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Want to Convert More Leads into Clients?   

Dig Deeper into What Customers Value 

By Chris Blocker, Ph.D. 

 

Today’s consumers are demanding and more sophisticated than ever. They have a world of 
information at their fingertips – and in a crowded real estate market they know they have 
choices when picking a real estate agent. Buying or selling a home also carries high stakes for 
consumers, so expectations rise and emotions can get involved as they start to meet with real 
estate agents.  
 
In response, successful agents recognize these tensions and handle prospective clients with 
care. Seasoned agents maximize the short time they have to showcase their abilities and deliver 
well-crafted presentations that they hope will strike a chord with consumers.  
 
The problem is that sometimes consumers don’t hear the music.   
 
That is, consumers form key impressions of an agent during initial meetings and sometimes 
sense a mismatch or disconnect between their desired value and the value they perceive an 
agent is offering them. The usual result for an agent when this happens? Unreturned phone 
calls and consumer sound bites about deciding to “go a different direction.”  
 
Unfortunately, many of these unconverted leads might have progressed into clients if agents 
had a more vivid picture of what those consumers’ truly value in an agent, and in turn had used 
that insight to propose a more compelling vision for the agent-client relationship. 
 
In a fairy-tale world, agents could peer into consumers’ minds to find out just what it is they 
value. Fantasy aside, there is some hope here. Customer value research has made significant 
strides in the past few years. Specifically, studies in this area can help agents:  

 
- Understand what customer value really means to consumers 
- Gain insight into how consumers assess the value of salespeople 
- Learn how marketers can better uncover what customers value, and 
- Craft meaningful value propositions for potential clients 
 
What is Customer Value … Really? 
 
Although customer value is a fundamental concept in marketing, it has been defined in so many 
ways that it can seem like a nebulous concept.  To some, value is just another word for 
satisfaction. For others, value represents a selling style where salespeople focus on providing a 
“value-add” to consumers. In recent years, however, experts have been building a consensus on 
a few distinctions that salespeople can hang their hat on.   
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For one, customer value involves a customer’s ideas about what they want and believe they get 
from buying and using a product or service.1 This means that customer value is perceived by 
customers and different from a popular concept like “customer-lifetime-value,” which takes a 
seller’s viewpoint and tries to calculate what a customer’s patronage is worth in dollars over 
the lifetime of the relationship.   
 
Customer value is strongly related to, yet distinct from, customer satisfaction. Satisfaction is a 
customer’s positive or negative feelings about the value they received as a result of using a 
product or service. Customer value, on the other hand, is a customer’s perceived trade-off 
between benefits (what you get) versus sacrifices (what you give) in a given situation.2 The 
difference between the two may seem subtle, but it becomes important to realize that insights 
about customer satisfaction largely give salespeople a report card, whereas customer value 
insights can give salespeople direction on “what to do.” In other words, while satisfaction can 
tell a salesperson how much further they have to climb, customer value can tell a salesperson 
which wall they need to be climbing.   
 
To Understand Customer Value – Focus on Three Areas 
 
Customer value perceptions are a blend of three areas an agent can pay close attention to:  

(1) a consumer’s personal values and goals, meaning their central beliefs about right and 
wrong and goals that motivate them,  

(2) a consumer’s use-situation, meaning the 
specific context, purpose, and relevant 
circumstances surrounding their purchase 
decision, and  

(3) a consumer’s perceptions of the product, 
where a product is broadly defined to 
encompass any combination of products or 
services being offered. This diagram shows 
how value resides at the heart of this 
interaction of product, person, and purpose.3   

 
Take for example a twenty-something, first-time 
home buyer who has been out of college for several 
years and begun advancing in her career.  
 
Taking into account this individual’s personal values and goals may reveal that she really likes 
being a part of a community, but feels boxed-in by apartment living, where her neighbors are 
transient and security can be a concern.  
 



 

Keller Center Research Report is a Trademark owned by Baylor University. June 2008 
Copyright © Baylor® University. All rights reserved. Trademark/DMCA Page 3 
information. Privacy statement.  Baylor University Waco, Texas 76798 
1-800-BAYLOR-U  
 
 

Her use-situation may take shape around where she works geographically in town, where her 
friends live, shopping areas she frequents, as well as her budget for a down-payment. These 
factors place boundaries on what she will value in this specific purchase. That is, even though 
she might love the aesthetics of a home far away from her workplace, if she can’t stand long 
commutes, it will not be valuable to her.  
 
Her perceptions of homes (a product) may be shaped by social influences such as family and 
friends, regional/cultural values, or a variety of other factors.  Finally, the way she perceives 
value in an agent (a service) – whether she realizes it or not – likely draws upon her history of 
working with salespeople in various contexts, her preferences for the kinds of interactions she 
likes to have with salespeople, the degree of trust she is willing to extend under various 
circumstances, interpersonal styles, as well as a host of other beliefs about how an agent can 
help her accomplish her goals of buying the right house. 
 
All of these factors and more interact and come together to form this individual’s perceptions 
of customer value. Furthermore, these elements can be just the tip of the iceberg. This is 
especially true when one considers the fact that a consumer’s value perceptions can change, 
sometimes rapidly. During the purchasing process from start to finish, consumers can learn a 
great deal, be influenced by various people, and re-orient their priorities and preferences based 
on how their experiences unfold.  
 
How Do Consumers Assess the Value of Agents? 
 
So, if the nature of customer value is clear, how then do consumers assess value in agents?  The 
subjectivity involved in value perceptions means that “value is in the eye of the beholder.” An 
agent’s mother might think he or she is a fabulous salesperson! But each client brings their own 
set of lenses about what makes a great agent as they see it.  Still, research reveals at least two 
major factors consumers generally consider important in salespeople: a salesperson’s expertise 
and trustworthiness.4  
 
With regard to agent expertise in a real estate context, consumers have raised the bar. In 
contrast to the traditional approach of buying or selling real estate in years past, consumers 
today commonly do a lot of homework online before even approaching an agent. As such, they 
often come with a list of detailed, even technical, questions about the process, particular 
properties, etc. Consequently, the first test for an agent might be their ability to quickly 
demonstrate that they understand the issues and can apply expertise beyond what a consumer 
can exercise themselves. Furthermore, research shows that establishing expertise requires the 
ability to use and convey accurate, current, and specialized knowledge in a way that offers a 
tailor-made service experience.5 
 
With regard to trustworthiness, consumers rely on their perceptions of this trait in granting 
their loyalty to salespeople.6 Mistrust of marketers is currently at an all time high and, 
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unfortunately, many consumers have been jaded by one or more sour experiences with 
salespeople.7 Typically these experiences involved a breach of trust, an invasion of privacy, 
awkward feelings of being prodded to buy before they were ready, or some combination of 
these. As such, an agent must assume that consumers have had these experiences and carefully 
navigate through their initial feelings of doubt. Research shows that consumers extend trust 
when they see salespeople as being dependable, honest, competent, customer-oriented, and 
likeable. It is also critical to note that consumers’ feelings of risk and vulnerability in home 
buying or selling might be imposed upon how they feel about agents. In these situations, 
consumers may not share the information agents actually need to understand what they value 
and create the right solution. Put simply, some level of trust is needed before an agent can 
even assess what a consumer wants from them. 
 
Understanding the value consumers’ desire from salespeople is an area in need of further 
research, but other factors that consumers likely use to assess the value of agents include8:  
 
- Superb listening and understanding needs 
- Easily accessible 
- Being an excellent problem solver 
- An advocate, first-rate negotiator for them 

- Highly responsive to needs that arise 
- Ability to keep consumers up to date 
- Commitment to a successful outcome 
- Competitive pricing

 
How Can Agents Better Assess What Customers Value? 
 
Traditional ways of assessing customer value for a market involve conducting surveys, focus 
groups and, on an individual customer basis, asking questions like “tell me the top three things 
you are looking for in an agent (a home, etc.)?” While these approaches can yield some useful 
results, marketers feel these methods have tapped out their potential and are looking for 
innovative ways to gain deeper insights about customers.9 The drawback to traditional 
approaches is that they skim the surface and fail to uncover nuances about consumers’ 
personal values/goals, specific use-situations, and idiosyncratic perceptions about the product-
service based on their life history and experience.  
 
More recently, some research firms and experts advocate the use of softer, qualitative 
approaches to understanding customer value.10 For individual customers this means creating 
intentional space to ask clients very open-ended, unstructured questions with a goal of eliciting 
their “stories.” This is no doubt a skill that an agent can hone, but requires thoughtful reflection 
and persistence. Individual agents may broach or phrase these questions differently in the 
context of a conversation, but some examples are: “If you could create a dream home-buying 
experience, what would it look like?” “Tell me about the last time you made a major life 
decision (large purchase),” with additional probes like “How did it go?,” “Who else was 
involved?,” “What roles did they play,” or “What made the process more/less painful?” 
Questions along these lines consistently reveal deeper insights into customer value. Another 
technique to use is called the “grand-tour approach.”11 In this case, when asking questions like 
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the ones above, consumers are gently guided to structure their response in as much detail as 
possible, as if they are giving a “tour” of what they saw, heard, and felt – or are replaying a 
movie of what it was like to be there. Ultimately, researchers are finding that techniques like 
these can reveal fresh, powerful insights. 
 
Crafting Compelling Value Propositions 
 
Ultimately, agents want to craft compelling value propositions that resonate with consumers. 
Often times, salespeople want to give consumers a holistic sense of the value they can provide, 
so they are prone to present a laundry list of benefits and talking points.  Experts suggest that 
these days focus is what counts.12 Honing in on one or two important points of difference 
between the value one can offer relative to the nearest competition makes it easier for 
consumers. In the process, agents should strive to craft value propositions that are distinctive, 
memorable, measurable, and sustainable. 
 
The prevailing market conditions might influence potential clients to put undue focus on an 
agent’s commission rate and not listen to their pitch.  In response, successful agents will go out 
of their way to understand what creates value for consumers and help them to believe in their 
superior ability to facilitate that journey.  
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