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Have you ever tried looking at the real estate industry through the eyes of 
the consumer? With SO MANY agents out there, how does a buyer select one 
to help them purchase a home? They probably prefer an agent with some 
personal connecting point—either someone who has the knowledge and skills 
they desire or, at a minimum, shares their interests.

Specialization can be an important way to stand out from a crowded field 
and say “See me! I’m your agent if you’re interested in THIS.” It’s not about 
limiting your options. Rather, it’s a way to showcase what you do best (or 
enjoy most) and attract more of the same kind of business. After all, would 
you rather hope to earn a small fractional share of a widely scattered market, 
or be confident that you own a substantial share of a smaller but clearly-
defined one?

Inside this issue you’ll meet three successful specialists. PLEASE don’t tell 
yourself that their situation is completely different from your own and that 
specialization can’t work for you. There are countless ways to define a niche 
market, including by:

•		Types of property - sustainable homes, multi generational housing, etc.

•		Types of buyers - relocating buyers, military families, retirees, etc.

•		Geography - think in terms of specifically-named towns or communities 
(versus larger areas) or coastal living in _____________.

•		Specialized knowledge - such as overcoming credit hurdles, investing in real 
estate, etc.

•		Shared interests - biking, photography, pets, special causes, etc.

Incidentally, if you’d like to read more stories from niche specialists, refer  
to the September 2011 issue of Today’s Buyer’s Rep. You can find it (along  
with every other past issue) in the Members area of REBAC.net under 
Publications > Today’s Buyer’s Rep.

A Niche to Call Your Own: 
The Benefits of Specialization
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25% Discount on SRES® 
Designation Course 
If you’ve been interested in gaining specialized training 
for developing more business with Baby Boomers and 
other buyers and sellers over 50 years old, now’s the 
time to act because REALTOR® University is offering 
a 25 percent discount on the SRES® Designation 
Course (online editions for U.S. and Canada) through 
the end of October, 2013. 

Upon successful completion of this two-day 
course, participants will earn the prestigious 
SRES® designation and gain access to an extensive 
collection of member benefits. As an added benefit, 
the SRES® Designation Course counts as elective 

credit for the ABR® and CRS designations. Learn more at LearningLibrary.com/
RealtorUniversity. 
 

 

Consumer Awareness 
Campaign: Spreading the Word 
on Buyer Representation  

REBAC is helping more buyers understand the value of buyer representation with a new 
consumer awareness campaign that encourages them to use ABR® designees for all their 
housing needs. 

The ads are appearing on HGTV.com in various formats. Once clicked, viewers are 
directed to the consumer area of REBAC.net—a page titled Why Use an ABR®: 
REALTORS® Experienced in Buyer Representation. 

Watch HGTV.com on October 28th and November 5th for the home page  
takeovers. Also, be on the lookout for various ABR® ads all through mid-October  
and mid-November in our latest initiative to support members of REBAC.

MEMBERSHIP

UPDATE
WORTH QUOTING...

“Be like a postage stamp.  
Stick to one thing until  
you get there.”   

    - Josh Billings
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REMINDER: 
Special Offer on 
Home Buyer’s 
Toolkits 
Buy 50 and get 20 more free!  

Don’t forget to stock up now on 
copies of REBAC’s Home Buyer’s 
Toolkit before this limited-time 
offer ends on October 31, 2013. 
Members can choose from 
personalized copies or generic 
toolkits. Order yours today at 
the REBAC Online Print Shop, 
accessed via the Members area  
of REBAC.net.

REBAC.net

Connect online with fellow ABR®s for news, tips and referrals!

@abrebac

REALTOR® University  

October 
Special!
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Downhill 
dreams

Park City is only a 30-minute drive from Salt Lake City. 
This close proximity contributes to the fact that we have 
more year-round residents than most ski towns. About 
half the homes are owned by year-round residents, many 
of whom commute to Salt Lake City or work from home 
but need occasional airport access. It’s a very livable area 
during every season.

Most buyers, including the full-time residents, come from 
out of town. In my real estate practice, I only work with 
buyers. Not surprisingly, the ski season is the busiest time 
of the year. But year-round buyers help keep things going 
over the summer months too.

Key Factors for Buyers

Location is all-important, especially in terms of easy access 
to the slopes. Beyond that, the name of the game is “the 
view,” which is definitely reflected in property prices. 
Getting that view usually means higher elevations. Buyers 
also want to make sure their views are protected, which 
requires researching the county records on zoning and 
future development.

Other buyer preferences revolve around finishes and 
architecture, such as wood beams, large windows and high 
ceilings. Often, buyers want these elements to provide that 
special “mountainy feeling.” 

Since most buyers use their property as a second home, 
many will be interested in rental income when they’re 
not visiting the area. I refer them to an excellent property 
manager who can help them estimate and optimize 
their rental income and provide various related services. 
Other key members of my “team” include contractors for 
remodeling, cleaning services and people who watch after 
out-of-town owners’ property. 

Homeowners associations are another important factor, 
both in terms of determining all the costs of ownership 
and what can and can’t be done with the property. The last 
thing I want is for my buyers to encounter any unpleasant 
surprises, such as discovering they just signed a contract 
on a condo that can’t be rented out. 

Rental property has also become a big issue in our market 
in terms of financing. If my buyers are interested in a 
condo that allows vacation rentals or a condo hotel, I 
immediately caution them that lenders often view these 
properties as a higher risk (than a primary single-family or 
condo residence). They may require a down payment as 
high as 30 percent and may not even offer a 30-year  
fixed rate. I raise these potential red flags right away so 
buyers don’t jump on a flight to see a unit with a false  
set of expectations.  

Continued on page 4   

I didn’t move to Utah until I was in graduate 
school. And I didn’t start working in real estate 
until after I had an established and successful 
career in pharmaceutical sales. But I was ready 
for something different. Now, after eight years in 
the industry, I can say that specializing in Park 
City ski properties was an excellent move.

Julie Olsen, ABR®, e-PRO®, GRI, RSPS
Equity Real Estate Luxury Group, Park City, UT
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Instead, I try to manage our initial interactions long 
distance, communicating by phone and email, and sending 
photos and videos of various properties. Once we’ve 
pinpointed what they want, things can move quickly. This 
is especially true if their preferred property hasn’t hit the 
market yet and suddenly gets listed.

The long-distance nature of most of my client relationships 
also means that I spend limited time showing them 
properties and touring the area—and I rarely work 
evenings. Showing ski properties can be tricky, especially 
if it’s currently being rented out to guests. But buyers 
seem to understand the situation and don’t expect a 
perfectly staged showing. 

Most of my buyers are also pretty savvy about real 
estate, which reduces the need to educate them on the 
fundamentals that first-time buyers, for example, require. 
Instead, they genuinely value the specialized knowledge  
I can offer them about the area and ski properties.

Also, Utah is a non-disclosure state where real estate sales 
prices are not public information. Buyers can only get that 
information through a licensed agent. This fact alone helps 
me provide additional value to my clients, by helping them 
obtain accurate market data and interpretation of  
the numbers.

Beyond the Slopes

Even though Park City is thought of as a ski town, there 
are plenty of “regular” houses too. In fact, the flatter 
neighborhoods are often preferred by families, simply 
because their kids can ride bikes. We’ve also seen more 
empty nesters moving in, planning to retire in the area.

Since my buyers are usually unfamiliar with Park City, 
I’ve really enjoyed introducing them to everything that’s 
great about this town. I’ve lived here since 1992 and have 
raised my daughter in the area. As a 20+ year resident, 

I’ve gotten to know the area extremely well and can be 
equally helpful to ski-season visitors and relocating year-
round residents.

Business Development

Most of my marketing efforts occur online. While in 
college, my concentrations were in chemistry, math and 
computer science. So I consider myself pretty tech savvy 
and I’m comfortable managing my own website. But I also 
have a good personality for sales.

My blog provides lots of fresh content about communities 
and properties in Park City, which certainly helps buyers 
find me. I’ve also made good use of video content. But I 
don’t use any of the big social networking platforms for 
business development purposes.

Benefits of Specializing

Limiting my real estate practice to buyers hasn’t been 
at all limiting in terms of building my business. Besides 
achieving my real estate goals, I’ve also enjoyed my work 
with buyers. It’s the “happy side” of the business, where 
you’re helping people make their dreams come true. 

Concentrating on buyers also helps me stay focused on 
their perspectives and what matters most to them, instead 
of suddenly switching gears with a listing client. It’s simply a 
decision and an approach that’s worked much better for me.

Going one step further and specializing in ski homes also 
provides an important focus for my online marketing, 
especially in terms of grabbing the attention of ski-season 
buyers. That’s where I started. But over time other buyers 
also learned about me and my knowledge of the various 
communities within Park City.

Even though I live and work in a unique market, I  
believe every person can specialize if they set their mind  
to it and give it enough thought. Too many agents try to  
do everything, thinking they’ll get more business that  
way. Instead, they risk spreading their knowledge and  
skills too thinly across too many different areas of focus.  
I have definitely found that I can give clients better  
service and offer them more by specializing. It’s a decision  
that’s helped me achieve solid success in a relatively  
short time. 

“Concentrating on buyers also helps me stay 
focused on their perspectives and what matters 
most to them... ” 

“ ”
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Nearly all my buyers are looking for a second home and 
most of them come from the Chicago area, roughly two 
and a half hours away. Most buyers already have a vision 
in mind for what they want, but don’t know where to find it, 
and often need help refining their vision.

For example, they may want to own a log home, but does 
that mean a rustic style with rough-hewn timbers that could 
have been built 100 years ago? Or a high-ceiling post-and-
beam structure? Or a newer log home with plenty of square 
footage and a Northwoods vibe? 

Similarly, there are many differences between various lakes. 
Do they prefer to live on an all-sports lake that caters to 
speed boats and jet skis, a lake that offers excellent fishing 
or a small and quiet no-wake lake? We also discuss:

•		Is it important to be able to sit on a deck and enjoy a 
beautiful view?

•		What about a porch to avoid bugs?

•		Does the orientation of the house to the lake matter?  
(“I only want sunset views,” for example.)

•		Is a flat lot preferable to one with a steep slope?

•		What about seeing neighbors across the lake?  
Or next door?

•		Do they want to see wildlife?

•		Is it important to have nearby activities for kids?

Each of these considerations, and many more, will shape 
their search and their ultimate purchase decision. But more 
importantly, most buyers haven’t given enough thought 
to many of these questions. They have idyllic images of 
owning a lake home, but haven’t addressed some of the 
more practical considerations.

By discussing these points with them, I’m able to give 
them a better sense of who I am as an agent, while also 
getting a better sense of what they want. Plus, I’m indirectly 
educating them about owning a lake home. In a number 
of ways, it can be totally different from their current home, 
or their assumptions. Most buyers have never dealt with 
docks, or seawalls, or systems to pump water, to name just 
a few features they may encounter for the first time.

A Niche Within a Niche
Our company was built on the whole concept of 
specialization. We concentrate on lifestyle properties, 
including lake homes, golf course homes, equine homes, 
etc. with each agent focusing on a particular lifestyle-based 
niche. If I encounter a buyer who is looking for inland 
acreage for hunting, for example, I’ll refer them to one of 
my associates. Likewise, if another agent has a lake home 
client, they’ll refer them to me. My additional knowledge of 
log homes provides yet another degree of specialization.

Continued on page 7    

I specialize in lakefront homes in southwest Michigan, an area I’ve lived 
in all my life. Before I got my real estate license I published a regional 
apartment and condominium rental guide. That training helped me 
learn a lot about various communities and properties in our area, 
making the transition into real estate a pretty smooth one. 

Kelley Blacken, ABR®

United Country Lake to Lake Realty, Kalamazoo, MI

Sunsets on 
the water
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When we were ready to sell our first 
restoration in another state, we chose 
an agent who specialized in historic 
homes to represent us. That idea of 
specializing in historic properties stuck 
with me until some years later when 
I decided to do it myself, but truly 
immerse myself in it and get certified 
and educated as much 
as possible.

There’s so much history in our part 
of the country. When I enter a home 
that was built over a century or more 
ago, I love to imagine its earliest 
inhabitants and what their lives were 
like. Sometimes the current owners 
know the stories behind their house, 
but other times I may have to  
do some research to (hopefully) 
learn more. 

The more I’ve learned about historic 
homes, the more I’m able to read 
various clues about changes that have 
occurred. It’s similar to deciphering 

a puzzle. For sellers I may notice, for 
example, that a fireplace has been 
sealed off and covered over. I’ll mention 
this to my clients in case they want 
to open it back up and turn it into a 
featured element of the room. For 
buyers my knowledge of historic homes 
helps them learn more about the 
properties we tour and their potential.

I can also advise buyers about the 
possibility of getting a home added to 
the National Register of Historic Places. 
This can be an important protection for 
homeowners, especially if a community 
project involves federal funds. For 
example, if the county decides to widen 
an adjacent road, the home’s place on 
the Historic Register will automatically 
trigger a study of the road’s impact on 
the property.

Nationally, roughly nine percent of 
homes are considered historic. In our 
area, that figure is probably a little 
higher. My personal real estate niche 

includes homes that date back to the 
founding of the country. They might 
be located on smaller in-town lots, as 
part of a “hobby farm,” or larger estate 
properties.

Typical Buyers
The vast majority of my buyers are 
much like me, in terms of sharing 
a genuine passion for older homes. 
It’s really the driving factor in their 
purchase decision. Beyond that, their 
primary criterion is staying within about 
a one-hour commute to New York City. 
This means that I cover five different 
counties!

My buyers rely heavily upon my 
knowledge of historic properties to 
help them make informed decisions. 
That said, they don’t really expect 
me to have any special insights on 
the neighboring community, the 
schools, the hospitals, etc. This is 
partly because I cover such a large 
geographic area and they understand it 

When Older      is Better 

Virginia “Beth” Harpell, ABR®

Turpin REALTORS® Mendham, New Jersey

I come from a real estate family, but it wasn’t until 2000 that I decided to 
become a full-time agent. Before then, I studied engineering, got married, 
started a family and built a successful antiques business. And I always 
loved historic homes. Over the years, we’ve owned and restored three 
different homes built in the 1700s and 1800s.  
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would be unrealistic for me to know 
details about every community. Plus, 
they’re very capable and willing to do 
that research on their own. 

If a buyer wants to adapt a property 
to meet their needs, I can advise 
them on ways to do it while remaining 
authentic to the home’s origins. This 
includes helping them find architects, 
builders and people in the trades who 
also specialize in restorations and 
historic properties. For example, one 
client wanted to add a great room. 
We accomplished this by working 
with the New Jersey Barn Company, 
which deals in moving and rebuilding 
antique timber frame barns.

Niche Marketing
In terms of promoting my business, 
I primarily rely upon traditional 
methods. I created an attractive 
self-mailing brochure that effectively 
describes me and my specialty. I also 
maintain detailed client and prospect 
lists for promoting myself and the 
properties I represent.

The appearance of these materials 
is important, especially when you’re 
dealing with a unique high-end 
market like ours. Historic properties 
are all about living a certain lifestyle 
that embraces enduring quality 
and value. The photography has 
to be top notch. The writing has 
to be professional, interesting 
and compelling. When buyers are 
searching online for listings, there’s 
really only a fraction of a second to 
make a positive impression, or they 
scroll on to the next home. 

Of course, networking has also played 
an important role. My connections 
with other historic property specialists 
provides a natural opportunity for 
referrals. I’m also a member of 
numerous state and local historic 
societies, the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation and the Society 
of Architectural Historians and 
Preservation New Jersey.

Gaining Expertise
Experience is a great teacher, but in 
my case, formal education has also 
played an important role. To take 
my knowledge of historic homes to 
a higher level, I earned a Certificate 
of Historic Preservation through 
Drew University. The training was 
invaluable and I still participate in 
their events. 

Going through three home 
restorations on our own has 
also provided a ton of first-hand 
experience. I have my own set of 
tools and don’t hesitate to use them!

Advice
In my experience, specializing in 
a particular real estate niche has 
worked so much better than being 
a generalist. It hasn’t limited my 
success, in the least. To the contrary, 
it’s helped me become a true expert 
in my field. I equate it to choosing 
a doctor to treat cancer. Would you 
rather work with an oncologist or a 
general practitioner?

Another huge advantage of 
specializing is that I get to work 
with people who are just like me, 
in terms of sharing my interests. 
Just be sure that you truly love and 
“live” in your niche, or you won’t 
appear authentic. For example, my 
family now resides in a 1753 stone 
Colonial bank house with rare French 
Huguenot-influenced style. Do my 
buyers ask me about our own home? 
All the time. If I didn’t live in a historic 
property, I’d instantly lose credibility 
with them.

It took a while for me to discover 
this career, but I couldn’t be happier 
about the results. My life at home 
and at work are both expressions of 
the things I enjoy most—and I am 
well-compensated for what I do. What 
could be better than that?   

is Better 
I’m also fortunate in that our broker 
manages our website, which is 
optimized for buyers searching for 
various lifestyle properties and allows 
visitors to search by specific lakes. Most 
of my leads come through our site, in 
addition to referrals from past clients. 

Following several exchanges of long 
distance e-mails and phone calls, they 
usually come take a closer look—a 
visit that usually helps them identify 
factors and preferences they hadn’t yet 
recognized. After visiting, their search 
begins to hone in on a tighter set of 
criteria.

The Best of Both Worlds
The combination of deciding to 
specialize, plus the particular niche 
I’ve chosen, has worked out extremely 
well for a number of reasons. First, 
when you specialize, you develop 
considerably more knowledge about 
your niche market. Buyers quickly 
recognize this about you, plus you’re 
able to offer them better service.

I’ve also loved this niche because 
I’m helping people live their dreams. 
Whether they’re buying a second home 
or planning to retire, lake homes are all 
about achieving something buyers have 
hoped for and imagined for years. We 
get to talk about their dreams and our 
work together is typically more relaxing 
than many other real estate situations 
where decisions are made under more 
pressure and stress.   

Sunsets on 
the water

“I’ve also loved this niche  
because I’m helping people 
live their dreams. ” 

“ ”

Continued from page 5
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Real Estate Buyer’s Agent Council, Inc. 
430 North Michigan Avenue 
Chicago, IL 60611

1-800-648-6224
REBAC@realtors.org

NEW COURSE! 
New-Home Construction and Buyer 
Representation—Professionals, 
Product, Process 
New-home construction is on the rise. In June 2013, for example, the 
number of building permits pulled was up 16 percent over the prior year!  
To help buyer’s reps learn how to best represent new-home buyers  
REBAC recently revamped its New-Home Construction and Buyer 
Representation—Professionals, Product, Process course, an elective  
credit towards the ABR® designation.

The new course will debut  
on November 7, 2013

at the REALTORS® Conference & Expo  
in San Francisco. 

To register, visit REBAC.net/annual.cfm. For more details about the course and future offerings, go to Training 4RE.com  

and search by topic (New Home Sales). 


