How to Create Your Most Successful 2008 Business Plan, Part One

By Rich Levin
RISMEDIA, Nov. 13, 2007-Some agents look back on the past year with pleasure and enthusiasm. Many others look back with less enthusiasm. Then, they look forward with concerns over the strength of the market and what kind of next year they will have. They want to do what they can to ensure the most successful possible 2008. This series of articles will show you exactly how to do just that.

What Agents Do

Agents who started the year with a solid business plan know exactly where they stand. They have been evaluating their progress weekly and monthly all year. They are confident looking forward to next year.

Many agents chose a goal at the beginning of the year, but haven’t paid much attention to where they are in relationship to it, perhaps until now.

At this time they may look and discover one of two things. They have reached their goal or they are close to it. Time to celebrate! But be careful. You need to set another goal or you risk declining motivation.

Other agents who set a goal discover that they don’t know quite where they are in relation to it because they have no benchmarks. This leaves them continuing to “run like a hamster on a wheel;” with continued unproductive pressure and stress.

Finally, most agents didn’t set a goal for the year. Or they set a goal but can’t remember what the goal was or just don’t think about it again until December. This information is particularly valuable for those agents.

The following business planning work will take you about an hour if you have good data already. Some of the questions may require that you gather data on your activity so far this year. If you gather the information and follow the instructions below I promise you a business plan that will take you to higher levels of production than you have ever achieved.

So, if you are serious about your real estate career, schedule time to sit down with your computer or pen and paper and do the following.

Setting and Resetting Goals

What I have attempted to do here is to lead you step by step through the goal setting session that has led hundreds of agents to their best years ever.

Look back to the beginning of the year and (1) write down at least three things you have accomplished, personal or professional. Once you have done this smile and pat yourself on the back.

(2) Write down three goals you want to accomplish by the end of the year, personal or professional. Do this quickly and instinctively at first. Just write down what comes to mind without judging it or trying to make it “right.” You can go back and make changes later.

(3) Write down three goals you would like to accomplish over the next three years, again personal or professional.

These three exercises set a good background for the rest of your planning. Measurable goals are critical to your success. Following are the categories in which we set goals with our clients.

If you set goals this past year, were the goals in the following categories?

- Written sales volume monthly and year to date

- Number of sales broken into buyer and listing sales monthly and year to date

- Listings taken monthly and year to date

- Income tracked by the month in which you are going to receive it and recorded as you write each sale

If they were not in these categories I strongly recommend that you set your goals this way for 2008. This way you will know every day in real time whether you are on track, ahead, or behind the pace to achieve your goals.

Do you have monthly goals set in the first four categories for the months for the rest of this year? If so, re-examine them to see if they should be adjusted. If you don’t have monthly goals set, start this month and set them now. (Hints: Set written sales volume first. Then translate that into number of sales. Choose how many of those sales will be listings sold. That will dictate number of listings needed. Income is a result that is easy and important to track but hard to set as monthly goals.)

Weekly Activity Goals

This is a key to your peace of mind and taking time off with greater ease. Go back through your calendar and count how many appointments you have had with new buyers and sellers this year. If you don’t have accurate records do the best you can.

List them by name and source (How did the person get to you?). Now count how many you sold and add the ones you are confident will successfully buy or sell with you within the next six months or so. The result gives you a success ratio - Total Appointments to Sales.

Most experienced agents achieve a two to one success ratio or better. In other words, they sell at least half of the people they begin working with. Higher producers have a sixty to eighty percent success rate, better than half. Newer, less experienced agents and agents with weaker presentations may have a three to one success rate or lower.

Again as I said above, if you get lost or bogged down skip to the section on Lead Honesty or all the way down to the italicized paragraph at the end of this article.

If this makes you crazy and you want to persevere and continue, congratulations and just use fifty percent like this. Choose how many sales you need to make next year to achieve your goals. Multiply that times two. That’s the total number of appointments that you need to have with new buyers and sellers next year to achieve your goal. (There is an example below.) Divide that by the number forty. Forty is the number of weeks next year that you are likely to really focus on prospecting for new appointments. This allows twelve weeks, some around the December holidays, some in the summer, and more for family, health or just slow and low periods.

This creates a powerful number that gives you focus every day for the whole year.

Example: If you need 25 sales to hit your goal. Times two that means you need 50 appointments for the year. Divide the 50 appointments you need by 40 weeks to attain them. That comes to 1.25 or you need just 1¼ appointments per week for forty weeks out of the year to hit your goal.

Remember you only need to be successful with half of those appointments.

This is quite remarkable for most agents. If you have less than two new appointments per week for forty weeks over the next year being successful with just half those people you hit your goal.

Appointments each week is something you can easily control. Conducting the required number makes your goals happen. Keeping track and knowing you are on track gives you tremendous confidence and comfort. Keeping track and realizing where you are on or off track leads you to discover the precise parts or systems of your business that need your attention.

Business Sources

What are the best ways to make the number of appointments that you need to achieve your goals? Go back to that list of people you had appointments with this year and look at how they got to you. Then look at your sales and listings so far this year and how those people got to you. The theory is that your future business is most likely going to arise from the same sources as your past business. This research and analysis will dictate your best sources and resources for your individual business.

As you do this, be sure to note who sent you referrals and reward them or reward them again. Call to say you were thinking about them and thank them again. Send a small gift. Stop by. Your attention in the smallest ways is the catalyst for them to think of you and refer you again which leads to more appointments with people likely to do business with you.

Lead Honesty

As you look at your business and consider how to make the number of appointments that you need to reach your goals there are a few questions to answer that will zero in on exactly what it will take to achieve your goals. Your honesty in answering these questions leads you to recognize the habit or the skill, the tool or the system that will make you more successful.

Are you already generating enough leads to achieve your goals but not following up effectively or staying in touch well enough with the leads that you are generating?

You do not need to contact all the leads that you generate. But, are you contacting enough of the leads that you are generating to make the number of appointments that you need to achieve your goals?

Do you have the skills and approach to convert the leads to appointments with the clients? Or do you meet and speak to people but then end up not making appointments with them?

Do you have a system to stay in touch with the leads until you discard them or convert them?

Answering these questions honestly leads you to understand the strengths and weaknesses of your lead management habits. So you can focus in on the areas where your attention will provide you with the greatest return.

Your Winning Results

Complete the above parts of your Business Plan. We call these parts “Your Goals That Motivate and Lead Honesty.” Then you will be clear on your goals for the year. You’ll know what you need to do each month. And you will have a clear guide for each week, even each day that provides clarity and stability that leads to peace of mind.

You will also see clearly whether attention is needed to your prospecting, communicating and converting your leads or your lead follow up as part of your plans for the next six months.

In Part Two

In part two of this Business Planning Series I will share the structure for planning your marketing, presentations, and a handful of other systems that are the foundation of your success as a real estate agent.

How to Create Your Successful 2008 Business Plan, Part Two
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RISMEDIA, Nov. 21, 2007-As I said in part one, your 2007 is quickly coming to an end. It is a natural lull and a perfect time to look at your business plan. Evaluate your progress and evaluate the effectiveness of your plan. Or, if you did not create a business plan at the beginning of the year, now is the perfect time to look at your progress and begin to put an effective plan in place for 2008.

Even if you have not completed part one you will find the information in part two extremely valuable. In part one you determined how many appointments per week with new people are required for you to hit your goals.

For most of you it was less than two appointments per week. So consider that two appointments per week with new buyers or sellers would lead you to sell more Real Estate than ever before. This is simple but true for over 80% of the agents.

It is true provided that you have at least an adequate listing presentation and buyer presentation.

So here are the next questions in your Business Plan.

(1) Do you get more than half of the listings that you go on presentations for?

(2) Do you sell more than half of the buyers that you start working with?

(3) Are you showing less than ten houses to each buyer?

(4) Do most of your negotiations end in two rounds or less?

If the answer to any of these questions is no, then working on strengthening your presentations needs to be a goal in your business plan for this year.

If the answer to all of these questions is yes, your presentations are strong. You can skip to the section below on Marketing.

Look at your listing presentation and decide what needs attention. Do you spend enough time preparing, particularly preparing pricing? Do you build strong rapport before you sit down? Do you have a marketing plan that you present with strength and engage the seller as you present it? Are you confident in your presentation of price? Do you ask for a decision to hire you?

In your buyer presentation, do you meet with the buyer early in the relationship? Do you ask a lot of questions about their wants, needs, and lifestyle to identify their motivation and level of urgency? Do you review the entire buying process and provide them with copies of all the documentation they will see? Do you explain what they can expect from you and request what you expect from them including their loyalty? Do you ensure that they are financially qualified?

There are ten questions here. As you look at your buyer and seller presentations asking yourself these questions you will uncover other areas to strengthen. When you show a property are you leading at first, then watching, and choosing when to ask open ended questions, when to use tie down questions, when to use alternative choices, and when to ask trial closing questions.

- Do you show an average of more than five to ten properties to each buyer?

- Are you recognizing buying signs? When you see buying signs do you have comfortable methodology to lead the buyers to sit down and write an offer?

- Do your negotiations go smoothly with you in control? Or do your negotiations often go back and forth many times with parties getting upset with each other?

I ask you these questions because we are building your plan for the year not addressing the strengths and weaknesses that these answers reveal. As you answer these questions make a list of the questions that reveal areas to address that you are certain will make you more money, save you time, give you confidence and peace of mind.

Consider how to resolve the issues that these questions reveal. Where will you learn the skill or gain the knowledge to strengthen the area you identify. Then build that time to learn and grow stronger into your 2008 Business Plan.

Marketing

Have you sent any mailings this year? What business came from them?

What Web sites do you have? On what Web sites do your listings appear? What other Web tools, services, or strategies have you employed? What leads have come from them?

What advertising, particularly personal marketing ads have you done this year? What results have you seen from them?

Marketing can be either a strong foundation to your business with a huge return on your investment in it or a money pit; which, the huge return or the money pit completely depends on your marketing decisions.

The key to good decision making with your marketing is simply to measure the effectiveness of any marketing campaign by the results it brings you.

Does your marketing lead to more appointments, sales and listings? If you follow my instruction in part one regarding tracking your appointments you will be able to determine this accurately and quickly enough to make effective and very cost effective marketing decisions.

Top agents market effectively, period. Lesser agents market less effectively. This is the most important component to your lasting success.

What marketing efforts do you want to continue for the balance of the year? What efforts do you want to put permanently in place? What do you want to experiment with?

My experience with thousands of agents is that intelligent direct mail brings the highest return. Smart Web strategies are second. Public media is usually a distant third. There are exceptions.

If you trust it you will probably have more success. Let your results in more appointments, sales, and listings guide your decisions. To re-examine Part One, visit http://rismedia.com/wp/2007-11-12/how-to-create-your-most-successful-2008-business-plan-part-one/

Quality Service

Repeat and referral business is the reward of your years in real estate. It is not automatic. You get the reward of huge and ever increasing repeat and referral business when you combine your marketing efforts (so people remember you) and quality service?

It is unfortunate but true that delivering quality service in Real Estate is not enough. Many times the agent is doing a great job but is not communicating regularly with the client. You have to both serve your clients well and communicate regularly with them.

Quality service starts with your first contact and continues forever.

Do you get back to people in a timely manner? Do you get back to people when you say you will? Do you speak to your listed sellers weekly; so they are confident in your efforts? Do you communicate weekly with clients who have pending transactions so they know that you are there for them protecting their interests to the end and beyond?

Do you describe your service in detail in your listing and buyer presentations? Do you speak regularly to the people to whom you are sending new listings? Do you pay extra attention and step up your contact between mortgage commitment and closing? Do you stay in touch a few times the first month the person is in their new home?

This earns you the right to stay in touch comfortably forever. What system do you use to track your contact and the progress of your listings and pendings?

As you look at these questions what are the top three things that if put them in place are most likely to significantly increase your client satisfaction next year? You may already realize that this higher level of service also results in more peace of mind for you and more repeat and referral business forever?

If you are beginning to despair over learning all of these things, building all of these skills and systems you are normal.

What you will find is that just being aware of these things will add significantly to your success. Creating the plan adds more. Continually taking action on the plan is the habit and practice of the highest producers.

It is simply smart, consistent work with strong self belief. If you question your ability to implement the work or strengthen your self esteem; that is exactly what our coaching relationships do for you.

Your Winning Results

Complete these parts of your Business Plan; your Presentations, Marketing and Service. Working on each of these parts leads to more business in any market. These are truly the heart and core of your business. That deserves repeating. Your Presentations, Your Marketing and Your Service are the core, the heart of your business.

My top clients never stop working on these three skills and systems. They continuously improve their presentations, expand and enhance their marketing and add quality to their service while streamlining it and delegating parts of it. Once you have chosen the areas that you are going to work on, set goals for those areas by year’s end and actually schedule time in your calendar to achieve these goals.

In Part Three

In the concluding part of this series we will look at whether an assistant or building a team is in your plans and how to evaluate your current staff and choose areas of improvement. We will look at your technology tools and make some decisions about what would be the best additions and decisions for this year. We round out your Business Plan looking at your personal finances, your quality of life, your self-belief, your self-confidence, and your self-esteem. You will make some choices whether any or all of these important areas are priorities that need attention.
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Bill Gates and You 

There are two quotes I use when I talk about planning. One is from Bill Gates, founder of Microsoft and one of the world's richest men. The other is from Alfred P. Sloan the first president and CEO of General Motors. Both quotes state unequivocally that the time spent planning is critical. It is so critical that both of these extremely successful business leaders - two generations apart - say that the success, even the survival of your business, is dependent on the time spent planning. So, if you have not completed part one and part two of this Planning Series, I strongly suggest you do it now. Or take out your calendar right now and schedule time to do it. 

In part one I detailed two critical parts of your business plan: goals and leads. I led you through an extremely effective goal setting process. Then I asked you to look at questions to identify the strengths and/or weaknesses of how you need to handle your leads in order to achieve your goals. Out of that, you were able to decide what skills, tools or systems needed attention to ensure your success in those areas 

In part two, I showed you in detail how to evaluate your presentations, your marketing and your service. These are the heart and soul of your business. From there, you were able to choose which of these areas would be most important to work on for the most successful year, and specifically what to focus on in each area. 

We will complete your 2008 plan with attention to three very interesting areas. If you have no interest in assistants and teams, simply skip to the heading, Technology Choices. Just before you do, realize assistants and teams is the system that truly creates the opportunity for your highest levels of success and greatest personal freedom. 

Assistants and Teams 

Everyone has his or her limits. You can only do so much business by yourself. To exceed your limit you need help. For some agents, that limit is as little as twenty transactions. For others you can do as many as fifty transactions or more by yourself. Agents in high priced markets hire assistants sooner than in more modest priced markets for obvious reasons. They can afford them with less transactions. How do you know that you need an assistant? You look at two sets of questions. 

First set: Are you losing leads? Is the quality of your service suffering? Is your quality of life suffering? If the answer to one or all of these questions is yes, a competent assistant is going to make you money and add to your quality of life. 

Second set of questions: Are you averaging more than three sales per month and/or three new client appointments per week? Have you earned over ten thousand dollars personal real estate sales income for at least three months in a row? If the answer to two of these three is yes a competent assistant is likely needed to get past your current limit. 

Would just ten hours of administrative help each week raise your income ten or more times the cost? What would be the job description of that assistant? What personality style would be best? Should they be licensed? Should they sell also? 

Are you losing enough leads to warrant a buyer's agent? How do you structure compensation? How do you discourage or prevent them from going off on their own? Should you hire an experienced agent or a new one? How often do you meet with your current team? How do you evaluate their success? 

It is no wonder that some a\gents choose not to grow into a team. There is a lot to consider. At the same time, accomplished correctly it is the path to more income, bigger numbers greater profitability and more time off with greater peace of mind. 

Review those questions. Choose the ones that reveal an area of building or working with your team that has the greatest potential to increase your productivity, your profitability and your quality of life. Build the work on that area into your 2008 Business Plan by setting deadlines to find the best sources and resources to learn how to make your team do what you know it can for your business and your life. 

This is an area of particular strength for me simply because I have worked one on one with so many agents on every aspect of it. Consider calling for information on our coaching programs if this is an area of sincere concern for you. 

Technology Choices 

Hardware, software, Web sites, IVR systems, PDA's, blogs, tablets, Bluetooth and I have only scratched the surface. What technology tools do you depend on? Mobile phone, e-mail, a Palm, Blackberry or i-Phone, if you depend on it does it need upgrading or replacement? 

Which technology tools or services are you considering? What do you expect them to do for you? Will they pay for themselves many times over? Are they just for convenience? Or are they just for fun? Are you uncertain about what all the choices are? Start with what you need done in your business or what you think a technology tool or service may do for you. Then do the research to find the right tool to satisfy the need. 

The fact is, most top agents embrace new technology at a smart pace. They are more concerned with the cost of time in the learning curve than cost of the item. Top agents look to see if the tool or service saves time, creates more sales opportunities or improves their image and reputation. 

Do you want to demonstrate on a laptop to the client? Do you want to have the MLS literally in the palm of your hand? Do you want to generate leads from a Web campaign; your Web site, a pay per click strategy or pay per lead services? Would software help you manage your leads better, track your production, your income and expenses? What else would you like to consider technology to do for you in the upcoming year? 

Top agents understand these decisions are much easier than they appear. Review the above question and choose no more than three technology tools or tasks that you would like to address. Among those three pick one, just one and choose a deadline by which to have it in place. As you approach your technology choices in this way you will find a great deal of ease and much less stress. 

One more tip, if along the way you change your mind, do so boldly and confidently. Set the first choice aside and give the next your complete attention. It is your choice. As I say to so many people. You can trust your judgment. You must learn to trust your judgment and you do that by following that simple previous instruction. ?Boldly and confidently set the first choice aside and give the next your complete attention.? 

Personal Finances 

Are you always in debt, spending beyond your income? Do you have reserves so you could live for six months without income? Do you plan for your children's education and your retirement? Do you carry disability insurance in case that you are unable to work? Do you have insurance if the unthinkable should happen? 

Are you in control of your finances or are you in the dark? Are you creating financial security and wealth? Do you have financial goals for twenty years out and a plan to accomplish them? 

These are the choices and decisions that add serenity or stress. Which of these apply to you? Which are priorities for the balance of this year? 

The key here, more than any other area is to pick just one of these items, one of these areas. Set a small goal and achieve it. Then set another small goal. This is an area where you can think big but plan in small increments. 

Quality of Life 

Are you taking time off each week? Do you take off long weekends, and do you take real vacations? Do you get away from your business or is it always with you? Do you prefer it that way or do you want to do something about it? Are you taking care of your health and your fitness? Do you want to seriously set a goal in this area? Do you spend time with your loved ones, quality time? Do you want to work on one or more of those relationships? 

Do you take time for the things you love to do? Do you need spiritual time? Do you have habits or addictions you wish to address? Do you control your emotions or do your emotions control you? Do you manage your time? Do you want to add more management to it? Does your organization cost you time? Do you celebrate your successes, even the small ones? Would you like to celebrate more? Do you contribute to the people and organizations that you are grateful for? Would you want to contribute more time or money? Again, which of these areas would you choose as a priority? What would you choose to accomplish in that priority area? 

There is a very important and almost magical secret to working on your quality of life issues. When you choose one of these areas and really take it on. I mean you really take time and focus on doing something you love, spending time with those you love, adding value to what you love, giving yourself back your time and energy, your business always improves. I think this happens because at deeper levels you are taking control of your life which leads to your taking greater control of your business; which leads to overall improvement of both. Whatever it is, if this area strikes a cord with you build your work on it into your Business Plan for 2008, you will be so glad you did. 

Self Esteem and Confidence 

I like myself unconditionally. 

I completely trust my own judgment. 

I am capable of achieving my goals. 

I deserve tremendous success. 

Read through those again; as you do pause and see if you are clear that these are your truths. If not, why not? What are your limiting beliefs? Do those beliefs serve you well? If not, what have those beliefs cost you? 

Self-confidence is a state of mind. As an athlete in competition I learned how this state of mind we call self-confidence and self-esteem can turn impending defeat into victory; and how lack of these can, as they say, snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. 

In this area, confidence and self-esteem the difference between success and failure does not depend on your experience or your talent, your skill or your knowledge. It depends completely on your state of mind; which you can control. Do you want to make adding strength to your self esteem and confidence part of your plan for the balance of the year? 

Choose books to read, recordings to listen to and watch, negative people and news to stay far away from; affirmations to instill deep into your psyche, start with the ones at the beginning of this section. Build into your plan to do one of the above for at least one week at a time. Your life will turn around. It has happened for many before you. 

In Conclusion 

In these articles I have briefly shared with you every aspect of your business and the areas where your business affects your life. Very wise men have said wisdom is not having the best answers. Wisdom is in asking the best questions. I have shared with you the questions from which you can create a business plan that will serve you far into the future. 

You probably recognize I held nothing back. I and my team at Rich Levin's Success Corps Inc., wish you the most successful possible 2008 and all your years to come in your business and with the ones you love. 

One on One 

What I am describing to you is the content of what I call your Million Dollar Business Plan. It is a complete look at every aspect of your business and how your business affects your personal life. If you would like to work with me one on one and complete this Million Dollar Business Plan and build it into your life through a coaching relationship please contact me.
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