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Getting Inside the Mind of the Candidate 
 
 
the idea for this article was forwarded to me by andy nazaroff, the President and ceo of guarantee real 
estate in Fresno, california. 
 
andy has been a friend and client for many years, and he’s one of the best hiring managers we’ve ever 
observed. He was a natural at building trust quickly with the candidates he interviewed, and perhaps it was 
the secret to his recruiting success. 
 
if you asked Harvard school Professor amy cuddy, she would probably agree. 
 
Why? because cuddy’s research reveals people want the answers to two basic questions when they meet 
someone for the first time. 
 
if the answer to both of these questions is “yes,” the chances of making a hire greatly increase. 
 
First Impressions 
 
the questions cuddy refers to are quite simple: 
 
Can I trust you? 
 
Can I respect you? 
 
Psychologists refer to these dimensions as warmth and competence respectively, and ideally you want to be 
perceived as having both. 
 
Jenna goudreau, deputy editor at business insider reported, 
 

Interestingly, Cuddy says that most people, especially in a professional context, believe that competence 
is the more important factor. After all, they want to prove that they are smart and talented enough to 
handle your business. 
 
But in fact warmth, or trustworthiness, is the most important factor in how people evaluate you. 

 
How do you spend the first few minutes of your interviews? if you’re focused on competence, you’re probably 
starting off on the wrong foot. 
 
Warmth First, Competence Second 
 
While competence is highly valued, Cuddy says it is evaluated only after trust is established. And focusing too 
much on displaying your strength can backfire. 
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so how can you establish warmth in your interviews? initially spending 20 or 30 minutes asking open-ended 
questions and actively listening to the candidates is a great way to build trust. 
 
Without this foundation, the second question can’t be appropriately addressed. 
 

if someone you’re trying to influence doesn’t trust you, you’re not going to get very far; in fact, you might 
even elicit suspicion because you come across as manipulative, cuddy says. 
 
a warm, trustworthy person who is also strong elicits admiration, but only after you’ve established trust 
does your strength become a gift rather than a threat. 

 
Helping someone change careers and start a real estate business is a gift. but, it will only be received if a 
candidate trusts and respects you as a hiring manager. 
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Recruiting: How to Build Quick Rapport With Your  
Candidates – Listen Without Judging 
 
 
in recent articles, you may remember us talking about “perception of fit.” We’ve covered this topic numerous 
times because researchers have demonstrated it’s the number one factor that causes individuals to change 
careers. 
 
the principle behind this research is simple: When individuals perceive (ie. mostly feelings) they are a fit in your 
organization, they start to rationalize or talk themselves into all the other reasons necessary to make a change.  
 
if a candidate does not quickly experience a feeling of “i belong here,” the rest of the recruiting process will be 
an uphill battle. it usually ends with the candidate disengaging regardless of the logical reasons working in our 
organization may be the best thing for their careers. 
 
so, this begs the question: 
 

How does a hiring manger get candidates to perceive they are a fit in his or her organization? 
 
… by building quick rapport with the candidate during an initial interview. 

 
if a candidate walks out of a first meeting with you and thinks, “i really like this person. i feel like i’ve just met 
someone who understands me and my situation,” the individual can’t help but feel they would be a potential fit 
on your team. 
 
How do you build quick rapport with a candidate whom you’ve most likely just met for the first time? 
 
this will be our topic for the next few blogs. the techniques we’ll discuss do not just apply to recruiting, they 
can be applied to any situation where relationships are key to success. 
 
What the FBI can Teach you about Recruiting. 
 
our instruction on this topic comes from an unlikely source—robin Dreeke, the director of the Fbi’s elite 
counterintelligence behavioral analysis program. it may not seem obvious, but Fbi agents recruit spies and 
confidential human sources in the agencies efforts to thwart our country’s adversaries. 
 
starting in 1997, robin learned that building quick rapport was not only going to be critical to his job success, 
but also his survival. in his recent book, he outlines some of the techniques he uses to connect with strangers, 
build trust, and get them to feel like part of his team. 
 
While i won’t have time to share all of robin’s secrets (all of which are valuable), i will select a few i think are 
most applicable to the real estate recruiting process. 
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Guideline #1 for Building Quick Rapport: Listen without Judging.  
 
Here is part of a recent interview eric barker did with robin: 
 

the number one strategy i constantly keep in the forefront of my mind with everyone i talk to is non-
judgmental validation. seek someone else’s thoughts and opinions without judging them. People do  
not want to be judged in any thought or opinion that they have or in any action that they take. 
 
it doesn’t mean you agree with someone. Validation is taking the time to understand what their needs, 
wants, dreams and aspirations are. 

 
as you may know, people have a strong desire to talk about themselves. given the opportunity, individuals will 
indulge in this pleasure and trust those who facilitate its accomplishment. this leads to the building of quick  
rapport. 
 
Feeling judged short-circuits this process. When a person starts to feel judged, they quickly retreat into a “fight 
or flight” mode of thinking. this ruins rapport building because it keeps your candidates from talking about 
their favorite subject—themselves. 
 
Do a quick inventory of your interview style. How many times do you listen to a candidate’s experiences and 
then give your opinion or perspective on what they’ve said? this is judging. 
 
People who are masters at building rapport don’t do this. instead, they validate. there will be time later in the 
relationship to share your opinions, but not during the initial interview. 
 
there will be more to come on building rapport. it’s not only a critical ingredient in the recruiting process, but 
it’s also a skill that will be helpful in other areas of your professional and personal lives.
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How to Build Quick Rapport With Your Candidates – Pay 
Attention to the Small Things 
 
 
last week, i introduced you to robin Dreeke, the author of a great book about building quick rapport with 
those around you. robin primarily learned these techniques in the Fbi’s counterintelligence behavioral 
analysis program. 
 
Many of the techniques the Fbi uses to build trust with confidential human sources can be applied to the real 
estate recruiting process. to get caught up with this discussion, read the previous posting in this series. 
 
today, we’ll cover two more techniques the Fbi frequently employs to cause their “interviews” to be 
productive. 
 
Guideline #2 for Building Quick Rapport: Establish Artificial Time Constraints 
 
robin does a great job of setting the stage to teach this technique: 
 

Have you ever been sitting in a bar, an airport, a library, or browsing in a bookstore when a stranger  
tried to start a conversation with you? Did you feel awkward or on your guard? 
 
the conversation itself is not necessarily what caused the discomfort. the discomfort was induced 
because you didn’t know when or if it was going to end. 
 
…Developing great rapport and having great conversations [requires] letting the other person know  
there is an end in sight, and it’s really close. 

 
robin shares lots of stories in his book about the conversation starters he uses. almost all of the stories start 
with a phrase like, “i have a meeting that starts in 5-minutes, but i had a quick question…” 
 
this simple phrase lets a person know he won’t be trapped. once this happens, an important protection 
mechanism is lowered and the chances of this person opening up increases. 
 
How does this relate to recruiting? 
 
surprisingly, many of your candidates are cautious and protective when they show up to the interview. since 
the objective of an interview is to build quick rapport (remember perception of fit), letting the candidate know 
the interview is not going to last forever is an important first step in lowering resistance. 
 
try starting your interviews with a phrase like: “thanks for coming in to meet with me. i have another meeting 
in 45 minutes i have to attend, so hopefully this will be enough time to get to know each other…” 
 
Guideline #3 for Building Quick Rapport: Pay Attention to Your Nonverbals 
 
i know most real estate managers were once agents, and it’ s common to receive (and now teach) training on 
the importance of nonverbal communication during the sales process.
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it’s important to recognize the same nonverbal communication principles that help the sales process flow 
smoothly also apply to recruiting engagements. 
 
Here are some nonverbal techniques commonly deployed by the Fbi to build rapport: 
 

Smiling:  looking grumpy or like you’re having a bad day is not a good way to start a relationship.  
Make a point to smile, especially when you first meet. 
 
Slight Head Tilt:  adding a slight head tilt (one way or the other) to your smile shows others you have 
comfort with them and trust them. 
 
Lower Chin Angle:  High chin angles give the impression of looking down your nose at others and  
that you are aloof or better than them. 
 
Holding Palms Up/Open:  When sitting at a desk or conference table, hold your palms up and open 
while speaking. 

 
the key to controlling nonverbal communication is self-awareness and a little bit of practice. Fbi agents 
practice in the mirror. you might want to give this a try too. 
 
there is much more to learn on this topic. if this is of interest to you, i would recommend picking up a copy of 
robin’s book.
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Recruiting: How to Build Quick Rapport With Your  
Candidates – Suspend Your Ego 
 
 
today’s insight is the final installment in our discussion on building quick rapport with the candidates you meet 
during interviews. 
 
establishing an environment where both parties understand each other’s feelings or ideas and communicate 
well is the most important objective of a first meeting with a candidate. the “perception of fit” we’ve referenced 
earlier in the discussion (Part 1,  Part 2) is a two-way street. unless you truly like the person (and the individual 
likes you), the perception of fit will feel contrived. 
 
How do you experience this level of genuineness in a 45-minute interview? We’ll draw upon what robin 
Dreeke references as the most important technique he teaches in the Fbi’s training on building rapport–ego 
suspension. 
 
Learning to Suspend Your Ego During Interviews 
 
robin explains the importance of learning to suspend your ego when meeting people for the first time. 
 

Have you ever heard someone make a false statement and not corrected them? [this is an example  
of suspending your ego.] …suspending our individual egos is difficult because of our genetics [as 
humans]. conversely, it is one of the best techniques to utilize… to have a positive interaction and  
attain rapid rapport. 

 
What does it mean to suspend your ego during a conversation? 
 

suspending your ego is nothing more complex than putting other individual’s wants, needs, and 
perceptions of reality ahead of your own.  
 
Most times, when two individuals engage in a conversation, each patiently waits for the other person to 
be done with whatever story he or she is telling. then, the other person tells his or her own story, usually 
related to the topic and often times in an attempt to have a better or more interesting story. 
 
individuals practicing good ego suspension would continue to encourage the other individual to talk 
about his or her story, neglecting their own need to share what they think is a great story. 

 
this may sound like a simple concept, but it is surprisingly difficult to do. in fact, it is hardly ever done during 
normal day-to-day conversations. that’s one of the reason’s it so effective. 
 
Becoming a Great Conversationalist 
 
the key to implementing this technique is focus and self-awareness. remember what you’re trying to 
accomplish during the interview (building rapport) and don’t give into self-centered behavior. 
 
Human beings are not genetically coded to care as much about others and their stories as much as they care 
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about their own… common etiquette and courtesy dictates that individuals be given equal time to share their 
own story of the events in their own life.  
 
those individuals who allow others to continue talking without taking their own turn are generally regarded as 
the best conversationalists… they are the best at building [both] quick rapport and lasting rapport. 
 
in this series, we’ve covered four of the ten techniques robin explains in his book. if you want to become 
more of an expert in building quick rapport during your interviews, buy a copy of robin’s book and discover 
the other six techniques he teaches. the book is a quick read (less than 100 pages) and cost just $3 in the 
Kindle format. 
 
robin’s techniques are also helpful for agents to use with their clients. these are good topics to cover during 
sales meetings and agent training. 
 
bottom line: if those in your organization are known for building great rapport with everyone they meet, the 
benefits will be both widespread and impactful.
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How Active Listening Leads to More Effective  
Interviews – Creating Influence 
 
 
the initial face-to-face interview is an important factor in the hiring process. if the first interview goes well, the 
rest of the hiring interactions feel like they’re flowing downhill. 
 
Do you think you’re effective at conducting interviews? 
 
Most real estate managers believe this is one of their strengths. but, the recruiting performance metrics our 
company collects paints a different picture. 
 
by isolating the interview component of the hiring process (through workflow design and software tracking), 
we’ve documented that successful interviewers experience much better recruiting results than those who are 
struggling. 
 
How much better?  it’s often two to three times more hires. 
 
of course this begs the question—what are successful managers doing during their interviews that make them 
so effective? 
 
research suggests it really boils down to one thing. 
 
Learning from Research on Sales 
 
in his outstanding book, The Best Place to Work, Dr. ron Friedman addresses the issue of building trust in the 
sales process. 
 
consider the quandary faced by car salesmen, a profession that according to a 2012 gallup poll is squarely at 
the bottom when it comes to perceived honesty and ethical standards. 
 
What can a car salesman say to make himself more convincing? the answers, according to [researchers], is 
quite literally nothing. 
 
Dr. Friedman goes on to outline two studies showing it’s not an ability to talk that leads to sales. it’s quite the 
opposite. 
 
the ability to be quiet and listen effectively is the defining characteristic of high performing sales people. 
 
For Complex Sales, Listening is Even More Important 
 
selling a car is a simple sale. What happens when things get more complex? of course, the sales prospect 
would need additional information to make a good choice. right? 
 
 
in the financial services industry, a job where advisors are explicitly hired for their knowledge and ability to give 
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advice, surely there would be a connection between skillful talking and success. 
 
Dr. Friedman sites another study showing the opposite to be true. 
 
“the higher financial advisers scored as listeners, the better their clients rated them on quality, trust, and 
satisfaction. effective listeners were also more successful at minimizing their customers’ perceptions of 
financial risk, making them more likely to invest in the future.” 
 
naturally, this translated into higher sales with the clients, but researchers also found it had an unexpected 
effect. 
 
[effective listening] had sown the seeds for an upward cycle of sales. that’s because the more an advisor 
listened, the more their clients wanted to recommend them to their friends.  
 
listeners had created a defacto sales force. they weren’t the only ones focused on growing their business.  
so were their customers. 
 
Listening Creates Influence 
 
exercising influence is the common thread among these research studies. 
 
those who have learned to listen effectively have much more success than those who are seemingly gifted 
talkers. 
 
this principle applies to recruiting (and specifically interviewing) because the goal is to positively influence a 
person’s career decisions. 
 
the hiring managers who make the most hires are those who are the most influential during the interview. 
 
in the next chapter, we’ll discuss what it takes to become an effective listener.  Keeping your mouth shut 
during the interview is only the first step. 
 
the rest of the process requires some attention to detail, but it’s work that will produce a high return on your 
investment. 
 
it will move you into the group of hiring managers who hire more than 30% of the individuals they interview.
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How Active Listening Leads to More Effective  
Interviews – Steps 1 to 3 
 
 
the most effective hiring managers tend to be those who are the most influential during the interview. 
 
researchers tell us that for infrequent face-to-face meetings (like an interview or an interaction with a sales 
person), listening is the best way to build trust and create influence. 
 
being a good listener sounds easy enough. Why don’t more of us do it if it produces such great results? 
 
it’s because active listening is not normal listening. it’s a special type of listening reserved for the most effective 
communicators. 
 
What’s Normal Listening? 
 
to understand this concept, we’ll again lean on Dr. ron Friedman’s thoughts on this topic. 
 
Passive listening is what your do when you’re attending a conference or taking in a television show at the end 
of the day. 
 
selective listening is the type of listening you do when a colleague stops to tell you about the traffic jam he had 
to endure on the way to work. you’re tuning in and out just long enough to convince him you’re paying 
attention. 
 
both passive and selective listening are a far cry from the form good therapists use, which is called active 
listening. 
 
effective hiring managers act more like therapists when they’re doing interviews. their focus is on building 
rapport and making a strong connection with the candidate. 
 
What’s Active Listening? 
 
the best way to understand active listening is to break it down into components. 
 
We’ll cover three active listening components today and three in our next blog post. 
 
1. Mental Presence. being fully engaged on what is being said is the first component of active listening. 
 
your focus is placed entirely on what’s being said—not what you’ll say in response, or that important 
conference call you’ll have in an hour, or what you’re having for lunch…. 
 
since workplace conversations often have two modes (talking and waiting to talk), it’s impossible to absorb 
the full meaning behind a speaker’s words when you’re mentally composing your next lines. 
 
stay completely focused on what your candidate is saying and let it fully sink into your mind. 
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2. Resisting the Temptation to Speak. Maintaining this type of focus is surprisingly difficult. 
 
Dr. Friedman reminds us: This aspect of active listening means you don’t finish the other person’s sentences. 
Avoid making jokes. Never interrupt, even if it’s to agree. 
 
you’ll know you’re making progress if you feel like you want to say something, but you don’t give into that 
urge. 
 
3. Listening Posture. When you’re in the presence of a good listener, you can tell there’s more going on than 
just the exchange of words. 
 
People relay they care about what’s being said through their body language. 
 
When people are eager to hear more, they lean forward. a tilt of the head is associated with interest and 
curiosity. Head nodding can be a powerful sign of encouragement, especially when the speaker is expressing 
a difficult emotional point. 
 
start trying to use these techniques today. if you don’t have an interview scheduled, practice on your friends 
and family members. 
 
this is a way of life for high-performing hiring managers. it’s the defining element of how they communicate. 
since it doesn’t come naturally, it’s something you’ll have to nurture and practice to become good at doing.
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How Active Listening Leads to More Effective  
Interviews – Steps 4 to 6 
 
 
sometimes small changes produce big results. active listening is one of those changes. 
 
if you want to increase the percentage of your interviews resulting in hires, this is the most important change 
you can make to your personal recruiting methodology. 
 
Perhaps you’ve started to (1) control your mental presence, (2) resist the temptation to speak, and (3) pay 
attention to your listening posture. if so, your interactions with others are already improving. People love to be 
on the receiving end of this type of attention. 
 
some of you sent me stories last week on what you’ve learned about listening better during interviews. Keep 
them coming—they’re fun and interesting to read! 
 
today, we’ll finish up this topic. and, i’ve saved the best techniques for last. 
 
What is Active Listening? (Continued) 
 
4. Eye Contact.  as you might expect, eye contact relates to listening posture. However, it gets its own 
mention because it’s so powerful. researchers consistently demonstrate that simply “holding someone’s gaze” 
increases feelings of warmth, respect, and cooperation. 
 
Don’t overdo it (you’re not on a romantic date), but regularly looking into your candidate’s eyes during the 
interview will result in a better connection. 
 
5. Restating.  up until now, we’ve just considered silent listening techniques. at some point in the 
conversation, you’re going to have to say something (otherwise, it’s just passive listening). 
 
active listening involves some back and forth. but what do you say, and how do you say it? Dr. Friedman 
encourages us to use the same tools therapists utilize when listening to a patient. 
 
repeating another person’s words doesn’t just help ensure you’ve heard correctly—it allows the speaker to 
get a better sense of how he or she is coming across.  
 
it’s why therapists use this method so often; simply hearing our sentiments reflected back at us gives us a 
sense of clarity we would not otherwise have. 
 
During the interview, frequently use the phrase: “so, what you’re saying is…” 
 
For example, if someone is telling you about his commuting frustrations, you might say, “so, what you’re 
saying is you don’t like spending two hours a day in the car just getting to and from work.”
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6. Validation. the final component of active listening is the trickiest to implement. Validation means to actively 
connect to a person’s feelings by sharing a little bit of your own perspective. 
 
For example, if a candidate is expressing frustration concerning the relationship she has with her boss, you 
might say, “i had a supervisor like that once. it drove me crazy to be around that person.” 
 
this simple and quick validation (don’t go into a long story of your own) assures the candidate that what she’s 
feeling is not wrong or inappropriate. 
 
What’s likely to happen [next] is your [candidate] will reflect on her words and clarify what she meant, without 
you having devalued her perspective. 
 
the risk in using this technique is that you might be tempted to over share. Remember, active listening is 
about listening—not talking.  
 
Applying Active Listening in Your Interviews 
 
so, you now have six active listening techniques you can apply during your interviews. 
 
Make a list of these skills and review them during or before you start to engage a candidate. 
 
grade yourself after the interview to see how you did. better yet, invite someone to sit in on a few interviews 
and grade you on these factors. Holding yourself accountable is the only way you’ll improve. 
 
if you master this way of communicating, there is a huge payoff. the number of your interviews resulting in 
hires will increase significantly. this stuff works every time it’s tried.
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Recruiting: What Causes a Candidate to Choose a Particular 
Real Estate Office? – New Agents 
 
 
i would like to introduce you to the work of richard Millington and his consulting company Feverbee. 
 
richard’s focus is helping large organizations develop, grow, and sustain online communities. it’s difficult work 
because, as he frequently points out: 
 
Most online communities aren’t. they’re online but they’re not communities. they’re a group of people looking 
to extract instant gratification from a collective resource. they want immediate help or immediate resources. 
 
since most of you don’t manage communities, this information doesn’t apply to you. right? 
 
not so fast. reread richard’s description. 
 
i would argue that many real estate organizations (offices, teams, companies) operate more like communities 
than tightly managed business units. While this reality has its advantages, it also has its own set of challenges. 
 
Here’s the good news: these challenges can be turned into a recruiting competitive edge by a knowledgeable 
hiring manager. 
 
Many of the principles that cause individuals to join, engage, and flourish inside a social group mirror the 
dynamics of a real estate organization. 
 
Why Do People Join Communities / Groups? 
 
according to social scientists, people join groups to survive. richard asserts that group dynamics evolved over 
thousands of years, and the focus on survival is embedded in every human being. 
 
individuals were more likely to survive in groups. groups offered safety from environmental dangers and the 
pooling (and division) of collective resources. 
 
this matters more than you might think. 
 
groups today offer us emotional safety (the same parts of the brain are activated as physical safety). 
 
groups let us be who we really are and want to be. groups offer us a sense of belonging and mutual support. 
 
groups also give us the ability to pool our resources and each receives a greater division of the benefits. 
 
this includes exploration of our given field and bigger influence over our environment. 
 
Keep these four principles (sense of belonging, mutual support, greater exploration, and greater influence over 
our environment) in mind. We’ll use these again later.
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How Do People Decide What Groups to Join? 
 
this depends. if the person is a “newbie” to the topic of the group, they’ll generally make choices based on 
one very predictable principle. if they’re “veterans,” things get more complex. 
 
For newbies, richard reveals the common motivator that causes people to associate with one group over 
another: 
 
They’re learning something new.   
 
last year we made an interesting discovery. Most new members to communities hadn’t been involved in that 
topic for long… 
 
[individuals are] more likely to join groups if they discover the group in the natural course of learning more 
about the topic. 
 
We want our communities to be the central place for people that are new to the topic. We always want more 
newcomers to the topic than hardcore members. 
 
We want to be the ultimate resource for people that are new to your topic. 
 
this idea has some very important recruiting implications. 
 
if people are most likely to join a group when they are learning about something new, you would have a huge 
advantage if you were the person they first contacted in the discovery process. 
 
secondly, if you (the hiring manager) can’t deliver on helping individuals learn about their new topic of interest 
(real estate), candidates will quickly find a group who can deliver on this need. of course, they’ll become 
connected to the new group in the process. 
 
next time, we’ll address the veterans. there is a whole different group dynamic among those who already 
have knowledge.
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Recruiting: What Causes a Candidate to Choose a Particular 
Real Estate Office? – Experienced Agents 
 
 
real estate organizations are more like communities or social groups than tightly run business units. 
 
Predictably, human beings want a sense of belonging, mutual support, greater exploration, and greater 
influence over our environment. 
 
so, they band together, form groups, and join communities. 
 
as the leader of a real estate “community” (office, team, or organization), it’s advantageous to not only 
understand the reasons individuals choose one community over another, but also what causes them to stay 
plugged in. 
 
there is more to learn on this topic. 
 
the insight on this topic comes from richard Millington, the founder of the uK-based consulting company 
called Feverbee. if you haven’t checked out his site yet, please do so. you’ll learn a lot from his insights. 
 
The Art of Attraction 
 
in the previous chapter, i shared the first and most important point concerning the reason people choose one 
community over another: 
 

[individuals] are more likely to join groups if they discover the group in the natural course of learning more 
about [a new] topic. 

 
of course, the topic of interest for your community (ie. your team, office, or organization) is a career change 
and, more specifically, learning about working in the world of real estate. 
 
if you’re the one helping candidates learn about this topic, the chances of them joining your community are 
very high. From this position, you’re not promoting, you’re attracting. it’s a very powerful and advantageous 
recruiting position. 
 
Retaining Those Who’ve Joined. 
 
once someone has joined your “community,” how do you get them to stay? For some help with this, richard 
points to a well-established social psychology theory: 
 

there’s a widely accepted theory in social psychology called optimal distinctiveness theory. 
 
upon joining a group [new members] attempt to adopt the behavior of the group’s prototypical members 
(and the group in turn attempts to enforce norms upon them)… 

 
they mirror what they see the prototypical members doing. 
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However, once new members get settled into the group, they son lose interest in just mirroring the behaviors 
of the prototypical members, and want to demonstrate their own distinctiveness. 
 

this is where the optimal part of the theory comes in… We maintain a tricky balance of adopting enough 
of the behaviors to be seen as part of the group and being different enough to be afforded a special 
standing within that group… 
 
using the optimal distinctiveness framework (first we want to be accepted, then we want to impress), you 
can finally understand what motivates your members. 
 
For example, you can look at any member’s contributions to a community and determine if they’re trying 
to be part of the group or trying to be distinct from the group in a particular trait the group values (usually 
specific knowledge). 

 
this theory has important implications for the retention of agents in your “community.” 
 
of course it’s critical for a new agent to integrate and feel accepted by the group. i think most real estate 
organizations are good at this. 
 
What’s more difficult (and hardly ever done), is helping new agents find and make a distinctive contribution to 
the team and then recognizing that contribution. 
 
if you can “optimize distinctiveness” in your group, you’ll have a very powerful retention tool. you’re 
competitors will have no chance of duplicating your approach because they will not be able to duplicate your 
community. 
 
start thinking about how you can apply this theory to those on your team. What distinctive trait does each 
person possess? What unique contribution is each person making? 
 
if you can find, recognize, and celebrate these distinctions, you’ll greatly strengthen each person’s connection 
to your organization.
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Turning Acquaintances into Hires – Self-Disclosure 
 
 
as a real estate hiring manager, you probably have a substantial number of competitive agents who are 
acquaintances. 
 
if you saw one of these acquaintances at a closing, you’d recognize her, and she’d probably recognize you. 
 
if you ran into one of these agents at a networking event, you might even start the conversation with, “Hi 
sarah, we met a few months ago when you were representing a seller on a transaction where i assisted in 
resolving some of the title issues.”  and a professional conversation would ensue. 
 
these acquaintances are a rich source of potential hires. but, very few hiring managers are able to take 
advantage of this potential. Why? it’s harder than it looks to turn acquaintances into trusted colleagues and 
trusted colleagues into hires. 
 
a little coaching from a psychologist who specializes in relationships may help make this easier… 
 
Art Aron’s Interpersonal Relationship Lab 
 
in the quaint beach town of stony brook, new york, Dr. art aron and his wife elaine (also a psychologist), 
head a “laboratory” that studies relationships. 
 
For a couple of decades, they studied the health of relationships. they asked the question: if you have an 
interpersonal relationship with someone, how can science make it better? 
 
some of their work is groundbreaking, including a widely used inventory to increase intimacy for couples who 
are considering long-term relationships. 
 
However, in the late ‘90s, Dr. aron started asking a new question. 
 
can science help turn strangers into friends? 
 
The Importance of Self-Disclosure 
 
up to this point, his research had focused on improving the health of relationships that were already underway. 
His new question was something researchers were just starting to consider. 
 
through a series of experiments involving strangers who volunteered for the research (think speed-dating with 
a little more structure), Dr. aron discovered something interesting: the type of questions you ask someone 
when you first meet makes a big difference in how the relationship forms. 
 
More specifically, if your questions (and the questions of the other person) involve just factual information, the 
relationship will probably not progress past acquaintance level.
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this is commonly called “small talk,” and it involves asking questions such as: 
 
What do you do for a living?  
 
How long have you worked in that line of business?  
 
Are you planning on taking a vacation this summer? 
 
by contrast, if the questions asked during the initial interaction are slightly more personal and involve a small 
amount of self-disclosure, the relationship progresses differently. 
 
Here are some examples of questions involving more self-disclosure: 
 
What would constitute a perfect day for you? 
 
For what in your life do you feel most grateful? 
 
If you could wake up tomorrow having gained one quality or ability, what would it be? 
 
it may take a little practice, but a good conversationalist can work these types of questions into a business 
exchange. 
 
What’s the purpose of doing this? according to Dr. aron, this small change makes a big difference when it 
comes to moving relationships beyond the acquaintance stage. 
 
if you think about it, this has wide and far-reaching implications on the work of recruiting. We’ll cover some of 
those in the next blog post. 
 
between now and then, try out a few of the self-disclosure questions during your next interaction with an 
acquaintance in your network. see if you notice a difference in how the connection to this person feels.

• 21 •



Turning Acquaintances into Hires – Proximity and Problem 
Solving 
 
 
Previously, we discussed the importance of self-disclosure for moving relationships past the acquaintance 
stage. 
 
in practice, this means asking slightly different questions during those times you’d normally rely on small talk. 
 
Have you attempted to ask a few of these questions recently? 
 
if not, try to work them into your conversations this week. rehearsing with your friends and family will make it 
easier and more natural to do this with people you don’t know as well. 
 
the next step is to start using these techniques during your conversations with candidates. initially, recruiting is 
about making friends and building trust. 
 
it’s much easier to hire and retain those who have become your friends. 
 
Start with Proximity… 
 
the research sited in the previous blog post was not conducted in a workplace environment. However, follow-
up studies focused more on business relationships. 
 
one of these studies was conducted at Washington state university by Dr. Patricia sias and Daniel cahill in 
1998. in this study, the researchers found: 
 
“[Workplace] friendships experienced three primary transitions: from (1) coworker/acquaintance‐to‐friend, (2) 
friend‐to‐close friend, and (3) close friend‐to‐almost best friend.” 
 
For recruiting purposes, a hiring manager needs to progress through stage 1 and start to approach stage 2. 
 
How do you get there? Here are the findings: 
 
The acquaintance-to-friend transition was perceived to be caused primarily by working together in close 
proximity, sharing common ground, and extra‐organizational socializing. 
 
there is nothing too surprising here. Most real estate hiring managers are trying to accomplish these tasks, 
and some do it quite successfully. 
 
the problem? they stop at this stage and never reap the reward of going just a little bit further. 
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…Then Solve Problems Together 
 
the researchers noticed a stall in progress as well. 
 
Communication at [Stage 1] became broader, yet remained relatively superficial. 
 
What caused the next level of connection to become a reality? 
 
solving problems together. 
 
The friend-to-close friend transition was associated primarily with problems in one’s personal and work 
experiences. Communication at this transition became broader, more intimate, and less cautious. 
 
this subtle change could be easily over-looked, but it demonstrates the connection between problem-solving 
and increasing the depth of a workplace relationship. 
 
Recruiting Application 
 
in the arena of recruiting, there is no shortage of problems. 
 
Most new-to-real estate candidates are going to face challenges in transitioning from their prior career to their 
new one. 
 
talk to these candidates about the problems they need solved to move forward in their transition. if possible, 
pick a specific problem that you and a candidate can work on together. 
 
For experienced agent candidates, look for specific problems that competitive agents are struggling to solve. 
everyone has problems, and everyone wants them solved. 
 
if you treat competitive agents like you’re already their manager and coach, you may find you’re transitioning 
to stage 2 without even noticing it’s happening. 
 
the goal is to build trust-filled business relationships. From this vantage point, hiring becomes much easier 
and leaving your team (at a future date) becomes much more difficult.
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Why Your Agents Defect to Competitors 
 
 
next to recruiting, the retention of profitable agents is something that exasperates every real estate leader. 
 
it’s difficult and expensive to recruit, train, mentor, and coach a new agent. seeing your investment walk out 
the door is heartbreaking—and bottom-line-breaking. 
 
For years, human resource consulting firms have studied the reasons for employee attrition. some of these 
reasons are constants (they show up in every study), but new variables are now emerging due to innovative 
data collection techniques. 
 
Do you know what causes your agents to leave? Find out what the researchers at ceb global have recently 
discovered. 
 
The Attrition Constants 
 
ceb global, a publicly-traded consulting company based in Washington Dc, published their findings on 
employee attrition in a recent issue of the Harvard Business Review. 
 
compared to previous studies, the most common reasons people leave jobs have not changed. Here is the 
prioritized list of why individuals walk out the door: 
 
1.   they don’t like their bosses (especially their first-level managers). 
2.   they don’t see opportunities for promotion and growth. 
3.   they are proactively offered a better gig (usually involving higher pay/better split). 
 
if you’re not focusing most of your retention effort on these issues, you’ll miss the mark. 
 
The New Attrition Variables 
 
two significant new attrition variables were recently discovered by the ceb researchers, and they’re especially 
relevant to the real estate industry. People tend to leave companies when: 
 
1.   they feel like they’re not doing as well as others in their peer group outside the company. 
2.   they feel like they’re not as far along as they should be at a certain point in life. 
 
these new discoveries were made by analyzing electronic communications behaviors and online social 
networking activities. the way the data was collected and scrutinized is very interesting (worth reading more  
of the research). corporate big brother is alive and well. 
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Use Your Calendar to Improve Retention 
 
the key to understanding the new attrition variables are typically related to events happening in an agent’s life. 
Here are some events researchers encouraged managers to track: 
 
Work anniversaries. these are natural times for reflection. “i’ve been here three years. How much have i 
progressed?” Job hunting activity increase 6% – 9% after a work anniversary. 
 
birthdays. “another year’s gone by. am i as far along as i’d hoped to be?” Pay special attention to the midlife 
milestone birthdays (turning 40 or 50). Job hunting activity jumps 12% just before a person’s birthday. 
 
large social gatherings. real estate agents are particularly vulnerable at these events. these can be 
professional events (e.g., a tom Ferry seminar) or a personal event (e.g., a class reunion).  Job hunting activity 
jumps 16% after a person attends a class reunion. 
 
once you have these events on your radar, use them as catalysts to have proactive conversations with those 
you’re trying to retain. turn the new attrition variables (above) into questions. 
 
For example, you might say, “i noticed your birthday is coming up. some people use a birthday to reflect on 
their progress in life. Do you feel like you’re doing as well as you’d hoped at this point in your life?” 
 
the objective is to have these discussions with your agents beFore they start having them with your 
competitors.
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