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Summary of Key Findings 
 
A national study was conducted to explore the approaches that real estate agents use to 

influence their clients in face-to-face meetings. Findings revealed the following insights: 

 
1. Agents use a variety of selling approaches. However, the study revealed two 

approaches that have widespread effectiveness for positively influencing clients: 

1. Inspiring clients through appealing to their emotions and values and, 

2. Providing clear recommendations that show potential benefits for clients. 

 
2. Beyond these approaches, results demonstrate how important it can be for agents to 

adapt their selling efforts to an individual client’s communication style. Specifically, 

results illustrate how approaches such as:  (a) presenting information, (b) rapport 

building, (c) promising incentives, and (d) offering tactful warnings can prove to be 

effective, inconsequential, or detrimental depending on a client’s communication style. 

 
3. Being “customer-oriented” contributes significantly to client influence across all 

situations. This means demonstrating a high-concern for satisfying clients, creating value 

for them, and taking time to uncover their specific desires, both big and small. 

 
4. Overall, findings suggest that salespeople who rely on standardized scripts and influence 

approaches should consider altering their presentations and selling styles to increase 

their levels of adaptation. Results indicate that doing so will enhance the influence 

agents have with clients, which in turn, helps them convert more listing appointments 

and attain higher personal performance (measured by gross commission income). 

  
Acquiring New Clients Can Be More Art than Science 

 
The first appointment with a potential client is critical. Clients are forming key impressions 

and, in a real estate context, are relying on their conversations and other clues to decide 
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whether to “hire” the agent.1 Seasoned agents often expect to win new clients once they 

have gained this critical first appointment. Yet, in a crowded marketplace, rejection is 

common and sometimes the reasons for losing to a competitor remain a mystery.  

 
Selling Formulas 

 
In this uncertain environment, many salespeople consider their selling efforts a “numbers 

game” and memorize standardized scripts, approaches, and presentations to influence 

clients.2 This largely represents their personal “selling formula” – and just like science – it 

is held to be universally effective across most situations. This is no surprise; selling 

formulas can often build a track record of success and be quite useful. 

 

The downfall is that, unlike the science lab where the factors at play can be observed and 

are relatively stable over time, potential clients are richly complex individuals who are 

motivated by unseen goals and desires, which are shaped by their unique personalities, life 

histories, and dynamic circumstances. Beyond this, the overall landscape of the way 

salespeople and clients interact is constantly shifting as consumers in large mass have 

become more connected, sophisticated, and demanding over time.3 The net effect is that 

salespeople can encounter a colorful spectrum of individuals who may respond quite 

differently to uniform sales approaches and techniques. 

 

So, although selling formulas can be effective, the gap between having a good lead 

conversion rate and a best-in-class conversion rate may be the art of effectively adapting 

the selling approach to each individual and their perceptions of value.4 Since the livelihoods 

of salespeople sink or swim based on the success of their client interactions, it thus, 

behooves them to continually improve their ability to engage in the art of client adaptation. 

 

The Art of Adaptation 

 
Adaptive salespeople are constantly learning. Early in a sales call, they attempt to recognize 

a client’s signals and reactions to better understand how the sales message can be 

customized for the unfolding sales interaction. At a more basic level, adaptive salespeople 

also assess client personalities, personal values, and styles of communicating. Exploring 

these areas can help uncover a client’s psychological needs and how they prefer to socially 

interact with salespeople as they progress toward their decision. Understanding clients at 

this deeper level can help salespeople manage the overall client experience.5 
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From a sales perspective, the goal of these adaptations is having greater influence with 

clients and ultimately earning their business. The trick, however, is that adaptive selling 

can only prove useful for influencing clients if salespeople can determine just how they 

should adapt. Unfortunately, there is not much evidence from research conducted in a real 

estate context about the effectiveness of various approaches across different types of 

clients. Without robust insights in this area, real estate agents are left to trial-and-error and 

anecdotal evidence about how they should adapt. 

 

This gap in industry knowledge motivated the current study to explore questions like: 

 
What sales approaches are effective for influencing various types of real estate clients? 

Are there any sales approaches that appear universally effective in real estate selling? 

Are there any sales approaches that appear consistently detrimental in real estate selling? 

 

Having Influence with Clients 

 

In some ways the idea of “influencing” clients can appear to be a negative term associated 

with manipulation or unethical persuasion. In contrast, this study simply examines (within 

a real estate context) some basic influence strategies people use when communicating with 

each other that are applicable in a variety of contexts such as influence in interpersonal 

leadership. In other words, each of the influence strategies explored in this study can be 

utilized within the framework of an ethical selling philosophy that seeks to both satisfy 

customers as well as strive for superior sales performance.  

 

Six Influence Strategies 

 
To examine the research questions at hand, this study draws insight from recent research6 

examining adaptive selling and six influence strategies that salespeople use frequently. 

These general influence strategies are described below:  

 

1. Information exchange: informing clients with statistics, presenting materials, and 

using other information without making specific recommendations. 

 

2. Recommendations:  making clear suggestions or summary statements that advise 

clients to take a specific course of action that may prove beneficial for them. 
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3. Warnings:  tactfully cautioning a client about potential negative outcomes, such as 

letting them know they may fail to get the best results in the selling process if they 

delay making a decision, go elsewhere, or discount the suggestions given. 

 

4. Promises:  offering the client a benefit of any type (special attention, discounting, small 

incentives, additional resources) to induce clients to go along with suggestions. 

 

5. Inspirational appeals: appeals to the client’s emotions, values, and/or ideals, by 

attempting to communicate (in content and style) with enthusiasm and conviction. 

 

6. Rapport building:  any non-selling personal talk to build rapport, such as discussing 

shared interests, complimenting the client, or just generally trying to make them feel 

good about themselves. 

 

Although these influence strategies are widely used with clients, recent studies show that 

these six influence strategies may impact different types of clients in a varied manner.7 

 

Client Orientations 

 
As previously mentioned, individual clients bring their unique personalities into selling 

interactions; however, research helps classify clients using three buyer styles, which have 

also been called “orientations.” These client orientations include: 

 

1. Task-oriented: goal-oriented and purposeful clients that really want to accomplish the 

task at hand as efficiently as possible, and as such, can often place little value on any 

activity that deviates from the current task. 

 

2. Socially-oriented:  clients who believe that socializing is an important aspect of the 

interaction and are interested in fostering interpersonal relationships more so than 

getting immediately involved in the specific content of the task at hand. 

 

3. Self-oriented:  clients who tend to be preoccupied with themselves and their own 

welfare during their interactions and generally exhibit lower levels of task or social 

orientations. 
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Other Factors Measured in the Study 

 
In addition to exploring influence approaches and buyer orientations, this study captured 

an agent’s overall customer-orientation and situational factors like the population the 

agent works in, average home prices the agent sells, and years of experience as an agent. As 

agents reflected upon their use of various influence strategies, they also assessed their 

overall level of perceived influence with specific clients. Average conversion rates for client 

appointments and gross commission income (GCI) were then used to assess whether 

higher levels of influence impacted performance.  

 

Results 

 
Wide use of all six influence strategies.  As shown below, results revealed that agents make 

moderate to extensive use of all six influence strategies. Specifically, use of information, 

recommendations, and inspirational appeals were used most extensively, averaging 5.6-5.7 

on a scale ranging from very little use (1) to a great deal of use (7).  

 

 
Influence strategy effectiveness. Beyond their widespread use, strategies demonstrated 

significantly different effects within those sales interactions. The charts below report 

results from the analysis of a series of statistical models. These models estimate the 

relationship between each influence strategy and the overall client influence across a 

sample of over 1,000 agents. Colored bars represent the positive (greater than zero) or 

negative (less than zero) effect for each strategy to facilitate influence with clients and lead 
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conversion. Bars marked “not significant” represent scores for strategies that can be 

regarded as showing “no apparent effects” at all on overall client influence. 

 
So, for example, the combined sample for all clients shows that inspirational appeals 

(inspire), recommendations, and information exchange (inform) demonstrate a strong, 

positive impact on overall influence, and indicates that promises have a negative impact on 

influence. Warnings and rapport building demonstrated no significant impact. 

 

 
 
Influence strategy effectiveness by customer type.  A key purpose of this study was to 

examine the need to adapt influence strategies. So, the six charts below illustrate the effects 

of different strategies when examining high and low levels of each client orientation type.  
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Inspirational appeals. These models reveal several tentative insights. First, inspirational 

appeals to emotions and ideals demonstrated the strongest effect in all cases, with 

exception of a highly social client, where it obtained the second highest effect. Agents 

making greater use of inspirational appeals also held higher lead conversation rates (79% 

versus 72%). These results coincide with other research which indicates that customers 

frequently experience emotions when they interact with salespeople.8 For example, during 

the process of selling their home, clients might encounter a range of emotions such as 

worry, frustration, excitement, and pleasure. Salespeople who have the ability to arouse 

positive emotions in customers may improve a client’s overall experience9, and, in turn, 

those clients may tend to be more satisfied and loyal to their agents.10  

 

It is important to note here that, although inspirational appeals were a uniformly effective 

strategy, appealing to a specific client’s emotions will look different based on customers’ 

orientations and unique personalities. Human emotion stems from an individual’s in-the-
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moment reactions to how they see their desires and goals being fulfilled or thwarted. In a 

real estate context, a socially-oriented client may be emotionally charged by a desire to 

work with an agent they believe cares about them as a person. Task-oriented clients, on the 

other hand, might experience emotions predominantly based upon whether they see 

opportunities to advance their personal task at hand. 

 

Recommendations.  The only other influence strategy that obtained high effects in all cases 

was recommendations, and it showed the greatest impact with clients who have high social 

orientations. This influence strategy likely corresponds to a core characteristic that clients 

are looking for in real estate agents: trusted expertise.11  

 

Information exchange.  Interestingly, use of information, which appears to be a strong 

strategy in the overall sample, only showed a positive effect with high-task clients and 

clients with a low self-orientation. It actually had a negative impact with low task-oriented 

clients. A potential insight here is the possibility that agents can weaken their influence by 

relying too much on information exchange with prospects who may not desire a lot of it.  

 

Negative effect of promises. Use of promises, such as offering incentives of any type, 

demonstrated a consistent negative impact on overall influence in all situations. One 

possibility for this relatively surprising result is that agents by and large only offered 

incentives in cases where losing the client seemed likely without it. However, analyses 

showed that the promise approach was utilized with similar frequency across agents 

reporting wins versus losses. Further analysis confirmed a negative impact of promises on, 

not just influence, but also on overall lead conversion rates. That is, agents making greater 

use of promises in their interactions also held lower overall lead conversion rates (74% 

versus 77%) than agents who used promises less frequently. This difference was only a few 

percentage points; however, it was statistically significant across the large sample, meaning 

this result is unlikely to have occurred by chance.  

 

Insignificance of warnings and rapport building. With two exceptions that showed negative 

effects for warnings with high self-oriented clients and rapport building for low social-

oriented clients, these approaches showed insignificant effects. Similar to other “non-

significant” findings, these results do not necessarily mean that these strategies are of no 

use. Rather, they did not demonstrate enough of a difference amongst other strategies 

being captured in this study. We could also speculate that some minimal level of rapport is 

necessary in all selling situations or that rapport might even indirectly enhance other 

strategies like inspirational appeals and recommendations. Indeed, there is evidence that 
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people tend to be influenced by those they like, 12 which suggests that rapport supports 

other strategies. The main point here is that neither rapport building nor warnings 

demonstrated enough of an effect (outside the two exceptions mentioned above) to provide 

evidence that agents should emphasize or avoid these approaches in their interactions.  

 

Customer orientation and customer value.  One significant result, which was tested in 

addition to the effects shown in the charts above, was the consistent, strong impact of an 

agent’s “customer orientation” on their ability to positively influence clients. The average 

effect size was similar to the effects of recommendations across all the models. Higher 

levels of customer orientation also corresponded to higher lead conversion rates (76%) 

versus conversion rates for agents with lower levels of customer orientation (72%). 

Customer orientation captures an agent’s ongoing emphasis on assessing what creates 

value for their clients and placing client satisfaction as a high priority. 

 

Influence strategies and performance. Other factors surely come into play when trying to 

convert leads into clients.  However, the influence strategies measured in this study 

demonstrated statistically significant effects on agent influence with clients, lead 

conversion rates (.20 on a scale from 0 to 1), as well as personal performance (.14 on a 

scale from 0 to 1 and measured by GCI). So, the evidence in this study supports the idea 

that appropriate use of these influence strategies and customer orientation can enhance an 

agent’s lead conversion rate and thus overall sales performance. 

 

About the study and its caveats 

 
The survey and analysis. This study surveyed 1,146 real estate agents and asked them to 

reflect upon a recent client interaction related to a potential listing. Questions 

demonstrated strong validity. Analyses were conducted using structural equation 

modeling. The models demonstrated close fit with the data and the effects obtained 

statistically significant parameters. This study is limited by the use of self-reported 

measures using agents to report on their perceived levels of influence with clients. Future 

studies should attempt to gather data from agents and clients as well as capture objective 

measures. Further information on the data and analysis is available upon request. 

 

Caveats to remember. The results contained in this study should be tentatively considered 

within the context of your own business, your personal selling experience, the types of 

clients you deal with, and local market conditions. As with any study, there are likely 
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specific characteristics of your selling interactions that are not captured here, which may 

affect the value of applying these insights for a given agent. 

 

We hope you find the insights presented here to be helpful in continuously improving your 

selling skills and performance. If you have any questions or comments regarding this 

research, we would enjoy hearing them. Please feel free to use the feedback option at the 

top of the webpage where you found this article.  
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