 

A second theme arising from this chapter is that agents tend 

to be "manipulative." Some agents try to manipulate buyers into 

buying their own listings. One way in which they may do so is to 

"arouse discontent" (Prus, 1989a), especially when a prospect is 

interested in one home and the agent wants to sell him or her 

another (the agent's own listing). Some agents may emphasize the 

negative aspects of the target home while focusing on the positive 

features of the comparison home. A second way agents af feet choice 

is to "manipulate the selection" of homes to be shown. Typically, 

they arrange showings so that less attractive, overpriced 

properties are shown prior to the one they want to sell, usually 

their own listing. It, of course, is likely to be more attractive 

and suitable for the prospect, as well as better priced. While 

manipulating choice often works out best for the agent, they 

frequently also have the buyer's best interests in mind (but not 
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always). 

Four strategies were discovered by which agents facilitate the 

reaching of agreements. When it comes to price, in particular, 

agents may encourage buyers or sellers to "take the role of the 

other" in order to get them to be "reasonable." Second, "locating 

limits" (establishing buyer or seller price limitations) may help 

to make a deal come together, al though it might not be to the 

purchaser's or vendor's advantage to trust the agent with this 

information. Should agents share this information, and they 

sometimes do, the purchaser may end up paying more, or the vendor 

may end up receiving less, than if they kept that information to 

themselves. Third, "making concessions" was also found to be 

important to reaching agreements, and agents usually encourage 

those whom they represent to offer concessions to the other party. 

Agents sometimes even offer to reduce their own commission to make 

a deal come together. Receiving concessions somehow sweetens the 

deal and seems to be akin to getting a bonus. Fourth, when all 

else fails, agents may "provide consolation" to reshape the 

perspectives of disgruntled clients or customers who may have taken 

a beating in order to complete a move. One way or another, buyers 

and sellers may have to be made to feel that they got ( or are 

getting) a relatively good deal under the circumstances, otherwise 

reinvolvement at a later date may be less likely. 

GENERIC SOCIAL PROCESSES 

"Generic social processes" are processes which can be identified 
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across a variety of different social contexts. Expressed in 

concepts which denote interaction, generic social processes enable 

ethnographers to develop a theory of social action grounded in 

people's experiences. To the extent the concepts discovered in 

this thesis have been identified by researchers working in other 

social contexts, these concepts take on a generic quality. As 

concepts describing social processes become more common across 

social settings, it attests to their generic quality, enabling us 

to develop a formal theory of human behavior. Rather than 

discussing all the generic concepts discovered in this study, a few 

which seem to be common across a greater number of settings will be 

discussed. 

When we examine contingencies related to initial involvement 

and continuing involvements in agent-client/customer relationships, 

"demonstrating competence" emerges as a similar contingency in 

other settings. Haas and Shaffir (1977) identified the importance 

of medical students learning how to present themselves to patients, 

instructors and other medical staff, to the success of their 

careers. Their research indicated the importance of "impression 

management II whereby the student gives others the impression that he 

or she is "in the know, 11 hiding from others what he or she does not 

know. Regehr ( 1982) noted that mechanics often repaired more 

things than required in order to prevent customers returning with 

complaints, in which case their competence would likely be doubted. 

our study indicates that people may distrust agents and may 

discontine to work with them when agents make mistakes which raise 
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doubts as to their competence. Regehr's (1982) research suggests 

that mechanics also lose customers this way. Similarly, Hayes­

Bautista ( 19 7 6 ) found that patients may change medical 

practitioners when the treatments they prescribe do not work. The 

physician's competency becomes doubtful at this point. 

"Locating limits" was also identified in this study as an 

important aspect of making deals. Ross (1980) noted the importance 

of discovering the other party's resistance point to the successful 

negotiation of insurance claims between attorneys and insurance 

adjusters. Prus (1989a) also discovered that locating limits (in 

terms of price, quality, size, etc.) was important to making a 

sale, as well as continuing relationships between retail vendors 

and their shoppers. 

"Personalizing encounters" (Prus, 1989a) emerged as 

significant to the building and preserving of relationships in a 

number of studies. Prus ( 1989a) introduced the concept to describe 

situations where salespeople try to "fit in II with customers and 

make them feel important, although it was more in terms of grasping 

and sharing the shopper's viewpoint. Hayes-Bautista (1976) noted 

that doctors encouraged patients to think of them as friends in 

order to stave off termination when it was threatened. Regehr 

(1982) indicated that mechanics tried to personalize relationships 

by getting to know all about their customers in order to maintain 

customer loyalty. Angrist ( 1984) discovered that real estate 

agents try to get their prospects to think of them as friends in 

order to get them to buy more easily. Ruane, Cerulo and Gerson 
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(1994) found that their real estate agents promoted friendships 

with buyers, by inviting them to social functions, in order to gain 

their trust and loyalty. Our findings that "forming friendships" 

are important to continuity bolsters the findings of these 

reseachers. How sincere or enduring these friendships are, 

however, remains uncertain. 

GEHERATIRG TRUST 

A definition of trust was purposely ommitted from this study. 

Instead it was hoped that some of the things which constitute trust 

would arise from the data. 

An analysis of the data suggests that trusting the agent is 

related to agents fulfilling the expectations people have of them, 

that being, the ability to fulfill their role obligations 

competently. Competence, in turn, involves demonstrating to buyers 

and sellers that the agent knows what has to be done and is capable 

of doing it. Similar to Regehr's (1982) mechanics, trust may also 

become suspect, after-the-fact, should agents make mistakes. 

More specifically, an analysis of the techniques of 

neutralization suggests that agents who are willing to "make 

concessions" are more apt to be seen as putting their client's or 

customer's best interests ahead of their own. "Personalizing 

encounters" is important to neutralizing reservations as well as 

fostering loyalty. Simply getting others to like them or to think 

of them as friends seems to promote trust. "Indicating external 

consensus" reinforces the idea that being seen as trustworthy may 
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be achieved by referencing the satisfactory experiences of others. 

It appears that people's perspectives are shaped by what others 

think, particularly those whom they are close to and trust. 

Consequently, "attending to third parties" may be crucial to 

generating trust. Referrals and recommendations are also important 

to trust, and helps to explain why agents try to foster referral 

networks. "Signifying prospect importance" seems to give prospects 

the impression that the agent is working in their best interests. 

Other kinds of impressions which suggest that agents are 

trustworthy include "portraying a successful image" and "expressing 

sincerity." 

Conversely, distrust seems to be related to: incompetence, 

unfulfilled obligations (expectations); being mislead; leaving 

prospects unattended ( letting them look on their own) , which 

sometimes gives prospects the impression that the agent is not 

willing to put himself or herself out for them; and failing to 

cater to all consequential parties, 11 which indicates the importance 

people may place in the opinions of influential third parties. 

Distrust may also be related to lack of commitment and being 

unreasonable. 

Taken together, these components emerge as integral aspects of 

trust. First, trust seems to be related to "role performance, 11 

both in the agent's ability and willingness to perform it. Second, 

trust seems to be related to participants' willingness to be fair, 

and in the case of agents, specifically, their apparent willingness 

to work with their client's or customer's "best interests" foremost 
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in mind. A third component of trust is simply "being liked." It 

is hard not to like someone who likes you. Consequently, agents 

often try to promote the idea that prospects mean more to them than 

they sometimes do, and to get their clients and customers to think 

of them as friends. 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

In terms of initial involvements, agents usually have a brief 

opportunity at making an impression. Initial contact, whether by 

phone or at an open house, is usually brief. It is therefore 

necessary for agents to make the best impression possible. 

Familiarizing themselves with the kinds of reservations vendors and 

purchasers may have for dealing with agents, and their perspectives 

on overcoming reservations, will be helpful for agents in 

recognizing what sorts of things are expected of them. Agents 

often meet prospects while holding open houses, and being aware of 

the impression they are making on others when they are too laid 

back or seem not to be working in the best interests of their 

vendors, may be vital to initial involvements. Listening carefully 

to the interests of both buyers and sellers is essential to not 

only finding out their expectations, but whether other people may 

be involved whose interests also may have to be addressed. 

Servicing listings according to their vendor's expectations, 

and showing prospects suitable homes priced within a range they are 

willing to pay, will help agents to maintain their loyalty. Agents 

might also learn that following through with commitments is 
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especially important to maintaining vendor loyalty. If they 

promise to advertise and do open houses, then that is what is 

expected of them, regardless of the asking price. Recognizing the 

importance of third party definitions or referrals, agents might 

consider the consequences of attaining bad reputations. They might 

be better, in the long run, to reject listings which they feel 

likely will not sell, rather than to avoid working them. 

Vendors and purchasers might benefit from learning about other 

people 's experiences. Being fair is important both to their 

relationship with agents and successfully reaching deals with each 

other. Equally important is indicating their willingness to commit 

to working exclusively with the agent. If agents are assured that 

vendors will eventually sell through them, then agents may be more 

likely to remain enthusiastic and continue to work the listing, 

rather than trying to persuade vendors to accept low offers. 

Buyers, too, will benefit by letting agents know what they expect 

of the agent. Assuming that the agent is providing them with good 

services, letting the agent know they will eventually buy through 

him or her, should increase the chances that the agent will not try 

to manipulate them into buying something they do not want. 

Since many vendors complain that listing agents do not bring 

their own prospects to see their home, it suggests to me that there 

may be communication problems. Informing vendors at the outset 

that their job, in part, is to screen prospects in order to avoid 

inconveniencing them by showing their home to uninterested or 

unqualified buyers, and that most showings will come from other 
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agents, could resolve the problem. In fact, buyers often get 

suspicious of agents who show their own listings to them, 

especially if they are deemed to be unsuitable. 

FUTURE DIRECTIORS 

This study has shown that involvement and continuity are very much 

negotiable processes. Unfortunately, interviewing all parties to 

an interaction would have been a difficult challenge which I chose 

not to attempt in this study. Since agents depend on commission 

earnings, there is too much at stake for agents to support a 

researcher, particularly one with a real estate licence, having 

such intimate contact with their clients or customers. There is 

always the risk that a researcher, even by way of the kinds of 

questions asked, may introduce an idea which would result in people 

reevaluating the relationship. This could place the relationship 

in jeopardy. However, if a researcher were able to interview all 

parties to an interaction, it would be much more informative in 

regards to the modification of perspectives, the success of 

strategies, and other intricacies involved in the negotiation 

process. Doing so might be more feasible in other settings where 

employees are salaried. Many companies have people who randomly 

follow up calls by employees attempting to solicit new business in 

order to evaluate their performance {Bell Canada is one example). 

A similar format could be used to increase our understanding of 

negotiations. 

On the other hand, it might be feasible for a real estate 
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broker to allow a researcher acting on the broker's behalf to 

follow up his or her sales representative's contacts to see what 

kinds of impressions people are getting of their sales staff. The 

researcher could then get the salesperson's perspective on the same 

encounter. Not only would it increase our understanding of 

negotiations, but it might be good for business. 

An important concept discovered in this study, affecting the 

career process of agent-client/customer relationships at various 

stages, is II competence. " This study has shown that competence, 

like that discovered by Haas and Shaffir (1977), involves 

presenting oneself as competent, even in situations where 

competence may be lacking. Future researchers might address 

competence in other settings (legal, technical, financial, 

educational, etc.) to see how competence is assessed and how actors 

demonstrate that they are indeed competent. 

We also learned that 11 trust 11 is vital, in most cases, to 

involvement and continuity in agent-client/customer relationships, 

and that distrust may lead to disinvol vement. This study also 

showed that trust was generated in a multitude of ways. Since 

trust has been shown to be such an integral part of agent­

client/customer relationships, it could be that trust plays a 

similarly important role in other social relationships. Future 

researchers could pursue trust in other settings where the 

performance of another party could significantly affect one's well 

being. For example, a researcher could look at perceptions of 

trust and distrust in relationships between clients and lawyers, 
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stock brokers, marriage counsellors or divorce mediators. Given 

that media attention suggests an apparent increase in serious, 

sexually communicable diseases, a future researcher might also look 

at how trust is established, maintained or lost in romantic and 

marital relationships, or in sexual encounters. 

The chapter on disinvolvements essentially enriched our 

understanding of the contingencies related to continuing 

involvements. One of the problems with agents' relationships with 

vendors, should a sale not take place, is that the relationship 

ends when the contract expires. Usually agents look for "cues" as 

to the vendor's interest in relisting with them, or in extending 

the listing. Negotiations are rarely effective at this stage, if 

the vendor wants out. "Excuses" and sometimes "avoidance" often 

characterizes the departure. With purchasers, "avoidance" is most 

common, a means of departure also noted by Hayes-Bautista (1976). 

It seems that we could learn more about disinvol vements where 

contracts need to be broken. Future researchers might enrich our 

understanding of disinvolvement strategies and negotiated partings 

from studying divorcing couples, disgruntled professional athletes 

still under contract, or criminals trying to drop their lawyers ( or 

vice versa) . 

The chapter on renewing relationships indicates that promoting 

reinvolvement is an important stage in the career process of agent­

client/customer relationships. Most career agents strive to build 

up a strong client base as an easy source of future business and 

spin-off referrals, and many satisfied customers indicated their 
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willingness to utilize the same agent's services in the future. 

Researchers working in other social settings seem to have given 

little attention to this stage in the model. It would seem that 

researchers working in the context of romantic relationships, where 

partners sometimes break up and get back together, could pay 

special attention to when and how these processes occur. Given 

that this process is common, especially to younger couples, 

romantic relationships may be an especially rich area to tap in 

order to further our understanding of reinvolvements. 

IMPACT ON RELATIONSHIPS 

All and all, this study might very well suggest that relationships 

of all sorts are characterized by a high degree of influence and 

resistance as participants attempt to achieve their independent 

goals with and for each other within the context of relationships. 

Whether our frame of reference is real estate agents, physicians, 

mechanics, or lovers, all are involved in selling something. When 

it comes to building relationships, the product they are selling is 

themselves. They, therefore, try to present an image of themselves 

that is anticipated to be attractive to the (particular or 

generalized) other. 

Participants also have some idea of where they want their 

relationships to go, and their task is to persuade the other into 

cooperating to achieve that goal. The other, however, may not have 

the same ending in mind. In other cases, they may have the same 

goals but the means to achieving them may be very different. One 
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can only imagine what would happen if participants were to bare 

their souls, show their weaknesses, their defects, their devious or 

incongruent intentions at the outset. While the interaction which 

takes place in relationships is sometimes spurious, seemingly prone 

to manipulation and occasionally deception as people try to achieve 

their goals often at the expense of others, this study has shown 

that there is also a lot of openness and sharing with rewarding, 

productive results. Through negotiation and the ability to be 

reflective, people are often able to resolve their differences and 

turn divergent viewpoints into parallel lines of action in order to 

achieve successful outcomes which serve their mutual interests. 

Where interests are satisfied, participants are more likely to find 

continuing the relationship desireable. 
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