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U n i v e r s i t y  C o m m e r c i a l 

R e a l  E s t a t e  1 0 1       

 The only way to run an organization as large as mine is to be highly 
effi cient. The competition is simply too great to trust mere the-

ory. Therefore I use tested and proven methods whenever possible. 
I built Trump University on the same principle. If you’re looking 

for nice-sounding theory, you won’t fi nd it in my organization. I’ve 
made sure that the curriculum is built on a rock-solid foundation of 
proven methods for building your business.

The book you are holding, Trump University Commercial Real 
Estate 101, is no different. I chose David Lindahl to write it because 
he’s not only a highly successful investor, but he has a knack for clarity 
in explaining commercial real estate investing. 

Clarity is especially important when it comes to this topic. Unlike 
investing in single-family homes, it’s possible to be overwhelmed by 
the size and purchase price of commercial properties. Don’t let that 
deter you from pursuing your dreams! Trust me: You don’t have to 
implement everything right away. Just take one investing step at a 
time. The real key to success is to get moving and take those steps.
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You’ve made a smart move by getting your commercial real estate 
investing advice from Trump University. Study this book and follow 
the advice. Who knows—someday you and I may own properties next 
to each other. 

 Donald J. Trump     
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1
         C o m m e r c i a l  R e a l 

E s t a t e  I n v e s t i n g

I t  ’  s  N o t  O n l y 
f o r  B i l l i o n a i r e s          

 Do you have the mind - set of a winner? 
 Here ’ s how a billionaire - wannabe thinks:  “ Someday, if I ’ m as 

wealthy as Donald Trump, I ’ d love to own a bunch of properties in my 
town. ”  

 Here ’ s how a future billionaire thinks:  “ The way to become as 
wealthy as Donald Trump is to start owning commercial property in 
my town. ”  

 Commercial property isn ’ t your destination; it ’ s the way you will 
reach it.  

  Commercial Real Estate Is the Invisible Giant 

 You can ’ t pick up a newspaper these days without seeing some story —
 usually negative — about the residential real estate market. But there ’ s 
another, quiet, vast real estate market that is quite independent of the 
ups and downs of residential property. 
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 Just what is commercial real estate? It ’ s 

  Offi ce buildings (all the way from skyscrapers down to a small 
building with a dental offi ce in it)  
  Apartment buildings with fi ve or more units  
  Stores, whether they ’ re in big malls or small, local shopping 
centers  
  Hotels and restaurants  
  Industrial space (factories, warehouses, and so on)    

 It ’ s no wonder that the value of U.S. commercial real estate is many 
trillions of dollars, given that we spend most of our waking hours work-
ing in it, shopping in it, and even celebrating and vacationing in it. 

 I ’ m not going to keep you in suspense. Here ’ s a huge secret, right 
on the fi rst pages of this book:   

 The wealth opportunity with commercial real estate is enormous for 
the very reason that most people think they could never own it.   

 If investors only understood how it ’ s possible to make a fortune 
from commercial real estate, they would ruin the market for the rest of 
us. So thank your lucky stars that commercial real estate remains 
shrouded in myth and misinformation for millions of real estate 
investors. 

 They convince themselves that it ’ s not worth doing commercial 
real estate because they imagine a series of huge barriers in their way. 
Here are just three of the many psychological barriers to entry: 

   “ The bigger the building, the bigger the down payment that 
I need. ”   
   “ I couldn ’ t possibly own a shopping center; I know nothing 
about retail sales. ”   
   “ All the good deals must have long since been picked over: I ’ ll 
see only the lousy ones. ”     

•

•
•

•
•

•

•

•
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 I recognize that even you might be spooked by some of these 
 psychological barriers. That ’ s okay: We cover each of them in this 
book. By the time you ’ re fi nished reading, you ’ ll have a clear plan for 
how to go from where you are right now to owning that fi rst commer-
cial property. 

 Right away, I can tell that  you  are different. After all, you ’ re not 
frozen in your tracks, unwilling to consider commercial real estate. In 
fact, you ’ ve taken the crucial step of buying and actually reading this 
book. You may fi nd this hard to believe, but you ’ ve just put yourself 
ahead of 80 percent of those billionaire - wannabes. 

 There are wonderful, perceived  force fi elds  around commercial real 
estate that keep most investors out. Let ’ s look at some of the excellent 
benefi ts you ’ ll enjoy once you ’ re part of this informal but highly suc-
cessful club.  

  Six Reasons to Invest in Commercial Real Estate 

  It ’ s Not about Your Wealth or Lack of It — It ’ s about the  Property  

 I got started in real estate with less than  $ 800 to my name. I now own 
a very large portfolio of commercial real estate. It ’ s not as big as Donald 
Trump ’ s, but I ’ m getting there! 

 You may be in a situation that is similar to mine at the beginning: 
no money, no knowledge of real estate, no connections, and working a 
full - time job. 

 What was my big break? I recognized two life - changing principles 
early on, and I ’ m now handing them to you: 

  Principle #1: The better the deal, the less people focus on me and the more 
they focus on getting that deal.  If I had a clear winner on my hands, they 
really could not care less that I was an inexperienced investor. They just 
wanted the deal. 

  Principle #2: Real estate is an ineffi cient market.  That means bad, 
good, and great deals are being generated all the time, and they pop up 
in unexpected places. 
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 If you want to buy stock in Starbucks, you ’ ll get the same price 
whether you ’ re in Peoria or Pakistan. But there is no such central 
clearinghouse for real estate deals. On any given day, hundreds of busi-
ness situations change in your town: Companies merge, expand, and 
decide to relocate. Contracts are awarded, marketing campaigns take 
off, and products get publicity. Other companies change hands because 
the owner dies or retires. These events often result in a property being 
put up for sale. There is no single way that happens. Instead, the prop-
erty may be listed by a broker, or an ad may appear in the paper. The 
owner may be thinking about whether to sell when he meets someone 
at a party and they strike up a conversation. 

 Sometimes the owner is out of state or even out of the country and 
does not know any local buyers or brokers. Unlike that Starbucks 
stock, this hodge - podge of a real estate market makes for great oppor-
tunities that were hidden yesterday, and lie uncovered today. 

 After you read and follow my system for attracting deals, two 
things will happen: You ’ ll see a lot of worthless deals; and every so 
often you ’ ll come across a real gem. 

 That ’ s why you can start from where you are right now, and make 
a fortune in commercial real estate. Your marketing systems will 
eventually fi nd a gem that ’ s so good, no one will care that it ’ s your 
fi rst deal.  

  Commercial Real Estate Will Open Up a Huge Segment of 
Your Local Market That You Previously Avoided 

 Confi ning yourself to investing only in single - family homes is like 
looking at your town through a drinking straw. The whole town is 
there, but your view is incredibly narrow. 

 Once you are comfortable with my systems for investing in com-
mercial property, you ’ ll be throwing that straw away. Everywhere you 
look, you will see opportunities that never occurred to you before. You 
will have become a  transaction engineer . 
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  Maybe there is a parcel of land next to a highway where you can 
now envision a small offi ce building or strip mall. You could buy 
the land and fl ip it to a developer for a nice profi t.  
  Maybe there is a run - down  strip mall  (several stores next to each 
other in a row) that you pass every day while driving to work. 
You notice that with some simple improvements this area could 
be getting much more business.  
  You see a  For Sale  sign on a small offi ce building, and contact the 
owner. You realize that the numbers work for you to buy and 
hold that property for long - term cash fl ow and appreciation.    

 Let your competitors wrestle each other over the single - family 
home market. Commercial real estate will vastly broaden your 
horizons. 

 Don ’ t get me wrong: I ’ m not suggesting that you must become 
expert at every type of property. I just want to open your eyes to the 
possibilities — right in your own backyard — that you may not have ever 
considered. 

 You have to start somewhere, so it ’ s fi ne to pick one type of prop-
erty and get good at it. But don ’ t stop there. The more property types 
you can invest in, the easier it will be to fi nd a great opportunity. 

 Start anywhere you like — but make sure that you  start . You  do  want 
to be a transaction engineer, but you do not want to have analysis paraly-
sis, where you never quite get around to making offers and doing deals. 

 Later we ’ ll talk about how to take the weight off your shoulders 
and how to build a low - cost team of professionals to do the heavy 
lifting.  

  Less Competition: They ’ re Scared Off Because They Don ’ t Know 
the Secrets You ’ ll Discover in This Book 

 In my investing and speaking travels around the United States, I talk 
with a great many people. One of the most common excuses I hear for 

•

•

•
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not getting involved in real estate is:  “ I ’ d love to, Dave, but you don ’ t 
understand how severe the competition is in my area. ”  

 I have two responses to that: First, if you have the right marketing 
systems in place, you ’ ll be successful regardless of how much competi-
tion there is. Second, that ’ s all the more reason to branch out from 
 single - family homes into commercial property, where there are fewer 
investors. 

 Notice that I said  branch out  and not  do instead . I still invest in 
 single - family houses when a great deal comes along. It ’ s like fi nding 
money on the street, only this kind of money is 10 or 20 thousand 
bucks! 

 There ’ s no need to  stop  investing in one type of property, once you 
know how to invest that way. Instead, you simply focus on one type 
while keeping your eyes open to all the other possibilities that come 
your way. 

 Later in this book, we ’ ll systematically explore each of the myths 
surrounding commercial properties, and how you can confi dently 
move forward where other people fear to tread.  

  Cash Flow 

 Cash fl ow is king. It will set you free. 
 Early in my investing career, I thought I had it made. I had gone 

from being a dirt - poor landscaper (ha - ha) to a multimillionaire in just 
under four years. There was only one small problem: 

 I couldn ’ t pay my bills. 
 How could that be? It was because my millions were on paper. 

I truly did have that wealth, but it was tied to the eventual sale or refi -
nancing of my properties. I was not receiving a regular monthly 
check. 

 That ’ s when the next part of my education occurred. I realized that 
the true lubricant of business was steady cash fl ow. It didn ’ t matter 
how powerful my real estate engine was; without that cash fl ow, the 
gears would grind to a halt. 
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 Commercial property provides this business lubricant — cash 
fl ow — in superior amounts. Certainly, you can become wealthy by 
investing in single - family homes. But you better be doing a string of 
them in quick succession in order to provide the cash fl ow you need 
from month to month. That sounds like a lot of work to me. 

 With even a single commercial property, you can look forward to a 
nice check being dropped into your mailbox every month like clockwork. 

 At fi rst the checks may be smaller, because your number - one 
 priority is to cover the cash fl ow needs of the property. You ’ ll have 
operating expenses that must be paid each month, and  capital expenses  
(major repairs) that will come up from time to time. 

 If you use a tested - and - proven system to buy right, you ’ ll have a 
cushion of cash fl ow that more than covers the property needs. You get 
to pocket the rest of that money. 

 Your fi rst goal may be to accumulate enough positive cash fl ow so 
that it equals what you are earning in your full - time job. Then you ’ ll 
have the option to quit that job and become a full - time investor. 

 After that goal is fulfi lled, no doubt you ’ ll have other ones: Perhaps 
you ’ ll use the additional cash fl ow to purchase more properties. 
Maybe you ’ ll use it to help a struggling loved one, send your kids to 
college, go on a long vacation, or all of the above. 

 Cash fl ow will indeed set you free. It will give you the confi dence 
and the ability to do the things in life that you couldn ’ t do before.  

  You Can Think Big But Still Start Very Small 

 You ’ ve heard Donald Trump say it:  “ If you ’ re going to think, you 
might as well think big. ”  

 Commercial property has two very important characteristics: 
It allows you to get as big as your imagination will let you, but it also 
allows you to start as small as you like. 

 Dreams without action are not impressive. Commercial property 
is the path from your dreams and modest initial actions all the way up 
to your ultimate fi nancial goals. 
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 I remember sitting at a restaurant in Boston with a friend, James 
Romeo. At the time I owned several small multi-family buildings. He 
knew that I had been spending a lot of time in my investment business 
and that I had accumulated a nice little portfolio. 

 James asked if I would be available to go to a social event he had 
planned. I told him I had to look at some new properties. He sighed 
and said,  “ Dave, when will enough be enough? ”  I looked out the win-
dow and said,  “ When I buy  that . ”  I was pointing at the Prudential 
Tower skyscraper. 

 He rolled his eyes, because he knew the biggest thing I owned was 
a six - family building. But I was already thinking big back then. I later 
made sure to send James a magazine that featured my story and 
described my portfolio, which did not include the Prudential Tower, 
but had increased 20 times since we met for lunch that day. 

 Start as small as you like, but again the most important thing is to 
 start . Once you see the system working for you and that monthly cash 
fl ow check being delivered, you ’ ll soon be thinking ever bigger. You 
will realize that economies of scale favor larger properties and it ’ s actu-
ally  easier  to own larger properties, because they can support a larger 
team to run them for you.  

  When You Follow Proven Systems, Commercial 
Properties Offer Lower Risk 

 I know: How can something bigger than a house have less risk than a 
house? It seems odd, but it ’ s true. 

 Let ’ s say you ’ re renting out a single - family residence. If you lose 
your tenant, you ’ ve lost 100 percent of your income. If you can ’ t fi nd 
another tenant, pronto, you ’ ll be covering the next mortgage payment 
from your own pocket. 

 In a commercial property, you ’ ll have several tenants, and even 
hundreds. You still may lose one, but the others will continue to pay 
rent. This cash fl ow should cover most, if not all, of your mortgage 
payment. Each tenant is like a pillar supporting your investment. If 
you ask me, it ’ s better to have lots of pillars, rather than just one.   
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  How You Can Make Money from Commercial Investing 

 With some investments you simply try to buy low and sell high. 
Commercial real estate gives you a whole rainbow of opportunities to 
profi t. Let ’ s briefl y look at some of them. 

  Equity Build - Up 

 This is where the real money is. Equity build - up happens in two ways. 
 The fi rst is through paying down the mortgage principal. You ’ ll 

have your tenants to thank for that, whether it ’ s a multi - family, offi ce, 
retail space, or another type of property. 

 Each month they will give you a big slice of their income in the 
form of rent checks. You use a portion of that money to make the mort-
gage payment. In one sense, your tenants go to work each morning to 
buy the building  for  you. What a country! 

 I remember when I fi rst heard of this concept. I was watching a 
television documentary on the life of Harry Helmsley. When asked 
why he began investing in commercial properties, Harry said,  “ I always 
liked the idea that a group of people would pool their money together 
to pay off the mortgage on my building. I also liked the idea that they 
would give me extra money at the end of the month that I could use to 
reinvest, put into a savings account, or just have some fun with. ”  

 That was enough inspiration for me! 
 The second way to get equity build - up is through appreciation. 

Over time, real estate values in most areas go up. Yes, appreciation is 
subject to cycles, but over the long term, the line on the graph trends 
upward. Some markets appreciate faster than others. The markets on 
the East and West coasts tend to appreciate higher and faster than 
markets in the Midwest. 

 Cash fl ow may be the vital lubricant of your real estate machine, 
but appreciation is the giant engine. Cash fl ow allows you to run your 
properties, quit your job, and start enjoying the fi ner things in life. 
Appreciation comes more slowly, but has the potential to add many 
zeros to your bank account.  
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  Emerging Markets 

 Real estate investing is my focus, but the study of emerging markets is 
my passion. At any given time — regardless of what the national econ-
omy is doing — there are markets around the United States that are 
just on the verge of explosive growth. 

 They are about to appreciate much faster than other markets 
around the country, and they can make you a great deal of money in a 
short period. My book,  Emerging Real Estate Markets , describes in 
much more detail how to fi nd and profi t from these markets. 

 The key concept to understand is that  all real estate markets are 
local . It doesn ’ t matter what the national headlines are screaming. 
A factory shuts down in one town, and somewhere else an oil company 
has just opened a new branch offi ce. A Michigan automaker announces 
more layoffs, but a foreign automaker announces plans to build a fac-
tory in Kentucky. 

 There are two tricks to making money in emerging markets: First, 
you must be able to locate these markets slightly before most other 
investors know that they are good. Second, you must be willing to 
invest when other people think you ’ re crazy. 

 That ’ s because you will be  buying low , or investing when other peo-
ple don ’ t see the value. That positions you to  sell high  — in other words, 
when other people think you ’ re crazy for selling too soon. 

 Just get used to the feeling of people thinking you ’ re crazy. It ’ s not 
hard to do, because soon you ’ ll be much wealthier than they are! 

 There are emerging markets for commercial properties all around 
the United States at any given time. The best part is, different types of 
commercial property follow different paths in the market cycle. Simply 
because a market is emerging for apartments does not mean that it is 
emerging for retail space. 

 As a matter of fact, retail space generally lags behind apartments: 
First come the announcements that new job opportunities will be 
opening up in an area. That creates a demand for offi ce space. 
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 Then the people who will work in those offi ces begin to move into 
town. Because homes can ’ t be built fast enough, the apartment market 
suddenly heats up. 

 Many people want to see if their job will work out, and they want 
to get a good feel for the community. They check things out by rent-
ing fi rst. After their leases expire, they start to buy single -  family houses. 
Retail space tends to follow housing surges, as merchants realize they 
can make money by moving closer to where people live and work. 

 Discovering how to recognize the signs of emerging markets — and 
then acting on that knowledge — will make you a very rich person.  

  Forced Appreciation 

 This is one of the fastest ways to make money with commercial prop-
erties. The concept is also called a  value play . Whenever you look at a 
deal, always look for ways to force appreciation beyond what the local 
market may naturally generate. 

 To force appreciation, you must fi nd a deal with a slight problem. 
It won ’ t be a problem for  you , but it ’ s been a nagging issue for the 
previous owner. Maybe he ’ s been afraid to raise rents, so his rents are 
under market. Maybe he is charging the correct amount for rent, but 
has higher - than - normal vacancies. Perhaps his expenses are running 
high. 

 These are all opportunities to buy a property with a built - in 
reward, as long as you buy based on the  actual numbers . That is the key 
to buying right with commercial properties. 

 Let me take a minute to talk about the numbers that a potential 
seller will propose to you. Most sellers try to sell based on projected or 
 pro forma  numbers. This means that they are basing their price on 
what they  think  you can earn after you buy the property. The problem 
with  pro forma  numbers is they are not real. You are buying based on 
future cash fl ows that may never materialize. 
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 That is a speculator ’ s game, and way too risky for my blood. If you 
want to gamble, go to Vegas. If you want to make solid investments, 
base them on actual results. 

 Back to forced appreciation: All you have to do is raise rents up to 
market levels. You ’ ll fi rst have to wait until leases expire, because leases 
transfer with ownership. Apartments usually have one - year leases. 
Offi ce buildings and other commercial properties have 3 - year to 
20 - year leases. 

 Here ’ s why raising rents also raises your property value: Commercial 
properties are primarily valued on multiples of their cash fl ow. (There 
are two other valuation methods that I discuss later in the book, but 
cash fl ow is the main one.) This means that for each notch that you 
raise your  net operating income , you ’ ve just raised the value of your 
property by multiple notches. 

 One of my favorite value plays is to fi nd a property with higher -
 than - normal expenses. Most properties operate with expenses of about 
50 percent of gross income. When you see the actual fi nancials of a 
property with higher expenses, determine if you can lower those 
expenses to the average level. (Later I show you how.) If you can, you 
may have a winner on your hands. Without doing any signifi cant work 
to the property, you can improve net operating income and truly 
improve the property value.  

  Repositioning 

 This is a special type of value play, and one of my favorites. When you 
 reposition  a property, you change the tenant base or signifi cantly alter 
the appearance of the property. Sometimes you do both. 

 You may fi nd a property that needs some tender loving care. We 
call this  deferred maintenance . Maybe it ’ s an okay property, but it hasn ’ t 
been upgraded in over a decade. It may look tired and out - of - date. 
There may also be the wrong type of tenant leasing the space. 

 Back when I was broke, I would visit a suburban strip mall in 
Hingham, Massachusetts. Its  anchor tenant  (that is, its biggest store) was 
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a discount department chain. Another store was even  more  discount: It 
specialized in dinged - up furniture and fl awed clothing. The mall 
included other typical shops, such as a pizza joint and a Laundromat. 
For years the mall had languished as a working - class shopping center. 

 In the meantime, the demographics in Hingham had changed. 
The city could now support higher - end enterprise. The working - class 
mall gained a new life and was repositioned as the nation ’ s fi rst  lifestyle 
center . In place of the blue - collar stores, high - end shops like Williams 
Sonoma, Whole Foods, and Panera Bread moved into the refurbished 
spaces. The place took off, and is now one of the most popular shop-
ping centers in the area. 

 Apartments are sometimes great candidates for repositioning. Let ’ s 
say that you fi nd a tired apartment building in a good area. This prop-
erty has not been kept up well, so it ’ s attracting tenants who are even 
less well - kept. 

 To reposition the building, you fi rst spruce up the exterior,  focusing 
on the siding, roofi ng, and parking lot. You upgrade the landscaping, 
put new signage on the property, and create a nice leasing offi ce. You 
then work on certain strategic improvements inside the property. 

 With the property now looking much better, it ’ s time to reposition 
those tenants. You get rid of the tenants who pay slowly, never pay at 
all, or are criminally inclined. Replace them with the tenant profi le that 
you are targeting. 

 This is a process that can take several months, absorbing more 
time and money than the simple value - play of raising rents. The 
rewards can be quite spectacular, though. Not only can you fi ll your 
vacant units, but soon all of the units are paying substantially more in 
rent. Because your property value is calculated at a multiple of the net 
operating income, you ’ ve just skyrocketed the worth of the property. 

 When you come across a property that fi ts the profi le I just 
described, you should defi nitely consider it for repositioning. I wrote 
an entire book on the topic called  Multi - Family Millions , published by 
John Wiley  &  Sons. This concept of making low - cost, high - payoff 
changes to both a property and its tenants is enormously powerful.  
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  Tax Deferral Through 1031 Exchanges 

 The Declaration of Independence may tell us that  all men are created 
equal , but the government defi nitely favors us real estate investors! 

 Not only do we get to depreciate (that is, take a tax deduction on) 
the value of our investment real estate, but we also get to use an aston-
ishingly powerful tool called a  Section 1031 Tax - Deferred Exchange . 

 It ’ s like an IRA account on baseball steroids. You can legally sell 
one property and buy another, while deferring all tax payments on 
your profi ts. That doesn ’ t sound impressive until you stop to think 
about it. 

 Let me give you an example. Say you bought an offi ce building for 
 $ 1 million and you sold it two years later for  $ 1.5 million. To make this 
very simple, I will assume that there are no closing costs in the transac-
tion. This means that you will walk away with a  $ 500,000 profi t. 

 You can ’ t walk far, though, because your friendly IRS agent is 
standing there, wanting 15 percent of your profi t to cover your long -
 term capital gains tax. So you hand him  $ 75,000 of your profi t, leaving 
you with  $ 425,000 to reinvest. 

 If you put 20 percent down on your next property, you could afford to 
purchase one for  $ 2,125,000, again assuming no closing costs. Not bad. 

 With the 1031 Tax - Deferred Exchange, however, you can tell the 
friendly IRS agent that all of your profi t is going right into your next 
property. (There are detailed rules on how to do this, but just bear 
with me while I describe the general principles.) The IRS man nods, 
steps aside, and tells you to have a nice day. 

 Because you can use all of your profi ts for a down payment on the 
next deal, you can buy a property worth  $ 2,500,000 ( $ 500,000 is 
20 percent down on  $ 2,500,000). You ’ ve just bought a property that ’ s 
 $ 375,000 larger, with that much more potential for cash fl ow and 
appreciation. 

 You can do this as many times as you wish, and each instance will 
be tax - deferred. Yes, eventually you will pay taxes on that profi t. But 
it ’ s now much greater profi t, because 100 percent of your proceeds 
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have been working for you, instead of losing a portion of the profi t 
going to tax payments after each transaction. 

 The second - best part is that the process is entirely aboveboard. 
No tax loopholes are involved. And what ’ s the  very  best part? You ’ ve 
made much more money! 

 Imagine exchanging the same properties over and over again. After 
not many transactions, you could easily be buying properties worth 
millions, tens of millions, or even more.   

  In the Next Chapter 

 This chapter has been merely an appetizer. I wanted to give you a taste 
of what an excellent decision you made by picking up this book. 
Commercial real estate is a gem that we all see every day, and is psy-
chologically off - limits to most investors — but not to you. 

 It ’ s time to buckle up, because in the next chapter I show you how 
to fi nd your very fi rst commercial cash cow that you can milk for a 
good long time.           
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         2    
H o w  t o  R e a d  a  M a r k e t          

 When most of us look at a stream, we see water running through a 
fi eld, or perhaps we appreciate the nice landscape. A seasoned  fi sherman 
looks at the same stream in an entirely different way: He  reads  the 
stream, noticing the currents, eddies, and contours. At a glance, he can 
focus on the very best places to drop his fi shing line and fi nd the 
big ones. 

 It ’ s no different with real estate. Most people have a vague sense of 
how their town is doing. Ask them, and they ’ ll say  “ Pretty good, ”  or 
 “ We ’ re kinda hurting right now, ”  or  “ I ’ ve never seen it this bad. ”  
These are generalities. 

 When a professional  reads  a real estate market, it ’ s altogether a 
 different story. She can tell you specifi cs about construction, job 
growth, the  path of progress , and much more. Even more impressive is 
her  ability to predict the future. Yes, when you understand the concept 
of   leading indicators  and what to look for in a market, you can quickly 
get a solid idea of what that market will be like in months and even 
years into the future. 

 In order to understand how to read any market, you fi rst must 
become familiar with the four main phases of the commercial real 
estate market cycle: 
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   1.   Buyers ’  Market, Phase I  
   2.   Buyers ’  Market, Phase II  
   3.   Sellers ’  Market, Phase I  
   4.   Sellers ’  Market, Phase II    

 Every type of commercial property follows these four phases, though 
they may be in different parts of the cycle at any given time. For 
instance, apartment investments will experience strength before retail 
does. That ’ s because renters can move into apartments very quickly 
after, say, a new factory opens in town. Retail establishments will fi rst 
notice the stronger consumer demand and then build to take advan-
tage of it. It ’ s simply  cause and effect . 

 How long does it take for a market to complete a full rotation? It 
depends on the dynamics of that market. The average market cycle 
lasts between 10 and 25 years. Cities on the East Coast and West Coast 
tend to change more quickly from phase to phase than do cities in the 
heartland of America. 

 In fact, coastal cities tend to have meteoric rises and stonelike 
falls. In the long periods of time between sudden rises and abrupt falls, 
investors tend to experience slow, steady growth, and sometimes stag-
nation, for quite some time.  

  Buyers ’  Market, Phase I 

 Each phase in the market exhibits unique characteristics that you can 
identify if you ’ re watching for them. In a Buyers ’  Market, Phase I, you 
will fi nd a market that ’ s oversupplied with commercial properties. 
Supply is one of the key market forces that causes a market to go from 
boom to bust and back again. 

 At all downturns of a market, oversupply will be present. Think of 
a real estate market as if it were the largest aircraft carrier on the ocean. 
The captain can decide within an instant to change direction, but the 

c02.indd   17c02.indd   17 10/14/08   10:36:42 AM10/14/08   10:36:42 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

18

ship will take some time to respond to the captain ’ s orders. If he becomes 
impatient and orders an even greater course change — before the ship 
has responded to the fi rst order, now he has over - corrected. 

 This also happens in real estate markets. Investors make snap 
 judgments based on strengths that they see  right now . They put new 
construction in motion. Keep in mind that it can take three years or 
longer for the planning, permitting, and construction phases to be 
completed. In the meantime, investors at fi rst are delighted to see even 
more demand in the market. That generates even more construction 
activity. 

 Finally that great ship — this load of real estate deals — eventually 
comes online and the market has overcorrected, just like the ship with 
the impatient captain. There ’ s now a glut of new properties available, 
and they ’ re overpriced, too. Why? Because they were built when prices 
were high. Their costs were therefore higher. 

 Now the supply suddenly outstrips demand, and price - cutting 
takes hold. To make matters worse, phase I of a buyers ’  market also 
tends to coincide with stagnant or negative job growth in the area. 

 As the market cools, companies stop expanding and may even begin 
to lay off workers. Retail receipts drop, offi ce space becomes abundant, 
and apartments begin to see higher vacancies. These are the character-
istics of an oversupplied market. 

 When the new commercial space comes online, there will be more 
of it than there are people or businesses to occupy it. Desperate  owners 
forget their rosy profi t spreadsheets and slash rental rates to get that 
space fi lled and start seeing income — any income. 

 In addition to the key factor of supply, job growth is a signifi cant 
market force. In a Buyers ’  Market, Phase I, there is none. Jobs had 
started to slow down or leave the area in the previous Sellers ’  Market, 
Phase II. At the beginning of a Buyer ’ s Market, Phase I, job losses are 
still taking place. 

 The market will reach a point at which unemployment peaks and 
investment property values will decline to their lowest level of any 
phase in the cycle. 
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  When Jobs Become the Engine 

 For a city or town to move to a Buyers ’  Market, Phase II — the next 
phase in the cycle — its leaders must do something to increase employ-
ment opportunities. When jobs are created, people begin to migrate 
back into a community, population increases, vacant spaces begin to 
fi ll, and at last rents once again begin to climb. 

 In order to attract job growth, the fi rst necessary element is strong 
local leadership. If local government is not committed to change —
 or if its only activity is fi nger - pointing about who ’ s to blame for the 
lousy economy — the area will continue to wallow in a Buyers ’  Market, 
Phase I. 

 Each city has a master plan to guide it to the next round of growth. 
City leadership creates the plan to facilitate growth. To get your own 
copy of the master plan, call the local economic development commit-
tee and speak with a local offi cial. He will be happy to talk with you 
and tell you about all the wonderful things in the city that are happen-
ing, or soon will be. He knows the city needs investors like you in 
order to spark the next round of growth. 

 You must be cautious when viewing the master plan, though. First 
determine when it was last updated. Is it fresh, or is it one of those 
documents that took time and energy to compile, but no one pays any 
attention to? 

 If it was written ten years ago and has not been updated, city lead-
ership is not proactive. 

 Next, determine whether the city has actually taken action on the 
plan. A continuously updated plan that never comes to fruition is 
 simply a work of fi ction. 

 In the plan, you should see many areas that are labeled  revitaliza-
tion zones . These are usually downtrodden areas fi lled with obsolete 
buildings. The city usually creates a plan to spur business growth and 
development in these areas. They can be great places to invest, but 
only if the city has spent signifi cant money to make its plan a reality, 
and is clearly taking action. 
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 Until you see that happen, leave your money in your pocket. Don ’ t 
get stuck buying into that work of fi ction that goes nowhere, and has a 
sad ending.   

  Buyers ’  Market, Phase II 

 If the city leadership is on the ball, new jobs will begin to emerge in 
the city. Following the jobs, people will begin to migrate back to the 
city. The market slowly absorbs its oversupply of properties. Rental 
spaces fi ll up. Not only does occupancy increase, but there is a decline 
in how long properties and retail and offi ce space stay on the market. 

 As even more jobs come into the area, the pace quickens. Boarded - up 
residential and commercial properties come to life as investors rehab 
them and put them back on the market. 

 During the previous phase — Buyers ’  Market, Phase I — bank fore-
closures had risen to their highest levels. It ’ s typical in the later stage 
of a Buyers ’  Market, Phase II, for competition for these bank 
 fore closures to become fi erce. Both national and local investors now 
realize that there is money to be made in this market. Word gets 
around and both experienced and new investors circle this market on 
their maps. 

 As the market continues to improve, properties morph from being 
occupied by anyone who can fog a mirror and pay a few dollars in rent, 
to fulfi lling their  highest and best use . The quality of businesses and ten-
ants improves because they can afford to pay higher rent. 

 Rents and lease rates were at their lowest levels in the earlier 
 Buyers ’  Market, Phase I, but they ’ re now on the move. Because of this, 
property values also rise. Commercial property values rise fairly 
quickly, because they are largely valued as a function of their income, 
which is getting better all the time. 

 This is the very beginning stage of an  emerging market . Any inves-
tor can see this new activity taking place. Only the savvy investors can 
look at the earlier Buyers ’  Market, Phase I, and know that this Phase II 
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market is about to occur. They — and you — know this by doing your 
research and looking for certain market forces taking place. 

 Oddly enough, local property owners are the most likely to be 
blind to all the signs of recovery at fi rst. They ’ re the last to see it 
because their vision is so clouded by the pain they ’ ve been through in 
the last few years. They watched unemployment increase and saw the 
glut of properties that choked the market. They felt constant pain as 
revenues dropped, but their payments to lenders did not. 

 In the midst of all the swearing they did at the terrible market, 
they swore they would not invest in the area again. After all, they see 
no construction happening, and fi gure that the market is still dead. 

 These are fabulous sellers for you! They ’ re still hurting and look-
ing for someone to dump their properties on when you come along, 
 maybe  interested in buying. 

 They breathe a giant sigh of relief when you slide that check across 
the closing table. Their long nightmare is over. 

 The major oversupply is just starting to be absorbed, though, and 
rent levels have not grown high enough to support the building of new 
properties. 

 Because this city had an aggressive program to attract jobs, compa-
nies have committed to the area. Those plans transform from commit-
ments to actual, breathing people signing up for those new jobs. 

 As jobs come in, other jobs are created. For every one professional 
job that comes into an area, another three to four service jobs are cre-
ated to support that professional. This is called the  Multiplier Effect . 

 If a city expects to increase its labor force by 4,000 new nonagri-
cultural jobs, you can expect a total employment increase of 12,000 to 
18,000. This ripple effect will positively affect each type of commer-
cial property, although — as I said before — apartments will see the ben-
efi ts before retail does. 

 As jobs come into an area, competition for labor begins to increase, 
and so do salaries. There is now more disposable income that gets 
reinvested into the community in the form of restaurant and shopping 
revenues. The prosperity phase is beginning.  

c02.indd   21c02.indd   21 10/14/08   10:36:43 AM10/14/08   10:36:43 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

22

  Sellers ’  Market, Phase I 

 This is the second half of the emerging market. It occurs when a mar-
ket reaches  equilibrium . Rental and lease rates have risen to the level 
that can support new construction of commercial properties. 

 In this phase, even the local die - hard pessimists have become 
believers. Everyone is convinced that the good times are here to stay, 
and money fl ows into the market. Investors from far away now read 
about the market and add to the infl ow of money. 

 With all these investors now seeing positive signs everywhere they 
look, demand for investment properties is at the highest point of any 
phase in the cycle. 

 Demand now increases even more and soon surpasses the supply 
of investment properties. The same is true of commercial space and 
rental units. Construction again takes off. Properties sell very quickly 
and  time on the market  reaches its lowest point of all the phases. 

 Needless to say, this phase is very competitive for property buyers. 
Bidding wars occur when properties come onto the market. Buyers 
offer more than asking price to ensure they buy  something  in this hot 
market. 

 Speculation is in full swing. Raw land is snatched up for develop-
ment, and properties that suffer from any sort of obsolescence are 
bought and quickly converted to their highest and best use. 

 Just try getting a contractor to do repairs to your property at this 
point in the cycle! You won ’ t get your calls returned, because the con-
tractors have decided to become developers: They see the money that ’ s 
being made. 

 Employment continues to increase, as do wages. The number of 
people per household decreases as people start new jobs and move away 
from the family sanctuaries that housed them during the lean times.  

  Sellers ’  Market, Phase II 

 This is the riskiest phase of all in the market cycle. 
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 You can spot the very beginning of this phase because properties 
and space begin to stay on the market longer. Gone are the days when 
multiple offers are presented to properties the instant they hit the mar-
ket. Offi ce and retail space is getting fi lled up, but not snatched up. 

 Sellers and  lessors  (who have space to lease) are still getting infl ated 
prices, but they ’ re waiting longer for buyers and  lessees  (who need 
space) to act. Land is still being purchased for speculation. The amount 
of construction in the pipeline begins to look excessive. 

 For the fi rst time since the Buyers ’  Market, Phase II stage began, 
business and job growth begin to slow. 

 As investors sniff that the market is changing, they again conclude 
that now is the peak, and it ’ s time to sell those properties. Suddenly there 
is much more space on the market, exceeding what can be absorbed. 

 The overcorrection continues and even more properties come on 
the market. As it takes longer to move them, sellers lower their prices. 
Building owners who are feeling the effects of an offi ce - space glut 
begin to slash lease rates. 

 You know what happens from here — history repeats itself. The 
downward spiral picks up speed as each owner and seller reaches his 
personal panic threshold and caves in to get the deal done. 

 Smart investors have long since pulled their money out of this 
market and have already bought into another emerging market. They 
did this as soon as their leading indicators hinted that the market was 
transitioning into a Sellers ’  Market, Phase II. 

 Remember the two main market forces that will tip you off to this 
transition: The fi rst is job growth. When it becomes stagnant, that 
means there are no more people moving into the area. Demand for 
properties is about to fall. Unless an area can create more jobs, it will 
begin an inevitable downward phase. 

 The second main market force to watch constantly is supply. In 
every emerging market, a key factor causing that market to lose its 
momentum is overbuilding and oversupply. When builders build more 
than demand warrants, they ’ re forced to lower their prices and sell 
inventory to pay the bank notes that are marching due.  
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  The Market Cycle and Land Use 

 The commercial real estate value cycle can be measured in three ways: 
growth, maturity, and decline. 

  Growth Phase 

 During this stage, there is an abundance of rural land, usually being 
used as farmland. It sits on the outskirts of existing urban areas. As 
urban activity picks up, land becomes scarce and expensive. 

 Development pushes out to the rural areas, where land can be 
bought at lower prices. These areas attract urban dwellers who 
are priced out of the market. They now can pay less for the land, and 
the farmers receive more than they would by keeping it as farmland. 

 As development continues, local governments show their support 
by creating additional infrastructure, such as roads, water and sewer 
lines, schools, and police and fi re departments. The infrastructure is 
expensive, but hey, the market is going like gangbusters. Besides, gov-
ernments fund these improvements from all the tax revenues that the 
developments create.  

  Mature Phase 

 This occurs when much of the available land in an area is now devel-
oped and growth begins to slow. As the area matures, other sections of 
the new fringe become the next growth targets. 

 Development during the mature phase consists of identifying spare 
lots of land called  infi ll areas  and transforming them into their highest 
and best use. Some parcels may become residential, others will be retail 
centers to support that new population, and other parts will be zoned 
for offi ce buildings or industrial space. 

 During the mature phase, an opportunity presents itself to revital-
ize some of the original buildings that were built during the early part 
of the growth period.  
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  Decline Phase 

 Local governments become stretched. Their focus is out on the fringe, 
building infrastructure and creating new tax bases farther and farther 
from the city center. Often money will be raised from taxpayers in the 
mature areas, only to fi nd it redirected to infrastructure needs in 
the growth areas. The cities become hooked on growth. Now the 
mature areas begin to look threadbare, as repairs are deferred. This 
marks the beginning of the decline phase. 

 Don ’ t invest your money in areas going through the decline phase. 
It takes too long for governments not only to recognize the decline, 
but to get around to doing something about it. The time to invest in 
such areas, as I said earlier, is when governments put their money 
where their plans are, and actually begin projects and development 
incentives to revitalize the blighted areas. 

 We are currently purchasing a property on the south side of Dal-
las, where the city has committed to  $ 73 million in incentives for 
developers to revitalize the area. We will reposition the property to a 
more upscale one, while other developers are buying older properties 
that they will tear down and replace with high - end retail, entertain-
ment, and commercial spaces. 

 The entire area is destined to become an alternative to the very 
desirable  Uptown  area of Dallas. Young urban professionals who are 
priced out of Uptown will view this area as the next best viable alterna-
tive, as an entire  work - live - play  area is created.   

  What Drives Demand in a Market 

 The fi rst demand factor in any market is the local and national econ-
omy. Despite what the national media would like you to believe, most 
economies are driven by local job growth. Nevertheless, the  perception  
of what the national economy is doing can help or hinder local 
trends. 
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 Take any real estate market and you ’ ll fi nd investors who fall into 
one of three groups: the seasoned professionals, the rank amateurs, 
and everyone in between. 

 Earlier in this chapter we discussed how the pros read a market 
and act long before the crowd even knows what ’ s going on. The rank 
amateurs and a good hunk of investors in between (that third group) 
do not get their information from hard data on market trends. 

 No, they get it from Fox News, CNN, a couple of blogs they follow, 
and lots of gossip. Therefore, when the national media does feature sto-
ries about all the new real estate millionaires being minted each week, 
the amateurs sit up and pay attention. When these investors sit on a 
plane or in a taxi and hear someone brag about how his cousin just made 
a fortune in condo developments, the amateurs start to salivate. And 
fi nally, when they go out to dinner and the waitress reveals that she, too, 
is a real estate investor, it ’ s time to  get in while the getting is good!  

 That ’ s also the time when the professionals are selling like bandits 
and hightailing it out of that market. 

 Of course, the opposite is also true. The pros move into a market 
when the  gloom factor  is at its peak, judging by headlines, news stories, 
foreclosure auctions, and taxi talk. 

 Other than that powerful psychological factor, it usually doesn ’ t 
matter what is happening in the national economy. As we already dis-
cussed, the local job growth and supply situations are much more 
important than the national headlines. 

 Demographics are also a big predictor of demand in a market. The 
two big demographic trends happening in many markets right now 
are the rise of immigrants and the emergence of  echo boomers , who are 
the children of  baby boomers.  

 Over the next 50 years the immigrant population in the United 
States is expected to account for 62 percent of population growth. 
With that growth, you will see retail and apartments competing for 
these tenants. 

 Most fi rst - generation immigrants spend long hours working to 
provide a better life for their families. They want their descendants 
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to have a level of education and life that they didn ’ t have. It ’ s common 
for the fi rst generation to live most of their lives in rental housing. 
The second generation is more likely to own homes. 

 With a major wave of immigrants coming to this country for the 
next 30 years, that means a wave of renters is also coming. 

 Keep an eye on the echo boomers. Their numbers are just starting 
to be felt in housing, as they are reaching the age when they can rent 
and spend. According to the United States Census Bureau, there will 
be 84.9 million echo boomers by 2010, and they ’ re spenders. Investors 
who cater to their tastes in real estate will do nicely.  

  What Drives Supply 

 The fl ip side of demand is supply. Demand creates a market, but it ’ s 
lack of supply that eventually levels off a market. When demand begins 
to shift and new populations come into an area, supply is usually 
 abundant because of the excessive building of the previous emerging 
phase. 

 As all that supply gets absorbed, market prices begin to rise and 
demand grows for goods and services. Builders, retail outlets, and offi ce 
spaces expand into the area to meet that demand, and supply once 
again begins to increase. 

 Because supply is such a critical factor for you to focus on, let ’ s 
look at a few key things that infl uence it. 

  Land - Use Changes 

 Most cities and towns have zoning ordinances that restrict what you 
can build and where you can build it. For instance, if an area is zoned 
for industrial use, that ’ s what you are limited to. The same goes for 
areas of the city that are zoned for commercial or residential use. 

 Some parts of a city may be zoned for both commercial and resi-
dential, and perhaps even for industrial as well. That gives you choices 
about how you can improve a property. 
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 It ’ s common to drive down a main road and see houses on each 
side. Then, at a larger intersection, you will fi nd gas stations, dough-
nut shops, and strip malls. Residential and commercial spaces inter-
twine with each other as the need for both arises, and as local residents 
state their preferences for commerce through their buying decisions.  

  Moratoria 

 Sometimes a city will realize that too much of one type of property 
is adversely affecting the balance of properties. A  moratorium  may 
not be too far behind, which limits or bans further growth in that 
property type. 

 In the mid 2000s, an enormous number of apartment complexes 
were converted to condominiums in San Diego. The market for resi-
dential housing was going through the roof. The average price for a 
single - family home became way out - of - reach for the average wage 
earner. For these people, the American Dream of home ownership 
became unaffordable. 

 The best alternative was condominiums, which were generally 
priced 20 to 30 percent below the average price of a single - family home. 
Demand increased — quickly. 

 Developers were buying apartment complexes, making a few 
changes, and then selling the individual units off as condos. They made 
so much money that — of course — more developers got into the game 
and more apartments came off the market to become condos. 

 Not only did the supply of apartments become converted to con-
dos, but builders did not replenish the apartment supply. They were 
too busy building new condos. Rents shot up for the remaining apart-
ment units, making them unaffordable for many lower - paid workers. 

 When this happened, San Diego put a moratorium on condo 
 conversions. This eventually rebalanced the housing stock, but in the 
meantime, prices for condos went that much higher. 

 Cities have been known to put moratoria on land use, septic hook -
 ups, and a variety of real estate building types, depending on the 
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local imbalances. This is one more reason to stay on top of activities at 
the local economic development offi ce.  

  Obsolescence 

 It may be possible for cathedrals and other special structures to be just 
fi ne after hundreds of years. However, most commercial properties 
have an average useful life, regardless of how well they ’ re cared for. 
When they exceed that useful life, their value begins to decline. 

 For instance, an offi ce building that was built many years ago will 
not be wired up for today ’ s Internet needs. That makes it unusable for 
many companies. Some buildings can be retrofi tted at reasonable 
expense, but others cannot. 

 The same is true with outdated  HVAC , or  heating/ventilation/air -
 conditioning/cooling . Competing properties get built with the latest 
energy - saving and comfort amenities, while older buildings either 
must charge lower rents or steadily lose occupancy. 

 There comes a point when owners can ’ t afford the upgrades, but 
can ’ t afford to run an empty building, either. They sell at a steep dis-
count to someone who now will own the property at a much lower cost 
basis. With some creative fi nancing and rehab work, the new owners 
may be able to breathe new life into the property.  

  Eminent Domain 

 A city sometimes decides that it needs a large parcel of land for a new 
highway, convention center, or other major project. The forced - taking 
of a large area can sometimes cause a big change in the supply of a par-
ticular property type. 

 The same holds true for large areas that are condemned, which 
occurred in parts of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. Forward -
 thinking investors can sometimes anticipate the effects of these sudden 
shifts and act quickly, thus either preserving their investments or cre-
ating new opportunities.   
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 I ’ m often asked,  “ When is a good time to buy commercial real 
estate? ”  I answer  “  Now  — if you are buying the right property type, in 
the right emerging market, at the right price. ”  That ’ s a much more 
accurate and useful answer than  “ Oh, the right time is one year from 
now, ”  without qualifying the statement.   

 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  I  ’  L L  WA I T  U N T I L 
T H E   M A R K E T  C H A N G E S  B E F O R E  I  J U M P  I N . ”   

 A great many investors fall into what I call the  local paradigm . Here ’ s 
how it works: 
  The commercial market starts to recover and prices rise. Investors 
look at the opportunities on the market and kick themselves — they 
could have bought these same properties six months ago for 20 to 30 
percent less. 
  They put off buying a property until the market  corrects , and prices 
come down to where they  should be . Unfortunately for them, the mar-
ket simply continues its upward climb. 
  Another six months go by and prices are up another 20 to 30 
 percent. These investors now exclaim to anyone who will listen:  “ These 
buyers are crazy! I ’ ve lived in this market all my life and I can tell 
you — nobody will buy commercial real estate in this area for those 
prices! ”  
  They continue to stay on the sidelines. And — you got it — prices 
continue to climb. 
  When these local experts endure this self - kicking two or three more 
times, they fi nally throw in the towel and  go with the fl ow . They, too, 
buy into the market. 
  Only now they ’ ve waited so long that they truly are buying at the 
top. By defi nition,  the top  is when there ’ s the greatest amount of posi-
tive news to report, and it took that much news to convince these 
people. 
 Don ’ t let this happen to you. Make sure you are guided by facts and 
research, and not by any decades - old impressions of the market that 
you ’ ve known since you were a kid.
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  Putting Your Ear to the Railroad Track: How to Know 
the Profi t Train Is Coming Before Others Do 

 The profi t train will give you clear signals, if you know what to 
listen for. 

 The fi rst very clear signal will come in the form of job growth. I ’ m 
not talking about Don ’ s Donuts hiring two cashiers; I mean that you 
must watch for announcements that substantial jobs are moving in. 

 At one point, Countrywide Mortgage announced that it would 
move its headquarters and 9,000 jobs from California to Dallas, Texas. 
At about the same time, Fidelity Investments in Boston announced 
that it would transfer 1,500 jobs from Boston to Dallas. 

 When you hear such things about a market, your next step should 
be to call the Chamber of Commerce in the lucky market. Ask what 
other jobs are coming into the market and what the city is doing to 
attract these jobs. 

 Strong leadership in a city will entice corporations to come into 
an area by doing a combination of four things: 

   1.    Tax abatements.  The city will give a tax break to a commercial 
property owner. At one point, Cleveland offered a 75 - percent 
tax abatement for 12 years. In other words, if you renovated a 
commercial property in the city, you would not need to pay 
75 percent of your taxes for 12 years. Apparently that wasn ’ t 
suffi cient to attract enough business to Cleveland, so they 
 increased it to 100 percent for 15 years. That did the trick!  

   2.    Low - interest loans.  These entice businesses because their debt 
service expenses are reduced.  

   3.    Free money.  Dallas is providing  $ 73 million in incentive funds 
for anyone willing to take part in the redevelopment of the Oak 
Cliffs area.  

   4.    Free or very - low - cost land.  This gives corporations an 
 opportunity to move their headquarters or build an auto plant 
for costs that are way under the market. San Antonio created a 

c02.indd   31c02.indd   31 10/14/08   10:36:46 AM10/14/08   10:36:46 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

32

land package for Toyota so that it would build a manufacturing 
plant and create 8,000 new jobs.    

 When you understand what a city is doing to attract new businesses, 
you can gauge how strong the job growth may be. 

 By the way, the Chamber of Commerce loves to speak to us inves-
tors. They know the only way to turn the city around relatively quickly 
is to have us come in and invest. 

 Here ’ s another good indication that you ’ ve found a prime area to 
invest — new  big - box retail  stores being built in the area. Is Home 
Depot, Best Buy, or Wal - Mart establishing a presence in the market? 
If so, you can bet these outfi ts did some heavy - duty research and that 
there is an economic resurgence going on in that area. 

  Key Factors 

 You already know how critical job growth is to the economic vitality of 
an area. When jobs are coming into a market, it usually takes the form 
of relocations at fi rst. Those attractive economic incentives we just 
discussed are enough to cause major employers to decide:  “ This area is 
for us. ”  Relocations can also be a fairly quick  shot in the arm.  

 Job growth then happens in the form of new hiring in the local 
market. After that headquarters was relocated to the market, all the sup-
port infrastructure — the markets, shops, gas stations, and so on — will 
grow to meet that sudden demand. 

 As demand for workers increases, the supply of workers drops. 
This leads to an increase in median income. This good news will in 
turn attract new retailers to the area, and more jobs are created. Aren ’ t 
upward spirals great? 

 Population trends is another key factor. People move for a variety 
of reasons and they move in waves. In the early 2000s, a wave of peo-
ple moved from cold - weather states, such as in New England, down to 
Florida. Then, as prices rose in Florida, part of this wave was priced 
out of that market. 
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 Not wanting to go all the way back to New England, they stopped 
halfway back, in the Carolinas. They even have a name:  halfbacks . As 
home prices increased even more in Florida, the number of halfbacks 
grew. The Carolinas enjoyed an economic resurgence, largely because 
of these halfbacks. 

 There is also the  global effect . I don ’ t mean global warming, but Glo-
bal moving vans! They are a good indication of where people are going. 
If you fi nd out where Global or other major van lines have a high per-
centage of one - way trips, it is sure to be an area where in - migration is 
happening. 

 Watch for whether road crews are out widening roads that lead to 
an area. Those big projects only happen when master plans indicate 
major growth. Get a list from the state department of transportation for 
future projects. Few, if any, of your competitors will know to do this. 

 Areas with state government offi ces and also universities are often 
strong, enduring markets. 

 After all, governments are very slow to lay off workers. They pro-
vide a steady source of jobs. Even after an election year, a bunch of 
people move out only to be replaced by a bunch of the winning candi-
date ’ s people. 

 The same holds true for universities. With the echo boomers now 
coming into the college ranks, we have a surge of new students. Many 
juniors and seniors are dying to live on their own in apartments. They 
also spend freely at retail shops and restaurants that cater to them.   

  More Local Clues of Upcoming Strong Markets 

  Demographics 

 We ’ ve already discussed many demographic factors, but here are some 
more key considerations. 

 Each commercial property must attract its own target demographic 
profi le in order to be successful. Depending on the type of commercial 
property, they could include: number of businesses, customers, or 
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families in an area; size of those entities; median income; age; ethnic 
makeup; and so on. 

 A professional  demographer  will analyze an area by drawing three 
rings on a map of the property and its market. The rings are drawn at 
a one - mile, three - mile, and fi ve - mile radius around the property. 

 As an owner, you should know the demographic makeup within 
each of these rings. A restaurant owner may have a great chef, the 
best food, and award - winning d é cor, but if the right consumers for his 
food are not found within that three - mile ring, he ’ s looking at a real 
uphill climb. 

 An apartment owner might have an option to buy a  Class B  prop-
erty for a great price. The property is in good repair and the numbers 
look fi ne. But if the income level has dropped for residents within that 
three - mile radius, that ’ s probably the reason why the price is so 
 attractive. That property will be harder — not impossible, but much 
harder — to fi ll. Because 80 percent of apartment tenants come from 
within a three - mile radius of the property, this sudden income shift 
may now mean that they cannot afford your B rents. 

 Apartments will not be the only commercial properties affected by 
this lower income. The area may no longer be able to support higher -
 end retail and restaurants. As leases come due, Target stores may be 
replaced by Dollar stores. This is a sign that the economics are wors-
ening and you are defi nitely not on the  path of progress . Values will 
suffer.  

  Traffi c Count 

 All commercial properties are concerned with traffi c count. How many 
potential customers are going by every day? How many eyeballs will 
see the property signage? Different types of retail stores need different 
minimum traffi c counts to be successful, unless they have a large com-
ponent of Internet sales, or they are particularly good at marketing. 
Very few are. 
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 You can get traffi c counts from the local city government, which 
should be collecting this data regularly. Compare previous traffi c 
counts with the current ones to discover any trends. If it ’ s going down, 
is it because population is leaving the area, or because new roads have 
opened up, thus taking the traffi c away? Study these numbers and for-
mulate your questions. Then talk with the economic development 
people and your own network of brokers and property managers to get 
the answers.  

  Traffi c Flow 

 Determine which way the traffi c fl ows at different times of the day. Is 
it local traffi c, or people passing through as part of their commute? 
What about future plans of the transportation department: Is there a 
chance they will widen the roads in the future? If so, try to judge how 
that will affect your traffi c fl ow, including the ability of traffi c to come 
in and out of your site.  

  School Districts 

 This is an extremely important factor when you plan to own apart-
ments. Some school districts are far better than others. Many parents 
are drawn to districts that will give their kids the best education. 

 In fact, a school district can make or break a property. If you have 
a nice  A  property in an inferior school district, it will be much harder 
to keep it fully occupied at  A - level  rents. The bad school district is 
enough reason for  A  tenants to move out or never move in, and they 
have the money available to enjoy multiple rental options. 

 We own a property where the school district runs right down the 
center of the property! Children in one part of the complex go to a dif-
ferent school from kids a few feet away in the other part of the com-
plex. When there are vacancies in  front  units (the better school district), 
parents will frequently ask to be moved there.  
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  Access 

 This factor can cause problems for an otherwise great location. If you 
can see a property from the highway and it gets a huge daily traffi c 
count, you ’ re halfway there. If drivers cannot fi gure out how to get to 
your property, you will lose a great deal of business. 

 I own a Class A property in Brownsville, Texas. There is only one 
other A property in the market. My property has the best location 
because you can access it easily from the highway. My competitor is 
highly visible, but no one can fi gure out how to get to him! What 
a shame. 

 If people can ’ t get to a property, they quickly get frustrated and 
stop trying. I ’ ve got another property in a different market: It can be 
reached from three different directions, but there is no one  easy way . 
We have to market extra hard to keep the property full, and that cuts 
into my profi ts. It ’ s been an expensive lesson that I have now thor-
oughly mastered — and am handing to you! 

 By the way, just because you have a property located at an intersec-
tion, do not assume it is a great site. You must watch for problems 
entering and exiting that property, including backed - up traffi c at the 
intersection. Even when you see an open path, you must fi rst check 
with the city and sometimes state (if it ’ s a state highway) to make sure 
there are no restrictions on turning off and onto that road.   

  In the Next Chapter 

 If you ’ ve been paying attention, you now know more than a great 
many commercial investors who simply follow the crowd, and end up 
buying properties in mediocre markets, or worse. 

 Once you ’ ve identifi ed some good markets, the next step is to get 
your deal - attraction engine humming, so that you see opportunity 
after opportunity in those markets and can  cherry - pick  the best. That ’ s 
what the next chapter is about.                                     
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 DO N ’  T  L I S T E N  TO T H E  CR O W D  

 Today, Grand Central Station in New York City is beautiful. However, 
in the 1970s, it was a different situation altogether. The area was in the 
midst of serious decay. It was crummy, run - down, and a destination 
point for no one except those entering and leaving the city as quickly 
as they possibly could. 
  The old Commodore Hotel next to Grand Central was in big trou-
ble. It was a disgraceful sight. I knew that the neighborhood was ready 
for a change, and acquiring the Commodore Hotel became a quest. 
  Even my father couldn ’ t believe I was serious. He said  “ buying the 
Commodore at a time when even the Chrysler Building is in bank-
ruptcy is like fi ghting for a seat on the Titanic. ”  
  I had to structure an extremely complex deal with other interested 
parties. It took several years to negotiate everything. I still needed to 
get fi nancing. I hired a real estate broker who had a lot of experience, 
and who was in his sixties. I was only 27 years old at the time, and 
having a mature, accomplished presence with me worked to my 
advantage. 
  I bought the Commodore for  $ 10 million, with  $ 6 million going to 
the city for back taxes. I then sold the hotel to the city for one dollar, 
and they leased it back to me for 99 years. 
  Now, people and critics love this building. It started the revitaliza-
tion of the Grand Central area and opened in 1980 to great success. 
Today, it ’ s a hub of New York City — thriving and beautiful. 

  Donald Trump with Meredith McIver,  Never Give Up  (John Wiley  &  Sons, 2008, 
page 62).
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H o w  t o  B e c o m e  a 

D e a l  M a g n e t              

  AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  I  CA N ’  T  D O R E A L  E S TAT E 
B E CAU S E  I  D O N ’  T  H AV E  T H E  T I M E  TO C H A S E 
D E A L S . ”  

 This is one of the top two issues that stop 90 percent of would - be 
investors dead in their tracks. (The other issue:  I don ’ t have the money . 
We ’ ll get to that one later.) 

 There are two key principles you must know in order to  break the 
time barrier :  

  The First Time Principle: You Have More 
Time than You Think 

 Stay with me here: I ’ m not asking you to work harder or get less sleep. 
You might already be stretched pretty thin. I know I was when I started 
out. But in my experience, when most people say  “ I don ’ t have the 
time, ”  what they mean is  “ I choose to spend my time on other things 
versus this new project and I don ’ t know whether it will pay off. ”  
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 Let me put it a different way: Let ’ s say you are totally frazzled 
these days. You don ’ t get enough sleep, don ’ t have much fun, and can ’ t 
get all your work done. Sound like anyone you know? 

 Now imagine that you knew with certainty that your Great Great 
Uncle Ebenezer buried a substantial treasure chest in your family ’ s 
backyard 122 years ago. You found some old parchment hidden in the 
attic with only the general location. Would you make the time to go 
digging around under cover of darkness? That ’ s a no - brainer. Why? 
Because it met two key tests: The reward was substantial, and the proc-
ess was straightforward. 

 The rewards from commercial real estate can be as large as you 
like. You already know that from looking at Donald Trump. The stick-
ing point is the believability that you, too, can follow the process. 

 That ’ s why the trick with real estate investing is to put in as  little 
time as possible  up front into key investing activities until you see for 
yourself that your labor is paying off. 

 Later in this chapter I show you multiple great sources for deals. 
But there ’ s no point skipping ahead to them if we don ’ t get  the time 
thing  straightened out fi rst. 

 I don ’ t care if you ’ re the President of the United States — you can 
shave off 20 minutes here and 30 minutes there, a few times a week, for 
things you really want to do. You could be an air traffi c controller at 
O ’ Hare Airport and still have a bit of time during the day to put toward 
your chosen activity. You simply need to want it enough, or pressures 
and excuses will squash your plans. That ’ s where Old Ebenezer ’ s treas-
ure comes in.  You make time for the important things . 

 When I started investing in real estate, I had a busy one - man land-
scaping business and a house - cleanout business. By the time I got back 
to my one - bedroom apartment at night, I was absolutely beat. But I 
knew there was treasure buried out there, in the form of small proper-
ties that would throw off cash. 

 I discovered how to do direct mail campaigns. At night, exhausted 
in front of the TV, I would stuff and stamp envelopes. I simply did as 
many as I could before falling asleep. 
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 I started to see some leads this way. I was slowly getting more calls, 
and some of those turned into appointments. A few of these leads actu-
ally became deals. I had proven to myself that working this way was 
leading me to part of the treasure waiting for me out there. 

 On Sundays I would grab the newspaper and go right to the classi-
fi eds. I looked for commercial property for sale. At fi rst I just got 
familiar with the ads. I then called the ads that caught my eye. 

 Please understand that at fi rst I was  lousy  at this. I bumbled around. 
But so what! I was never again going to see those property owners 
advertising in the paper anyway. Besides, I didn ’ t invade their home; it 
was they who ran the ad. I was polite when I called up, so I just per-
sisted until it got easier. And it did. 

 In fact, I was surprised at how friendly most of the sellers were. 
They were happy to talk with me. After a few more calls, I was even 
more surprised at how good I got at talking to them. A little experience 
goes a long way. Eventually I got a few deals from this approach. Now 
I had two things going for me: direct mail and calling a few sellers. 

 Note that both these activities were highly fl exible: If I had a bit 
more time one day, I licked more stamps or called more sellers. Other 
days I could barely do any. But I kept it up, and  didn ’ t let excuses get in 
the way of my dreams . 

 I would also attend the local real estate club once a month. 
I remember my friend Al telling me how he kept getting deals from 
this one particular broker. The broker gave Al fi rst crack at any deal 
that came up. I thought,  Wow how lucky is he!  

 I asked Al how he got this broker to give him deals. He said that he 
had a great relationship with the guy, but it didn ’ t happen overnight. 
Al was patient and just kept watering and tending this seed until it 
took root and eventually became a strong tree — one that was giving 
him money - fruit regularly. 

 I thought, if even  Al  could do it,  I  could do it. I began to look 
really closely at those ads. I noticed which brokers were in the paper a 
lot. I started calling them and eventually took a few out to lunch. 
Before long I had three brokers giving me deals on a regular basis. 
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 Yes, all this was a pain. I could have been watching the Red Sox 
lose more games (this was well before they became regular champi-
ons). I could have slept in on Sunday morning. I even had to plan my 
landscaping jobs so I could clean myself up and take the brokers to 
lunch. But I also could see that strong - box of Ebenezer ’ s out there, 
waiting for me to unearth it! Pretty soon the cashier ’ s checks from deal 
after deal were enough to motivate me  big time .  

  The Second Time Principle: Getting Started in Real 
 Estate Investing Takes Less Time than You Might Think 

 You do  not  have to come home after work, change your clothes and hit 
the streets, knocking on doors. You do  not  have to bang the phones 
every night, calling dozens of ads. What you do have to put in place is 
an agreement with yourself to invest a small amount of time regularly, 
until you start to see movement toward your goals. 

 Notice I said  “  Getting started in  real estate investing. . . . ”  Once 
you ’ re rolling with a deal or two in different stages of completion, 
of course it will take more time. But you ’ ll be so excited with the 
 prospect of a deal paying off that you ’ ll easily make the time at that 
point. 

 The major mistake most real estate gurus make is to urge people 
to carve out many hours per week for real estate, right from the get -
 go. That ’ s an unrealistic expectation, doomed to failure. 

 So start out making forward motion every day on the key, high -
 payoff activities I ’ m about to show you.  

  Don ’ t Chase Deals — ATTRACT Them 

 You shouldn ’ t be like the dog, chasing his tail, getting worn out, and 
never quite reaching his goal. The real professionals attract deals. 

 This is not simply a choice of different words: It ’ s an extremely 
powerful marketing concept. 
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 Think what happens when you bang the phones and knock on 
doors: You ’ re faced with enormous amounts of rejection. You may get 
a polite  “ No thanks, ”  or you may get a  “ Get the % $ #*@ off my porch, 
you % $ #*@. ”  A friend of mine has had guns pulled on him and was 
chased down the street by a junkyard dog. 

 You may say:  No problemo, Dave, I ’ m tough. I can handle it.  
 No you can ’ t. Sooner or later it will wear away your insides and you ’ ll 

fi nd the path of least resistance. You ’ ll convince yourself that commercial 
real estate doesn ’ t work, or it ’ s not the right time in your market. Those 
are just variations on the old  My Dog Ate My Homework  set of excuses. 

 I can ’ t really blame these failed investors, because they went about 
it the wrong way. When you have marketing systems that allow you 
only to hear from motivated sellers, your life is far more pleasant. 

 What you do is put out the word that you ’ re looking for real estate, 
and the only responses you get are from the people who are at least 
somewhat motivated. 

 Don ’ t get me wrong: You still will talk to a lot of tire - kickers. They 
may  want  to sell now, but do not yet  need  to sell. That ’ s okay. The key 
thing is they called you. 

 Even the few calls you may make to classifi ed ads are in this cate-
gory. After all, you didn ’ t make them put the ad in the paper. They 
wanted people to call them. 

 When you make small but consistent efforts in attracting sellers 
through proven marketing techniques, you ’ re not on a breathless 
sprint to failure, but on a sustainable path to wealth.  

  An Easy Way to Recognize the Motivated Seller 

 Even if you get a certain number of duds contacting you, it ’ s still possi-
ble to be highly effi cient with your time and fi nd the gems. 

 The trick is to recognize quickly when you have a mere tire - kicker 
and when you have a real prospect. All you have to do is ask three 
questions: 
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  Questions 1 &  2:  “ How Much Are You Asking for Your Property? ”  . . . 
 Followed Quickly by  “ How Did You Determine That Price? ”  

 If sellers say they are looking for the current market price, you simply 
explain that you are an investor. That means you can act very quickly, 
but need to buy below market price so you can resell at the market. 

 Why would anyone sell for a below - market price? Trust me — it 
 happens all the time. Many people just want to be rid of a problem pro-
perty that ’ s been plaguing them for a long time. They ’ re psychologically 
done with that property and now want to be physically done with it. 

 Other people are in a big rush because they ’ re moving to a new city, 
or need cash quickly, or a nasty divorce just happened. Whatever the 
reason, you want to be that buyer at the right place at the right time. 

 When you ask  “ How did you determine that price? ”  a few may 
say:  “ Look, Mister, that ’ s what I paid for it and I just want my money 
back. ”  This would be a promising response from your perspective. 

 Are you  taking advantage  of these people? No. Remember, they 
called you. You ’ re helping them out of a tough situation. In fact, they 
will usually thank you afterwards. In my experience, most sellers don ’ t 
actually lose money in my transactions. They instead are selling for 
below market, but their equity in the property allows them to do that.  

  Question 3: How Fast Are You Looking to Sell? 

 If they say they have time and are in no big hurry, this usually means 
they want to put their property on the market and let investors 
compete for it. These are not profi table deals. Rarely have I won in a sit-
uation when I competed directly against other investors. That ’ s because 
other investors are usually willing to pay more for a property than I am. 

 Tell the seller:  “ I can close very quickly and work well with sellers 
who need to close quickly. . . . But if you have time to market your 
property to the highest bidder, then I probably am not your buyer. Is 
this your situation? ”  

 You ’ ll get the answer you need after you ask that question. 
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 In my living room is a bright - green sequined frog. I got it in the 
Cincinnati airport. It ’ s a reminder that I became successful in com-
mercial real estate because I was willing to kiss a lot of frogs. They ’ re 
also known as  unmotivated sellers . 

 I still kiss these frogs today, by spending a moment asking them 
these three questions. Sure enough, some of these frogs turn into 
princely deals!   

  A Simple and Inexpensive Way to Start Seeing 
Deals Immediately 

 As I hinted earlier, one of the fastest ways to get your deal - attraction 
machine cranking is to do direct mail. 

 Yes, we all consider it junk mail, but no, we  don ’ t  all throw it away. 
If we did, then those very smart and very rich companies would have 
long ago stopped sending us credit card offers. 

 The stuff works — if it ’ s done correctly. Most business owners are 
incompetent at using direct mail, then blame their failure on the tool, 
and not on themselves. Hey, that ’ s fi ne with me. It thins the herd. 

 Even when direct mail is done right, it ’ s still a numbers game. 
Depending on the offer and many other factors, you might only get 1 
response out of 100 letters. That ’ s okay, because that lousy one percent 
can make you very wealthy. 

 If you ’ re reliably getting a response, then you can ramp up your 
mailing. Now when you send 1,000 letters, you ’ ll maybe get ten peo-
ple to call you. Of those callers, perhaps only two to three will be seri-
ous sellers. That ’ s also okay, because one single deal can make you a lot 
of money. It will more than pay for the hundreds or thousands of 
 letters that didn ’ t generate a response. 

  What Is a Good Response Rate? 

 I get that question all the time. The response rate doesn ’ t matter: It all 
comes down to your  return on investment , also known as your  ROI . 
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If you had a 100 percent response from all your letters, but never did a 
deal, I would call that a lousy ROI. On the other hand, let ’ s say you 
only get one reply for 1,000 letters. That ’ s a one - tenth of a percent 
response rate. But say that deal brings you  $ 35,000 in profi ts. I ’ d say 
your ROI is pretty good!  

  Consider the Source 

 The source of your list is one very important factor in your direct - mail 
success. Go to your city assessor ’ s offi ce, where all the tax rolls are 
kept. By law, much of that information is open to public view. Ask for 
a list of all commercial property owners. 

 Sometimes the assessor ’ s offi ce will give you a diffi cult time about 
getting the list. You might be the fi rst person to have asked in a long 
time, or your request means extra copying work for someone. Be extra 
friendly but persistent. In my experience, most people at these offi ces 
around the country are very friendly and have a helpful attitude. 

 Sometimes the offi ce won ’ t provide you with the list, but will refer 
you to a list broker. These people make their livelihood from main-
taining lots of mailing lists for practically anything. 

 When I have a choice, I like to get my list from the assessor ’ s offi ce 
because it is the most current. 

 I recently had a call from a student who was looking for help to 
analyze an offi ce deal. She had sent out her fi rst direct mail campaign 
and was surprised at the amount of response she got. She not only had 
an interested seller for an offi ce building but sellers for two apartment 
complexes as well. 

 Some areas respond better than others, just as some letters work 
better than others. The keys to success are to keep mailing, and tweak 
your mailings until you fi nd success. Try a different headline, use some 
local news item in the letter to make it clear you ’ re a local investor, 
and so on. 

 Sometimes I ’ ll ask a list broker to fi nd people who have owned 
their properties for 20 years or more. These people have used a large 
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portion of their depreciation and may be looking to sell. They may 
also be close to retirement age and just want to move on. 

 The thing I like about list brokers is you can ask them for certain 
criteria in your list and tell them that you only want to pay for those 
criteria and they will get just such a list for you. It really is pretty scary 
how much information is out there on all of us. 

 The list is priced on a per - name basis. Don ’ t go hog - wild and rent 
many thousands of names. Just start with a few hundred or a few thou-
sand, and see how things go. 

 Note that I said  rent  a name. You typically cannot mail to these 
people more than once. How will they know you mailed multiple 
times? They  seed the list  with fake names and monitor what gets mailed 
to those names. If you ’ re caught, you ’ ve breached the contract you 
signed. Not good. 

 As you do more deals, you should consider asking the broker to 
give you only names of owners with properties above a certain size. 
My cutoff usually is properties with assessed values of  $ 2 million or 
more. That weeds out a lot of properties that I ’ m no longer interested 
in buying. That ’ s just fi ne with me at this stage. You might want to 
start somewhat smaller. 

 Here ’ s another tip: Every letter should have a headline. When 
owners open your letter, there should be a big, effective headline beck-
oning them to read on. The sole purpose of that headline is to sell the 
reader on reading the letter. 

 Because of this, your headline should state the biggest benefi t that 
owners will get from selling their property to you. For instance, the 
following headline has worked for me through the years: 

  I want to Buy Your Boston Commercial Property  
 Naturally I change the name of the city to the appropriate location 

for whatever owners I ’ m targeting. 
 One thing I was surprised to discover about letters is some people 

keep them for a long time. Maybe they ’ re not interested in selling at 
this moment, but they fi le the letter away because they ’ re mulling over 
in their heads the idea of selling, which I might have planted. 
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 Letters are easy and inexpensive and will get your phone ringing 
in a very short time.   

  The Magic That Happens When Your Deal 
Pipeline Is Full 

 Letters are only one way to get deals. Before I go into others, let me 
tell you about the evolution you ’ ll experience when you start to 
attract leads. 

 After you read this book — and maybe even before you ’ re done —
 you ’ ll want to do a deal as soon as you can. 

 You will start to look at deals and analyze numbers. Soon you ’ ll 
fi nd a deal that just might work. That ’ s when you need to be careful: In 
your eagerness, you may stop analyzing it dispassionately, and start 
wanting to  make the deal work . 

 You ’ ll say to yourself  “ Hey, this market is bound to be stronger 
than it is today, so I think I can boost rents just a little. ”  You may shade 
the occupancy numbers a bit higher, too. When you fi nd yourself 
doing this . . . STOP! It ’ s not a good deal. 

 When you have a full pipeline, you won ’ t try to improve on 
the numbers. You ’ ll be confi dent that another deal is right around the 
corner. In fact, you ’ ll be constantly reviewing them, and the challenge 
is not to fi nd more deals, but to narrow them down to fewer. That ’ s a 
great position to be in. By the way, when you have that kind of confi -
dence, it shows! Sellers sense you ’ re confi dent and that you mean it 
when you make them an offer and say:  “ That ’ s the best I can do. ”  

 I got an e - mail from a broker the other day. He said he has a three -
 property portfolio that ’ s not listed on the market. I can have it before 
others see it. I looked into it and the numbers were a bit high for a 
property built in the 1970s. 

 I e - mailed him back and told him so. He replied that there was lots 
of upside potential (that ’ s a favorite response among brokers). Well, 
that may be true, but with my deal pipeline full, I can afford to wait for 
the deals that have proven numbers, and not potential numbers. 

c03.indd   47c03.indd   47 10/14/08   10:39:23 AM10/14/08   10:39:23 AM



48

T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

 You must do the same, even if you don ’ t have as big a pipeline as 
I do — yet. Do not get into a deal for the sake of having a deal.  

  The Secret To Finding Deals 

 Real estate is a relationship business. Your business becomes a real 
self - sustaining operation when you have a network of contacts and 
specialists with whom you do deal after deal. You all win that way, 
because each time it becomes easier and more profi table. 

 In a later chapter I explain how to surround yourself with your 
 Dream Team  of specialists. And later in this chapter I describe ten great 
sources for deals. But I need to prepare you fi rst by laying out three 
Key Rules for Doing Business with Just About Anyone. 

 Let me put it to you plainly: I don ’ t care what else you have going 
for you — if you follow these rules, you ’ ll be successful. If you don ’ t, 
just go back to whatever day job you have, because you won ’ t cut it in 
commercial real estate. 

  Rule 1: Always Do What You Say You Will Do 

 Sounds simple, right? Then why is it most people don ’ t follow the rule? 
 It ’ s because they are much better at making excuses than keeping 

commitments. 
 You should be slow to make commitments, but when you make 

one, move heaven and earth to keep it. You will surprise and delight 
your business associates when you do that, and word will get around. 
They ’ ll want to work with you, because your deals will be some of the 
very few they can count on.  

  Rule 2: Make Doing Business with You Easy 

 It ’ s another rule that seems so common sense but is so uncommon in 
practice. 

 Look for opportunities to make the other person ’ s life easier.   
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  Does she need help setting up the appraisal, meeting an 
 inspector, or getting paperwork signed off?  
  If she ’ s waiting on a check from you, consider wiring the money 
so it ’ s there instantly instead of waiting for the mail to arrive and 
for the check to clear.  
  Is she short - handed in some way? Think creatively about how 
you can help to get some of her tasks done.    

 It ’ s all about exceeding expectations and then becoming a topic of 
conversation. She may then tell her friend:  “ You won ’ t believe what 
just happened; I had to slog over to meet the inspector at this property, 
and Dave actually volunteered to do it for me! That ’ s the fi rst time a 
buyer has ever volunteered to do that! ”  

 It ’ s not about thinking what ’ s your job and what ’ s the seller ’ s job. 
It ’ s instead about thinking what jobs does the seller have that you could 
help with. Are you required to do it? No. Are you even expected to do 
it? No. But it ’ s just those situations where your doing the task will 
impress the daylights out of the other person. 

 I am not suggesting that you become the errand - boy for the other 
party. I ’ m suggesting that you look for ways to distinguish yourself and 
stand out from the competition. Following this rule is one of the fast-
est ways to do so.  

  Rule 3: Don ’ t Be a Pain in the Butt 

 Some investors like to negotiate every little point, thinking they ’ re 
impressing others by being tough negotiators. Other investors do so 
because they ’ re just cheap. Either way, it ’ s a great method for doing 
single deals with people who will never want to work with you again. 

 Why? There are plenty of other investors and life is too short to 
be nickel - and - dimed to death, especially if you ’ re selling something 
of value. 

 Let ’ s say a  primo  deal is up for sale. The seller calls an experienced 
broker and asks to have the property put on the market. However, the 

•

•

•
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seller doesn ’ t want to go through the circus of putting it on the  open  
market. He wants the broker to present it to a small group of people 
that the broker knows can close the deal. 

 Will the broker show it to the butt - pain investor, or to others who 
are a pleasure to do business with? Hmmm. 

 This scenario happens all the time. You want to be part of that inner 
circle to get these  off - market deals  presented to you fi rst. There is poten-
tially millions of dollars of profi t in being on such inner - circle lists. 

 We just put a high-rise building under contract in Dallas. It came 
from an estate sale and the sellers wanted to move quickly. They also 
didn ’ t want a lot of media attention. The deal was quietly presented to 
us and one other company. The other company had more experience 
buying high - rise properties. In fact, they were one of the largest com-
mercial property owners and developers in Texas. 

 They  were  the stronger buyer. But we got the deal. 
 We had the carefully cultivated reputation of doing everything we 

can possibly do to make a deal easy for sellers and brokers. We also had 
the advantage of being smaller and nimbler. After my business partner 
and I went to the site for an inspection, we made an offer on the spot. 
The other company? They sent in acquisition guys who had to fi ll out a 
report . . . create a presentation . . . run it up the fl agpole to the suits 
back at the corporate offi ce . . . get the deal to the right committee. . . . 

 We snatched that deal off the table before our competition could 
even get their knife and fork in it. 

 Your reputation is absolutely key in the commercial world. Build a 
good one right from the start.   

  How to Have More Deals Than You Can Work On 

 It is systems that will keep that pipeline of yours full. 
 I ’ m not an engineer, but I sure do love systems. They ’ ve made me 

a great deal of money and they ’ ll do the same for you. Systems work so 
well because you can set them up, then delegate them to other people. 
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They run the systems, and your job is to monitor and improve the 
whole thing. 

 I read a great book on systems when I started my real estate busi-
ness. It ’ s called the  E - myth Revisited , by Michael Gerber. 

 The book talks about how to create systems so you are constantly 
working  on  your business instead of  in  your business. When you work 
on your business, you continually look for improvements. The goal is 
to make tomorrow work better than today. When you merely work in 
the business, you ’ re so caught up in the daily grind, you can ’ t step back 
and make adjustments. Tomorrow will be the same as today, except 
you ’ ll be one day older. 

 When you make a mistake, create a system so you don ’ t make it 
again. Determine what you do best and systemize everything else. 
Sure, you can ’ t do that on Day One, but you should be working toward 
that goal from Day One. 

 Your marketing systems are a key component. For example, I have 
a mailing system. I buy lists of property owners to whom I want to 
send mail at least once per year. I hand that list to a bunch of little old 
ladies in a local elderly complex in my hometown. 

 I supply my ladies with my marketing letters, envelopes, and other 
needed materials. 

 I also give them a written explanation of which letter goes to which 
type of property owner in what month. When letters come back 
marked as non - deliverable, they take that owner ’ s name off the list. 

 They call when they ’ re running low on supplies and when the letters 
are ready to be mailed. Yes, they ’ re wonderful little old ladies, but even 
so, I want to get the letters that are ready for mailing so I can drop them 
in the mail. Anyone who ’ s been in direct mail for any length of time can 
tell you horror stories about money spent on mailing campaigns, only to 
fi nd out that the letters never got mailed and the postage was stolen. 

 The best use of my time is to answer the phone when the seller 
calls. It ’ s that simple. If I relied on myself to do the letter campaigns, it 
would just not get done. It ’ s too easy to get busy and forget to get 
those letters out. Besides if you ’ ve ever stuffed, stamped, and written 
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addresses on thousands of envelopes, you know that pretty soon it will 
be at the very bottom of your  to - do list  — the part you never get to. 

 You can go through the pain of creating your own systems, or you 
can simply fi nd someone who ’ s been down that road and created them 
already. That ’ s the smart way to set up your business.  

  Successful People at First Make This Mistake 

 After you get and launch your marketing machine, you ’ ll be talking 
with many sellers and doing deals regularly. You will reach the point 
where you have too many deals to handle. Your fi rst temptation will be 
to turn off your buying machine. 

 Don ’ t do it. 
 If you ’ ve ever been on a really large cruise ship, you know that it 

takes a very long time for the ship to get up to speed. That ’ s the trade-
off for having the power to cross an ocean. Your marketing machine is 
just like that cruise ship. It will take continuous effort by you and your 
team to get it up to cruising speed. 

 If you shut it off while you ’ re busy with deals this month, the 
engine room will be stone cold by the time you realize two months 
from now that you ’ re running low on new deals. Now you ’ ll try to 
restart your marketing engine, but it will take another couple of 
months to get back up to speed again. You ’ ll suffer in the meantime. 

 You are much better off keeping that pipeline full, and using your 
network to make you even more money: You can count on other inves-
tors not having well - oiled marketing machines. Most don ’ t have a 
machine of any kind, and they ’ re dying for new deals. So when you 
have one you just can ’ t handle, go to your local real estate investing 
association. At the beginning of the meeting it ’ s typical for people to 
stand up and describe the deals they have, deals they ’ re looking for, 
and fi nancing they need. 

 Wear a bright shirt or dress and give your one - minute description 
of a deal. Then stand in the back of the room and watch the investors 

c03.indd   52c03.indd   52 10/14/08   10:39:24 AM10/14/08   10:39:24 AM



H o w  t o  B e c o m e  a  D e a l  M a g n e t

53

come fl ocking. You can fl ip your leads to these people for some nice, 
quick, easy money.  

  Ten Sources For Great Deals 

 I cannot give you one marketing tool to get you ten deals — but I can 
easily give you ten marketing tools that will each get you one deal. 
Over time, you need to add all these techniques to your marketing sys-
tem, and do them regularly. 

  Real Estate Brokers 

 People have mixed feelings about real estate brokers. Some say they ’ ll 
try to sell you anything; others swear that they can ’ t do business with-
out brokers. 

 In my experience, once you have cultivated three or four good 
brokers in a given market, you ’ ll have plenty of quality deals over time 
just from this one source. 

 When I started buying smaller commercial properties in Brockton, 
Massachusetts, years ago, I did just that: I made it my goal to cultivate 
three different brokers who were seeing most of the foreclosed properties 
in the area. These guys eventually fed me deal after deal, because I had 
followed the three relationship rules I gave you earlier: I did what I said I 
would do, I made their lives easier, and I was not a pain to work with. 

 I list brokers as the fi rst great source because they really do have 
the potential to make you wealthy. Still, you must be selective, because 
some brokers are way better than others. (Isn ’ t that the case with just 
about everything in life?) 

 Good brokers also try to cultivate buyers for two simple reasons: 
They fi gure these people may be buyers again, and they also want the 
commission when the buyers eventually want to sell. 

 Almost always it ’ s a great idea to resell the property from the bro-
ker you bought it from, unless there were major problems. This will of 
course motivate him to bring you more deals. 
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 Some investors try to save the commission by selling the property 
themselves on the Internet. What fools. Don ’ t they realize they just 
burned their broker relationship in that town? 

 Cultivate your brokers not only with commissions from deals, but 
with good old rapport - building. What interests do they have? Send a 
newspaper clipping. What do you have in common? Talk about that 
on the next phone call. What kind of food do they like? Take them to 
lunch at a restaurant which serves that kind of food. Stay in touch and 
be a bright spot in their day. It ’ s one of the highest - payoff activities 
you can do in this business.  

  Property Ownership Associations 

 Thinking about investing in a certain city? The fi rst thing to do is 
join the local property owners association. Not only will you get a 
very good education, but you ’ ll get to know the other owners in 
the city. 

 You ’ ll discover how business is done in that city — and it does vary. 
You ’ ll discover who are the good contractors, attorneys, property man-
agers, and lenders. You will also get warnings about the little quirks 
that every city has ( “ Watch out about the Building Inspector — he ’ s the 
Mayor ’ s son - in - law ” ). This market intelligence will save you countless 
hours of frustration, not to mention big bucks. 

 A bonus comes from the relationship you create with the other 
owners. You will discover who buys what, and they ’ ll learn what you 
like to buy. When the time comes to sell a property, they usually will 
tell the other members of the association fi rst. You may get deals before 
they hit the market. 

 Want to get known by many members quickly? Become a leader in 
the association. The fastest way is to volunteer to be on the board or 
help the organization with events. The board members and the people 
who  “ made this all possible ”  are usually recognized at the beginning of 
each event. When you ’ re named as one of them, you will fi nd yourself 
moving to the inner circle of that organization. 
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 Discover as much as you can about the members. First target 
members with whom you want to associate. Ask them if you could 
meet in their offi ce for 20 minutes at a convenient time for them. Tell 
them you want to learn more about their business and how you could 
help them grow. One of the most powerful phrases is  “ What can I do 
for you? ”  

 Genuinely attempt to help as many people as possible and it  will  
come back to you, multiplied. 

 To help you get started in your search for groups, here are several 
national property owners associations: 

  The Building Owners and Managers Association ( www.boma
.org )  
  International Council for Shopping Centers ( www.icsc.org )  
  National Association of Apartment Owners ( www.naahg.org )  
  Institute for Real Estate Management ( www.irem.org )    

 Start joining these groups, and look for local chapter meetings. 
They ’ re loaded with solid information and good people to do busi-
ness with.  

  Real Estate Investment Clubs 

 These clubs are similar to property owners associations but generally 
deal with smaller investors. There are great investment clubs all around 
the country; I ’ ve spoken at dozens of them. 

 Google your city for  real estate investment club/association  and the 
clubs in your area will pop up. 

 Get to know the operations by attending several meetings. Then 
to get the most out of your local club, you might inquire about starting 
a commercial real estate subgroup. That will put you in closer contact 
with like - minded people. Strange as it may seem, you ’ ll fi nd that these 
groups do not have a competitive atmosphere, but instead a coopera-
tive one.  

•

•
•
•
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  Attorneys 

 As good as you may get at real estate, you should always have one or 
more attorneys review your deals. It ’ s their job to stay on top of changes 
in state and local laws. They also know how to rewrite contracts to be 
as much as possible in your favor. 

 There ’ s another great reason to involve attorneys: They know a lot 
about changes in your local real estate market. Attorneys get involved 
when people fi le bankruptcy, when estates are liquidating property 
after someone ’ s death, and when businesses are dissolving and fore-
closures will occur. 

 Cultivate attorneys the same way that you cultivate real estate bro-
kers. Then explain to them the sort of property you want to buy. If you 
follow my relationship principles and have some patience, you ’ ll be 
privy to deals that never hit the market. 

 You can connect with attorneys through business organizations. 
Many active ones attend Chamber of Commerce and Rotary Club 
meetings. They are there to get more business, and so are you. 

 Also ask your growing network of brokers plus your pals at the real 
estate investing club. You ’ ll start to hear the same names come up, and 
those are the best targets for cultivation.  

  Courthouse 

 Because many real - estate - related events are on the public record, your 
local courthouse is a good source for deals. There you will discover who 
has fi led for bankruptcy, who is on schedule for foreclosure, the dates of 
sheriff ’ s sales, and so on. Though many companies provide this infor-
mation for a charge, I ’ ve found such services usually have stale informa-
tion, to the tune of three to six weeks behind actual courthouse fi lings. 
That lag time gives your competition too much of an advantage. 

 Instead, consider taking a weekly trip to the courthouse and get 
the fi lings. Once you do it a couple of times, train someone else to do 
it for you. Remember — delegate, delegate, delegate.  
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  Internet 

 Lazy investors use the Internet as an easy armchair source for deals. The 
only problem is the vast majority of deals on the Internet are garbage. 

 Using the Internet as your only source to fi nd deals is like fi shing 
without bait. You might get lucky and snag a fi sh, but you may die of 
hunger fi rst. 

 Let ’ s say a broker has a new listing for a strip mall. The fi rst thing 
he ’ ll do is look at his personal list of buyers to see who buys strip malls. 
Then he shows the deal to his top buyers. If they are not interested, he 
shows it to his entire list. 

 If none of his buyers is interested, he ’ ll give the listing to the offi ce 
manager to share with everyone in his offi ce. They then show it to eve-
ryone on their lists. If none of their buyers is interested, this deal goes 
on the Internet and into the classifi ed sections of the local newspaper. 

 If you simply take the convenient route of trolling the Internet for 
deals, you ’ re pretty much staring at the bottom of the barrel. 

 There are exceptions, though: I got a commercial property in 
 Austin, Texas, right from the Internet. I paid  $ 8.6 million for it, and it 
appraised for  $ 10.5 million. It ’ s been a good deal. 

 Why do good deals occasionally show up on the Internet? It ’ s 
because commercial brokers are not the only people who use it to mar-
ket their deals. Property owners sometimes don ’ t know a good broker, 
or don ’ t want to work with any brokers. They ’ ll hear that they can list 
a property right on the Internet, and that ’ s what they do. The good 
deals usually originate in this way. My deal in Austin was from a seller 
in Minneapolis. 

 The granddaddy of all commercial property Internet sites is  Loopnet.
com. One of its membership levels is free. Another outfi t is Costar.com. 
It is not cheap, so you ’ ll fi nd more serious investors on that site.  

  Direct Mail 

 I covered direct mail pretty thoroughly before, but I want to make a 
 special point: Direct mail will eventually get you in front of many 
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 sellers with more than one property to sell. They just don ’ t tell you 
that up front. 

 They want to make sure you are a player who actually comes 
through with your end of the deal. If you are and you do, as soon as 
you close your fi rst deal with them, they ’ ll often have another ready to 
go! Even if they don ’ t have another one ready, when they are thinking 
of putting properties on the market down the road, they ’ re likely to 
call you fi rst to see if you are interested.  

  Government Agencies 

 From time to time, even Uncle Sam might be a deal source. 
 As you know, the government has many kinds of guarantee and 

subsidy programs to encourage commerce and growth. Sometimes 
these deals go bad and a government agency takes the property back, 
but doesn ’ t want to own it forever. That ’ s when they ’ ll list the property 
for auction. 

 The Department of Housing and Urban Development (also known 
as  HUD ) sells commercial properties, among other types. One gov-
ernment site is  www.homesales.gov . Even though it is called  homesales , 
it also contains commercial property. 

 The U.S. Department of Agriculture sells similar real estate in 
rural areas. Its site is  www.resales.usda.gov . If you monitor these sites 
regularly, you might fi nd a solid deal.  

  Bank - Owned Properties 

 These types of properties are becoming quite widespread in our tur-
bulent economy. 

 What you do is establish a relationship with the person in the bank 
who runs the  Real Estate Owned (REO) Department  or the  Loss - Mitigation 
Department . She will have access to the bank ’ s deals. Sometimes she ’ ll not 
work with you directly, but will refer you to brokers whom she uses to sell 
the bank ’ s properties. If you really work your way into the bank, it ’ s possi-
ble to become the  go - to guy  even before the property goes to a broker. 
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 These relationships do take time to develop. First go to your local 
savings and loan and ask these people if you could have 20 minutes of 
their time. Maybe take them out to lunch. Be prepared with a brief 
description of what you ’ re looking for. Just be sure that you do not talk 
about  no - money - down  arrangements. Though it ’ s defi nitely possible for 
you to get into a good property with none of your own money in the 
deal, mentioning  no money down  will brand you as an amateur and 
effectively end the conversation. 

 If you are patient and they eventually want to do business with 
you, it will be because they feel you can close and you have something 
in common with them. 

 These same people will negotiate  short sales  on properties the bank 
owns. That ’ s when they ’ ll sell the property for less than the mortgage 
amount. We recently got a commercial property short - saled from 
 $ 4.3 million down to  $ 2.6 million.  

  People You Meet 

 I was fl ying back from Panama and struck up a conversation with the 
guy sitting next to me. He was a commercial property developer. For 
the entire fl ight to Houston we talked about markets, strategies, and 
contacts, and he ’ s now in my list of contacts. 

 Always be prepared with your  elevator speech . That ’ s a carefully 
crafted and memorized 30 - second pitch to use when someone asks you 
what you do. You can then deliver it without thinking, and make it 
enticing enough for him to ask more questions. 

 When people ask me what I do, I tell them I invest in commercial 
properties in emerging markets throughout the United States. That 
gets them asking more questions. They become intrigued by what I 
do, because I believe that secretly most people want to be real estate 
investors. Only a small percentage actually take the time to discover 
what it takes to do it, the way you ’ re doing right now. 

 After they ’ ve hit me with a few questions like  “ Where do you 
buy? ”  and  “ Do you travel a lot? ”  I always ask,  “ Whom do you know 
who might be looking to sell a commercial property? ”  
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 Occasionally they know someone who ’ s in the market to sell. Most 
of the time they don ’ t know anyone. That ’ s okay, because I just put the 
seed in their head. I give them my card and ask them to call me in the 
future if something comes up. 

 I ’ ve gotten good referrals from asking that question and sometimes 
the phone call comes months after the conversation. 

 Let people know what you do, so they can help you do it!   

  In the Next Chapter 

 You now have the knowledge to get deals coming in. Very soon after 
people get comfortable with that part of the process, their concern 
turns to  “ What do I do when the phone rings? ”  In other words, will 
they be able to analyze the deals well enough to know the great 
 opportunities from the dirty dogs. 

 What a coincidence: That ’ s exactly what we cover in the next 
chapter.                             

   ALWAY S  BE  ON T H E  LO O KO U T F O R DE A L S    

 Donald Trump succeeds as a deal maker because nearly everyone 
who ’ s anyone knows that Donald Trump is open to offers. From his 
early years, he mastered the art of self - promotion. He not only searches 
for opportunities but continuously invites opportunities to come 
to him. 
  Trump said:  “ As I was heading in from the Palm Beach airport, a 
pair of newly built gleaming white towers caught my eye. I looked into 
who owned them and discovered that a bank had just foreclosed their 
mortgage. I soon bought the  $ 120 million project for  $ 40 million. 
  You can fi nd good deals everywhere if you just keep your eyes and 
your mind open to possibilities. ”   

 From  Trump University: Real Estate 101 , John Wiley  &  Sons, 2006, p.217.    
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 The sentence above is not quite accurate. Most amateurs don ’ t have 
the problem of too many deals crossing their desks. Instead, they con-
vince themselves never to get into commercial investing, because 
they ’ re worried that they won ’ t know what to do when the leads do 
start coming in. 

 That ’ s a good problem to have! Do not let your current status stop 
you from revving up your deal - attraction engine, which we covered in 
the last chapter. 

 Also realize this: You will at fi rst not be that great at analyzing 
deals. So what? You ’ ll probably let some decent ones go by when you 
could have made a nice profi t on them. So what? Just be patient and 
look for a particularly good deal. If you have followed my advice in the 
last chapter, you ’ ll be seeing plenty of leads. 

 Those leads will give you your  deal legs , just as sailors must culti-
vate their  sea legs  and get used to the ocean waves. 

  AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  I  CA N ’  T  P O S S I B LY  TA K E  T H E 
T I M E  TO A N A LY Z E  A L L  T H E  D E A L S  I  C O M E 
AC R O S S .” 
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 Fortunately, this is not a vague and slow process. We ’ re going to 
walk through several simple calculations that will tell you very quickly 
whether you have a possible deal, or just a dog. 

 The vast majority of what you see in the market will be of the 
canine variety. 

  In Commercial Real Estate, the 80/20 Rule 
Is More Like the 90/10 Rule 

 Ever heard of the  Pareto Principle ? It ’ s also known as the  80/20 Rule . It 
means that 80 percent of something is usually caused by 20 percent of 
something else. In sales, for instance, 80 percent of your sales may 
come from 20 percent of your clients. 

 Well, in real estate a similar rule is at work, except it could be 
called the  90/10 Rule . Try to spend only 10 percent of your time quickly 
sorting through 90 percent of the deals that come across your desk, 
because 90 percent of your potential profi ts will come from that other 
10 percent of deals. 

 As you get better and better at analyzing, you ’ ll also be building 
better relationships. Your network will know what types of deals you 
do and the quality of your in-box will improve. After a while, you ’ ll 
have people sending you only the deals that make sense.  

 You Need Only 10 Percent of the Numbers 
to Sort Out 90 Percent of the Deals 

 If you were so inclined, you could spend months analyzing only one 
deal. But something tells me you ’ re much more inclined to make 
money than crunch numbers — am I right? 

 Fortunately for us nonaccounting types, you need only a handful 
of critical - but - easy calculations to determine whether or not a deal is a 
strong candidate. 
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 Commercial properties usually produce income. There are three 
types of income: 

  1. Gross Potential Income  
  2. Effective Gross Income  
  3. Net Operating Income    

  Gross Potential Income  is all the money that comes into the prop-
erty. This includes not only rental income at full occupancy, but 
 vending - machine income, late fees, and anything else collected from 
the property. 

  Effective Gross Income  is calculated by subtracting the dollar   value 
of vacancies from the gross potential income. 

  Net Operating Income  is the money you have left over after making 
your mortgage payments and funding capital expenses (for instance, 
roof repairs). It ’ s usually referred to as  NOI , and is calculated by sub-
tracting operating expenses from effective gross income. 

     NOI   �   Effective Gross Income    �    Operating Expenses     

 Note that I mentioned two types of expenses:  Operating Expenses  
and  Capital Expenses.  Operating expenses are those that happen during 
the day - to - day operations of the property. They include taxes, insur-
ance, repairs, maintenance, administrative expenses, management fees, 
payroll, marketing, contracted services, and utility expenses. 

 One good feature of operating expenses is that you usually can deduct 
them from your income taxes in the year in which you paid them. 

 Capital expenses are typically larger repairs that are not consid-
ered immediate. They can only be  depreciated  — that is, deducted — over 
 several years. Examples of capital expenses are replacing roofs, paint-
ing the exterior of the property, and replacing appliances and carpet. 
These are called  below - the - line expenses  because they show up after NOI 
has been calculated. 

 We ’ ll come back to these income measurements later. 
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 Tools to Calculate Value 

 You need to know two key calculations to determine the value of a 
property: the  capitalization rate  and the  cash - on - cash return . 

 The capitalization rate is usually called the  cap rate . Think of it as the 
return you expect to get on your investment if you paid all cash. You cal-
culate the cap rate by dividing the NOI by the sales price. After all, you 
calculate the yield on a bond, for instance, by taking your annual bond 
income and dividing it by the value of the bond. Cap rates are similar. 

 Cap rates usually range from 6 to 12 percent. The higher the cap 
rate, the riskier the property, just as the higher the bond interest rate, 
the riskier the bond. 

 The more stable the property, the lower the cap rate. You would 
naturally expect a higher return from a riskier property, right? 

 Riskier properties are ones that need many repairs, are in bad 
areas, or were built more than 30 years ago. 

 Institutional investors have been known to pay very low cap rates 
for properties. As a very rough rule of thumb, we usually fi nd good 
deals starting at an 8 cap or better. 

 Here ’ s the nifty thing about cap rates: If I know I need to pay an 
8 cap or better for a deal to work for me, then all I need is the NOI. 
With that number, I can determine what my maximum offer should be 
for the property. 

 Let ’ s say I have a shopping center with an NOI of  $ 545,000. I now 
know two of the three parts of the equation, and any kid can tell you 
it ’ s possible to fi nd the third number. All I have to do is divide the NOI 
of  $ 545,000 by the cap rate of 8 and out pops the  $ 6,812,500:

         $ 545,000 NOI  _____________  
    .08 Cap Rate

   �        $ 6,812,500 Property Value 
    
     

 I cannot pay more than  $ 6,812,500 for that property. Just remem-
ber to convert the cap rate of 8 to the decimal of .08, or your calcula-
tion will be off by a factor of 100! 

c04.indd   64c04.indd   64 10/14/08   10:40:35 AM10/14/08   10:40:35 AM



65

H o w  t o  R e a d  a  D e a l

 Now let ’ s determine value with the  cash - on - cash return . I like to use this 
method when I ’ m buying, and the cap rate approach when I ’ m selling. 

 The cash - on - cash return tells us how fast we will get our money 
back. That ’ s important because you want to get that money plowed back 
into doing more deals. 

 Calculate cash - on - cash return this way: Divide annual cash fl ow 
by your acquisition costs (that is, down payment and other up - front 
expenses):

    Cash on Cash Return   �       NOI    –    Debt Service   __________________  
   Acquisition Costs       

  

 (Note: NOI  –  Debt Service is just another name for Annual 
Cash Flow.) 

 Good deals usually have a starting cash - on - cash return of 10 percent 
or more. There are exceptions, and some brokers may tell you it ’ s not pos-
sible to get a 10 percent cash - on - cash return in their market. If you hear 
this, politely thank them and go on to the next broker. This one has just 
told you that he ’ s not going to give you what you need to be successful. 

 Now that we have the basic calculations down, we can very quickly 
look at a deal and determine if we want to take it to the next step. 

 The next deal in your pipeline comes in and it ’ s a 5 cap. We don ’ t 
want to pay anything below an 8 cap, so we will probably pass on that 
deal. Another one comes in with a 7 percent cash - on - cash return. 
That ’ s not close to the 10 percent threshold, so you should probably 
pass on that one too. On the other hand, if the person with that prop-
erty seems really motivated, you might feel like there ’ s room to nego-
tiate a lower price. In that case it would bring both the cap rate and 
cash - on - cash return higher. 

 You can see how these two calculations will very quickly handle 
most of what your deal pipeline delivers. 

If the cap rate or cash - on - cash return is above or close to your 
 target numbers, it ’ s worth spending more time to see if this deal could 
become a live one. You ’ ll need to analyze further to determine whether 
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you should take the deal to the next stage, and you must analyze 
quickly: Good deals do not stay on the market long.

  Another Key Measure: Debt Coverage Ratio 

 Many investors buy based on speculation. They get into a deal that 
produces very little cash fl ow and hope to make all their dough from 
appreciation. 

 Yes, such deals can work out. It ’ s even sometimes worth getting 
into a deal with negative cash fl ow, where the property doesn ’ t throw 
off cash, but requires cash. Nevertheless, don ’ t bother with these types 
of deals when you ’ re starting out. There are simply too many proper-
ties that generate positive cash fl ow for you to get involved with a  nail -
 biter  of a deal early on. 

 It ’ s important to gauge the health of your deal by calculating its 
debt coverage ratio:

    Debt Coverage Ratio   �       NOI    ____________  
 Debt Service       

  
 
 This ratio tells you how many times your NOI covers your mort-

gage payment. As a rough guide, lenders like to see a debt coverage 
ratio of at least 1.2 to 1. For every dollar of mortgage payment you 
must make, you have  $ 1.20 coming in. 

 The higher the debt coverage ratio, the safer the deal. If you are in 
a deal with a debt coverage ratio of 1.1, the seller will either need to 
come down on price or you ’ ll have to put up a higher down payment 
to drop that loan amount.  

  Cash Flow Before Taxes 

 Notice that we ’ re getting deeper into the analysis, but we ’ re still 
 covering common sense measurements. Here ’ s another such number: 
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    Income   
    �   Expenses   

    � Net Operating Income   
    �   Debt Service   

    � Cash Flow Before Taxes     

 That last number is important because it ’ s beginning to approach 
what we could see in cash fl ow from the property. We may or may not 
have much of a tax bill, depending on the deal. Real estate defi nitely 
receives favorable tax treatment from Uncle Sam, in the form of depre-
ciation of the property and also deduction of many expenses. 

 We can ’ t spend that  cash fl ow before taxes  just yet, but remember 
that it ’ s the critical number in the calculation we did earlier:

    Cash on Cash Return   �      

Cash Flow Before Taxes 
(i.e. NOI    �    Debt Service) 

    Acquisition Costs       

        
       
We especially want to know that cash fl ow fi gure for two reasons: 

Not only is it the fi rst benefi t we ’ ll receive from the deal, but it ’ s also a 
measure of our safety cushion. 

 If a deal generates substantial cash fl ow, then lots of things can go 
wrong with the property, but you can still keep current on the bills. Per-
haps there are unexpected expenses for repairs or higher - than -  normal 
tenant turnover. Whatever the reason, your cash fl ow may suffer, but 
your property won ’ t. 

 If your deal barely generates cash fl ow, then what happens when 
that unforeseen situation occurs? Very quickly, you get into hot water 
with the lender or with vendors who want to be paid, or both. 

 Some day your real estate empire will be large enough for you to 
pay out of your pocket to help a great deal that needs a brief injection 
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of cash. In the meantime, just make sure you go into each deal with a 
cushion of cash built right in.  

  The Big Lie: Pro Forma Numbers 

 The term  pro forma  is not Latin for  pretend , but it might as well be. 
Most sellers try to give you a work of fi ction when they hand over pro 
forma numbers. 

 Smart investors always buy based on  actual results . They focus on 
numbers that the property is hitting  right now , and they focus on recent 
trends. Sellers tend to downplay the past and present, while talking up 
the future. 

 It all comes down to a variation on this story line:  “ Just wait until 
you see how this property will turn the corner in the near future and 
become a cash cow. ”  

 There are two problems with pro forma numbers: First, if you buy 
based on them, you ’ re already behind. You must hope that conditions 
get better simply to meet those projections. But what if the market 
changes, a hurricane blows in, or a big local employer goes bust? Now 
things are getting worse, and you bought on the hope that they would 
get better. 

 The second problem: You ’ re rewarding the seller for something 
that she didn ’ t do. She could have raised the rents, increased occupancy, 
or decreased expenses, but no: She pawned that job off on you — but she 
wants you to pay her the same as if she had done all these things! 

 I ’ ve bought and sold other businesses. When you buy a business, 
you should base your decision on the fi xed assets and the income 
stream, not on promises. 

  The Right Numbers 

 Here ’ s how the professionals take a quick but accurate look at deals: 
They focus on the last two years of  profi t - and - loss statements , the year -
 to - date  profi t - and - loss statement , and the current  rent roll . 
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 These numbers will tell you the true story of that property. 
 The profi t - and - loss statements are also called  operating statements . 

Make sure you get them in the form of a  month - to - month trending 
report . It ’ s vital that you see them each month, side - by - side, for an 
entire year. Then with a glance you can see if the property is fl at, 
trending upward, or losing ground. 

 This report will also show you how the property performs through 
the seasons. It ’ s detailed enough that you can drill down and ask ques-
tions, but it ’ s not so detailed that you miss the bigger picture. 

 You want at least the last two years of these statements, although 
some investors like to get three years. Either way, it ’ s the last six months 
that you focus on. They ’ re not only the freshest results, but lenders 
weigh that period very heavily when they ’ re in a loan committee, 
deciding whether to fund your deal.  

  Insider Tip 

 Let ’ s say your deal analysis goes well, and you not only sign a letter of 
intent to begin your analysis in earnest, but you sign the  purchase and 
sale agreement , also known as a  P & S . That means you ’ ll be buying the 
property, barring any major unforeseen circumstances. 

 A couple of months are likely to pass between the time you sign that 
P & S and the day you actually close on the property. Do not forget to get 
updated operating statements for those most recent months! Not only 
will you want the freshest information, but if the numbers are trending 
down, the lender may require that you put up more money to close the 
deal. A good closing is one where no such nasty surprises pop up.   

 The Three Ways to Value Properties 

 As investors, we benefi t by the inexact nature of real estate prices. It ’ s 
a teachable skill to spot undervalued properties. Part of that skill 
involves knowing how professionals arrive at fair values for properties. 
Let ’ s look at the three most common methods. 
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  Comparable Method 

 This method compares properties that share a similar form and func-
tion. For instance, a class - B apartment complex would be compared to 
a similar class - B property. A 15,000 - square - foot retail strip center 
would be compared to a property of similar size and age. 

 With commercial properties, you compare not only sales prices 
but also price - per - square - foot. When comparing apartment com-
plexes, you ’ ll often compare price per unit. 

 One problem with the comparable method is that your market 
might not contain other properties that are truly comparable.  

  Income Method 

 I said in an earlier chapter that the value of a commercial property is 
not so much in the property, but in the cash fl ow it generates. You 
determine the key cash fl ow number by taking annual income and sub-
tracting expenses. This is the NOI we ’ ve already discussed. 

 Notice that you do not take into consideration the mortgage amount. 
That ’ s not a property characteristic because you might buy for all cash 
and I might buy with lots of debt. Either way, it ’ s the same property. 

 With the  income approach , you will use the cap rate to determine 
the value of the property. Let ’ s look at that formula again:

    Property Value   �       NOI     _________ 
Cap Rate

         

 We know the NOI, and I just said we plug in cap rate to determine 
value. You might wonder what cap rate to use. Here ’ s where we get 
back to comparables again. This time, instead of trying to compare 
properties of similar age and size, you fi nd out what the current cap 
rate is for properties like yours. 

 Earlier I talked about cultivating real estate brokers to send you 
leads. These people are also indispensable for valuations. Call up your 
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brokers and ask what the cap rate is for your general type of property. 
Armed with that information, you can now solve the equation just 
mentioned for property value. 

 Let ’ s say you have an industrial building that is bringing in 
 $ 342,000 in NOI. You talk to a couple of commercial brokers and fi nd 
out that industrial buildings similar to yours in age and condition are 
selling at around an 8 cap. 

 That means:

     $   4,275,000   �        $   342,000 ________ 
    .08

         

 Is that THE value of the property? Probably not. But it might be 
one good estimate.  

 Cost Method 

 This is the least - used method. However, it does work well when a 
property is new or almost new. 

 When using the cost method, fi rst determine the value of the land. 
Do that by using the comparable method for similar parcels of land. 
Then estimate what it would cost to construct the existing building. If 
the property was built some time ago, you must factor in elements 
such as obsolescence. Today properties are constructed with more 
energy effi ciency in mind, and they are prewired for lots of  technology. 
Buildings that are only a decade old may not have such features. 

 This method can still be useful, though. When I started to buy 
small commercial properties in a worn - out blue - collar city, everyone 
told me I was crazy. But I didn ’ t care, because I had run two simple 
 calculations — I knew these properties generated good NOI, and 
I would be buying the properties well below replacement cost. 

 I scooped up as many of those properties as I could while the 
 market was soft. In a few short years I was rewarded handsomely when 
my cash fl ow and values tripled. 
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 Be on the lookout for markets where you can buy buildings below 
replacement cost. It will discourage builders from coming into that 
market because — all else being equal — they ’ ll fi nd it hard to compete 
with you, given their higher price to build. 

 Other Important Components of Value 

 Those three methods are just the beginning steps to becoming com-
fortable with value. Let ’ s look at several other considerations. 

  Location 

 You ’ ve no doubt heard the old saying that  the three most important things 
in real estate are location, location, location.  It ’ s a cute saying, but wrong. 
As with most sayings, it ’ s simplistic. Location is indeed important, but 
it ’ s only one factor. 

 You defi nitely want to spend time assessing the location, though. 
For instance, most successful coffee and doughnut shops are on the 
going - into - town side of the road, where most commuters drive in 
the morning. This is called the  A.M. side.  Most successful dry cleaners 
are located on the  P.M. side , going out of town. 

 You ’ ll see shopping centers off major highways and offi ce build-
ings near mass - transit lines or major arteries. Hotels often prefer the 
central business district and airports. 

 Each commercial property type has its own profi le for best location 
to ensure that it ’ s getting maximum exposure to its target market. 

 You know those small black hoses stretched across roads for a  couple 
of weeks at a time? Someone ’ s counting traffi c. Well - established busi-
nesses are very good at knowing what demographics they need to be 
successful, and an accurate traffi c count in front of a commercial build-
ing is a key selling point. It ’ s especially important for retail properties, 
but not as important for industrial, offi ce, or apartment buildings. 

 Another way to focus on location is to look for up - and - coming 
areas. If you can get in on the ground fl oor, you ’ ll make a bundle when 
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the area matures. I encourage you to get my book on the subject, called 
 Emerging Real Estate Markets , published by John Wiley  &  Sons. 

 When you notice an area where buildings are being rehabbed and 
new construction is going up, you can bet this area is being revitalized. 
What was once a poor location may now become desirable. 

 Just be careful: Enter a  revitalization zone  only after other investors 
and the local government have committed to the project. Why? Sig-
nifi cant change is often very slow to occur. If you start to buy and 
rehab properties too early, you may be left carrying those properties 
fi nancially for a long time before your plan comes to fruition. 

 Don ’ t be a pioneer. You can tell these people because they ’ re the 
ones face-down in the mud with all the arrows in their backs. Instead, 
be a fast follower, who doesn ’ t get in quite on the ground fl oor, but 
doesn ’ t take nearly the amount of risk, either.  

  Expenses 

 Always focus on the expenses your seller is reporting to you. Expenses 
at most properties run at around 50 percent of gross income, as a gen-
eral rule. If expenses are running higher, it could indicate ineffi cient 
management, or an owner who is paying expenses such as utilities for 
tenants. 

 Also look at expenses per square foot. Divide total expenses by the 
number of rentable square feet. Each area and property type has a 
 normal range. Any broker, property manager, or appraiser on your 
team can give you this information. 

 Expenses per unit are calculated by taking the total expenses and 
dividing them by the total number of units in the property.  

 Price 

 When evaluating a multi - family property, fi nd out what the per - unit 
sales price was for similar properties. You can bet your lender will want 
to know. 
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 I was initially considering a property in Huntsville, Alabama, for 
 $ 23,000 per unit. My local banker told me that similar properties were 
selling for  $ 19,000 per door. 

 I went right back to the seller and told him that. When he realized 
I was willing to walk from the deal, the seller came way down on his 
price. That one conversation with my banker saved me big money. 

 Be sure to verify taxes with the local assessor ’ s offi ce before you 
fi nish your analysis of the property. Assessors have a habit of reevaluat-
ing properties at the time of sale and increasing the taxes. I do not like 
surprises. 

 If the assessment is more than 40 percent below market price, assume 
that the taxes will soon go up and factor that into your numbers. 

 Leases in Place 

 When you buy a commercial property, you are actually buying the 
leases. This is your cash fl ow, so really focus on the leases in place. 

 Some aspects of leases are relatively standard, such as the length, 
or  term . For instance, multi - family leases are usually written for a term 
of one year. Sometimes tenants will move into a property without 
signing a lease. In most states they become a  tenant at will , which 
means their tenancy is renewed every 30 days. 

 Other commercial properties like offi ce buildings usually have 
leases for three or more years. Some leases — especially on land — can 
go out as far as 99 years. Why not 100 years? Because real estate law 
considers any lease over 99 years to be a sale. 

 You must look at the term of  all  existing leases in a property when 
doing your due diligence. If the market has risen and rent per square 
foot is up, you may not be able to take advantage of that rising market 
if you have leases that expire years from now. 

 Similarly, watch out if rents are dropping and most leases for major 
tenants will come due in a year or two. The value of the property will 
soon fall unless the market changes or you do some fancy negotiating. 
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 The creditworthiness of the tenants or  lessees  is important. With 
offi ce, retail, and industrial properties, the better their credit, the more 
steady your cash fl ow will be. On the other hand, these types of ten-
ants know they have great credit, and will negotiate you down on price. 
Most things are a tradeoff, and this is no different. 

 When you continue this lease audit, check to see whether the 
rent roll the seller gave you in fact matches the sum of individual 
leases in terms of rents and deposits. If they don ’ t match, you may 
now have another negotiating point, depending on the magnitude of 
the discrepancy. 

 There are an infi nite variety of lease clauses. Similar to trusts, they 
can be written to favor the seller, favor the buyer, or can be pretty neu-
tral. When you get serious about buying or selling any commercial 
property, be certain you have a highly experienced real estate attorney. 
This person can alert you to minefi elds in the leases, and can also get 
you the most favorable legal treatment possible when the time comes 
to sign new leases. 

 Types of Commercial Leases 

Be aware of these common forms of commercial leases:

  The  gross lease  is where the owner pays all operating expenses and 
gets them back by charging higher rents to lessees. These  expenses 
include management fees, common-area maintenance, taxes, 
 insurance, and so on.  
  The  modifi ed gross lease  is very similar to the gross lease but 
 certain expenses are passed through to the tenant. These are 
 appropriately called  pass - through expenses . They usually are taxes, 
maintenance, insurance, or any combination of these.  
The  net lease  requires tenants to pay operating expenses and 
common - area maintenance. It ’ s  net  because the landlord is 
 receiving revenue net of all these expenses. A very common 
form is the  triple - net lease , where tenants pay all operating 

•

•

•
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 expenses. There are also  single - net leases , in which tenants 
pay property taxes and  double - net leases , where tenants also pay 
insurance.

  Estoppel Letter 

 This is a letter that ’ s sent to tenants by an independent third party to 
verify the rents they are actually paying. 

 The lease may state one amount that is backed up by the rent roll, 
but these numbers can be altered. Sometimes owners have side deals with 
tenants that don ’ t show up on the rent roll or leases. These letters will 
allow you to verify the true income for the property, and this is critical. 

 To fi nd out exactly what the tenant is paying — and what tenants ’  
actual security deposits are — be sure to have estoppel letters sent. 
Then check for discrepancies. 

 Estoppels are used in most commercial transactions, but are very 
rarely used in multi - family transactions.  

  Replacement Reserves 

 Be sure to include replacement reserves in your analysis. Your lender 
will require that you set aside a certain amount of money in an escrow 
account for replacement of capital items that wear out over time. 

 Capital items are larger expenses such as roofs, siding, heating and 
air-conditioning equipment, parking lot repair, and so on. If you have 
an A property that was just built, you won ’ t have capital expenses to 
speak of. With a C property, you can expect signifi cant replacements. 
Remember that C properties were built 25 to 35 years ago. Unless it ’ s 
a Japanese shrine that was built for the ages, it ’ s going to need a lot of 
costly attention. 

 You  will  get that money back, but only after you spend it.  Typically, 
you can request that reserves be given back to you from the lender 
every quarter. You must submit all paid invoices to back up your reserve 
request. You will only get an amount of money that equals your 
invoices.  
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  Parking 

 Parking is very important at commercial properties. With offi ce and 
retail spaces, look for a ratio of four spaces per 1,000 square feet. For 
an apartment complex, you ’ ll want to see at least 1.5 spaces per unit. 

 If you ’ re considering converting an apartment complex into con-
dominiums, then you ’ ll want two spaces per unit, because this is the 
typical ordinance for condos. 

 I ’ ve passed on many otherwise solid deals because the parking was 
either not adequate or I could not add it cost - effectively.  

  Breakeven Analysis 

 Before we run the numbers on a couple of deals, let ’ s fi rst talk about 
your  breakeven occupancy . This is a critical calculation, because if your 
property drops below this mark, your property will not be supporting 
you; instead, you will be using money to support  it . 

 If you have a property whose breakeven occupancy is 82 percent, 
you must keep it economically occupied at 82 percent to pay expenses 
and debt service. 

 Notice that I said  economically occupied . There are two types of occu-
pancy: physical and economic. Physical occupancy is the obvious version. 

 Economic occupancy is the percentage of units that are actually 
paying you. The other units may not be paying you as a result of a few 
months of free rent that you gave away in order to get tenants, for 
example. Economic occupancy usually lags physical occupancy by a 
couple of percentage points and sometimes more, depending on the 
type of property you encounter. 

 The higher the breakeven point, the riskier the property.  

 Types of Properties 

 Just like the letter grades you were given in school, commercial prop-
erties are rated from  Class A  to  Class D . 
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 Sellers and brokers classify properties in the same way.  Class A  
properties were typically built within the past ten years. They have the 
trendiest amenities and are crisp and clean. They attract the  highest -
 quality tenants and command the highest lease rates. 

  Class B  properties were built within the past 20 to 30 years. They 
also attract high - grade tenants, but often the tenants don ’ t quite want 
to pay for the Class - A space. 

  Class C  properties were built within the last 25 to 35years. These 
properties are usually in areas with lower - income demographics. They 
often suffer from deferred maintenance, but there is still a semblance 
of tenant service. 

  Class D  properties are in the worst condition and are usually in the 
worst part of town. Buying these properties is a real professional ’ s 
game. It ’ s possible to make good money by buying D properties in B or 
A areas and repairing them to B status. This is a form of  repositioning . 

  Seeing Opportunity Where Others Walk Right By 

 When you invest in commercial properties, you ’ ll have the opportunity 
to do two types of deals. The fi rst type — which we ’ ve been discussing 
all along — is the  momentum play . Those are the ones that generate cash 
fl ow right from the time of closing. You close on the deal, hand the 
property to the management company, and start collecting checks. 

 I suggest that you focus on these lovelies initially, because they 
provide momentum to your real estate career in the form of check 
after check. 

 The other type is a  repositioning deal . You ’ re repositioning two 
things — the property itself and the tenant base. The trick is to fi nd a 
lower - grade property in a better area. It ’ s common to reposition a C 
property in a B area, and turn it into a B property. 

 You do this by upgrading the exterior and interior of the complex. 
Then you reposition the tenant base by getting in a better group of 
people who are happy to pay B rents for a B property. There is a whole 
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process for doing this, and I outline it in my book,  Multi - Family 
 Millions , published by John Wiley  &  Sons (2008). 

 I ’ m not talking about slapping a new coat of paint on a property 
and charging more. If you reposition incorrectly, you simply pour 
money down the drain. If you do it properly, and give the right time 
and attention to each phase, it can be wildly profi table. 

 The ultimate is to reposition a property in an emerging market, 
where not only the property and tenants get better, but the entire market 
takes off. You only need to do one of these deals in your lifetime to put a 
permanent grin on your face and lots of zeros on your bank balance.  

 How to Run the Numbers 

 Let ’ s sink our teeth into a couple of deals and see how the analysis 
works. 

 Have the past two years ’  operating statements broken down into a 
twelve - month trend report showing each month side by side. You ’ ll 
also need the year - to - date operating statements broken down the same 
way, plus the current rent roll. Remember, we don ’ t care about the 
seller ’ s projections or  pro forma  numbers. We don ’ t want the thrilling 
fi ction the seller hands us about future performance, but instead want 
to focus on the nonfi ction of past and present results. 

 Note: Occasionally a seller will not give you actual numbers until 
you put in an offer. This is crazy because you can ’ t make a rational 
offer without them. 

 If this happens, consider moving on to the next deal. If you really 
want to pursue this one, the only thing you can do is offer based on the 
numbers you were given. Then, once you get the actual numbers, you 
can renegotiate your offer if those numbers are drastically different. 

 Case Study 1: Apartment Complex 

You get a property package for a 144 - unit apartment complex. It was 
built in 1984 and tenants pay all the utilities. The seller is asking a 

c04.indd   79c04.indd   79 10/14/08   10:40:41 AM10/14/08   10:40:41 AM



80

T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

 purchase price of  $ 5.4 million. Assume that you will take out an 
 interest - only loan at 6 percent, and you and your partners are putting 
20 percent down on the deal. (Remember, that doesn ’ t mean  you  are 
putting anything down. That ’ s the beauty of having partners who 
are private lenders.)

 The seller tells you that gross potential rent is  $ 972,000 per year 
and you determine the vacancy rate is 8 percent. 

 You don ’ t care what the theoretical revenue is, because vacancies 
exist at the property. Therefore, you want to get to the effective gross 
income:

    Effective Gross Income   �   Gross Potential Rent    �    Vacancy Cost     

 First calculate the vacancy cost:

     $ 77,760 Vacancy Cost   �    $ 972,000    �    .08 Vacancy     

 Now calculate Effective Gross Income, or  EGI :

    894,240 EGI   �    $ 972,000 Gross Potential Rent    
 –    $77,760 Vacancy Cost     

 The seller also gives you the following actual expenses, which add 
up to Total Operating Expenses:

     Taxes       $ 67,200   

    Insurance     $ 36,000  

    Labor     $ 129,600  

    Administrative     $ 15,800  

    Utilities     $ 48,000  

    Repairs and Maintenance     $ 115,200  

    Marketing     $ 10,800  

    Capital Reserves     $ 36,000  

     Total Operating Expenses       $ 458,600   
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 Now let ’ s fi nd the net operating income:

    NOI   �   Effective Gross Income    �    Total Operating Costs     

 Putting numbers to this equation, we fi nd:

    435,640 NOI   �   894,240    �    458,600     

 Now that we know the NOI, we can determine the capitaliza tion 
rate:

    Capitalization Rate   �       NOI  __________ 
   Sales Price

         

 Our situation, with numbers fi lled in, is:

    .08   �        $   435,640      __________ 
$   5,400,000

         

 We now know the capitalization rate is 8 (remember to bring the 
decimal point over two places). 

 Now let ’ s fi gure the cash - on - cash return, which you saw earlier:

    Cash - on - Cash Return   �       NOI    �    Debt Service    __________________  
  Acquisition Costs

               

 We know the NOI, and we now determine debt service and acqui-
sition costs. 

 We are putting 20 percent down, so the mortgage will be 80 per-
cent of the purchase price:

     $ 4,320,000 Mortgage   �    $ 5,400,000 Purchase Price    �    .80     
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 With an interest - only mortgage at 6 percent, our annual debt serv-
ice would be:

     $ 259,000 Annual Debt Service   �   .06    �     $ 4,320,000 Mortgage     

 Your acquisition costs will be the down payment, plus any out - of -
 pocket cost needed to close the deal. The down payment for this deal 
is 20 percent:

     $ 1,080,000 Down Payment   �   .20    �     $ 5,400,000 Purchase Price     

 Out - of - pocket costs typically run at 3 percent of the purchase 
price:

     $ 162,000 Out - of - Pocket Cost   �   .03    �     $ 5,400,000 Purchase Price     

 Therefore:

      $ 1,242,000 Total 
 Acquisition Costs   �     $ 1,080,000 Down  Payment   �

   $ 162,000 Out - of - Pocket Costs     

 We now can plug everything in for an answer:

    .14 Cash - on - Cash Return   �        $ 435,640 NOI    –     $ 259,000 Debt Service         __________________________________   
$ 1,242,000 Acquisition Costs       

  

 A 14 percent cash - on - cash return is good. As I said, you usually 
want 10 percent or better. This deal is worth pursuing. 

 Case Study 2: Shopping Center 

Another broker calls you with a heads - up that a shopping center has 
just come on the market this morning. It is 45,000 square feet and is 
anchored by a major - chain grocery store. (An  anchor  is the largest 
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 tenant.) There are six other retail stores in the complex. The square 
footage and rent breakdown is as follows:

    Leases    Sq. Ft.    Rent per Sq. Ft.    Yearly Rent  

    Grocery store    11,000     $ 12     $ 132,000  

    Pharmacy    8,000     $ 11     $ 88,000  

    Shoe store    5,000     $ 8     $ 40,000  

    Nutrition store    2,000     $ 6     $ 12,000  

    Clothing store    8,000     $ 8     $ 64,000  

    Electronics store    7,000     $ 7     $ 49,000  

    Hair salon    2,000     $ 6     $ 12,000  

    Pizza parlor    2,000     $ 6     $ 12,000  

     Total      45,000           $ 409,000   

 All leases are  triple - net,  with tenants also paying the  common - area 
maintenance expenses , or  CAM,  of  $ 3,500 per month. 

 The purchase price is  $ 5 million. You and your partners would put 
20 percent down and take out an interest - only loan at 6.5 percent. 

 We already know the NOI for this property is  $ 409,000, because 
tenants pay expenses under the triple - net leases, and the owner bills 
back the CAM expenses. We also know that:

    Capitalization Rate   �     NOI  /  Purchase Price      

       .081 Cap Rate   �        $ 409,000 N OI   ______________________   
    $ 5,000,000 Purchase Price

         

 In other words, it is an 8.1 cap rate. 
 Now let ’ s determine the Cash - on -  Cash Return:

    Cash - on - Cash Return   �       NOI    –    Debt Service   __________________  
   Acquisition Costs

   
   
           

$ 4,000,000 Mortgage Amount   �     $ 5,000,000 Purchase Price    �    .80      
Financing
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 Now let ’ s fi nd the annual payment on that mortgage:

     $ 260,000 Debt Service   �    $ 4,000,000 Mortgage Amount   
  �    .065 Interest Rate     

 Now let ’ s fi gure acquisition costs:

     $ 1,000,000 Down Payment   �   .20    �     $ 5,000,000 Purchase Price

         $ 150,000 Out - of - Pocket Cost   �   .03    �     $ 5,000,000 Purchase Price     

 Plugging in all our numbers, we get:

    .129 Cash - on - Cash Return   �   $ 409,000 NOI    –    $ 260,000 Debt  Service         _________________________________   
 $ 1,150,000 Acquisition Costs

               

 In other words, a 12.9 percent cash - on - cash return, which is 
not bad. 

 Am I saying that this quick analysis is enough to buy a property? 
Of course not. But it is enough to do that quick, initial review of all the 
deals that will soon be coming into your life. 

 Remember, you will apply the  90/10 Rule  and spend only 10 per-
cent of your time on 90 percent of the deals. That will allow you and 
your team to focus the bulk of your efforts on only the most 
promis ing deals.   

H ow to Borrow an Additional Set of Eyes 

 Let ’ s say that you review a deal and get pretty excited. Start the offer 
process immediately, and send that deal to your mortgage broker to 
have him take a look at the numbers. 
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 It ’ s critical that you have a good mortgage broker on your team. If 
this person is well - connected, he knows which lenders specialize in 
what types of loans. 

 This service alone is worth the  one point  (that is, one percent of the 
loan amount) that you ’ ll pay the broker for putting the fi nancing 
together. 

 If you try to save money here, you will waste a lot of time looking 
for the right lender for your deal. Not only will you often be rejected, 
but — and this can be worse — you may get a  false yes . What I mean by 
this is that a lender will tell you that it can do the deal, but it really 
cannot. This can be disastrous. 

 This happened to me on a large repositioning deal. I went with a 
lender who said it could do the construction loan, and when construc-
tion was complete, the lender would roll it over to a conventional loan. 

 Six weeks into the process the lender called to say it didn ’ t want to 
do the deal. That really got my attention. I was now looking at eating 
a lot of expenses if I had to back out of the deal, not to mention the 
damage to my reputation. 

 Fortunately, I had a great relationship with the bank that currently 
held the note on that property, and I arranged for alternate fi nancing. 

 I later talked about this fi asco with an experienced local mortgage 
broker who smiled, nodded, and said that he could have told me that 
the lender had a reputation for not following through with that type of 
deal! I ’ ve been glad to pay experienced mortgage brokers for their 
invaluable knowledge ever since. 

 Brokers not only save you time and trouble with lenders, but they 
double - check your analysis and make sure you got it right. It ’ s like 
having an expert deal analyst on your team. 

 After you do your fi rst deal, you ’ ll have many brokers and sellers 
sending you deals. If you cultivate your mortgage broker correctly, 
you can even have this person do the preliminary screening of the 
deals. Imagine only hearing about a deal when your broker says that 
it ’ s a live prospect, and that he already has a lender in mind. That is the 
true power of your team.  
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  In the Next Chapter 

 You don ’ t have to be Donald Trump in order to be an excellent negoti-
ator. You ’ ll fi nd that most people you ’ ll be sitting across the table from 
are poor negotiators. Therefore, with only a few solid principles under 
your belt, you ’ ll do a great job of buying for the least money and sell-
ing for the most. 

 In the next chapter I hand you a career ’ s worth of profi table nego-
tiating principles.
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  The Letter of Intent 

 You have discovered how to attract deals and create key relation-
ships. You also know how to leverage your time and quickly fi nd the 
nuggets among all the ore you ’ re sifting through. It ’ s time to start 
making offers on the deals that make sense. 

 When we make an offer on a commercial deal, we use what ’ s called 
a  Letter of Intent . It ’ s also known as the  LOI . This short document tells 
the seller the terms under which you wish to purchase the deal. 

 Many beginning investors make a big mistake right here. They 
think the purpose of doing due diligence is to end up making an offer. 
In reality, the purpose of making an offer is to allow you the time and 
access to information in order to perform effective due diligence. 

 When a broker approaches you on a deal, you have only the rough-
est numbers, as we saw in the last chapter. Now it ’ s time to get more 
serious about the deal. There ’ s no point sinking lots of your time into 
a deal, only to fi nd out it was sold last week to someone else. The LOI 
enables you and the seller to date seriously, so to speak, before you 
sign the  Purchase and Sale Agreement  and get engaged. 
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 The LOI covers several key aspects of the deal. These include: 

  Property address  
  Purchase price  
  Time frame  
  Inspection period  
  Deposit  
  Title policy  
  Closing  
  Assignment  
  Access  
  Commissions    

 Let ’ s look at each of these in more detail. 

  Property Address 

 Do not refer to the property only by its business name, such as Ever-
green Mall. Be sure to use the address of the property so that there is 
no confusion at any stage with similarly named properties.  

  Purchase Price 

 This is what you are willing to pay for the property, plus any other 
requests regarding the price of the property. For instance, I usually 
add a  repair allowance  in this section. 

 A repair allowance is what you will receive from the seller at clos-
ing for repairs that must be done to the property. Most properties need 
immediate repairs at the time of sale. Some properties need much 
more than others. I would rather get those repair dollars from the 
seller instead of having to go into my own pocket to fi nance them. 

 If the seller does not want to give a repair allowance, ask him to 
raise the price by the amount of the repair allowance and then give 
that amount to you at closing. He should be agreeable, because these 

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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costs are a deductible expense to him at the closing and he won ’ t pay 
taxes on that extra money. Most sellers are willing to do this. 

 Just be certain of two things: The property appraisal must support 
these extra dollars for repair; otherwise, why are you buying it?  Second, 
you ’ ll need to redo your numbers and make sure you still make a profi t 
at the higher purchase price. 

 Some sellers offer to lower the purchase price by the amount of 
the repair allowance and have you pay for the repairs. Again, this 
means you must fi nance those repairs somehow, and that can be a pain. 
It ’ s better to have the repair allowance built right into the deal. 

 The  purchase price  section of the LOI is also where you ask the seller 
to hold any owner fi nancing. Some sellers own properties free and clear 
of any debt. If you never ask for seller fi nancing, you ’ re unlikely to get 
it! Some sellers will give you much or all of the fi nancing you need for 
the deal. You can ’ t count on it, but it ’ s worth asking. 

 Most likely you will be asking for a second mortgage of between 
10 and 20 percent. First you must fi nd out if your primary lender will 
even allow a second mortgage, in the form of seller fi nancing. Some 
will, and others won ’ t. Such a loan is called  subordinated debt . If you 
truly need it to make the numbers work, tell your mortgage broker to 
fi nd a lender who will allow it. 

 When you prepare your LOI including a proposal for owner 
fi nancing, be sure to start the offer process in a way that benefi ts you 
the most. 

 The fi rst offer I always make is for the  principal to be paid in fi ve 
years . Notice that I didn ’ t say anything about interest or payments. 
What I ’ m asking for is a fi ve - year loan to be paid off in fi ve years in 
one lump sum. 

 Why would someone give me a loan for fi ve years and not want to 
see any money sooner in the form of principal or interest payments? 
I don ’ t always know why people do that, but I know it happens. Why 
not start your LOI negotiations by asking for it? 

 If that goes nowhere, my second seller - fi nancing request is for a 
loan with  simple interest at x percent to be paid in fi ve years . In other words, 
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if the seller insists on getting interest, offer simple interest to be paid 
with the principal in fi ve years. This again avoids making payments. 
Cash fl ow is king in our business; you must guard it energetically. 

 If the seller balks at that request, at least he knows you ’ re negotiat-
ing like a pro! Your third offer will be for  simple interest payments 
monthly, principal to be paid in fi ve years . Save this version for when the 
seller insists on a monthly payment. 

 Your fourth negotiating position is reserved for the moment when 
the seller insists on acting like a bank and getting principal and inter-
est payments monthly. Your offer then might be  10 percent owner -
 fi nancing amortized over 25 years, with a 5 - year balloon.  

 Translated, that means the loan payments will be calculated as 
though you will pay them over 25 years, and for the fi rst fi ve years of 
payments, that ’ s all you will pay. However, at the end of fi ve years, you ’ ll 
make one large payment to bring the loan up to fully - paid status. This 
has the effect of dropping fi ve years of your payments to a lower level. 

 I know this sounds like a lot of back - and - forth with the seller. Believe 
me, it ’ s worth it. Besides, some sellers will accept your very fi rst offer.  

  Time Frame 

 A typical timeframe clause looks like this:   

 Seller shall submit a  bona fi de  Purchase and Sale Agreement (the  “ Agree-
ment ” ) to Buyer with respect to the purchase and sale of the Property 
within ten (10) business days from the date this letter of intent is fully 
executed and accepted by both parties. The date the Agreement is exe-
cuted by both Buyer and Seller and receipted with the Title Company 
(as hereinafter defi ned) shall be the Effective Date of the Agreement. 
Buyer shall have Thirty (30) days after Effective Date (the  “ Inspection 
Period ” ) to make best efforts to perform physical inspections and other 
due diligence with respect to the Property and decide, in Buyer ’ s sole 
discretion, whether the Property is satisfactory to Buyer.   

 The  Effective Date  mentioned above is very important. It ’ s the date 
on which both the seller and buyer are agreeing to sign the purchase 
and sale agreement. 
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 Every other important date in the contract will be based on that 
Effective Date.  

  Inspection Period 

 As you can see from the earlier paragraph, the  Inspection Period  lasts for 
30 days after the Effective Date. This is also called the  Due Diligence 
Period . 

 This is when you really roll up your sleeves and have a detailed 
look at the property. It ’ s when you do three major inspections —
  fi nancial, physical, and legal (we cover this in a later chapter). During 
the Inspection Period, if you are not satisfi ed with the property for any 
reason, you can walk away and get back your entire deposit. 

 It ’ s vital that you remain constantly aware of your Effective Date: 
Should you decide to walk away from the deal after that date passes, 
you will get none of your money back. 

 Your due diligence information request from the seller will 
include: 

  Current title commitment paid for by seller  
  Any property survey the seller has  
  Existing leases, current rent roll (showing lease rent, lease expi-
ration, and security deposits paid for every tenant)  
  Bank deposits for the most recent three months (certifi ed by 
the bank)  
  Profi t - and - loss statements for the past three years  
  Capital expenditures for the past three years  
  Architectural, engineering, and feasibility studies as to the con-
dition of the property, if the owner has these documents  
  Environmental reports (Phase I or other reports), if these are in 
the owner ’ s possession  
  Inventory of personal property used in connection with the 
property  
  Real estate tax and insurance bills for the previous two years  
  All active service agreements with vendors    

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

•

•

•
•
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 You may very well be told that some of this information is not 
available, as in  “ I have two years of profi t - and - loss statements, but 
not for the third year. ”  This is not a reason to kill the deal right away, 
because you may be able to get the information in other ways. For 
instance, the profi t - and - loss might be reconstructed through inspect-
ing vendor invoices and utility bills. 

 It comes down to just how good the deal is: If it looks really good, 
you won ’ t mind working harder for the information. If it ’ s a so - so 
deal, you may be right in dropping the offer and moving on to the 
greener pastures that your marketing machine will soon direct you to. 

 Attach this  laundry list  to your LOI, but don ’ t sweat the details: 
I explain all of these items and the entire due diligence process in the 
next chapter.  

  Deposit 

 You ’ ll usually put between one and three percent of the purchase price 
down as a deposit. This money will be held in escrow until the closing 
and will be credited to you at the closing. You will get this money back 
if you walk away from the deal within the Inspection Period — that is, 
as long as you didn ’ t offer  hard money  at the time of deposit. 

  Hard money  means you agree that you won ’ t get that money back if 
you decide to drop out of the deal. Why would you ever offer such a 
thing? Some sellers require that you put up hard money at the begin-
ning of a deal. 

 I don ’ t recommend this. If you do, you had better be sure that 
you ’ ve done a lot of your homework before you get into the deal, and 
that it has a very high probability of going through. As with most things, 
it ’ s a judgment call relating to just how good the deal is. Resist the 
temptation until you get extremely comfortable analyzing deals, and 
even then put down hard money very sparingly. 

 Your deposit automatically turns into hard money after the inspec-
tion period is up. Sometimes a seller will require a second deposit after 
the inspection period, and this money will immediately  go hard .  
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  Title Policy 

 Include an item in your LOI that states:  “ Seller shall convey good and 
merchantable title to the property to Buyer. ”  This is of course assumed, 
but you still want it explicitly stipulated in your offer. Here ’ s another 
tip: Make the title work a seller expense. Lately, I ’ ve seen sellers trying 
to push this cost off onto buyers. Don ’ t let it become a  deal breaker , 
but try to have the seller pay for it.  

  Closing 

 This paragraph spells out exactly when you plan on closing on the 
property. It is usually a certain number of days after the effective date 
or after the inspection period. 

 Typical closings happen between 60 and 90 days after the effective 
date, or 30 to 45 days after the inspection period has ended.  

  Assignment 

 Add a paragraph that allows you to assign the contract to a third party. 
This means you can fl ip a property quickly without fi rst going through 
a closing. You can also use this clause to move your property from one 
entity to another. 

 In most cases, I ’ ll take a property under contract using my com-
pany name, The Lindahl Group, LLC. Then I transfer it to the entity 
that will ultimately hold the property during the period I own it. I ’ ll 
name that entity  [property name], LLC . For instance, if it ’ s the Cherry 
Creek Mall, I ’ ll name it  Cherry Creek, LLC . I don ’ t want to spend the 
money on setting up an LLC until I know that the deal will go 
through. 

 There ’ s no need to get cute with the names. There is a mistaken 
notion that different names will throw off attorneys who are trying to 
fi nd your properties. The name won ’ t slow down anyone but you, as 
you continually try to remember whether Acme LLC is your Cherry 
Creek property in Denver or the Pheasant Run property in Raleigh.  
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  Access 

 Your LOI must state that you and any third - party contractor whom 
you bring to the site (roofer, inspector, and so on) will have reasonable 
access to the property during the inspection period. 

 You must give  reasonable notice  before you show up each time. 
A 48 - hour notice is considered reasonable.  

  Commissions 

 Just so everyone is on the same page, state clearly who pays which 
commissions. Usually the seller pays the real estate broker ’ s commis-
sion, unless you are using a buyer ’ s broker.   

  Here ’ s Where You Roll Up Your Sleeves 

 Now that you know how to put together an LOI, it ’ s time to go through 
the negotiating process so that you have the joy of possessing a LOI 
that ’ s signed by both parties. It ’ s the only kind that counts. 

 You can actually put your own signature on the LOI before or after 
you negotiate. (Remember: You can withdraw it during the inspection 
period and get your money back if something goes wrong.) If you ’ re 
dealing with a broker, you may send over a signed LOI to start the 
negotiations. If you ’ re dealing directly with an owner, you might meet 
with the owner, negotiate the terms, and then draw up the LOI. 

 Regardless of how you do it, don ’ t commit the same mistake I did 
many years ago. (You’ll see it on the next page.)    

  How to Present Your Offer Directly to a Seller 

 When possible, I like to negotiate directly with the seller and with no 
 middlemen . This way you can feel the pulse of the negotiations and 
change strategies in midstream if you have to. 
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 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  HO N E S T  P E O P L E  G I V E 
T H E I R  B E S T  O F F E R  U P  F R O N T. ” 

 When I started to negotiate my deals, the seller or broker would ask 
me how much I would like to offer on the property. Like a dummy, 
I would tell her my real number. 
  Why is that dumb? Because naturally the broker or seller would 
counter with a higher price. I ’ d be immediately forced into one of two 
bad alternatives: Either I could violate my own best offer, or I could say 
 “ My offer is fi nal. ”  
  Now what room did I just give the seller to negotiate? I ’ m making 
the seller look bad by insisting that the only party to be fl exible on 
price is the other person. 
  I lost a few deals before I realized that it ’ s not a matter of honesty, but 
of negotiating manners. People want to feel good about how the negoti-
ation turns out. They frequently come into a negotiation feeling that the 
other side is better prepared, or in some way has the upper hand. 
  When you position yourself so that you can come down on price, 
or throw something else into the deal to sweeten it, you enhance that 
person ’ s self - esteem instead of squashing it. 
  If you ’ re not already convinced, think how you would feel if the 
next time you made your fi rst offer for something expensive, the other 
person grinned broadly and said  “ Yes sir! No problem! ”  
  You would instantly feel that you were being taken advantage of, 
because the other person is so happy. It would make you wonder how 
much money you had just left on the table. If, instead, you had to go a 
couple of rounds with the other party, and each side somewhat reluc-
tantly agreed to a middle price, you would feel better. When your boss 
or spouse asks  “ How did it go, ”  you would be able to say  “ Well, I went 
up on price, but he had to come down, too. ”  
  One time I put an offer on a property in Montgomery, Alabama. The 
owner was asking  $ 2.2 million. I did my numbers and the property 
 penciled - out  at that; in other words, it was worth that price. I offered 
 $ 2.2 million, thinking,  “ Great, we have a deal. ”  
  The seller came back with  $ 2.4 million! I had never heard of such 
a thing before. He had just experienced the feeling that I was taking 
advantage of him, when I gave in too quickly. 

(Continued)
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 The best place to negotiate is in  your offi ce . That will give you the 
advantage. The worst place is the seller ’ s home or offi ce because that 
person will have the advantage. 

 If they won ’ t meet at your place of business — or if you ’ re working 
out of your basement — then at least meet in a neutral location. A  coffee 
shop, restaurant, or at the property itself are all acceptable locations. 

 Always look to collect small advantages when you negotiate. Here 
are a couple: 

 Sit with your back to the window when you can. This sometimes 
makes it harder for the person to watch your body language closely; it 
also can give you a halo effect. 

 Sit at a rounded table and sit at 90 degrees to each other instead of 
on opposite sides of the table. 

 Have everything you will use during your negotiations  on the table 
when you start . Do not introduce anything new during the process, or it 
can confuse the other party and take away any momentum you ’ ve built. 

 
AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E  (CO N T I N U E D )

 That experience taught me something else: If I do want to offer full 
price in a competitive situation where there are other bidders, I should 
throw in some other condition that the seller can say  “ no ”  to. 
  For instance, I should have offered  $ 2.2 million, but requested that 
the seller take back a second mortgage at ten percent. I didn ’ t need the 
second mortgage but it would allow the seller to say  “ no. ”  I ’ d cave in, 
and we ’ d be set at  $ 2.2 million. 
  I could instead have requested that the seller pay  $ 40,000 in clos-
ing costs, or that furniture be left behind. Always be prepared with a 
couple of these  add - ons . 
  Typically, you should start your negotiations at ten percent below your 
 strike price . That ’ s the maximum price you will pay for the property. 
 Oh, and if a broker asks  “ What ’ s your strike price? ”  tell him it ’ s none of 
his business, but say it with a smile! Hold your cards close to your chest.
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When I say  everything , I mean take out everything: calculator, fi les, 
presentation kit, the pen that the seller will use to sign — take it all out. 

 I discovered this last point the hard way. I was negotiating a deal 
with a seller at the seller ’ s property. We had been in his offi ce negotiat-
ing the price and terms for almost 90 minutes. I fi nally got him to 
agree to a price that we both could benefi t from. 

 I then reached behind my back and pulled the LOI folder from my 
briefcase and merely plopped it on the table. As soon as I did this, 
I saw the seller move back from the table as if being pushed by some 
unseen force. 

 It had taken me 90 minutes for him to fi nally get comfortable with 
me and agree to the deal. I blew it because I introduced something 
that he wasn ’ t comfortable with. It must have looked as though I was 
concealing something from him. I didn ’ t get anything signed that day. 

  Questions to Ask 

 Sometimes a few key questions can really help your negotiations: 
   “ What is it that you ’ re hoping I can do for you? ”   
 By asking this, you ’ re actually asking the seller how he would like 

to be sold. You want to know how you can make this a win/win  situation 
for both of you. This should be one of the fi rst questions you ask. 

 After you ask this question and get an answer, then ask: 
   “ Mr. Seller, if I can do that for you, would you be ready to 

okay the agreement today? ”   
 Never ask the seller to  sign  anything, and don ’ t call the agreement a 

 contract . These are spooky words to lots of people, who will freeze and 
think it over yet again. It ’ s always much better to say  “ okay the 
agreement. ”  

   “ In the past, what have you done to sell your buildings? What 
worked for you? ”   

 You ’ re again asking the seller to tell you how she would like to be 
sold. Follow up this question by creating a deal that meets the condi-
tions in her answer. 
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   “ What do you plan to do if the building doesn ’ t sell? ”   
 You ’ re implanting a sense of anxiety in the seller if she really 

needs or wants to sell. It may also indicate to you that the seller is 
 unmotivated if the response is  “ Oh, I ’ m fi ne with holding onto it for a 
couple more years. ”  

   “ When did you want to close? ”   
 This helps you to gauge the seller ’ s sense of urgency. Some sellers 

will be cagey here, but others will come right out and tell you that 
they ’ re doing a Section 1031 like - kind exchange and they have another 
42 days to get it done. You won ’ t know unless you ask. When you do 
ask, watch the body language closely for signs that confi rm or counter 
her words. 

 Regardless of what she says, structure your offer around her 
answer. 

   “ Why do you think it hasn ’ t sold yet? ”   
 This shifts the seller ’ s perspective to one that can help you. It may 

not only create a little anxiety, but the seller may come right out and 
tell you what other prospective buyers have said about the property. 

   “ Have you thought about carrying back fi nancing? ”   
 Now you ’ re fi shing to see if the seller is willing to take back a 

mortgage. For every bunch of  “ No ”  answers, you ’ ll regularly be sur-
prised by the number of sellers who say,  “ I ’ m open to that; what did 
you have in mind? ”  

   “ What will you do with your proceeds? ”   
 This gets your seller ’ s  greed glands  going. Let her tell you what she 

plans to do with the money. She ’ s spending it in her mind. Keep the 
conversation going casually about how good that sounds, to be able to 
move onto that next property, or take that long - awaited cruise. The 
longer you can get the seller to envision what she plans on doing with 
the money, the closer you will get to having a signed contract. 

 Also try to get a series of  “ yes ”  answers whenever you can. This is 
a well - known conditioning process that some highly sophisticated 
sales organizations use. Getting a series of small  ” yes ”  agreements can 
help you get the big  “ yes ”  at the end of your negotiating session.   
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  Even More Negotiating Tips 

 Before we talk about how to present an offer through a real estate 
 broker, here are ten more tips to becoming an effective negotiator: 

  Discover everything you can about the situation, the issues, 
and the participants.  This is another way of saying  come prepared . 
There is no excuse for being unprepared for a negotiating session. The 
person who is the best prepared usually wins. 

  Keep on the lookout for what ’ s motivating the seller.  Some-
times all you have to do is ask, as I mentioned before. Occasionally you 
don ’ t even need to do that, because the other person will let slip clues 
to his motivations. It might be the repetition of a certain comment, or 
how that person ’ s body language and voice changes when you ’ re 
 talking closing date, but not when you mention price. It ’ s a skill that 
you ’ ll keep developing over a very long time, but the payoff can hap-
pen quickly, so start now. 

  Set goals.  Know what you want to accomplish at each negotiating 
session. I don ’ t mean generalities such as  “ Seller signs offer. ”  At what 
specifi c price and terms will you be satisfi ed? Also try to have more 
than one black - and - white desired outcome. If you can ’ t achieve your 
ideal result, know what your fallback position will be. 

  Anticipate the other party ’ s comments and prepare your 
response . If the seller says your price is too low, what will you say? If 
the seller wants you to  go hard  with a deposit, what will be your 
response? What if the seller wants an unreasonably short closing 
period? These are all situations you should be prepared for. 

 You won ’ t be able to anticipate all of them, of course. But you 
should never be caught surprised twice. Become a great note taker after 
negotiations, writing down the answers to questions such as  “ What did 
I learn that can help me in my next negotiation? ”  

  Remain pleasant and unfl appable.  We ’ re in a numbers game. 
The investor who cares least almost always wins. If you are doing your 
marketing properly, you ’ ll have other deals not far behind, so don ’ t 
wrap your existence up in winning this one. 
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  Build trust.  People trust people who listen to them. Repeat or 
paraphrase what the seller says after she says it. I don ’ t mean parroting 
back her words, but instead acknowledging the point she is making 
and building upon it, rather than simply letting it fl oat by while you ’ re 
busy making your own statements. 

  Create win/win situations.  This is especially important when it 
looks as though you ’ re at an impasse. By looking for creative ways to 
build bridges and not walls, you might slowly put that deal together. 
Not only will the other party see that you ’ re trying, but that person 
may get in the same creative spirit. 

  Use empathetic comments and sympathetic gestures to smooth 
over diffi cult situations.  As I said earlier, people don ’ t care what you 
know until they know that you care. Sometimes all you need to do is use 
the other person ’ s name and occasionally smile to inject a different 
atmosphere into the negotiation. Watch yourself to make sure you 
pause to consider the other person ’ s statements, and don ’ t just steam-
roller over them. 

 Figuratively speaking, try to get on the same side of the table as 
the other person, and position it as more of a problem - solving task 
than a win/lose negotiation. 

  Always underpromise and overdeliver.  Remember what I said 
in an earlier chapter about being easy to do business with? It applies 
to cultivating your deal - attraction machine, and it certainly applies to 
negotiating. Be sure to arrive on time. Check that you did all the tasks 
you were supposed to do after the last meeting. Deliver paperwork 
and checks earlier than expected. These are all courteous and com-
mon sense practices that are extremely rare to fi nd and are highly 
valued.  

  How to Present Your Offer to a Real Estate Broker 

 Sometimes you have to go through a broker in order to negotiate. 
Whenever possible, see if you can be there when the broker presents 
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your offer to the seller. It gives you a chance to meet with the seller 
and talk over any issues that may be brewing. 

 Brokers usually won ’ t allow you to be there, because they think 
you ’ ll screw up the negotiations. I also own a real estate brokerage 
company, and I train my agents not to let buyers in the room when the 
offer is being presented. Still, it ’ s worth asking. 

 When I tell investors that I ’ m also a broker, I often get the ques-
tion,  “ Do you make your offer from your company to save half the 
commission? ”  

 The answer is  “ no, ”  for two reasons. First, because I buy all around 
the country, I would have to apply for a brokerage license in many 
states, and it ’ s just not worth the bother. 

 The second reason is the one you should focus on: I want the 
 seller ’ s broker to get the full commission because if he has another 
offer pending and it ’ s one of his buyers, he ’ s going to want me to win, 
even if the other buyer ’ s offer is less than mine. 

 Let me explain. A broker brings two offers to the seller. One is his 
own buyer and the second is from another broker — it could be your 
broker. 

 This is what the broker is likely to say:  

  Mr. Seller, I ’ m happy to present two offers to you. 
One is from a buyer with whom I ’ ve worked in the 
past. She has a solid reputation, her fi nancials are in 
order, and she is a proven closer. The other offer is 
from another agent in town. I haven ’ t done much 
business with him so I ’ m not sure how he conducts 
business. I ’ m not familiar with her buyer, either, but 
their offer is a little higher.  

It ’ s up to you — You could go with the proven 
closer, or you could get a little more money by going 
with this other buyer  . . .  I ’ m just not so sure that 
we ’ re going to get to the closing table as quickly.   
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 Do you see what is happening? In my opinion, that ’ s the way it 
should be. The broker has to feed his family and help grow the 
 company. He really doesn ’ t know anything about the other buyer 
except what the other broker is telling him. Who knows if that is true 
or not? 

 I never  go cheap  and try to get the co - broker commission. Remem-
ber, we ’ re trying to create long - term relationships. With that in mind, 
not only should you not focus on saving a buck, but you should look 
for ways to pay other people for their efforts and have them want to do 
business with you. 

 This brings up another point: Whenever possible, put in your 
offer through the listing broker. For the exact same reasons that I said 
not to co - broker, you want your offer presented by the listing broker 
so that he gets both sides of the commission. You will get more deals if 
you do this. 

 When presenting a deal through a broker, see if you can get some 
price guidance. Ask how much information he is willing to share with 
you about the seller ’ s motivation, where the seller needs to be on price, 
and what terms if any the seller is willing to accept. 

 If you ’ re going through the listing broker, she is more apt to give 
you some guidance to get that deal done. 

 Want another tip? When going through the broker, negotiate 
with that person as if he were the seller. Ask the same questions and 
also ask the broker to present the offer with the same reasons you just 
laid out. It respects the broker ’ s status, and helps you win deals in 
another way: 

 Sometimes brokers fi nd it helpful when you lay out your argu-
ments to them. They can then use what you tell them with sellers. Of 
course, you cannot guarantee that they will do this, and you ’ re at their 
mercy. But when you make their job easier by providing ready - made 
reasons, you ’ re more likely to have them repeat that reasoning with 
sellers.  
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  Proven Methods to Increase the Chances 
of Getting Your Offer Accepted 

  Build Rapport 

 This is the very fi rst thing you should do with a seller. People like  people 
who are like them. Search for common ground that you may have with 
the seller. Do the same with brokers if you ’ re dealing through them. 

 When talking with a seller, listen to his voice. Does it have a 
 familiar accent? Is he wearing an article of clothing you can quickly 
compliment? 

 If you ’ re at a seller ’ s home or business, look around. What do you 
see that you can relate to? Even if you ’ re just meeting at a restaurant, 
try to start with small talk about the weather, sports, or noncontrover-
sial news. You may get little or no response, but you ’ re gently fi shing. 
Eventually you will come across a topic that you both fi nd interesting. 

 Within reason, the more you genuinely talk about that topic, the 
more the other person will like you and want to do business with you. 
I ’ m not suggesting that you become coldly manipulative. Instead, I ’ m 
saying that being  all business  is also usually a mistake. Don ’ t ramble on, 
but do grease the conversation with some nonbusiness human ele-
ment. It ’ s all part of my rule about being easy to do business with.  

  The Silent Treatment 

 Silence makes most people uncomfortable. After you have made an 
important point, look directly at the other party, smile, and shut up. 
The longer you go without saying anything, the more uneasy the 
 other person will tend to become. Eventually he will say something —
  anything — just to break the silence. The response will often be 
unguarded and give you valuable information. 

 Over years of negotiating, I ’ ve become a big believer in the old 
saying,  “ He who speaks fi rst, loses. ”   
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  The Flinch 

 I ’ m talking about a small sound or facial expression that communicates 
the refl ex of displeasure. Imagine that someone told you about a bad 
fall that some skateboarder took. What kind of a face would you make? 
That ’ s the kind of face you want to make when you fl inch, except more 
subtly. 

 When a fl inch is done right — meaning subtle but instantaneous —
 it can plant serious doubts in the other person ’ s mind. Try fl inching in 
reaction to a monetary offer or when the other party starts the negoti-
ations too aggressively. Don ’ t be surprised if even the most experi-
enced negotiator becomes more fl exible, without your even saying 
a word.  

  The Deadline 

 Deadlines keep situations under control and deliver results. Begin a 
meeting by saying you must leave in an hour. Then, when the  discussion 
starts to wander off - track, move things along by reminding them that 
you must leave soon. 

 You can sometimes motivate people to take immediate action even 
if you simply remind them about deadlines, such as the date when your 
offer will expire. 

 I strongly recommend that you do not let your offer hang out there 
too long. If you are making an offer on a smaller commercial property, 
make it good for 24 hours. When dealing with larger properties, my 
standard deadline is three days. 

 The further out you date your offer, the more likely your seller is 
to  shop it  to other buyers and use your offer to get a better price. 

 The Japanese are famous for using deadlines to their advantage. 
When negotiating with foreigners who fl y in to negotiate a deal, some 
Japanese businessmen fi nd out when the other person ’ s fl ight is sched-
uled to depart. They then wine - and - dine the other party and treat him 
like a king for days — right up until a couple of hours before his fl ight 
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is leaving. This puts a lot of stress on the foreigner not to return home 
empty - handed. Very shrewd.  

  The Competition 

 Mentioning the competition is a good way to keep the other side from 
feeling too secure. Let him know that you ’ re looking at other proper-
ties and expect to have a deal by a certain date. Don ’ t lie, but don ’ t 
miss the opportunity to use other properties to your advantage. 

 I like to use this tactic when I ’ m at an impasse with a seller. I usu-
ally say,  “ Mr. Seller, I  will  buy a property similar to yours within the 
next 60 days. I have two other potential properties that I ’ m in negotia-
tions with. Of the three, I ’ d really like to buy your property, but the 
choice is yours. ”  I don ’ t pull out this tactic frequently, but I ’ ve had 
good results whenever I ’ ve used it.  

  The Walk - Away Close 

 Being prepared to walk away from the negotiation can get dramatic 
results when the other party is being noncommittal or refusing to 
make a counteroffer. If the negotiation has reached a stalemate, simply 
start to gather your papers and pack your briefcase in a matter - of - fact 
manner. If you have read the situation correctly, the other party should 
offer a constructive response. 

 If the other party in fact allows you to walk away, make sure you 
 walk away ! If you don ’ t, you will have blown all of your credibility. 

 A friend of mine did this masterfully in a very high - pressure situa-
tion on Wall Street. When he left, he just made sure to pace himself as 
he walked to the elevator. Then he slowly pushed the button and got 
in. He rode the elevator down 35 fl ights, thinking he had really blown 
it. As he was slowly walking out the building, a guy came sprinting out 
of the stairwell to catch up to him, asking him to reconsider! My friend 
got the deal he was after.  
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  Agree/Repeat 

 Here is a very powerful pattern you can use in your negotiations. It has 
four steps and incorporates some of what we ’ ve already discussed: 

  Step 1: Agree/Repeat.  When you ’ re talking with a seller, nod or 
otherwise show agreement with what she says and repeat it in a natural 
fashion. That shows you are listening. For example, the seller says: 
 “ I must get  $ 1 million for my property. ”  You say,  “ Okay, I understand 
that you must get  $ 1 million for your property. ”  

  Step 2: Answer.  Respond to the seller ’ s point. You may need to 
respond  “ In my review of the profi t - and - loss statements, I see that the 
property at an 8 cap rate is valued closer to  $ 940,000. ”  

  Step 3: Ask a Closing Question.  You then ask:  “ If I could show 
you a way that I could pay  $ 960,000 but also provide you with a tax 
shelter and a monthly annuity, could we move ahead to start the paper-
work? ”  Now you  shut up and wait for the seller ’ s response, because . . .    

  Step 4: He Who Speaks First, Loses.  There is a pause, and 
fi nally the seller asks,  “ How would that work? ”  

 You ’ ve just scored a negotiating victory. You ’ re one step closer to 
scoring the deal. 

 In case you ’ re wondering: The tax shelter and monthly annuity 
would come from the second mortgage. The seller would not be taxed 
on the mortgage amount until he receives the money, and the annuity 
would come in the form of mortgage payments each month.  

  Small Moves 

 This is a splendid negotiating tactic. You see, many people fall into the 
trap of  splitting the difference.  Every time they counter an offer, they 
split the difference down the middle. I love negotiating with these 
people. 

 Instead, when you begin to negotiate price, always make smaller 
moves in the amount of your counteroffer. 

 Let ’ s say the seller has a property on the market for  $ 1 million. 
Your strike price is  $ 965,000. You set your fi rst offer at  $ 910,000. 
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 The seller says he ’ s willing to negotiate, but you need to be more 
reasonable. As a show of good faith, he drops to  $ 975,000, or  $ 25,000 
lower. 

 You thank the seller for negotiating, but you say that you ’ ve run 
the numbers and you really can ’ t pay more than  $ 925,000 for the prop-
erty. You ’ ve just come up  $ 15,000. 

 The seller comes back at  $ 960,000 ( $ 15,000 lower), and you coun-
ter with  $ 935,000 ( $ 10,000 higher). 

 The seller says if you can close in 60 days he will lower the price to 
 $ 950,000, so he just took off another  $ 10,000. You tell him that you 
can indeed close in 60 days and you ’ ll split the difference and meet 
him halfway. You ’ re at  $ 935,000 and his last number was  $ 950,000. 
Therefore the split now is at  $ 942,500. 

 Let ’ s see: You ’ ve come up from  $ 910,000 to  $ 942,500, or  $ 32,500. 
The seller has gone down from  $ 1 million to  $ 942,500, or  $ 57,500. In 
addition, you ’ ve gotten the deal below your strike price and both of 
you have given in to the other person several times. 

 This is not theory. It works. This one single negotiating principle 
can save you or make you hundreds of thousands of dollars over your 
lifetime with anything you negotiate in the future.  

  Multiple Offers 

 You might make three different offers simultaneously for the same 
property. The fi rst could be a cash offer, the second may be a mixture 
of cash and terms (that is, a note to be paid later), and the third could 
be no cash and the seller holds a second mortgage for her equity. 

 The cash offer is always the lowest. Remember how you must 
guard your cash. Besides, if the seller gets all the goodies up front, it 
should be a lower offer from the standpoint of  time value of money . You 
have an opportunity cost, and could have put that money to use else-
where, making money on your money. 

 The second offer involves a small amount of cash at the time of 
 closing with the rest due at a set date in the future. This is the next -
  highest offer. 
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 The third offer requires none of your cash, but will be the highest 
number. Not only are you recognizing the seller ’ s time value of money, 
but your property value should increase down the road, and you ’ ll be 
in a position to share some of that wealth. 

 This strategy is especially useful when you buy smaller commer-
cial properties. Be careful, though: When you buy larger commercial 
properties from people who ’ ve been in the game for a while, this strat-
egy will be ineffective. Few people use it on those bigger deals.  

  Using the Seller ’ s Operating Statements 

 This can be powerful. Let ’ s say the seller is digging in and not budging 
on a price that ’ s outside your strike price, based on the numbers you 
ran. Pull out the seller ’ s own operating statements and review their 
contents. 

 Show the seller that the property wouldn ’ t cash fl ow properly at 
the price he is asking. You explain that banks are getting stricter all the 
time on how much NOI you must demonstrate in relation to the debt 
service. This is called the  debt coverage ratio  and we discussed it earlier. 
It ’ s calculated as follows:

     D  e  b  t       C  o  v  e  r  a  g  e       R  a  t  i  o   �       N  O  I     ____________  
D  e  b  t   S  e  r  v  i  c  e

          

 Banks usually want to see a debt coverage ratio of 1.2 or better. 
This means that for every dollar of debt service you pay, you have 
 $ 1.20 of net operating income. 

 So you say,  “ Mr. Seller, based on the numbers on your own operating 
statement, the debt coverage ratio on this deal is only 1.05. All the banks 
I can fi nd will not fi nance the deal unless it is 1.2 or better. I fi gured out 
the price that would get us to 1.2, given the NOI of the property. That 
price is  $ X. ”  

 The seller ’ s most common response to this statement?  “ Okay, if 
you put down more money, you ’ ll be able to raise the ratio to where it 
needs to be and I don ’ t have to come down on price. ”  

c05.indd   108c05.indd   108 10/14/08   10:51:07 AM10/14/08   10:51:07 AM



L o c k i n g  i n  Y o u r  P r o f i t

109

 Be prepared for that argument. Your response can then be that you 
are working with a group of investors, and their guidelines dictate a 
maximum of 20 percent down for any deal. 

 If all else fails, you can always look the seller straight in the eye and 
ask:  “ Mr. Seller, would  you  buy this property based on these numbers? ”  
Then shut up.  

  Know When to Walk Away 

 We talked earlier about the  walk - away close . That can sometimes work 
when you really want the deal and nothing else seems to be having an 
effect. 

 Even if you never use that close, you must be constantly prepared 
with a fi rm number in mind —  beforehand . As you know, negotiations 
can get intense. If you try to do your walk - away calculation when 
you ’ re emotionally charged, you will get yourself into bad deals. It ’ s 
too easy to rationalize on the fl y why you can offer a higher price than 
your strike price. 

 The best way to inoculate yourself from this fever is to have plenty 
of deals in that pipeline of yours. This is a numbers game. If you ’ ve 
been basing your offers on actual results and not on  pro forma  projec-
tions, then those numbers should be your solid point of reference. 

 You ’ ve heard of the  bigger fool theory , in which you can always palm 
your deal off to someone dumber than you? Don ’ t be the last person in 
that chain, who ignored the all - important strike price.  

  Don ’ t Be a Weasel 

 I ’ ve actually heard people brag about having as many as 42 clauses in 
their LOIs that will allow them to get out of any deal at any time. They 
think they ’ re being very clever. Everyone else just calls them  weasels . 
Most companies are built on reputation. How many still - solid compa-
nies can you name that also have the reputation of being weasels? 

 In commercial real estate, you usually have a 30 - day inspection 
period; occasionally it ’ s as long as 60 days. During that period, you can 
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leave a deal for any reason whatsoever. In that case, why should you 
need to add additional weasel clauses?  

  Purchase and Sale Agreement 

 After the  LOI  is signed by both parties, the next step is to create the 
 Purchase and Sale Agreement , or  P & S . 

 I have no problem having the seller draft the P & S. This saves me 
money, because my attorney needs only to review the draft and make 
any changes that he sees fi t. If my attorney drafts the P & S, I ’ m now 
paying more for the entire document, but gaining no more protection. 

 Do not follow the advice in some investor courses, which hand 
you a  do - it - yourself  P & S. The theory is you only add the clauses that 
relate to your situation, and can now save all your money by avoiding 
attorney involvement. 

 It ’ s the difference between my approach (saving money) and their 
approach (being cheap and dumb). 

 Every state has slightly different laws and interpretations. No sin-
gle contract could ever effectively maximize your protection in every 
state, for every deal. Pay the bucks for an attorney who specializes in 
real estate investing, and let her do her job.  

  Hazardous Waste 

 In every one of your commercial contracts, you should have a  hazardous 
waste clause. It should basically state that the seller has no knowledge 
of any hazardous waste on the property. This includes underground 
oil tanks, toxic mold, asbestos, buried asphalt shingles, and so on. 

 Buyers of commercial real estate are not protected by standard 
consumer protection laws. You must insist that the seller be clear — in 
writing — about what he knows or doesn ’ t know concerning hazardous 
waste. Either the seller acknowledges that he knows of no hazards on 
the property, or you want to be informed of them prior to closing. 

 The lender will require that you do a  Phase One Environmental 
Inspection . This covers all known forms of hazardous waste. Get a Phase 
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One done, even in the rare case that a bank does not require one, or 
you are doing a deal that doesn ’ t involve fi nancing. It ’ s an insurance 
policy against getting stuck in a nightmare situation where you cannot 
resell a property. 

 I further discuss Phase One and Phase Two environmental inspec-
tions in the chapter on due diligence.   

  Overview of the Process from Here On 

 If you ’ ve followed my advice on attracting, analyzing, and negotiating 
your deal, you ’ re likely to be in the proud position of working a live 
deal. We now have to turn it into a  done deal . 

 We go into much detail in the coming chapters, but here ’ s a sum-
mary of the steps coming up: 

  Put down a deposit of one percent to three percent of the pur-
chase price. Remember, you may be getting that deposit from 
your private lender/partners.  
  Get the seller ’ s fi nancial due diligence package and confi rm that 
your offer is still practical, based on all the additional informa-
tion you now have. If it is not, renegotiate for a better deal. If 
the seller will not renegotiate, walk away.  
  Start the physical due diligence and start to decide whom you 
will use for fi nancing. Walk the property with your property 
 inspector. This is the fi rst time that you ’ ll take money out of 
your pocket — money you will not get back — because you will 
pay for the property inspection. That ’ s why we fi rst do the inex-
pensive fi nancial analysis, and only later do the physical 
analysis.  
  Engage an attorney to start the title work and legal due diligence. 
Sign a  term sheet  with the lender with whom you will fi nance the 
deal. The lender will require a nonrefundable deposit between 
 $ 7,000 and  $ 25,000, depending on the size of the deal. This 
deposit pays not only for the lender ’ s time, but also for the 

•

•

•

•
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appraisal, inspection, Phase One, and any other third - party 
reports.  
  Complete all the due diligence. If it all checks out, sign off on 
the inspection period. Your deposit is now nonrefundable, and 
you may be required to put up an additional deposit.  
  The lender approves the loan and sends it to the closing depart-
ment at the lender ’ s offi ce.  
  You get the funds wired, close the deal, and are now the newest 
member of a very exclusive community of commercial property 
owners!     

  In the Next Chapter 

 I know — you have lots of questions about whether you ’ re getting into 
a truly good deal. That ’ s completely normal, because at this stage 
even an experienced commercial real estate investor will be full of 
questions about the deal. 

 Fortunately, the next stage is the  due diligence period , and it ’ s designed 
to answer those questions. In the following chapter, you discover 
how to perform due diligence like a pro.                                     

•

•

•

  AVO I D A  QU I C K DE A L   

 Remember that the word  negotiation  has  ego  in it. Each participant 
must feel he has won a number of hard - fought concessions from his 
adversaries to satisfy his ego that he has done his job well. 
  If you are negotiating over a piece of property, go through the  motions, 
even though you might already be satisfi ed with the price and terms. 
 Because unless the other party has satisfi ed his ego, he is not  going to 
make the deal, or he is going to fi nd a reason not to close on the deal. 
The other party has to be convinced he is making a good deal. 

From  Trump Strategies for Real Estate: Billionaire Lessons for the Small Investor  by 
George H. Ross, John Wiley  &  Sons, 2005, page 62.
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6         
H o w  t o  D i s c o v e r  t h e 

Tr u t h  B e h i n d  a  D e a l       

  How to Manage the Due Diligence Process 

 If you ’ re investing smart, you ’ re investing very little time on the stream 
of deals that come to you when you have an effective deal - attraction 
machine. 

 Week after week, you ’ re getting better at reviewing deals and 
knowing when you have a potential gem on your hands. With the let-
ter of intent, you and the seller are taking the transaction to a serious 
level. You ’ re pulling out the 80/20 rule again, but this time you ’ ll be 
spending 80 percent of your time on potentially great deals. 

 In real estate, the 30 -  or 60 - day period after an offer is accepted is 
called an  inspection period , but the process is more commonly called 
 due  diligence . The term comes from Wall Street, where brokerage 
houses must thoroughly review a company before offering its stock to 
the public. 

 Your due diligence will be in three main phases: 

   1.    Financial.  Do this phase fi rst because the other two steps 
require you to take money out of your pocket, and you won ’ t be 
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getting it back. Besides, the numbers can quickly tell you a lot 
about the property.  

   2.    Physical.  This is where you and professional inspectors go 
through the property to ensure there are no major repairs or 
problems that you don ’ t already know about.  

   3.    Legal.  Your attorneys will make sure that you receive clear title 
to the property and that all documents are appropriately 
written.    

 This entire process can be daunting, but I can assure you of one 
thing: At the end of it, you ’ ll be either excited or relieved. You and 
your team may conclude that this is indeed a solid deal, and the clos-
ing will be imminent. Or you ’ ll have realized that, based on the 
detailed facts about the property, you simply can ’ t offer what the seller 
insists on. 

 Trust me: Even then it ’ s not a total loss. You ’ re much smarter for 
having gone through the process, and the next deal will go noticeably 
faster. 

 It is possible to hire companies to do the entire due diligence pro-
cess for you. I suggest that you do as much as you can on your fi rst few 
deals. Not only will you save money, but, more important, you ’ ll gain 

 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  I  ’  L L  D O I T  M Y S E L F  A N D 
S AV E  M O N E Y . ”   

 I don ’ t care that you had a triple major in college of law, accounting, 
and construction trades. I don ’ t care if you ’ ve done a dozen deals. If 
you think you can do the entire due diligence process yourself, you ’ re 
crazy. 
  You simply can ’ t be as good or as quick as specialists. Besides, you 
should seek additional pairs of experienced eyeballs to validate your 
impressions. 
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in experience and knowledge. Before you delegate, you really should 
know something about the task you ’ re delegating.    

  Examining the Seller ’ s Actual Numbers: 
The Financial Due Diligence 

 Your mortgage broker will be invaluable in this phase. She knows what 
lenders will accept and what they won ’ t at the present moment. If she ’ s 
any good, she ’ ll also be fast. You ’ ll know very quickly whether you still 
have a live one. 

 And it won ’ t cost you a dime. Of course, I ’ m assuming you ’ ve cul-
tivated your broker and you ’ re not simply sending garbage over to her, 
expecting her to review everything the cat drags in. After you ’ ve done 
lots of deals and made the broker some serious money, you can think 
about having her review them fi rst. For now, only run deals by your 
broker when you ’ re serious about them. 

 This is what you will require from the seller: 

  Past two years of monthly operating statements  
  Year - to - date operating statement  
  Rent roll for current and past two years  
  Past three months of bank deposits  
  Existing loan documents  
  Security deposit account statement  
  Utility bills  
  Property tax bills  
  Service contracts  
  Payroll register  
  Insurance policy and claim history  
  Capital improvement and maintenance log  
  Incomplete maintenance requests    

 In your purchase and sale agreement, you should require that all this 
information be delivered to you within 14 days from the effective date. 

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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  Insider Tip 

 From my experience, if the information comes in quickly, the deal 
usually will go smoothly. If the information comes in slowly, in little 
clumps, or past the 14 - day deadline, you may still have a winner, but 
it ’ s more likely to be a dog. It ’ s not a reason to dump the deal yet, but a 
warning fl ag should go up in your brain. 

 Let ’ s look at each of these due diligence documents:  

  Past Two Years of Monthly Operating Statements 

 These reports must show each individual month of profi t - and - loss 
history. The months should be arranged side - by - side for a given year. 

 This trend report will tell you a story. If you compare the months 
and years, you ’ ll undoubtedly see dips and spikes. Some of them might 
simply be seasonal effects. For instance, many commercial properties 
in a college town will refl ect the ebb and fl ow of students and faculty 
during the school year. 

 At this point, you should simply observe and write down ques-
tions. Ideally, you ’ ll see smooth trends in the right direction, setting 
aside seasonality. 

 Do not accept a fi nancial statement for the past two years that is 
not broken down monthly. Sellers will attempt to give this to prospec-
tive buyers to hide defi ciencies.  

  Year - to - Date Operating Statement 

 The past two years of operating statements will give you the most 
recent history of that property, but the current - year statement will tell 
you the present situation. 

 The past six months of history is the most important. This is also 
what the lender will focus on when deciding whether to give you the 
loan, how much to lend you, and at what interest rate. 

 This six - month period will also reveal what type of property you 
will be taking over. Does it have momentum, and are the numbers 
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trending upward? That ’ s usually the best type. Or is something 
 happening with the property that ’ s not allowing management to be 
consistent? Perhaps it ’ s the current management itself. 

 Be careful of the miracle turn - around. Some properties will appear 
to have been going badly for the past couple of years. Then suddenly, 
within the past three to four months, the numbers start to look 
really good. 

 The current owner almost always will attribute it to new manage-
ment. Though that may be the case, it may also be due to fl uffi ng the 
numbers in preparation for a sale. For instance, there could be funny 
business going on with new leases that seem to be at much higher rates 
than usual. How could this happen? 

 There is a very well - known Texas retail and offi ce developer who 
had a great thing going. He was so big that many other companies 
relied on him — an army of outside architectural, engineering, legal, 
and accounting fi rms did business with his company. 

 He would build a shiny new offi ce complex and suggest that a  mixture 
of these fi rms quickly sign leases at the new building. Buyers would think: 
 “ Wow — the developer was right about the prospects for that local 
market! It was amazing how fast that building became fully leased! ”  

 He would then sell the property to some sucker at an extremely 
high price for this fully - leased building with lots of solid tenants. 
Three years later, that herd of tenants would all pull out and sign leases 
at the developer ’ s next new property. Some scam, huh? 

 Be on the lookout both for problems and for situations that seem 
too good to be true.  

  Rent Roll for Current and Past Two Years 

 The rent roll should tell you the following for each tenant: 

  Who lives in which unit  
  When they moved in  
  When their lease expires  

•
•
•

c06.indd   117c06.indd   117 10/14/08   10:54:43 AM10/14/08   10:54:43 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

118

  How much they pay  
  Utilities charges  
  Security deposit  
  Amount they owe    

 When comparing the rent roll with the rental income line on the 
operating statement for any given month, the two numbers should be 
equal. If they are not, something is going on with the numbers.  

  Past Three Months of Bank Deposits 

 The operating statement numbers might look good, but you should 
verify that they are real. The past three months of bank deposits will 
show you what ’ s fl owing into the property account. 

 If they cannot show the corresponding amount of money going 
into the account, they probably are not collecting that money. Some 
sellers handle this objection by saying they are collecting cash and not 
putting it into the account. 

 Now that ’ s kind of odd. It ’ s possible that the seller is collecting 
cash, but you need to understand why. It ’ s another red fl ag. If it ’ s not a 
lot of money and you still want to proceed with the deal, then you want 
verifi cation: Ask the seller to begin to put all future money into the 
account so you can verify the cash fl ow between now and the closing. 

 The deeper you look into the deal, what are you fi nding: more 
answers, or more questions? If it ’ s the former, then things are going 
well. If this deal is becoming a bigger puzzle by the day, you should be 
worried.  

  Existing Loan Documents 

 Get a copy of all existing loan documents to see if there ’ s any way to 
make this deal a little better for yourself. Perhaps the bank allows the 
existing loan to be assumed by a new owner. That could lower your 
closing costs. Again, your mortgage broker can very quickly point out 
any opportunities in the existing fi nancing.  

•
•
•
•
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  Security Deposit Account Statement 

 The numbers on this statement should match up with the rent roll. 
They better, because you will become liable for that security deposit 
account. When those existing tenants move out, you must give them 
the security deposits they put down when they became tenants. 

 Let ’ s say there is not enough money in the account to cover all the 
security deposits. It ’ s time to contact the seller and ask where the rest 
of the money is. Require that the account be completely funded prior 
to closing.  

  Utility Bills 

 Get copies of all utility bills for the past two years so you can match 
these up with the expenses on the operating statements. Some owners 
will say they don ’ t have the past two years of bills. In that case, simply 
ask for access to go online at the utility company websites and get 
them, or ask for permission to talk to the utility companies. If the 
owner does not allow you access, something is wrong.  

  Property Tax Bills 

 Not only should you get copies of property tax bills for the past two 
years, but also check with the assessor ’ s offi ce to fi nd out when the 
property will be reassessed. 

 Many states reassess properties at the time of closing. In most 
cases, property sells for a higher price than it previously sold for, so 
property taxes go up. 

 That means a dip in precious cash fl ow, unless you anticipated it. 
In fact, this one item could have a big effect on your deal.  

  Service Contracts 

 Look at all contracts with vendors who provide landscaping, parking 
lot maintenance, pest control, laundry facilities, elevators, pools, cable/
Internet, and so on. 
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 Also have your attorney review these contracts (in the legal phase) 
to know for sure which contracts are binding after the sale. You want 
the ability to renegotiate these contracts or cancel them after the 
closing. 

 Two contracts are almost always binding: laundry services and 
cable/Internet. These are typically multi-year agreements in which 
the seller was paid an upfront bonus for signing the deal. Such con-
tracts are usually recorded at the registry of deeds and attached to the 
property.  

  Payroll Register 

 The payroll register will confi rm who is getting paid what and when.  

  Insurance Policy and Claim History 

 Are there are any special stipulations in the insurance policy? Also, 
who is the insurer on the property? You might be able to apply to the 
same company and get a better rate than you would elsewhere. 

 Look at the claim history of the property, focusing on the number 
of claims and the nature of those claims. If a property has too many 
claims, you ’ ll have a hard time getting insurance.  

  Capital Improvement and Maintenance Log 

 This should be an up - to - date record of all major and minor changes to 
the property over the past few years. If it doesn ’ t exist, that tells you 
something. If it exists, but very little has been done, that also is 
important. 

 The maintenance log will indicate to you what the common 
 problem is. Every property has one. It might be window leaks, regular 
cracking of the concrete, or many other issues. The log will tell you 
what it is, so you can anticipate this regular event both in your pur-
chase calculations and when you take over the property.  
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  Incomplete Maintenance Requests 

 This is crucial, because the number one reason your tenants will move 
out is if their maintenance requests are not being met. 

 Review the items that are still outstanding; this should provide a 
sense of your exposure at the time of takeover, not to mention tenant 
attitudes. You may fi nd that you need to advertise heavily the message 
that the property is under new management and that new manage-
ment cares. 

 If you see many requests, then make a note to yourself: If you go 
ahead with the deal, the fi rst thing you must do at takeover is to have 
the management company visit each tenant to discuss the open 
items. You want the manager to be giving a specifi c deadline for that 
tenant ’ s item to be done. Tenants are jittery enough when a property 
changes hands, and they ’ re at risk of moving. This is your chance to 
create a  stick campaign  to keep those tenants happy and paying you 
monthly rent. 

 Tenant turnover will be your highest expense at many commercial 
properties, so it should be a very high priority to anticipate and solve 
maintenance issues.   

  Is Renegotiation Necessary? 

 You ’ ve received all the fi nancial due diligence information. You and 
your mortgage broker have reviewed it. If it checks out, then it ’ s time 
to take the next step. 

 If you ’ ve hit some surprises or discrepancies, you must now revisit 
your calculations. Are these new factors large enough to affect how 
much you can pay for the property? If so, you must go back to the 
seller and explain what you have found. 

 Some sellers will simply tell you to take it or leave it. Others will 
be embarrassed because their own numbers seem to contradict what 
you were originally told about the deal. Still other sellers had just been 
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hoping you wouldn ’ t fi gure out the right numbers, but they ’ re willing 
to renegotiate, now that you know the truth.  

  Physical Due Diligence 

 You will not do much of this phase at all. You must hire a certifi ed 
property inspector, who in most cases will be a civil engineer. Yes, it 
will cost you money, but it ’ s well worth the price. These are profes-
sionals who know what to look for, what can be overlooked and sal-
vaged, and what must be replaced. 

  Site Inspection 

 Do not attempt to save money by doing the site inspection yourself ! 
It ’ s not even a good idea with a single - family home, never mind a larger 
commercial property. If your deal economics cannot support the price 
to have professionals perform the due diligence, don ’ t do the deal. 

 Physical due diligence involves the following: 

  Site inspection  
  Site plans and specifi cations  
  Survey  
  Tool and supply inventory  
  Appraisal  
  Phase I/Phase II environmental inspections  
  Pest inspection  
  Site inspection    

 This is the backbone of your physical due diligence. The purpose 
of the site inspection is to have your qualifi ed engineer review all key 
interior and exterior components of the property to ensure they are in 
working order. 

 The inspector will check all of the structural components of the 
property: roof, foundation, parking lot, load - bearing walls, and so on. 

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Then the engineer will review the mechanical systems such as heating, 
air-conditioning, ventilation, electrical, and plumbing. He ’ ll also check 
at least some of the interiors of units, looking for the common prob-
lems we discussed before, or anything major. 

 The inspection report will tell you the true physical condition of 
the property you are getting into. Is there a lot of deferred mainte-
nance? Are the major mechanical systems fairly new and energy effi -
cient, or on their last legs? How long will that roof last? Does the 
property comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and 
both state and local building codes? Not only will you know about 
any problems, but the report will also give you cost estimates of any 
recommended repairs. 

 Though I ’ ve found these estimates to be fairly accurate, engineers 
are not contractors. If you discover a problem that needs fi xing, bring 
in a contractor to give you a detailed estimate.  

  Site Plans and Specifi cations 

 These are the documents that were used to build the property. They 
include building plans, fl oor plans, and land - use documents. You must 
have a copy of them for your records. If you plan any changes to the 
property, you will be required to produce these documents when your 
contractor  pulls , or applies for, a building permit.  

  Survey 

 The survey tells you where the buildings sit on the property, where the 
property lines are, if the property is in a fl ood zone, and many other 
relevant details. You must have this information to determine that the 
property complies with various codes. You also must make sure that 
there are no encroachments onto the property from an adjacent land-
owner, and that your property does not encroach onto another site. 

 Get a copy of the survey from the seller, so that you and your team 
can be familiar with the property details. Understand, though, that 
your lender will require an updated survey. You may be able to save 
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money by calling the surveyor who ’ s listed on the blueprint and asking 
for an updated survey. Using the same fi rm can save you thousands of 
dollars when compared with hiring a surveyor who ’ s unfamiliar with 
the property.  

  Tool and Supply Inventory 

 All tools and supplies should go with the sale. While you ’ re on site, 
take an inventory of all the gear in the maintenance area, equipment in 
the leasing offi ce, and any other facilities. 

 In fact, you would be smart to get the make, model, and serial 
number of each piece of substantial equipment. Sellers have been 
known to substitute cheap equipment and take the good stuff with 
them. If you make sure you know what ’ s on the property — and some-
one sees you being meticulous about this — you ’ ll have a much higher 
chance of seeing that equipment again when you own the property.  

  Appraisal 

 This document will largely determine the value of the property. You 
will not order it, because the lender will choose its own appraiser. 

 The appraisal must be ordered as soon as you know the property 
will pass your physical site inspection. It ’ s the one item most likely to 
hold up your deal, because of the length of time it takes to get an appraisal 
done. If necessary, politely encourage your lender to get it started.  

  Phase I/Phase  II  Environmental Inspections 

 The lender will also order this report. As I mentioned earlier, even if 
you are not fi nancing the property, you must get a Phase I done for 
your own peace of mind. 

 The Phase I report process inspects the property for all kinds of 
hazardous waste. It tests the water, soil, air, and materials used to con-
struct the building. If everything looks good, the property passes. If 
there is a problem, then a Phase II must be done. 
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 A Phase II is a much more in - depth report. It determines exactly 
the nature and magnitude of a problem, and the degree of risk 
involved. Plan on lenders not moving ahead until the problem is 
resolved. 

 Phase II inspections can run into tens of thousands of dollars, 
never mind the remediation process to fi x the problem. My point is 
that you must always get the Phase I done on a property, so you ’ ll 
never be left holding the bag on a deal that looks great when driving 
by, but is a toxic waste dump down below.  

  Pest Inspection 

 This is usually done with apartment buildings, and the most common 
pest is termites. They are in almost every state and can do major dam-
age to a property in short order.  

  Tag Along for the Inspection 

 You should be at the property when the engineer does the inspection. 
This is a great time to get a good look at the major  components your-
self, and to ask the inspector questions about the property. The good 
ones will explain everything they ’ re doing and what they fi nd. 

 In an apartment complex, after the inspector examines the struc-
tural and mechanical components, he will do a survey of the units. That 
means doing a spot - check of perhaps 20 percent of the units, looking 
for substantial issues. 

 If the inspector fi nds problems, he will go into more units. If not, 
he will stick with the spot - check. 

 On the other hand,  you  must go into every unit and inspect. In 
part, you are looking for problems, but what you ’ re really doing is 
 getting a feel for the property: 

  How old are the fi xtures?  
  What condition is the fl ooring in?  
  Do you see mold as a result of bad ventilation?  

•
•
•
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  Are there any visible water problems near windows or on  ceilings 
or fl oors?    

 Have a checklist with you and only mark the issues or items that 
must be addressed. This will save you a lot of time, compared with 
checking everything off, good and bad.  

  What If You Find a Problem? 

 By now you know what I ’ m going to say: You ’ ve completed the physical 
due diligence and have the inspection report, plus your own notes about 
the property. No property is perfect, so we ’ re expecting some level of 
small problems. If that ’ s all you are aware of, say a silent thank-you. 

 On the other hand, you may very well have discovered that the 
roof is in pretty bad shape, or that the boiler needs a  $ 30,000 repair. 

 Share your fi ndings with the seller:  “ Mr. Seller, you did not inform 
me that a problem with the boiler existed prior to my inspection. Had 
I known that it did, I would have refl ected that in my price. My offer 
assumed a property in total working order. Do you feel that it would be 
fair to compensate me for the repairs I will have to make at closing? ”  

 What you ’ re asking for is a repair allowance; in other words, funds 
the seller gives you at the closing to cover the cost of repairs. If the 
seller says he won ’ t pay a dime and will not cooperate, then you must 
decide just how good this deal is. You can either absorb that cost, or 
walk away from the deal. 

 Again, do not nickel - and - dime the seller about minor repairs. 
Reserve your negotiations for the major stuff, where you can clearly 
show a material difference from what you were originally told, and 
what you now know.   

  Legal Due Diligence 

 You ’ ve managed to get through the fi nancial and physical due  diligence, 
so there ’ s one phase left: Now you can engage the attorney to start the 
legal due diligence. 

•
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 Don ’ t do this any earlier, because good attorneys are expensive. 
They will either ask you for a portion of their fee up front, or they may 
be okay with waiting to be paid at the closing. Either way, the billing 
meter will start to run now. 

 Legal due diligence involves reviewing the following: 

  Title  
  Building code violations  
  Zoning certifi cates  
  Insurance  
  Rental ordinances  
  Licenses, certifi cate of occupancy, and other permits  
  Vendor contracts  
  Estoppels  
  Title inspection    

 Your attorney or title company will review the ownership chain of 
the property. That involves examining the property deed and many 
dusty documents in the county registrar ’ s offi ce. She ’ s searching for 
any liens, judgments, easements, or encroachments that could affect 
the use and value of the property. 

 When a title is clouded, it means that some past owner or vendor 
has a dispute. These issues are not always major, but they do have to be 
remedied. Regardless of any assurances from the seller, never accept a 
property with a defective title. 

  Building Code Violations 

 Always check with the city or town for violations of building or health 
codes. You will be responsible for these violations as soon as you take 
ownership of the property. 

 As with everything else, sometimes these violations are major and 
other times they are quickly resolved. Their magnitude will determine 
whether you ask the seller to reimburse you in the form of a repair 
allowance.  

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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  Zoning Certifi cates 

 Your property must be zoned for the purpose you intend for it. Never 
assume that because the buildings are being used that way today, that 
they were approved for that use. I have the scars to prove that the past 
doesn ’ t matter. 

 You cannot appear before a zoning board as the new owner of a 
property and hope to win by saying:  “ Well, it was a shopping center 
before, so I should be able to keep it going as a shopping center. ”  All 
you will accomplish is to annoy these people, whose vote can either 
clear or kill your deal. Therefore, fi nd out in advance what the actual 
zoning is. 

 Also see if there is multiple - use or mixed - use zoning for the prop-
erty. This is always a plus: Sometimes after owning a property for a 
few years, the highest and best use changes to a different property 
type. With multiple or mixed zoning, you may not have to go before 
city offi cials and rezone.  

  Insurance 

 Get the insurance history for the property. Find out what claims have 
been paid or made in past years and start getting insurance rate quotes. 

 Sometimes it can be diffi cult to get commercial insurance. The fi rst 
thing to try is to go to the existing insurance company. Ask what they 
would charge to reinsure the property under your new ownership.  

  Local Ordinances 

 Forget about common sense. You need to know exactly what ordi-
nances your city has, relating to your property. That ’ s another reason 
to hire an experienced local property management fi rm, which will 
know these rules inside - out. 

 Building inspectors and code enforcement offi cers are overworked 
and underpaid. That means they ’ re on a hair trigger to become 
annoyed with a building owner. 
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 Not only should you avoid annoying these people, but you should 
do what I suggested earlier about real estate brokers: Be easy to do 
business with. Treat the local offi cials with respect and jump to it when 
they give you instructions. 

 If you get on their good side, they can actually become sources for 
properties. I ’ ve done several great deals that started with a city offi cial 
contacting me and wondering if I would be willing to take over a prop-
erty that someone else screwed up. 

 On the other hand, if you get branded as a troublemaker or a 
smart - aleck, they can stall the process on your property and destroy 
your investment very quickly.  

  Licenses, Certifi cates of Occupancy, and Permits 

 Know which licenses, certifi cates, and permits you ’ ll need by calling 
the local city clerk. 

 You ’ ll probably need a business license, certifi cate of occupancy, 
and other miscellaneous permits to run your property. Make sure you 
have their expiration dates marked on your calendar! In the early days 
of the Internet, Microsoft almost lost one of its most important domain 
names because a clerk forgot to send in a renewal check for  $ 35.  

  Vendor Contracts 

 As I mentioned before, make sure your attorney reviews all vendor 
contracts not only for the commitment that will apply to you as the 
new owner, but for any abnormal clauses. Now is the time to get expla-
nations from the seller, and in extreme cases, to be reimbursed if the 
contractual obligation warrants it.  

  Estoppels 

 This is a very important item that I also referred to earlier. Retail and 
offi ce tenants should fi ll out an estoppel letter. Your attorney will be 
familiar with the format. These letters are a way to audit what the 
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seller told you. Tenants will indicate what they are paying in rent, 
the term of the lease, the amount of their security deposit, and which 
other expenses (such as utilities) they are responsible for paying. 

 Compare the tenants ’  understanding with what you were told by 
the seller ’ s rent roll.   

  The Big Picture 

 As with the other due diligence phases, step back and review the results 
of the legal due diligence. Judge what are minor inconsistencies or fi nd-
ings, and what truly merits a discussion with the seller or seller ’ s broker. 

 A word of caution: Your reputation is everything in this business. 
With each deal you do, your reputation grows — or shrinks. Do not 
interpret all the due diligence items here as separate opportunities to 
renegotiate. They ’ re separate steps, but unless you ’ ve just uncovered a 
deal - breaker, you should wait until you have all the results. 

 You may fi nd that the seller ’ s records were off in her favor for most 
items, but that a few items are off in your favor. For instance, your 
engineer may report that the mechanical systems can be fi xed and not 
replaced, thus saving you money. 

 Once you have all the information, you ’ re in a position to look at 
your original offer and assess the big picture. With all that you now 
know, is that  price  still a fair deal for both parties? 

 Pick your battles by overlooking the small stuff and focusing only 
on the issues that simply cannot be ignored. 

 The mark of a professional is not how tough a negotiator she is; it ’ s 
how good are the deals she does. The easier you are to do business 
with, the more  primo  deals brokers will send your way. 

 Once you ’ ve completed your due diligence and have looked at the 
big picture, notify the seller and the broker as soon as possible of your 
fi ndings. Don ’ t wait until the inspection date arrives. Your seller and 
broker will appreciate being notifi ed early, and they ’ ll remember you 
on that next great deal. 
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 If you do resolve any issues, be prepared for your deposit to become 
nonrefundable very soon. You might even be asked to put down more 
nonrefundable money as you work your way to the closing.  

  One Very Key Step 

 Before you sign off on the due diligence, be sure you have a written 
commitment from a lending institution to fi nance your deal. If there 
are any items in the loan commitment letter that must be satisfi ed 
before the closing, now is an excellent time to make sure you ’ ll be able 
to do them all. 

 And I do mean written commitment. I had a four - property com-
mercial portfolio under contract in Louisiana for  $ 12.1 million, with 
 $ 130,000 down as a deposit. It was a week before the expiration of the 
inspection period, and the bank had not yet given me a commitment. 

 I kept calling my loan offi cer and he assured me that everything 
would be fi ne. He said the loan committee would be meeting on 
Thursday and that he had already received the green light from a cou-
ple of key people on the committee. 

 Thursday came and two of the committee members were on vaca-
tion. Now they didn ’ t have enough members to vote, and my deal was 
pushed off to the following week. 

 I had a choice: Sign off on the due diligence and take my loan 
offi cer ’ s word that it would be approved next week — or get an exten-
sion from the seller. I opted for the extension. 

 I called the seller and explained that I needed a one - week exten-
sion. He said  “ Hey, Dave, no problem . . . as long as you ’ re willing put 
up another  $ 65,000 hard ”  (that is, nonrefundable). I told him  “ No way. ”  
I wanted the extension, but I wasn ’ t putting up any money hard. 

 He asked me to prove my confi dence with the lender by putting 
up that nonrefundable money. I didn ’ t trust the loan offi cer enough to 
bet  $ 65,000 on his word. I told the seller that I wouldn ’ t do it. The 
property would have to go out of contract and back on the market. 
When I got my loan, we could go back into contract if he wanted to. 
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 He said  “ Fine, ”  with every intention of shopping that deal, hoping 
for a higher price before I got my loan commitment the next week. 
There was nothing I could do about the situation. I had to stay 
protected. 

 One week later, the loan committee denied the loan! They said 
they didn ’ t like the area in which two of the properties were located. 
Oh, but they might reconsider if I put more money into the down pay-
ment. I knew my strike price and cash - on - cash target. The deal would 
not work with more of my money, so I walked away. 

 I almost paid  $ 65,000 for the lesson that you just got: Make sure 
you have fi nancing lined up before you commit to moving ahead to 
the closing.  

  Getting to the Closing 

 You ’ ve signed off on the due diligence, and now it ’ s a march to the 
closing. You must close on time or your deposit will be at the mercy of 
the seller. You also should close on time because that ’ s part of your 
reputation. They ’ ll know you to be a performer. 

 You might still be taking care of some of the loan commitment 
items that the lender wants done before the closing. Keep your  checklist 
in front of you at this stage, to ensure that these items get done. 

 Once they ’ re completed, the lender signs off and prepares the 
closing documents. You should ask to see a copy of these documents as 
soon as they are done. Then send them to your attorney for review. If 
anything is out of the ordinary, you must negotiate with the lender. 

  The Escrow Agent 

 A couple of days before the closing, the escrow agent will go into 
high gear. 

 An escrow agent is a neutral third party who facilitates the closing. 
This person creates the closing statements for both the buyer and 
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seller. She also handles the earnest money deposit, loan documents, 
and closing fees that are associated with the title transfer. 

 The escrow agent will obtain title insurance, pay off any  outstanding 
liens, cut checks to any other parties, and record the property deed 
after the closing.  

  Should You Get Title Insurance? 

 Title insurance protects you against any defect in the title that might 
be pointed out during your ownership of the property. You might be 
thinking:  “ Hey, I just paid the attorney to check the title and he told 
me it was clear. ”  

 What if the attorney missed something? What if someone puts in 
a claim at a later date for a matter that the attorney could not have 
seen at the time? 

 Some years ago I negotiated a nice deal and was moving ahead to 
the closing. I had done the due diligence, my checklist was empty, the 
loan commitment was in place, and the title came back clean. 

 I was two days away from the closing when I got a call from the 
local police department, asking if I was about to purchase the property 
in question. 

 I said  “ Yes. ”  The detective asked me for the seller ’ s name and I 
gave it to him. He then informed me that this person did not own the 
property, and that the actual owner lived in Florida and knew nothing 
about the sale! 

 The police had discovered that my seller had falsifi ed a deed and 
recorded it at the registry of deeds, transferring the property into 
his name. 

 When my attorney did the title search, the transfer looked clean. 
In fact the attorney certifi ed that the title was clean! 

 Another lesson for you: Attorney certifi cations are not the same as 
title insurance. You might get a heart - felt apology from the attorney, 
but the only way you ’ ll get your money back is if you fi rst obtain title 
insurance.  
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  Setting Up the Closing 

 When is the best time to close on your property? There are two 
schools of thought: Some investors like to close late in the month so 
they have less pre - paid interest to deal with. 

 I like to close at the beginning of the month. The seller is responsi-
ble for giving you all of the rent owed for the remainder of that almost -
 full month. If you close on the third of the month, the seller will owe 
you 27 days of rent from each tenant, whether he ’ s collected it or not. 

 This money can come in handy if you are tight on funds going 
into the closing. The drawback is that you ’ ll have more prepaid inter-
est to pay on your loan. In my experience, the amount of rent is much 
higher than the amount of prepaid interest. Close early when you have 
the choice. 

 One extra benefi t with commercial properties is that you don ’ t 
need to go the city in which the property is located in order to close 
the deal. The escrow agent will send you a copy of the buyer ’ s closing 
statement for your review. If you ’ re okay with it, you sign and return 
it. If not, you make the necessary changes. 

 Be sure you read this document closely and focus on the prora-
tions. Those are items such as taxes that must be paid by the seller up 
to a certain date, at which point you take them over. The same is true 
with rental income, as I mentioned before. Quite often there will be a 
mistake in the proration section. What a surprise: The mistake is 
almost never in your favor. If you do not detect the mistake, you 
eat it. 

 The escrow agent will also send you a copy of the closing docu-
ments. Immediately send these to your attorney for review. Now is the 
time to fi nd and fi x any discrepancies. Once the attorney gives the okay, 
you sign all the documents in front of a notary public and send them to 
the escrow agent. You can fi nd notaries in the phone book, and at many 
insurance companies, mortgage broker offi ces, and banks. 

 While you ’ re pushing all this paper, the seller is doing the same. 
All parties usually sign and send the documents back to the escrow 
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agent by overnight delivery. Just make sure your packet goes by some 
method you can track, and that will include delivery confi rmation. 

 On the scheduled day for the closing, your only offi cial duty is to 
wire the funds to the escrow account. Once received, as long as no last -
 minute surprises develop, the escrow agent transfers the deed to you 
and you ’ re the proud owner of that property.  

  What Should Be in Place on Closing Day 

 Though you ’ ve been intensely focused on getting the closing to occur, 
you should have already been planning for the future. On the day you 
take over the property, hit the ground running. 

 The most important thing to have done already is decide which 
company will manage your property. You might hire the existing com-
pany if you were impressed during the due diligence phase. On the 
other hand, the present management might be the fi rst item you will 
replace. 

 Whatever you do, be sure to interview three candidates for the job 
and select the most qualifi ed. Do not select based solely on price. Also 
do not try to talk these companies way down on price. The manage-
ment company is the key player on your team. By being too cheap up 
front, you are only weakening their service, and you will pay dearly in 
lost cash fl ow. 

 You already should have received your professionally made signs, 
banners, and other marketing materials for the property. 

 Because you were monitoring all key equipment at the property, 
you already know if the leasing offi ce and other facilities are fully 
equipped. If not, you ’ ve bought what you need, like computers, fax 
machines, and copiers. 

 You must change into the name of the new ownership entity all 
utilities: electric, gas, water, sewer, trash, phone, and cable. 

 You already have set up key accounts with either existing or new 
vendors for building supplies, janitorial, landscape, parking lot mainten-
ance, alarm service, and so on. Of course your management  company 
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may be way ahead of you on this, but just make sure it got done. You ’ re 
the manager of the management company. 

 You should have created your own budget for running the prop-
erty. Your marketing plan will detail the steps to take in order to fi ll 
any vacant units, keep the desirable tenants, and eventually replace the 
others. You ’ ll know the type and frequency of reports to expect from 
your management company 

 Get an up - to - date list of employees, including their salaries and 
responsibilities. Have a new, local bank account already set up for the 
property operating account, which will be used to pay vendors and 
other regular expenses. 

 On the day of takeover, you should also be working with your 
management company to have: 

  Current rent schedule  
  Security deposit report  
  Pre - paid item report  
  Confi rmation of rent delinquencies  
  Copies of any pending litigation    

 Discuss any changes in staff hours, and make sure the rent roll and 
budget are already input into the reporting system. 

 Make sure the manager contacts all tenants, delivering take - over 
letters so that they know the building has been sold, and to whom they 
should make out future lease checks. 

 Change the offi ce locks and make sure the answering machine 
offers a brand - new message. 

 If you ensure that all this happens, you ’ ll be running this new 
investment like a real pro.   

  In the Next Chapter 

 By this point in the book, I want you to have a pretty clear picture of 
the entire process, beginning from where you are right now, all the 
way to owning a commercial property. 

•
•
•
•
•
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 You and I both know that I ’ ve only summarized the process, 
though. There are lots of details that must be attended to, and a few 
minefi elds to navigate. 

 In the next chapter, I discuss risk. We step back from the nitty -
 gritty of closing details, and again look at the big picture. I explain the 
variety of acceptable risks that come with being in the real estate busi-
ness, and what additional risks you can avoid entirely.                      
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         7    
Ta k e  O n l y 

I n t e l l i g e n t  R i s k s          

 I won ’ t insult your intelligence by saying:  “ Real estate investing involves 
risk. ”  You know that, having read this far. 

 I won ’ t even say,  “ The goal is to take as little risk as possible. ”  That ’ s 
also too simplistic, because it turns risk into the objective when you and 
I both know we ’ re in real estate with the objective of making money. 

 Instead, our goal should be to eliminate all unnecessary risk, and 
understand the risk we do take on. That ’ s what I mean by  “ Take only 
intelligent risks. ”  

 I see it happen all the time to certain investors who are long on 
enthusiasm and very short on preparation. First they get all excited 
about investing. Then they dive in and fl ail around for a while. A few 
get lucky and their fi rst deal actually works out okay. However, most of 
these investors get out of real estate as fast as they got in. For decades 
to come, they ’ ll then proclaim to anyone who will listen that  “ I tried 
real estate investing and it doesn ’ t work. ”  

 It doesn ’ t have to be that way. In this chapter I show you how to 
avoid many of the career - ending mistakes investors make. That ’ s the 
part about eliminating all unnecessary risk. I ’ ll also explain what can 
go wrong and why. That way, you ’ ll be moving ahead with the 
 confi dence of knowing what to expect.  
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  Crucial Elements of Your Success 

 Whatever you do, don ’ t get caught in the  chicken - and - egg  quandary of 
 “ I can ’ t get good at real estate investing unless I do deals, but how can 
I hope to do a decent deal until I ’ m somewhat good at this whole 
business? ”  

 I have great news. You get good by doing three things: 

   1.   Look at lots of deals.  
   2.   Realize that your early negotiations with sellers are not binding. 

 Taking the fi rst two steps will then allow you to:  

   3.   Make offers regularly.    

 Let ’ s now look at each of these elements.  

  Look at Lots of Deals 

 When you begin to analyze deals, your goal should not be to get a deal 
done as soon as possible, strange as that advice may seem. I fi gure that 
you want to be in this business for the long term, so my most impor-
tant early objective is to get you the strongest, most stable foundation 
for investing. 

 You do that by analyzing as many deals as you possibly can. The 
old advice works great here:  Practice makes perfect . It ’ s only through 
seeing deal after deal that you get a feel for how the numbers work. 

 At fi rst, everything ’ s new to you. But the more deals you see, the faster 
you ’ re moving up the learning curve. Soon you will begin to see things: 

  Wow, I ’ ve never seen a deal with expenses this high.  
  I ’ ve looked at eight deals in that part of town and this is the fi rst 
one that has a cash - on - cash return over 10 percent.  

•
•
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  I ’ m beginning to see that retail space in strip malls these days is 
running in this range  . . .  why does this deal have such low rates?    

 What you ’ re doing is observing, comparing, and above all, asking 
questions. 

 The wonderful thing about this process is that it can happen as 
quickly as you want it to. If your marketing machine is well - built and 
humming, you ’ ll be seeing deal after deal. 

 In fact, you can go to  www.loopnet.com  and begin to see deals 
fi ve minutes from now. It ’ s true that most of them will not be what 
you ’ re after. That ’ s okay, because you ’ re just getting comfortable at 
this stage. Sailors get their  sea legs , and you ’ re getting your  deal legs . 

 As I mention in an earlier chapter, begin to build relationships 
with brokers just as soon as you can. When doing so, understand that 
initially you will be tested. The broker will send you a few deals to see 
if you will take the bait. These are usually deals the broker hasn ’ t been 
able to sell to anyone else. He ’ s not only sizing up your knowledge, 
but, who knows — you just might take the deal off his hands. 

 Even the  dog deals  can be helpful to you. You ’ ll be able to analyze 
that many more deals, and you will have an opportunity to build rap-
port with the broker. To make that happen, it ’ s crucial that you handle 
the dog deals properly. Here are your options: 

  Option 1:  Silence. You simply don ’ t say anything. This is unpro-
fessional. You must thank the broker for sending you anything, and 
use that opening as a chance to explain what you ’ re looking for. 

  Option 2:  Call the broker and say:  “ Mr. Broker, why did you send 
me that piece of junk? You know as well as I do that those numbers just 
don ’ t work. I ’ m not stupid, you know. ”  This is an excellent way to 
never hear from the broker again. 

  Option 3:  Call the broker and say:  “ Mr. Broker, thank you for send-
ing me that deal. Unfortunately, those numbers do not fi t my  criteria 
for buying. For a deal to work for me, I need a minimum cash - on - cash 
return of 10 percent. What do you have in your pipeline that might fi t 
my criteria? ”  

•
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 You ’ ve just thanked the broker for sending you a deal, even if it ’ s 
no good. That ’ s showing professional courtesy, and it will set you apart 
from most of the people on his list. What you ’ ve also done is to start 
training the broker on the type of deals you ’ re looking for. 

 You ’ re now above all the amateurs who call the broker on a regular 
basis and say  “ Hey, you got any good deals for me? ”  When you follow 
my approach to brokers, you ’ ll begin to see better and better deals.  

  At First, It ’ s Just a Date 

 If you take the attitude when dating that each time is an important 
commitment, you ’ re most likely going to die single. Instead, on early 
dates you are simply getting to know each other better. 

 Let ’ s say you look at a deal and decide that it has some merit. You 
get to know each other by making an offer, in the form of your letter 
of intent (LOI). You ’ re simply asking for a date, with no commitments. 
That leads us into the third and fi nal step in getting good at real estate 
investing:  

  Make Offers Regularly 

 You should actively strive to put in as many LOIs as you can. It ’ s cru-
cial that you get the feel of going through the process. When you talk 
with the broker or seller about a deal, you get to experience the start of 
the negotiation process. 

 I want to be crystal clear: Even when the numbers are not close, 
you should still create an LOI and submit it! You won ’ t be doing this 
during your entire career, but you should focus on it at fi rst.  Remember, 
you ’ re getting your deal legs. 

 Don ’ t simply write up any deal. Do fi rst try to analyze the num-
bers and rate the potential of the opportunity. My point is to make 
sure you don ’ t let lack of quality prevent you from making regular 
offers. 
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 So write up your LOI. Then do not just fax it over blindly to the 
broker or seller. Instead, call the seller and say:   

 Mr. Seller, I ’ m about to fax you over an LOI for your Main Street prop-
erty. I want you to know that I ’ ve analyzed the numbers and my offer will 
come in much lower than the asking price. As a matter of fact, based on 
the numbers that I was given and my need to have a 10 percent cash - on -
 cash return going into the deal, my offer will be X dollars. I know it is 
much lower than the asking price — should I fax over the offer?   

 The other party will start asking you questions. This will give you 
the experience of answering questions about the deals you ’ re making 
offers on. The more you do this, the more confi dence and momentum 
you ’ ll create for yourself, and the more relationships you will be 
developing. 

 From time to time, the answer will be  “ Yes, fax it over. ”  Great! 
Now you ’ ll be negotiating with absolutely no risk on your part. Will 
you be asked questions you can ’ t answer? Yes. So what? Anyone in this 
business has been in that position, so it ’ s not a big deal. 

 You ’ ll also have a great experience from time to time, when one of 
these low - ball offers is accepted!  

  How to Recognize a Bad Deal Early in the Process 

 Now that you are on a quick learning curve, analyzing deals and mak-
ing offers, it ’ s important to manage your time properly. After all, my 
system is all about getting into real estate while you still have a day job. 
If it works in that situation, imagine how well it will work when you 
are your own boss someday! 

 When you ’ re making offers and analyzing counter - offers, the 
sooner you can recognize a problem and estimate its size, the more 
effi cient you will become. You ’ ll spend less time on the low - payoff 
deals and gravitate toward the ones with serious potential. 
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 Let ’ s talk about the main reasons for deals to fall apart: 

  Bad Numbers 

 I know that I just fi nished telling you to make offers and not sweat the 
fact that some of those deals are crummy. That is so you get out there 
and acquire your  deal legs . 

 Now I ’ m going to tell you something that appears to contradict 
what I just said: Dump the deals when the numbers don ’ t work. 

 Here ’ s the trick: Be sure you ’ re out there making offers and not 
dumping them too soon. But when you realize that a seller will not come 
down on price, or will not give you great fi nancing to counteract the 
high price, it ’ s time to pass on that deal. 

 Remember to make a courtesy call to the seller or broker and 
explain your reasoning.  

  No Numbers 

 As you know from an earlier chapter, when you ask for  numbers , you 
mean something specifi c. You want actual numbers from the past two 
years, plus year - to - date profi t - and - loss statements. What if the seller 
says  “ I don ’ t have those ” ? 

 Believe it or not, you will hear that occasionally. At times I ’ ve been 
told that the seller simply doesn ’ t keep such records, which might be 
true in some cases. I ’ ve known sellers to say they just hired a new man-
agement company and the old company took all the records. That may 
be an excuse or it may be true. 

 I ’ ve never been able to put a deal together unless the seller could 
give me accurate statements.  

  Pro Forma Numbers 

 As you know, these numbers are merely projections and wishful think-
ing about what the property might do in the future. If all you receive is 
pro forma numbers, this is a big red fl ag. 
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 The owner is saying, in effect,  “ I didn ’ t run my business effi ciently. 
If I had, I would be able to show you actual numbers this good. But 
don ’ t let that stop you from paying me as if I had performed this well! ”  

 How crazy is that? Yet you will hear this argument from seller 
after seller. 

 Pro forma numbers are fi ne; just don ’ t base your price on them. If 
you go for bank fi nancing, the lender will not fi nance you based on 
those made - up numbers. 

 Want a blazing red fl ag? When the seller will not give you actual 
numbers until you put in an offer based only on the pro forma num-
bers. Perhaps he thinks you ’ ll fall for that swindle, but I know you 
won ’ t.  

  Bad Property 

 The numbers may actually look good, but they also may be hiding a 
real headache of a property. 

 Perhaps the numbers are great for a good reason: The property 
may have a large amount of deferred maintenance. If all the mechani-
cal and other systems are old, it may be prohibitively expensive to 
maintain it. 

 Such properties can work, but I recommend that you stay away 
from them until you ’ ve done many deals. At that point, you will have 
the experience and resources to take on a really big challenge, for a 
correspondingly big reward.  

  Wrong Area 

 There ’ s an old - but - good principle in real estate: Your house should be 
the worst one in the neighborhood. If it ’ s the best one, then the neigh-
borhood will drag down the value of your house. You want those 
neighbors bringing up your value instead. 

 The same is true with commercial property. Are you considering 
a strip mall that has mid - level stores while the property down the 
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street just rented to a dollar store and a teenage game arcade? This 
 neighborhood is changing in the wrong way. 

 Pretty soon, your target property will lose its higher - end tenants. 
Then the only tenants you ’ ll be able to rent to will be lower - end ones 
for lower rents. Lower rents very quickly decrease the value of your 
property. 

 All properties are classifi ed from  A  to  D , and so are all areas. Avoid 
doing business in the  D  areas. They can be highly profi table, but are 
even more highly management - intensive. That ’ s another game you 
can play in a few years. 

 You ’ re much better off avoiding all the headaches by investing in a 
C property. This property will not be pretty, but will contain tenants 
who provide steady income.  

  Properties That Have Been on the Market for a Long Time 

 The real estate market is just too active to let gems lie around for long. 
If a property ’ s been on the market for a long time, your antenna should 
be active, scanning for something wrong with it. 

 Remember the gauntlet of buyers that a broker will contact to sell 
a property: First she will call her private list of best buyers; then the 
rest of her list will hear about it; and last of all, her offi ce colleagues —
 and their own lists — will have an opportunity to buy it. 

 If the property still doesn ’ t move, it will be advertised on the 
 Internet and in the newspaper classifi ed section. 

 After all these eyes review a property, the chances are very low that 
it ’ s a great deal. I have found excellent properties that have been 
picked - over by countless earlier investors, but it ’ s rare.   

  Do Not Fall into This Trap 

 I just fi nished saying that the chances are low — but not zero — of fi nd-
ing a good deal that ’ s been on the market for a long time. However, do 
not use  low chances  as a reason for inaction! 
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 Some people are so fearful of actually doing a deal that they talk 
themselves out of good ones. They look for reasons not to proceed, so 
they won ’ t have to face their fears. 

 I went through that phase. When I started investing, it took me a 
few months to piece together the knowledge I needed to do that fi rst 
deal. The learning process was nice, comfortable, and nonthreatening. 
As soon as I had that knowledge, fear began to take over. I was afraid 
to do my fi rst deal. It was mostly fear of the unknown, coupled with an 
overactive imagination. 

 As I analyzed deals, I found myself looking for reasons why a deal 
wasn ’ t a deal. You know what? I could  always  fi nd a reason  . . .  or two 
or fi ve. 

 For nine long, unprofi table months I allowed myself to do this. 
I then found a property whose numbers really worked. In my fear 
paralysis, I just couldn ’ t bring myself to put in an offer. I did what ’ s 
called  bird - dogging : I gave that lead to another investor for a small fee. 
At least I had taken some action and made some money, I told myself. 
The truth was that I had simply avoided doing the deal. 

 That investor was so busy doing other deals that he let his offer 
expire. I bird - dogged the same deal to someone else, but he was too 
busy. So was the third investor. 

 I knew this property was a deal. With no other excuses handy, 
I swallowed hard and bought my fi rst deal. 

 I ’ m here to tell you that just one little deal makes all the  difference! 
I realized that the oceans did not rise up to swallow me, and I still had 
a pulse  . . .  and a deal. 

 Well then! Only three months later I had three more properties. 
After six months I had done nine deals. Within one year of confront-
ing my fears I had eleven deals under my belt. There is nothing  better 
than taking action and getting over the hurdle of doing that fi rst deal. 

 If you catch yourself looking for reasons not to do deals, get your-
self an experienced partner to assist you with your fi rst one. That will 
give you the confi dence to spread your wings and start doing your own.    
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 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  I  G OT TA D O T H I S  D E A L !  ”   

 This syndrome happens for a variety of reasons, all of them bad: You 
might still be waiting to do your fi rst deal, and fear has been replaced 
by desperation. 
  Or it could be that you ’ ve already invested in a few properties, but 
this one looks like a trophy to you. Maybe a rival investor is bidding on 
it, or perhaps it ’ s a well - known property in your town and you fanta-
size about strolling into a meeting and announcing that you own it. 
  When you feel as though you absolutely must do a deal, step back 
and get an objective opinion. Otherwise, here ’ s what the  slippery slope  
looks like: 
  You get the numbers from the seller. Yes, they ’ re pro forma num-
bers, but wow do they look good! According to the seller, there ’ s a  big  
payday at the end of this deal for you, and you start to taste it. 
  The seller asks you simply to put in an offer pending the compila-
tion of the actual numbers.  “ Once we agree on a price, I ’ ll be more 
than happy to release all the numbers to you, ”  he says. 
  You come to terms, and you ’ re pumped — the seller agreed to take 
10 percent less than the asking price! 
  When you get the actual numbers, you ’ re not so pumped. There are 
potential problems. The income is up and down like a seesaw, and the 
pro forma numbers are based on the best months. He very confi dently 
assures you that with good management, the property can easily per-
form at that level consistently. 
  You notice that expenses are much higher than reported. The seller 
has a ready explanation: He is paying for all of the utilities, but you 
can submeter the property and have tenants pay for utilities going 
 forward. That will give you a windfall of cash, he explains. 
  You ’ re hungry for a deal, what he ’ s telling you sounds good, and he 
seems like a real honest guy. 
  Even your management company agrees that it can keep the prop-
erty performing at the level that the seller had in his best months (they 
will tell you this to impress you). They also agree that it ’ s possible to 
submeter the utilities and collect more from tenants. 

(Continued)
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AM AT E U R MI S TA K E  (CO N T I N U E D ) 

 You do the deal. 
  Right off the bat, your management company is not able to hit that 
best - month level of income. They do come close at times, but they 
miss on other months, and the shortfalls happen more frequently. 
  When you prepare to submeter the property, you realize that you 
can ’ t require the tenants to pay utilities until their leases expire. This 
results in another income gap. 
  When you fi nally start to raise the rents, you notice something: 
Some tenants decide to move out instead of paying the higher utility 
bills. You come to learn that your main competition pays the utilities, 
and their properties are younger. 
  You ’ re now not only losing tenants, but new ones are not attracted 
to your property, which has that competitive disadvantage. Your cash 
fl ow drops because you have lower occupancy. Your property value 
goes down with it. 
  One day the fl oodgates in your mind open and you wonder why 
you ever decided to invest in commercial property in the fi rst place. 
You wonder if that accounting job is still open down at the plant. 
 It could all have been avoided. A deal must work based on actual 
numbers  . . .  period. As soon as you fi nd yourself rationalizing how 
you can  “ make this deal work, ”  you need to dump it and move on to 
the next one. The only thing that you   “ gotta ”   make is rational buying 
decisions to increase your wealth.

  Know Where You Are in the Real Estate Cycle 

 You must always know this when buying a property. Remember, you ’ re 
not just buying into a property, but also into a market. 

 How is the local market doing? 
 Are new jobs coming in, and are even more projected to come in? 
 How is the supply? 
 How many permits were pulled in the past couple of years for the 

same type of property you are buying? 
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 How many of those properties are being built near your property? 
If the number is higher than average, you now have another question 
to answer: Is the market becoming oversupplied, or is it growing so 
fast that the absorption far exceeds supply? 

 Is there any vacant land near your property that could be built on? 
 Have there been any recent announcements that jobs were leaving 

the area? 
 What have rents been doing for the past couple of years? Have 

they been stagnant or rising, or are they just starting to rise after years 
of weakness? 

 These are all important questions to ask about a market before you 
enter it. The answers will determine your exit strategy and your buy-
ing parameters. 

 If you ’ ve been in a market that ’ s had a long  run - up , or increase, you 
know that it will soon be oversupplied. In that case, your exit strategy 
should be to hold nothing in this market. Instead, you should buy the 
property and quickly sell to another buyer so that you get into a cash 
position. Cash will be king in the coming   down-market in that area. 

 What if you have a  killer deal , and you hate the thought of just fl ip-
ping it? Consider fl ipping it and when the market rolls over, pick up 
the same killer deal for less, six to eight months later. 

 If you do buy that deal at the peak of the market, get ready for it to 
look not so killer for a while. You ’ re going to have to hold it while the 
market declines and eventually rebounds. It ’ s generally not a good idea 
to do this, because your money will be tied up for a long time. During 
that period you will have missed the opportunity to make faster, more 
profi table plays elsewhere.  

  Don ’ t Let Yourself Be the Cause of Failure 

 This usually happens in one of three ways: 

   1.   Not taking action  
   2.   Being cheap  
   3.   Doing marginal deals    
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  Not Taking Action 

 It ’ s easy to see something that ’ s not right with your deal and ignore it. 
Perhaps you want to wait a while and see if the problem corrects itself, 
or maybe you ’ re just being lazy. Either way, problems generally tend 
to get worse. 

 The other form of nonaction that can cause failure is to overana-
lyze a deal. Yes, you ’ re  taking action  of sorts by crunching the numbers 
over and over. The problem is, I defi ne action as  making offers . As we 
discussed earlier, you must guard against never getting around to mak-
ing those offers.  

  Being Cheap 

 Some people try to save money on the property inspection by doing it 
themselves. That ’ s plain crazy. No matter how well you ’ ve been able to 
insulate yourself and really focus on the numbers, down deep you ’ re 
much more emotionally tied to the deal than an inspector is. 

 Besides, you ’ re not qualifi ed! I ’ m a licensed general contractor 
with many hundreds of projects under my belt, and  I am not qualifi ed , 
okay? So what does that make you? 

 Get a local professional with years of experience. That person 
knows the local and state laws, the neighborhood, and quite possibly 
even your target property. Just one sentence from this person can save 
you tens of thousands of dollars in trouble down the road. 

 Don ’ t try to save money on attorneys, either, by hiring a relative, 
friend, or a general - practice attorney. Commercial real estate attor-
neys  are  expensive. It ’ s a cheap form of insurance, though, to keep you 
out of bad deals and protect you in the deals you do invest in. If it 
makes you feel any better while you write out those checks, remember 
two things: You should only get into deals that are good enough to 
support the additional costs of attorneys and other team members. 
Also, your attorney can become a great source of future deals, thus 
earning you much more than the fees cost you. 
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 Another great way to get yourself into trouble is by being cheap 
with your property. When repairs arise,  do them . When tenants have 
maintenance problems, mandate that your property manager jump on 
the matter. 

 The number - one reason for tenants to leave your building is a 
lack of response to maintenance problems. They won ’ t be leaving 
because of the rent. 

 I ’ m not only advocating that you react quickly, but recommending 
that you become proactive. Have a program to identify deferred main-
tenance on your property regularly. When you continuously correct 
wear and tear, your property will always look good and your tenants 
will notice the care that you demonstrate, in comparison with your 
cheapskate competition. 

 Once your retail or offi ce tenants start getting remarks about the 
property from outside sources, you ’ re in trouble. Now you ’ ve affected 
the image of other businesses as well, and you will pay dearly for that. 
Not only will the tenants move out as soon as is practical, but leasing 
the space will become much harder. 

 Then the downward spiral picks up speed. You hold on for a  couple 
of months without anyone fi lling that vacant space, and then you lower 
the lease rate. You ’ re also deferring more maintenance because cash 
fl ow has dried up. You eventually get a tenant who is willing to pay the 
lower rate, but it ’ s not a tenant that adds to the image of your property. 
That drives out more tenants, and so on. 

 You try to bail out by selling, and are shocked to discover that the 
value of your property has dropped so far that it has  fallen out of bed , as 
they say on Wall Street. The cure for this slippery slope? Keep that 
property well - maintained at all costs.  

  Doing Marginal Deals 

 There ’ s nothing exactly wrong with a marginal deal. You might be 
working off actual numbers, with a property that ’ s well maintained in 
an acceptable area. The only problem is that it ’ s a  squeaker  of a deal. 
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 Marginal deals have numbers below ten percent cash - on - cash 
return. I know I ’ ve mentioned this target number before. Some  investors 
will think I ’ m crazy to expect to get a ten - percent minimum cash - on -
 cash return to get into a deal. Some realtors and owners may even tell 
you that it is impossible to get such a return in their area. 

 Let them talk, but don ’ t listen to them. These people are specula-
tors. I have nothing against speculators, but I don ’ t believe in doing 
business that way. Maybe I ’ m  old school , because I believe that Cash 
Flow Is King. 

 Speculators can and do make huge chunks of money, as do we 
more conservative investors. The difference is that speculators bet on 
appreciation. They are willing to live with very little cash fl ow. In fact, 
they ’ ll sometimes buy a property with negative cash fl ow with the hope 
of that  big payday  down the road. 

 Speculating is similar to investing on the basis of pro forma num-
bers: If the market takes a sudden shift from that hoped - for trend, the 
speculator now must hold the property for an extended period. 

 Contrast that strategy with investing for cash fl ow. If the market 
suddenly shifts on me, I simply have less cash fl ow. I like that better.  

  Little or No Traffi c 

 Traffi c is known as a  leading indicator . In other words, when traffi c is 
strong, it results in other things being strong, such as sales. The reverse 
is also true. 

 Be wary of properties that are hard for customers to get to, or that 
do not have enough traffi c to support them. As I mentioned earlier, 
traffi c can vary signifi cantly from one side of the street to the other, or 
one block to the next. 

 Some commercial investors make a point of noticing where the 
 big boys  like McDonald’s ®  and Starbucks ®  locate their stores. It ’ s 
called the  follow - that - cab approach , and it can work very well. These 
 companies have site selection down to a science, and you may be able 
to  benefi t from that. At the very least, try to notice everything you 
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can about where they locate their properties. Nothing is accidental 
with them.   

  When Good Debt Turns into Bad 

 Turn on your TV late at night and you ’ ll hear another  no - money - down  
pitch for real estate investing. I ’ ve already explained that although 
most of these deals are not good, it is possible to invest in good prop-
erties with  no money of your own down . In other words, they are regular 
deals that require down payments, but you get a lender to put up the 
down payment. 

 I discuss fi nancing in more depth in the next chapter, but I want to 
make a point about risk here: Just because you  can  arrange lots of debt 
on a deal does not mean that you necessarily  should . 

 Debt has a way of eating up cash fl ow, and the danger arises when 
your deal is thin on cash fl ow to begin with. When those funds must 
go to debt service, you ’ re taking a big risk. 

 Think of cash fl ow after debt service as your safety net. That ’ s the 
amount of excess dollars that ideally go into your pocket, but could be 
used for the property. For instance, if the property needs additional 
repairs or occupancy temporarily dips, having that cash fl ow is a great 
way to smooth out the ups and downs. 

 When you have a deal that works on paper with lots of debt and 
very little cash fl ow, it starts to look a lot like the pro forma deals 
I mentioned earlier. You had better be exactly right in your projections, 
or bad things will quickly begin to happen to your investment. 

 Remember the  debt coverage ratio :   

Debt Coverage Ratio �   
Net Operating Income

  ____________________  
Debt Service

  

 Regardless of the amount of debt you can arrange, shoot to have a 
debt coverage ratio of 1.25 or higher. That will ensure that you have 
adequate cash fl ow to cover your operating expenses and debt service. 
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 When banks fi nance you, they will require that your debt coverage 
ratio be 1.20 or better in good times, and around 1.25 in lean times. 
It ’ s also a good rule of thumb for you to use, even if you ’ re not fi nanc-
ing through banks.  

  Don ’ t Persuade Yourself into Failure 

 I already talked about the dire consequences of ignoring deferred 
maintenance. Here are three other situations that you absolutely must 
stay on top of: 

   1.   Collections  
   2.   Occupancy  
   3.   Attitude    

  Collections 

 It ’ s realistic to expect your management company to have a few out-
standing rents in the fi rst part of the month. However, they should be 
 zeroing out  by the end of the month. In other words, they should have 
collected all rents by then. 

 I ’ m not suggesting that tenants be told they have until the end of 
the month. Instead, I ’ m referring to your internal reporting standard. 
If you ’ re not at 100 percent, you must be on top of the situation. It ’ s 
your job to manage the manager. 

 Even with the goal of 100 percent collections by the end of the 
month, it ’ s common to have up to three percent in delinquent rents. Just 
make sure the manager is actively pursuing these tenants. Rents that go 
uncollected for more than thirty days are likely to go uncollected 
permanently.  

  Occupancy 

 The fi rst job of your management company is to fi ll up the prop-
erty. The second job is to collect rents, and the third job is to keep that 
property full. Your biggest expense will be tenant turnover. 
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 Occupancy should at least equal the average current occupancy 
for properties of your type in your market. If it ’ s lower, the manage-
ment company is not doing a good job. If it ’ s higher, then you picked a 
good company. 

 When the fi rst of the month comes and you don ’ t have a tenant 
fi lling a unit, that income is lost forever. To avoid this bleak situation, 
you must have a strong tenant retention program. 

 The fi rst element of that program is to ensure maintenance is 
quickly taken care of. Insist that the manager call the tenant and 
acknowledge the request. Then, the service standard should be to fi x 
the problem within 24 hours, and preferably the same day. If it ’ s an 
emergency, then of course you need immediate response. 

 After the maintenance is complete, tenants should get another call 
to ask if they are satisfi ed with the work. If they are not, the work must 
be quickly attended to. If they are, then you ’ ve just turned a mainte-
nance request into a positive impression of your property. 

 I want to stress again that it ’ s not enough to be a quick reactor to 
tenant issues. You should insist that your manager be proactive. They 
should be continually watching for issues and fi xing them whether 
tenants complain or not. Now you ’ re  really  earning goodwill.  

  Attitude 

 This item will directly affect your profi t - and - loss statement. As corny 
as it may sound, everyone on your team must have a  can - do  attitude. It 
must be on display when leasing the property, dealing with tenants, 
and interacting with contractors. 

 I was in the midst of a large repositioning project a while back. 
The fi rst management company was highly skilled. Unfortunately, the 
skill was related to hiding its ineffi ciency. By the time I discovered this, 
the company had cost me a lot of time and money. 

 Needless to say, I hired another fi rm. After a couple of months, 
I made a visit to the site, in part to talk with the manager. I was not 
happy with the occupancy rate or the way that the company was 
accounting for costs. I met with the manager and the lead maintenance 
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person to go over goals for the next 30 to 90 days. As I set one goal, 
I saw the manager look at the maintenance man and roll her eyes. 

 I knew right then that my property would be in trouble if she 
remained as manager. I voiced my concern to the management com-
pany. To make a long story short, she soon  decided to pursue other oppor-
tunities , as they say. Soon my property was thriving. 

 An executive at Nordstrom — the store that ’ s famous for its great 
customer service — was once asked how it managed to train such 
 excellent people. He replied that it had long ago given up focusing 
mainly on training, and instead focused on fi nding people whose atti-
tude was already great. Yes, Nordstrom also provided training , but it 
had no illusions about training being able to turn a poor attitude into 
a good one.   

  Be the RIGHT Kind of Control Freak 

 The wrong kind is the  do - it - yourselfer . This person may be too cheap 
to hire good talent or may think he can do a better job than anyone 
else. Whatever the reason, it ’ s a prescription for mediocrity and 
burnout. 

 You must let go, and you must do so sooner than you think is 
appropriate. Even when you have very little money, you should be 
looking for ways to delegate easy tasks to family members, or to low -
 cost helpers from the local elderly center. 

 As I mentioned earlier, you must only be doing deals that can 
 support the involvement of professional specialists such as mortgage 
brokers and property managers. 

 In a later chapter, I discuss the kind of team you must create. What 
I want to stress here is that your goal should not be to do the work your-
self, but instead to control the specialists who do the work for you. 

 It ’ s lucky for you that an excellent way to invest is also an excellent 
way to learn the art of delegation: Buy a property that ’ s a couple of 
hundred miles away in an emerging market — much too far away for 
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you to be dropping by frequently. You ’ ll then have to discover how to 
manage a good management company. 

 Once you get the hang of it, you ’ ll never go back! You ’ ll be set free 
from your local market, and will be able to invest wherever the best 
opportunities are. 

 Back to your management company: You must channel your 
hands - on attitude toward the thorough review of certain key pieces of 
information that you should get every week. Here ’ s what your  Monday 
Morning Report  should tell you: 

  Current occupancy  
  The past week ’ s occupancy  
  Projected 30 - day occupancy  
  Projected 60 - day occupancy  
  Number of move - ins projected  
  Number of make - readies completed in the past week  
  Number of make - readies projected for this week  
  Number of work orders requested  
  Number of work orders completed  
  Number of potential tenants who inquired about leasing  
  Number of new applicants  
  Number of new leases  
  Amount collected for the month  
  Amount delinquent for the month    

 This report gives you a snapshot of where the property is right 
now, and where it ’ s likely to be 30 to 60 days from now. 

 Because you are looking ahead a couple of months, but doing 
so every week, you should catch issues quickly and have time to rem-
edy them. 

 Another point about management companies: Make sure that your 
management contract can be terminated with no longer than 60 days’ 
notice. Do not sign yearly contracts, or your leverage over a bad 
 management company will diminish.  

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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  Three Types of Risk 

 In any real estate transaction, there will be different amounts of three 
types of risk. 

  Business Risk 

 This stems from making poor business decisions. They could be your 
judgments, for example, when you hire the wrong management com-
pany and your income suffers because of it. 

 Your management company, in turn, may be making bad judg-
ments in the form of ineffective tenant screening and inconsistent rent 
collection practices. 

 In either case, it ’ s important to recognize these errors early on and 
fi x them quickly.  

  Financial Risk 

 This relates to the borrowed funds used to purchase the property. 
 We already discussed the risk of over - leveraging your property. It ’ s 

important to consider the amortization of the debt, too — in other 
words, how the debt will be paid off. 

 Most commercial loans feature a balloon payment. For example, 
you may arrange for a loan that has payments calculated as if it will 
stretch over 25 years. That would be 25 - year amortization. However, 
the loan would include a balloon payment somewhere between fi ve to 
ten years from inception. Let ’ s say it ’ s seven years: In that case, the fi rst 
seven years of the loan would have relatively low payments, as if it 
were to take 25 years to pay off. Then, in year seven, all remaining 
principal will come due. 

 This form of fi nancing results in more manageable payments  during 
those seven years. The risk is that, at the end of the balloon period, you 
do not have the money to pay off the note. There are many reasons why 
you may not have the full amount: For example, the value of the prop-
erty may actually decline rather than increase in seven years ’  time. 
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 You may even owe more on the property than it ’ s now worth. If 
this is the case, you will have to sell the property and come to the 
 closing with additional money out of your own pocket. Not good. 

 If property values have not tanked, you do not necessarily have to 
sell the property at the end of seven years. It ’ s common to refi nance 
the loan, paying off the original debt and putting in place perhaps 
another balloon mortgage.  

  Insurable Risk 

 You can insure your property against a whole family of risks, including 
fl ood, fi re, and storms. Insurance policies also include manmade situa-
tions, such as being sued by tenants or employees for accidents that 
they claim occurred on your property. 

 This is a  cleaner  type of risk, because you can simply buy the insur-
ance to protect yourself. Insurance companies will base the cost of that 
coverage on the statistical probability of your claiming a loss, based on 
large amounts of historical data.   

  Diversifi cation 

 Fortunately, you have several tools at your disposal to minimize these 
three forms of risk. The primary tool is diversifi cation. 

 It ’ s been said that the worst number in business is the number  one . 
If you have only one supplier and that company implodes, you ’ re in 
trouble. If you have only one product, or only one property, then you 
are pinning too much on that one source of your livelihood. 

 In real estate, it ’ s prudent to diversify by property type and location. 
When the economy is soft and retail is suffering, it ’ s often the very time 
when multi - family properties take off. After all, job losses often result 
in foreclosures, and apartments become a fall - back choice for housing. 

 Similarly, when one part of the country loses manufacturing jobs 
to overseas factories, another part of the country is booming with oil 
industry jobs. 
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 Market research also reduces your risk. The more knowledgeable 
you are about the region, city, and property, the fewer surprises you ’ ll 
have. That comes back to the quality of your network of relationships.  

  In the Next Chapter 

 If you are not scared off by all my descriptions of mistakes and risks, 
then you really are different from the amateurs who prefer their truth 
to be sugar-coated. 

 You deserve a change of pace, in the form of good news: A vast 
mechanism exists for fi nancing your deals, and banks are only one 
small part of it. Turn to the next chapter and discover how your invest-
ing life can be made easier through the prudent application of other 
people ’ s money.                        
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         8
    U s e  a  M o n e y 

M u l t i p l i e r               

 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :  “TH E B E S T  D E A L S  A R E 
T H E  N O-M O N E Y-D O W N O N E S .”

I remember getting a call from a very excited student one afternoon. 
“Dave, did you get a chance to look at that great offi ce building deal I 
sent you?”

“Yes, Paul, I did. It doesn’t cash fl ow.”
“I know, Dave, but I can get in with no money down!”
“Great. Then you’ll have the pleasure of paying out of your own 

pocket every month to keep this deal afl oat.”
Getting into a deal with the main feature of no money down is simi-

lar to buying a car based on the amount of the rebate you’ll receive on 
day one. At best, these elements are a superfi cial measure of quality. 
At worst, the feature is masking deeper problems with the deal.

In case you jumped ahead to this chapter, I’ll repeat a key point: 
The best commercial deals almost always require that a substantial 
down payment be made. Fortunately, the payment doesn’t have to 
come from your own pocket.

That’s where your relationships again come into play; this time with 
money partners. Your lender will lend whatever its guidelines allow, 
and your money partners can put up most or all of the rest. We discuss 
this more later in the chapter.

(Continued )
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AM AT E U R MI S TA K E  (CO N T I N U E D )

AN OT H E R  AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :  “DE B T  I S  BA D;  I  O N LY 
B U Y  W H E N I  CA N  PAY  A L L  CA S H.”

Though I admire the spirit of independence in the person who would 
make such a statement, that attitude is no way to get rich.

There’s nothing wrong with debt if it is used prudently. If you’re 
truly worried about foreclosure, then scale back the debt, but don’t 
eliminate it entirely. After all, you should be only getting into deals 
that generate signifi cant cash fl ow even after debt service. In that case, 
why wouldn’t you want to use other people’s money to magnify your 
own profi ts, unless perhaps you have a religious aversion to it?

I was on stage a couple of months ago with Nicole, one of my suc-
cessful students from Maryland. She was describing how she owned 
1,100 multi-family units in six different emerging markets across the 
United States. I asked her what kind of cash fl ow she was generating, 
and she said, “Dave, sorry, but that’s none of your business—but I will 
tell you this much: I just a new commercial building for one million 
dollars and I paid all cash.”

She got big applause from the audience, but only a short, polite clap 
from me! Sure I’m proud of Nicole, but she’s missing out on a major 
opportunity. She can benefi t from the profi t from one property worth 
$1 million, or from three to 10 more, all with her same current assets.

Even professional investors are subject to this mistake. I sat on a 
panel at a big real estate convention in Baltimore along with a guy 
who bragged that he owned 45 single-family houses with zero debt.

Both he and my student Nicole failed to make one key calculation: 
return on equity. They both had nice bank balances, but that equity 
was not working hard enough for them.

Return On Equity =   Cash Flow After Taxes  ___________________  
Cash Invested

  

Here’s another way to put it: Don’t impress me by your cash fl ow. 
Instead, impress me by how much cash fl ow you generate compared 
with how much you invest.
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  Take Advantage of Several Financing 
Sources Available to You 

 It ’ s crucial that you understand that last point about making your 
money work as hard as you do. Of course, you may not be in a position 
right now even to consider buying a property with all cash. Let ’ s look 
at all the options you have for fi nancing your deals. 

  Local Banks 

 In this category I ’ m including commercial banks and savings and loan 
companies. Even though these are the boring, traditional sources of 
fi nancing, sometimes they are your best choice. Local lenders like to 
loan to people and properties right in their area. They ’ re very familiar 
with property values and in some cases may need less convincing. 

 Local banks are good to use for repositioning projects. They typi-
cally have favorable construction loan terms and like to do business 
with people they know. If you are investing in areas outside of your 
home base, I suggest you set up a meeting or lunch with a local lender 
whenever you are in the area. The better they know you, the higher 
the probability that you will get the loan. 

 Local banks tend to have shorter loan terms and slightly higher 
interest rates, which makes the payments higher on these loans. This 
means you will be sacrifi cing cash fl ow. If you have a deal that is some-
what tight on the numbers, it ’ s worth considering a national lender or 
conduit lender.  

  National Lenders 

 Most of these lenders have very precise lending criteria to judge their 
loans. That is because they intend not to hold those loans, but to sell 
them on the  secondary market  very shortly after the loan closes. 

 The main secondary markets are  Freddie Mac  and  Fannie Mae . These 
are government - sponsored — but not government - guaranteed — buyers 
of loans. These loans usually have the lowest interest rates available.  
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  Conduit Lenders 

 These are Wall Street fi rms such as Lehman Brothers and Citigroup. 
They pool their loans together into buckets (the Wall Street suits like to 
call them  tranches ), thus creating  mortgage - backed securities.  They then 
sell them on the open market. The loans tend to have higher interest 
rates, but are sometimes less conservative with their qualifying criteria. 

 Other conduit lenders include insurance companies and pension 
funds. These companies usually only want to lend amounts of several 
million dollars at a minimum. 

 Here are some general guidelines: When you need money to rehab 
a property, consider local banks. Go to national lenders when you 
have a straightforward  cookie - cutter  deal, and approach conduit lenders 
when you require the lender to be more creative in its  underwriting  or 
due diligence process to get you approved.   

  Your Mortgage Broker — Money Well Spent 

 Mortgage brokers are to investors what sports agents are to athletes. 
They ’ re expensive, but you ’ re paying for their vast knowledge and 
their ability to present you in the best possible light. 

 Good brokers have a long list of contacts at all three of the types of 
lenders I mentioned earlier. Not only can they help you to judge 
whether the deal you ’ re reviewing is a winner, but they ’ ll tell you right 
away whether it can be fi nanced, and on what terms. This saves you 
time and money. 

 Cultivate these people because they also know everyone in town. 
Need a quick drive - by on a property, or a reference to a good manage-
ment company or attorney? Your broker will know.  

  The Many Types of Loans 

 We just discussed lenders; now let ’ s look at the different types of loans 
that are available. 
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  Conventional 

 These are the  garden variety  of loans that are not insured by the federal 
government. The loan might be  conforming , meaning that the property 
and borrower meet all the standards of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. 
There are also plenty of loans done on a non - conforming basis. A  jumbo 
loan  of more than about $750,000 is one example.  

  Government 

 The government has many different loan programs to service a variety 
of needs. These loans usually have the benefi t of low - interest rates, 
longer loan terms, and low up - front costs. The drawback is that there 
are usually some operating restrictions tied to the property that is 
awarded one of these loans. The most common is a rent restriction 
which states that rents can be no higher than a certain percentage 
of the market. The ceiling is usually below whatever the market 
rents are.  

  Construction 

 Whenever your property will need repairs greater than three percent 
of the purchase price, you will probably take out a construction loan. 

 These are short - term loans, usually between one and three years. 
They are frequently done on an interest - only basis. Some lenders 
will conveniently  roll the loan  and make it a conventional loan once 
 construction is completed. If that feature is not available, you may 
have to refi nance out of the construction loan and into a conven-
tional one.  

  Mezzanine 

 This is the loan to use when a project needs fi nancing that ’ s greater 
than 80 percent of property value. Mezzanine fi nancing will not get 
you to 100 percent of property value, but you might reach 90 percent. 
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 Frequently a fi rst mortgage lender will have a mezzanine  program 
in place to lend you the extra ten percent. Sometimes your broker will 
fi nd a lender who specializes in mezzanine debt and will provide that 
extra 10 percent (or more or less) on top of your fi rst mortgage. 

 Naturally, mezzanine debt carries a higher interest rate than the 
primary fi nancing. You also must be sure that your primary lender 
allows mezzanine or  secondary  fi nancing. If it will not allow such a loan, 
your alternative is to fi nd a primary lender who will.  

  Bridge 

 These loans bridge the gap between needing to close now on a prop-
erty and eventually getting a permanent loan. There may be some-
thing about the property that does not conform to underwriting 
standards, but will conform later. 

 For instance, you may have a great deal, but occupancy is cur-
rently below 85 percent. In order to get a permanent loan at the best 
long - term interest rate, most lenders require occupancy to be above 
85  percent. They call that  stabilized occupancy . 

 Your bridge lender will recognize the quality of the deal and the pre-
dicament you ’ re in. This lender will be happy to fi nance the property —
 for a higher interest rate and with your property as collateral. As soon as 
you reach 85 percent occupancy, you swap out that loan for the lower -
 cost, permanent one.  

  Small Business Administration 

 You can get insured loans from an SBA - approved lender if you agree 
to be the majority occupant in the building. You can often get in with 
a down payment as low as ten percent, and interest rates are usually 
lower than with a conventional loan.  

  Private Money 

 One of my favorite sources is private citizens with money to lend. 
Their money is just as green as what you fi nd at banks, but without the 
bureaucratic hoops to jump through. 
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 One subset of private money is  angel investors . These are high - net -
 worth individuals who lend between $100,000 and $10 million. We 
discuss angel investors later in the chapter.  

  Hard Money 

 When I fi rst used hard - money lenders, I thought they were perhaps 
 connected with the mob. Maybe it had to do with my fi rst hard -
 money lender, who insisted on meeting me at the local donut shop. He 
wore an old, round - brimmed hat and was dressed like a gangster. 
Maybe it had to do with the rates I was being charged — between 17 
and 20  percent, plus another fi ve points! (One point is one percent of 
the loan amount, paid up front.) Can you blame me for drawing that 
conclusion? 

 I then discovered that hard - money lenders are often simply 
wealthy, honest individuals who ’ ve carved out a specialized niche for 
themselves. 

 I ’ ve just told you the worst aspect of working with these lenders —
 they cost an arm and a leg. Here ’ s the great aspect: They don ’ t care 
about you. 

 In other words, you could be from Mars. If the deal you bring 
them is good, then your lack of experience, lousy credit rating, or other 
problems simply don ’ t matter. They ’ ll lend you money on the deal, 
collateralized by that deal. If you can ’ t pay, they get the deal. 

 I fi nanced a lot of commercial properties with hard money at the 
beginning of my career. I discovered that if my deal was good enough, 
these lenders would give me 100 percent fi nancing, and they would act 
quickly. 

 I got into a few properties that generated excellent cash fl ow. That 
allowed me to refi nance them for much lower rates and pay off the 
hard - money lenders. Now I had even better cash fl ow. 

 I laugh when I hear people slam hard - money lenders, saying that 
they would never consider paying someone so much interest. By set-
ting arbitrary limits on themselves, they will not benefi t from a whole 
class of deals. These are the deals that don ’ t work with conventional 
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fi nancing, but are so good that they can pay back the hard - money 
lender, plus provide the investor with a great return.   

  Getting the Loan Approved 

 Now that we ’ ve covered many of your options for getting fi nanced, 
let ’ s talk about what it takes to get a loan approved. 

 Just as you did your due diligence on the deal, lenders will go 
through a similar process. They will check the past two years of profi t -
 and - loss statements, plus the year - to - date one. They ’ ll examine the 
current rent roll and will inspect the exterior and interior of the prop-
erty. At fi rst it ’ s just a visual inspection. If they decide to get serious 
with the deal, they ’ ll send out their own property inspector. 

 The great thing about commercial real estate is that much of the 
lending decision rests on the merits of the property and not on you 
personally. Nevertheless, conventional lenders do pay some attention 
to the person requesting the loan. Therefore they will want to see your 
own fi nancial statement. In addition, they ’ ll want a schedule of real 
estate you own, and will check your credit history. 

 The next step will be for the lender to send you a  term sheet . This is 
between 5 and 30 pages long, explaining the terms of the deal. It indi-
cates whether the deal is  recourse  or  non - recourse . Recourse means you 
are personally liable for the debt, and non - recourse means you are not. 

 Most people naturally prefer non - recourse loans. The tradeoff 
is that non - recourse fi nancing often comes with burdensome pre -
 payment penalties. That ’ s okay if you plan to hold the deal for an 
extended period. 

 On the other hand, if you plan to sell the property fairly quickly, 
you should discuss the best options with your mortgage broker. 

  Insider Tip 

 Many investors don ’ t realize that the term sheet is negotiable. Even 
though it comes printed on offi cial letterhead, you don ’ t have to take 
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what they give you. If your deal is good enough (where did we see that 
point before?) there will be other lenders who would love to do busi-
ness with you. If there is something in the term sheet that you would 
like to change, call the lender and start negotiating. If you ’ re not com-
fortable negotiating the fi rst time out, then have your attorney do it 
and listen in on the call. 

 Attorneys who specialize in real estate are well - versed in negotiat-
ing term sheets. One key negotiating point is the amount of money 
that the lender will require up front to start the process. It is likely to 
be between $7,000 and $25,000. One lender wanted $95,000 from me 
and I got  ’ em down to $9,000. 

 Part of this up - front money is for the costs that lenders incur at 
this stage. These include reports from the third parties who are doing 
the appraisal, the environmental study (or studies), and the property 
inspection. Make sure the lender orders the appraisal as soon as possi-
ble, because it can take from four to six weeks to complete. If there is 
anything that consistently holds up deals, it ’ s that appraisal. 

 The lender will not start the process until the initial fee is paid and 
a copy of the purchase and sale agreement, signed by both parties, 
is submitted. Why? Because it ’ s not a deal until both parties sign 
the P & S. 

 Someone at the lender ’ s offi ce now gathers up all these reports 
from you and the lender ’ s own experts, and sends a package to the 
lender ’ s underwriting unit. That ’ s where they decide whether to do 
your deal. 

 It ’ s at this stage that you can improve your chances immensely. 
Create your own presentation to the underwriter. Of course you will 
not be in the room when your deal is formally discussed, nor are you 
likely to meet the underwriter. That ’ s all the more reason to prepare a 
package that  can  be in the room, and can do the talking for you. 

 The goal is to present your deal in such a way that it answers every 
question that might be in the underwriter ’ s mind, even before it ’ s 
asked. You do this by presenting an overwhelming amount of informa-
tion about yourself and the deal. 
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 Here is a list of items that you should submit in your loan 
package: 

  Executive summary  
  Appraisal  
  Financial statement  
  Credit report  
  Sponsor fi nancial statement  
  Property fi nancials  
  Borrower resume  
  Purchase and sale agreement  
  Legal description of the property  
  Photographs  
  Map location  
  Environmental information  
  Property management documents    

 The executive summary should have all the critical dates of the 
project spelled out, such as the effective date, due - diligence expiration 
date, and the closing date. If you are doing a Section 1031 like - kind 
exchange, add any dates that are critical for that to go smoothly. 

 If you have an old appraisal on the property, add it to your 
 package. Even though the lender will do its own fresh appraisal, it 
will appreciate the information on your prior one, such as any com-
parable properties that the previous appraiser used at the time to 
determine value. 

 If your own fi nancial statement is weak, you may consider getting 
a strong partner for the deal. This person is sometimes called a  sponsor . 
You then get to add your sponsor ’ s fi nancial statement to the package. 

 Put in your resume. This is your opportunity to sell yourself. If 
you ’ ve done any real estate deals in the past, talk about them here. 
If you have not, then it ’ s appropriate to describe what training or other 
relevant activities you ’ ve been involved in. Remember that everyone 
started out at some point, so any lack of resume items is not only 

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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 temporary on your part, but it ’ s natural. You ’ re not the focus of the 
deal — your strong deal will be. 

 Do you know people who will say good things about you? Ask 
them to write you up a character letter. It could even be something 
unrelated to real estate, such as from a minister or scoutmaster where 
you volunteered. Do anything you can think of to help sell yourself to 
the underwriter. This is not the time to be shy. 

 Your small binder should include all the property fi nancials, nicely 
organized. Add a signed copy of the purchase and sale agreement along 
with a legal description of the property. 

 Put photos of the property in the package, if they help  sell the  sizzle . 
Get the best angles during the best light of the day. Do not put in pic-
tures of the repairs that must be done to the property. That ’ s the job of 
the lender ’ s inspector, who will inform the underwriter of any neces-
sary repairs. 

 Put a map in the package showing where the property is located. 
The bank will be interested to see what type of street the property is 
on. Is it a main street with substantial traffi c? Is it conveniently located 
just a short distance from a main artery that would be too busy for easy 
left - turn access? Try to identify the positive aspects of the location; 
after all, you should have taken this into consideration during your 
due diligence phase. 

 If you have copies of old Phase I or Phase II environmental reports, 
include them. They will not be current, but could nonetheless help 
the lender to know when the property was judged to be free from 
hazards. 

 Finally, include the property management documents. This is one 
of the most important parts of the package. The bank will defi nitely 
want to know who will be managing the property and the experience 
level of that manager. If it ’ s your fi rst deal, this is your opportunity to 
make it clear that  you  won ’ t be the manager! 

 The management company should provide you with a profession-
ally written resume that talks about their experience and why they are 
qualifi ed to do the deal. They must also give you a marketing plan to 
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explain their process for fi lling and maintaining the property. They ’ ll 
also include one - year and fi ve - year projections for the property. This 
is great stuff to have in your binder. 

 You may think that I ’ m being inconsistent here, suggesting that 
you include projections when I blasted the use of pro forma numbers 
in previous chapters. There is no inconsistency. I said you should not 
base your buying decision on the seller ’ s projections. You defi nitely 
should have developed some projections of your own, with the help 
of your management company. It ’ s simply good business to manage 
to goals. 

 The whole idea is to sell yourself and the deal. The underwriting 
package you create is actually a marketing package that shows your 
professionalism. The better you anticipate and answer any objection 
that might be in the lender ’ s mind, the better your chances of getting 
the deal funded. And believe me — your professional package will be 
a rare treat for these people. There you go again, being easy to do 
business with!   

  Assuming the Existing Debt 

 Some investors get excited when they hear that the seller ’ s existing 
loan can be assumed. They think they can just take over the pay-
ments and be done with the fi nancing, without lots of paperwork or 
closing costs. 

 Times have changed. Now you must be  qualifi ed  by the bank who 
holds the mortgage. They want to make sure you know what you ’ re 
doing and can make the payments. They also will charge you one point 
along the way. 

 In addition, though the closing costs can be much less than with a 
new loan, you still must pay certain expenses because you still need to 
do your due diligence. 

 You don ’ t always have to cajole a seller into assuming the debt. In 
fact, sometimes the seller will state in the listing agreement that the 
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loan must be assumed. There may be a hefty pre - payment penalty on 
the loan and the seller does not want to eat that charge. 

 If you think you may want to assume a mortgage, here are some 
points to consider. 

 In my experience, the assumption process takes a minimum of 
90 days to complete. This means that if you sign a contract to close in 
60 days, it ’ s not going to happen. You might as well get the 90 days up 
front because if you later apply for an extension, you may not get it 
and you would be out - of - pocket for all of your due - diligence costs. 

 Trust me — it will take 90 days regardless of what the seller says. 
Often it will take longer. It ’ s smart to build an automatic extension 
into your purchase and sale agreement. It gets triggered if the lender 
delays the closing because the assumption process is still going on. 
I recently closed on one that took fi ve months to complete. 

 Next, be sure to ask what the prepayment penalty is. You ought to 
know what it ’ s going to cost you if you assume the loan and for some 
reason want to pay it off before the prepayment penalty is up. 

 Of course, ask when that prepayment penalty expires. You may 
plan on holding the property for three to fi ve years and the prepay-
ment penalty expires in year three. That works. 

 What if the prepayment penalty is not up for another seven years? 
Then it ’ s time to ask the next question — will the loan be assumable 
again by another, future buyer? 

 Many loans have the ability to be assumed two or three different 
times; sometimes they can only be assumed once. You must know your 
options up front. 

 Of course, one of the most important questions is the interest rate 
on the loan. If it ’ s a nice low rate — and it ’ s assumable again — it may be 
attractive to your future buyer. 

 What if it ’ s higher than market rate? That makes no difference if 
the property throws off great cash fl ow. I ’ ve had properties generate 
cash with mortgages at 18 percent! 

 If you assume the mortgage, be sure to watch those interest rates. 
Imagine if it ’ s cash fl owing now, and interest rates are favorable when 
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the prepayment penalty burns off. You can hold the property, refi nance 
it, and watch your cash fl ow soar.  

  There ’ s Plenty of Room for Creativity 

 You might very well get your deal funded through conventional 
lenders, especially if you provide that professional loan package. But 
what if the usual lenders say  “ no, ”  for whatever reason? 

 Don ’ t despair, because a great many commercial properties are 
fi nanced using imaginative approaches. I mentioned some of these 
earlier, but they ’ re important to cover again. 

 It ’ s common to negotiate seller fi nancing on deals, but the specifi c 
terms can vary widely. You can pay all of the principal sometime out in 
the future and not offer the seller any interest whatsoever. As odd as 
that offer may sound, sellers sometimes agree to it. 

 You can offer the seller an interest rate but no current payment. 
Instead all interest will be paid when the loan  matures  or ends. This is 
good because it does not cut into your cash fl ow. Or you might struc-
ture simple interest payments to be paid monthly. You could  up your 
offer  with principal and interest payments to be paid monthly. 

 Don ’ t forget that the seller can even give you the fi rst mortgage 
for the property, and not only a second. Perhaps the seller would like a 
monthly annuity, but doesn ’ t want the hassles of management. Carrying 
a fi rst mortgage, or  taking back paper , as it ’ s called, would allow the 
seller to achieve this goal. 

 You could do a wraparound mortgage. With this approach, you 
pay the seller one lump sum to cover both the existing fi rst mortgage 
and the second mortgage. This allows the seller to account for the 
payment of the fi rst mortgage, so that if you did not make payments, 
the seller could get the property back. 

 It ’ s possible to transfer IRA, Keogh, Roth, and SEP money into a 
true self - directed IRA and invest that money into real estate. You may 
or may not have signifi cant funds in those vehicles, but there are plenty 
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of people who do in your town! This is one of the great untapped 
sources of real estate fi nancing in America. 

 I ’ m just scraping the surface of the creative options available to 
you. Want to guess how to fi nd out which approach will work best for 
your property? That ’ s right — work with your mortgage broker, who 
eats and sleeps creative loan terms. 

  Master Lease Options 

 This is a good option for sellers who will not or cannot sell their prop-
erty for a variety of reasons. The seller may have a high prepayment 
penalty that prohibits a sale for another year or two. In this case, the 
seller could lease the entire property to you in return for a monthly 
payment. You run the property, collect rents, and pay operating 
expenses. It may include the option for you to buy the property at a 
future date at a pre - negotiated price. 

 Imagine that you increase the value of the property through higher 
net operating income while you ’ re running the property. At the end of 
the lease period, you buy the property at a lower price and it is instantly 
worth more, because you ’ ve added value during the lease. 

 Another reason to arrange a master lease option is if you couldn ’ t 
get a loan because of lack of experience. The master lease option allows 
you to run the property for a couple of years and then go back to the 
bank with a successful track record in hand.  

  Straight Option 

 This simply gives you the right to buy the property within a certain 
period. Donald Trump made millions of dollars with his options on 
the railroad yards in New York City. He bought the option and waited 
until the time was right to develop the property. There was a good 
chance the deal could not be done. If that happened, he would be 
under no obligation to buy the land. An option that is not exercised 
only costs the purchaser of the option the amount of the option fee. 
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That fee can range from a few dollars to $1 million or more,  depending 
on the magnitude of the deal.  

  Blanket Mortgages 

 Sometimes lenders or sellers will allow you to have 100 percent fi nanc-
ing, or close to it, but require that you put up additional collateral. 
This is called a  blanket mortgage . You wrap other properties in the same 
mortgage for the benefi t of the lender. If you default on the primary 
property, the lender gets all the properties. 

 Avoid doing this if you possibly can. That ’ s just too much risk for 
you to take in most situations. Not only might you lose big if some-
thing happens, but you ’ ve now  encumbered  your other properties. Even 
if things work out well with the new property, you may fi nd it diffi cult 
to resell or refi nance the collateral properties when you want to.  

  Private Money 

 This is my very favorite fi nancing method. I ’ ve already mentioned it 
briefl y, but let ’ s talk more about two forms of private money — equity 
partnerships and debt partnerships. 

 When you structure a private - money equity partnership, your job 
is to bring the deal to the table. Your partner fi nances the down pay-
ment and closing costs. You split the cash fl ow and profi ts. 

 Sometimes the split is 50 - 50, but it could be 60 - 40 or 30 - 70. You 
do what you must to make the deal appealing, without giving away the 
farm. In my book, it ’ s better to have only 25 percent of a $10 million 
deal than it is to have 100 percent of no deal. 

 When you have multiple partners, it ’ s called a  syndication . There 
are a number of very specifi c rules you must follow to syndicate deals. 
That ’ s because you most likely will have created a security with your 
syndication, and now the boys down at the Securities and Exchange 
Commission will take an interest in what you ’ re doing. And they have 
no sense of humor. 
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 Equity partnerships are the fastest way to fund your deals because 
partners get an attractive chunk of any profi t for investing their money. 
Another benefi t to you is that because they are equity partners, there ’ s 
no obligation of a return to them, as there is with debt. 

 In a debt partnership, investors lend you money in exchange for a 
good interest rate. Debt partnerships are the cheapest way to fund 
your deals. You don ’ t give up a chunk of equity, but it will take you 
longer to raise the funds. In addition, that debt must be paid off before 
you or any equity partners share in the profi ts.   

  How to Deal with Investors 

 I ’ ve raised tens of millions of dollars to fund my real estate deals. Along 
the way I ’ ve discovered two key principles: Constantly communicate 
with your investors, and be conservative with your projections. 

 When investors don ’ t hear from you, their imaginations will fi ll 
that vacuum, and it won ’ t be with positive images. Communicate with 
them at least monthly in writing or on a conference call. 

 Even if you don ’ t have good news to share, keep them current 
about their investment. Part of your responsibility is to educate 
them about the  ups and downs  of the deal. When they ’ re regularly 
informed and have an opportunity to ask questions, they ’ ll be far more 
patient when times are bad, and delighted when times are good. 

 Always be conservative with your numbers. The last thing you 
need is to be stressed - out all the time about hitting your numbers. 
You ’ re much better off attracting fewer investors but exceeding their 
expectations. Besides, disgruntled investors have a way of hiring attor-
neys to get them out of what they consider to be under - performing 
deals. It would be a shame if your deal was doing okay, but your lofty 
initial projections led investors to be disappointed nonetheless. 

 Handle investors correctly and they ’ ll not only want to invest in 
deal after deal with you, but they ’ ll brag to their rich friends about their 
great investments with you. Pretty soon you ’ ll have a waiting list of 
people with money in hand, ready to lend to you. How great is that!  
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  Where to Find Private Money 

 Here ’ s the good news: The majority of private money typically comes 
from friends and family members. Here ’ s the bad news: If you are not 
careful, money from friends and family can complicate your life. 

 It ’ s true that these people may know and trust you like no one else 
can. Unfortunately, sometimes they also carry a lot of memory bag-
gage that drags you down. 

 For example, today when I meet someone new, I ’ m known as Dave 
Lindahl the investor, speaker, and author. But when I happen to meet 
an old high school buddy at the store, he remembers Dave, the kid 
who played in a rock band. Family members can be even worse, fi xat-
ing on ancient history, such as  “ David, the kid who always threw my 
newspaper in my fl ower bed. ”  

 If you ’ re blessed with unconditionally positive relatives and close 
friends, by all means tell them about your real estate investing oppor-
tunities. But even then, only tell them once. Do not become a pest, or 
you will earn comments along the lines of  “ Uh oh, here comes Dave, 
wanting us to invest in another one of his deals. ”  

 I personally found it easier to get money from my local real estate 
investment group. These people understood the real estate part of 
me better. They were going where I wanted to go. Even better, some 
of them had already been there and could mentor me during the 
process. 

 I discovered that there were many people at these meetings who 
wanted to get into deals, but somehow never could generate a deal on 
their own. They had money but they didn ’ t have deals. 

 I would go up in front of the group, tell them about my deal, and 
ask them to meet me in the back if they were interested in being my 
partner. This worked very well. 

 In addition to other investors, you should look at your circle of 
acquaintances in a new light — your doctor, dentist, attorney, buddies 
at the gym, and so on. 

c08.indd   178c08.indd   178 10/14/08   11:21:46 AM10/14/08   11:21:46 AM



U s e  a  M o n e y  M u l t i p l i e r

179

 The trick here is to craft a compelling, quick, and non-pushy 
 statement about what you currently are working on. Then you weave 
a sentence or two of this statement into your conversation. 

 I ’ m not talking about  pitching  these people on your deal. Instead, if 
in the course of your activities you casually mention that you ’ ve been 
super - busy recently, putting together the fi nancing on the North Point 
Shopping Center, you can then gauge their reaction. 

 If you see zero response, then you might drop the subject. You ’ re 
more likely to hear  “ Oh? I didn ’ t know you were involved with that 
property  . . .  ”  That gives you a tiny opening to respond  “ Oh, yeah, I ’ m 
assembling a group of investors who could get a nice return. Do you 
know anyone who might be interested? ”  

 I teach a number of ways to break the ice about your investments 
in a casual and effective manner. But the point I ’ m making here is that 
you ’ ll never know about these potential investment partners if you 
never ask. And discovering the casual way to raise the subject makes 
the process stress - free, natural, and highly effective. 

 Another skill you should develop is to become visible where these 
potential investors congregate. For instance, business owners often 
have some money to invest, and they attend meetings at the Chamber 
of Commerce or Rotary Club. Join organizations like these. 

 Charitable organizations are fi lled with local  movers and shakers . 
They ’ re the people who regularly donate their money and time. When 
you donate some of your own time, you become one of them. It ’ s a 
very wise investment, and you ’ re  doing good  at the same time that you ’ ll 
be  doing well . 

  Angel Investors 

 The most important private money investor is the  angel investor . These 
people are experienced investors with lots of money. They also know 
many other angel investors, so once you crack open this network, you 
could potentially be fl ooded with money. 
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 If you saw some angel investors on the street, you ’ d never suspect 
their resources. That ’ s often the case with really wealthy people — they 
drive plain cars and live in modest homes. It ’ s simply that their bank 
accounts have inordinate numbers of zeros in them. 

 Angel investor groups meet regularly in most major cities. 
Start with Google to fi nd them, and start going to their meetings. 
They ’ re looking for great opportunities and you need funding, so it ’ s a 
two - way street. 

 Your comprehensive loan presentation will come in handy here, in 
addition to your business plan. The latter should describe where you 
are planning to go with your business, and not just focus on the one 
property. It also tells angel investors that you actually sat down and 
thought it all out, which most people don ’ t do. 

 Important tip: Your loan presentation may be all that you need to 
get one investor in your deal, but not to form a syndication. As I stated 
earlier, there are complex rules to follow when pooling investors ’  funds. 
You simply must discuss your syndication intentions with an attorney 
who specializes in securities law — not real estate law, but securities law. 

 Want a handy rule of thumb, based on my experience with private 
money? Of the people who say they will give you money, only about 
50 percent will do so. About 20 percent of that 50 percent will back 
out just before the closing. It ’ s important that you know that some-
times an early  “ yes ”  doesn ’ t really turn out to be a  “ yes. ”  

 Therefore, line up more investors than you need, and somewhat 
oversubscribe your deals. Let investors know that it is  fi rst - come, 
fi rst - served , and that you will fi ll your deal in the order in which you 
actually receive funds. Anyone who is too slow to act will need to wait 
until the next deal. The prospect of being left out will result in more 
investors following through.   

  The Pros and Cons of Deal Structures 

 I ’ m not an attorney and have no plans to become one. Therefore, the 
following is not legal advice, but instead is my take on the practical 
aspects of the deal structure you choose. 
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 Attorneys have invented many formats for getting multiple  investors 
into one project. Two common ones are the  tenant - in - common  ( TIC)  
entity and the  limited liability company partnership  ( LLC partnership ). 

 In a TIC, all investors are considered equal, individual owners of 
the property. All decisions are discussed among the owners, and no 
single person controls the deal. In fact, some decisions such as to sell 
or refi nance must be made unanimously. 

 There is a certain clean, straightforward aspect to TIC owner-
ship, especially if the individuals are all experienced investors. On the 
 other hand, if a TIC - owned property needs additional fi nancing 
through a traditional lender, the process can be diffi cult. Each investor 
must be checked out fi nancially and everyone must sign the closing 
documents. 

 The more TIC members you have, the more diffi cult it is to get 
the deal done. 

 I like using the LLC partnership because this allows you to have 
great control over the deal. There is one chief, and it ’ s you. There is 
one primary decision maker, and it ’ s you, regardless of the number of 
partners. You only rarely need to ask partners to vote on matters, and 
even then it ’ s not a unanimous vote but a simple majority. 

 I do not mean to imply that you should ignore your partners. I ’ m 
simply pointing out that when you are considering  Plan A  and  Plan B , 
and investors seem split on which path to take, you get to make the 
decision. 

 This type of structure can make your life much easier. You can 
thank me after your fi rst couple of deals.  

  In the Next Chapter 

 We ’ ve been diving into the details a lot recently. It ’ s time yet again to 
have a change of pace and look at the big picture. 

 In the next chapter I present principles that are potentially worth 
millions to you, if you choose to do lots of commercial real estate 
deals.                  
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 TH E  AR T  O F  RA I S I N G  MO N E Y

Raising money, whether it’s derived from investors, family, friends, or 
borrowed from commercial lenders, is one of the most crucial ele-
ments in any real estate transaction. The use of borrowed money to 
buy real estate serves several purposes: It gives you more leverage, 
which enables you to purchase much more, often 20 or 30 times more 
than what could otherwise be bought for cash; it reduces your equity 
exposure; and the interest payments on the loan provide a signifi cant 
tax deduction.
 When Trump invests in a real estate project, he typically puts up 
less of his own money than you might think. For example, he will of-
ten erect a building to either rent out the available space or sell the 
residential units in it. Typically, his investors in the project will put up 
85 percent while Trump puts up 15 percent.
 Working with monied outside investors enables Trump to partici-
pate in many transactions without monster exposure of dollars in a 
particular development.

From Trump Strategies for Real Estate: Billionaire Lessons for the Small Investor, by 
George H. Ross (John Wiley & Sons, 2005, page 127).
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         9    
I  W i s h  S o m e o n e  H a d 

To l d  M e  Th e s e  Th i n g s          

 I don ’ t know how old you are, so it ’ s possible that you ’ ve never been to 
a movie with an intermission.  Gone With the Wind  had one. During an 
intermission, you would get up, stretch, and freshen up before sitting 
down to fi nish the movie. Well, we ’ re taking a small intermission now, 
because you look like you need it. 

 I ’ ve been grinding a lot of information into your head about the pre-
cise steps you should take to invest in commercial real estate the smart 
way. Sometimes it ’ s possible to get so far into the details that you lose 
track of some of the big - picture principles. 

 In this chapter I want to take you through a journey of some of the 
lessons I have learned from many hundreds of real estate deals. I dis-
covered some of them in the nick of time. Others I learned the hard 
way, and they cost me a great deal of money — in fact, more than a 
four - year Ivy League education. You get them handed to you, you 
lucky dog.  

c09.indd   183c09.indd   183 10/14/08   11:23:04 AM10/14/08   11:23:04 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

184

  Which Is More Important to You: Ego or Money? 

 I shake my head when I see investors surrounding themselves with a 
so - called  Dream Team  of people who are not very bright at all. It ’ s not 
that the investor is cheap; it ’ s that he wants to feel like the smartest 
person on the team. That ’ s not smart, it ’ s dumb, and it will cost the 
investor money over time. 

 You must continually look for the very smartest people you can to 
aid you in your real estate journey. They cost more, but in another 
sense, they ’ re free. They will save you and make you much more 
money than the  bargain - basement  dullards. 

 It takes a strong personality to be okay with surrounding yourself 
with people who can do things that you cannot. It ’ s a characteristic of 
leaders. 

 You have your function, which is to be the director of the entire 
production. Your team members all have their functions, too, and they 
 better  be more knowledgeable than you, or one of you is unnecessary! 

 When you have the choice of buying a big hot tub or plowing 
some of that money back into getting better team members, get better 
team members. Soon they will make you enough money for a hot tub 
in every room.  

  Start, Stumble, and Succeed 

 Most people have highly active imaginations. They don ’ t just re - live 
experiences, they  prelive  them. They ’ re able to conjure up multiple 
disasters if they start a new activity — so they don ’ t start. 

 It ’ s far more profi table to start and stumble. But do know that you 
will stumble at fi rst. I ’ ve found that very few things truly require us 
to be perfectly right the fi rst time around. Real estate is not one of 
them. 

 The process of buying commercial real estate gives you ample 
opportunities to  pull off the road and check your directions . You can ask 
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advisers before you sign anything. Even after you sign, your deposit is 
refundable until you and your advisors have thoroughly reviewed the 
deal. Even if you miss a deadline, you often can renegotiate it and still 
come out okay. 

 Look at it this way: You ’ re taking a far bigger risk with your fi nan-
cial future by wringing your hands and doing nothing, than you are by 
starting, stumbling, and eventually succeeding. I believe in my bones 
that the more action you take, the luckier you get.  

  Discomfort Breeds Dollars 

 Are you an introvert? Glad to meet you. So am I, at heart. 
 I ’ d much rather be by myself for long stretches of time than fl y 

around the country and get on stage in front of tens of thousands of 
people. 

 In one sense, you and I have been fed a pack of lies. We ’ ve been 
told  “ Do what you love, and you ’ ll be successful. ”  What baloney. Any-
one who knows me well is aware that I have a very serious soft spot for 
chocolate. So I can sit on my duff, eat chocolate, and succeed? 

 A more accurate way to guide people is to say,  “ Take action, get 
results, and you ’ ll be successful. ”  That ’ s not nearly as poetic as the  “ Do 
what you love ”  stuff, but much more truthful. 

 I suggest that you make it a goal to do something that is out of 
your comfort zone on a regular basis. Meaning  daily . Try making an 
extra offer this week; try going to the Chamber of Commerce cocktail 
hour and telling three new people what you do; try standing up in 
front of your local real estate investing association and describing the 
kind of deal you ’ re looking for. 

 The key word above is  try . Draw a circle around your capabilities 
as of today. Then tomorrow, you should be able to draw a somewhat 
larger circle. You ’ re getting stronger, better, more knowledgeable, and 
bolder, while your competition is sitting still, waiting for that  perfect 
time  which never comes.  
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  Live Where You Want, But Invest 
Where It Makes Sense 

 You probably did not make a scientifi c study before choosing 
where you live. It might be the hometown you grew up in. Maybe you 
went to college and stayed in the area. Perhaps you moved where your 
spouse was given a great job offer. 

 Those may all be good reasons to live there, but they ’ re not good 
reasons to invest in those markets. Don ’ t get me wrong: I bought 
plenty of real estate close to where I lived, for two reasons. First, 
I didn ’ t know any better. Second, I happened to buy into the market 
at just the right phase of the cycle for the type of real estate I wanted 
to buy. 

 Let me be clear about what I mean when I say bought into the  market 
at just the right time: It was a great time, because people universally told 
me that I was crazy, I would lose my shirt, I should wait until the 
market fi rmed up, they had tried real estate and it doesn ’ t work, and 
so on. 

 Therefore, if your local market happens to be at the right phase of 
the cycle for the property type you ’ re buying, go get  ’ em! If it is not 
at the right phase,  go fi nd a market that is.  

 I spend some time elsewhere in this book discussing how to 
invest by trusting your instruments and not your eyes. It ’ s comforting 
to drive by your property every day, but it ’ s much more profi table to 
invest in a soon - to - explode market. Are you in this business to be 
comfy or to be rich? Have your property manager do the heavy lifting 
at your property.  

  A Real Litmus Test of Quality 

 If your management company cannot provide you with frequent 
reports on all aspects of your property, it ’ s not a good management 
company. 
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 They must have their act together to provide frequent reports. 
They need to have systematized their business. That involves under-
standing it in the fi rst place, then documenting those systems and 
 having the people and tools necessary to get the reports out on time. 
Those are all characteristics of solid companies in any industry. When 
one or more of those parts is missing, you get excuses instead of 
reports:  “ Our guy was sick today, so that ’ s why they ’ re late, ”  or  “ We ’ re 
training a new person to get the reports out. ”  All fi ne and dandy  . . .  
for some other investor to endure. You, on the other hand, should only 
go with the outfi t that delivers all the reports on time, period. 

 It ’ s interesting that this same litmus test applies to property sellers, 
too: If you have to beg and cajole the seller to deliver various docu-
ments during the due-diligence phase, the chances are, oh, 95 percent 
or better that you ’ re dealing with a substandard property. The only 
exception I can think of is when someone inherits a property and is 
trying to sell it off. That person may not know a thing about the prop-
erty, or even who has the information about it. I ’ m good with that — as 
long as I ’ m getting a fantastic price, I ’ m willing to be patient in those 
circumstances.  

  The Three Things You Cannot Delegate 

 If you want to grow your real estate investing business, you must 
 continually look for ways to delegate. I spoke at length about this in an 
earlier chapter. As soon as you understand something and it ’ s systema-
tized, off it should go to someone who can help you get it done. 

 If you don ’ t understand something — such as real estate law — you 
must, of course, delegate those tasks. At fi rst, when money is short, 
you must be creative about using lower - cost help for some tasks. 
Then, after just one or two deals, you can and should be delegating 
like crazy. 

 The danger comes after the fi fth, tenth, or twentieth deal: You get 
good at delegating at the same time that you get lazy. 
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 First, you decide to hire someone to do your marketing. Later, you 
hand off the fi nancing relationships to someone, because you have the 
dough to do it. You decide that you ’ re almost done, and then delegate 
the last remaining big responsibility, which is to manage the managers. 

 You ’ re almost done, all right. Your company will now grind to a 
halt, or worse, die. You cannot delegate the marketing, fi nancing, and 
managing aspects. I ’ m not saying you must do every aspect of them 
yourself. By all means hire people to assemble and distribute the mar-
keting materials, schedule meetings with brokers and private money 
lenders, and prepare property management reports. 

 You must stay on top of these areas, though, because   they ’ re your 
highest and best use. If you continuously perform these duties, you 
can reproduce your success anywhere in the country. If you  set them 
and forget them , like some expensive alarm clock, you ’ re going to have 
a rude awakening when your company gets away from you and deals 
grind to a halt.  

  Reputation Trumps Revenues 

 In this ultrawired world, news travels fast. Even so, real estate inves-
tors love to engage in a practice that is thousands of years old — they 
gossip. 

 When you make news by being a great guy or a jerk, you can be 
sure that the real estate community knows about it within days. I was 
surprised to fi nd out how small the commercial real estate investing 
world really is. After you have played the game for only a little while, 
you will realize that you know almost all of the players at your level 
and at the next level above. As you increase the size of your portfolio, 
this principle will still hold true. 

 The way you do deals and manage properties will soon be reduced 
to sound bytes and labels: 

   “ She ’ s a straight - shooter. ”   
   “ When he says he ’ ll do it, it ’ s as good as done. ”   

•
•
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   “ Add fi fty percent to any deadline this guy promises you,  because 
he will  not  be on time. ”   
   “ Go ahead and do the deal, but remember that the deal that just 
bombed on the South Side was also his. ”     

 I caution you elsewhere in this book to make sure that the person 
you ’ re negotiating with also gets a good deal. If your ego insists 
that you act like the Terminator in every transaction, your movie 
career will soon be over. 

 When in doubt, think about what will most burnish your reputa-
tion for the long term, and take that option. When the next sweet, off -
 market deal comes along, the other party will often choose the investor 
with the best reputation.  

  Pay Them Fast 

 Years ago I started a contracting business. Sometimes I had 18 guys and 
up to 30 sub - contractors doing business for me on multiple projects. 

 I was given a simple but great piece of advice by my mentor, Mark 
Shavel:  Always pay your subcontractors fast.  When they call to get a check, 
show up at the job site with checkbook in hand. If they complete the 
job properly, cut the check on the spot. 

 Yes, the contract stipulates that I have three days to inspect and 
another seven days to cut the check. Other, so - called  clever , contrac-
tors would push this delay to the limit. Mark said that if I paid faster 
than expected, I ’ d be the favorite contractor, and was he ever right. 

 Really good subcontractors are hard to fi nd and harder to keep 
because they are in such high demand. By being known as a good and 
fast payer, these  subs,  as they were known, were eager to work for me. 
In fact, they were willing to drop what they were doing when I had an 
emergency or needed a particular job done really fast. 

 Here, too, word would get around that  “ Lindahl ’ s a good guy to 
work for. ”  That seven - word testimonial was precious to me, and made 
my projects go so much better.  

•

•
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  Don ’ t Confuse Distraction with Diversifi cation 

 I ’ ve talked about the people who never get around to taking action. 
Let ’ s now discuss the people who take too much action. 

 On the face of it, they should be the superachievers, right? Not so. 
Their problem is that they fl it from one idea, deal, and market to the 
next, and never really get good at anything. 

 It ’ s great to be enthusiastic about all the possibilities you see. The 
only way to capitalize on them is to make a decision about which is the 
best to do fi rst, and then to do it to the best of your ability. 

  Decide and do . Don ’ t  dream and dabble . As you gain experience and 
resources, you may be able to increase your capacity and do several 
projects in multiple markets simultaneously. 

 When you ’ re that good, you ’ ll still have an appetite that ’ s larger 
than what you can effectively complete. Believe me, it ’ s sometimes 
painfully diffi cult to fl y into a market, see a tremendous amount of 
opportunity, and have the self - discipline to say to yourself,  “ Not now. ”  

 Pick up a book called  Flow , by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. Some 
name, huh? But it ’ s a great book. He talks about how to fi nd that  sweet 
spot  in which you do your best work. He explains that if your work is 
too easy, you get bored and disengage, but if your work is too hard, 
you get frustrated and disengage. 

 Perhaps you will not fi nd much success in a given market because 
you misread the phase that it ’ s in. It ’ s fi ne to move on to another mar-
ket or type of commercial deal. Just be honest with yourself fi rst: Are 
you moving on after having given it a very solid try, or are you bailing 
out? Your conscience will know.  

  These Eight Words Tell Me Everything 

  “ How many offers did you make last week? ”  
 That ’ s it. That ’ s all I have to ask another investor in order to get a 

pretty good idea of that person ’ s business. 
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 When you are starting out, you should be making at least two 
offers a week. This is what I require my coaching students to do. But 
what if there are no decent properties to make an offer on? Then you 
make an offer based on the current numbers. Explain to the seller or 
broker why you ’ re making such a low - ball offer, and ask if you should 
still submit it. I mentioned this technique earlier, and how you will 
occasionally be told,  “ Okay, send it to me. ”  

 Even if that does not happen, you ’ ve accomplished something —
 you took action and proposed a transaction. Offer by offer, you will 
get better at analyzing deals, presenting your terms, negotiating, and 
reading the other person. You ’ re turning into a professional. 

 Two offers a week. People often ask me:  “ What ’ s a good offer -
 to - acceptance ratio? ”  That ’ s going to differ throughout your career. 

 At the beginning, you ’ ll do very few of the deals you make offers 
on. You have yet to establish your relationships, and many of the 
deals you ’ ll fi rst be exposed to are not very good. Then your relation-
ships start kicking in — if you follow my advice in this book. You begin 
to build rapport and establish your reputation as a closer, and the 
choice deals begin to come your way. 

 Your ratio will drop from 1 in 20 to 1 in 3. You will only chase after 
good deals where the seller is willing to give you actual fi nancials so 
you can make an educated offer. 

 Strange as it may seem, the way to get to that great 1 - in - 3 ratio is 
not to be highly selective with your offers at fi rst, but to just get out 
there and do them again and again.  

  Give Before You Get 

 I own a real estate brokerage company. When I started it, I did what 
you are doing right now — I acquired as much knowledge as I could, so 
I wouldn ’ t have to learn it all through trial - and - error - and - more - error. 

 I came across Floyd Wickman, who specialized in real estate 
 brokerage. Floyd had the best scripts in the business. I listened and 
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engrained those scripts fi rst in my head, then in the heads of all my 
agents. Those tools made us hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

 Floyd had a motto:  “ We get by giving. ”  He even had lapel pins 
made up with that saying. I ’ ve always remembered that, because his 
simple statement has made me a fortune over the years. 

 Call it  karma , call it the  law of reciprocity , call it whatever you want, 
but it works. 

 Look around and satisfy a need that someone has, and you will be 
repaid in spades. Make it a habit to be a  net giver  and you can ’ t help but 
benefi t. Go the extra mile to get a transaction completed for a broker 
or seller and you will get something in return; maybe not right away, 
but defi nitely in the future. 

 I ’ m not talking about mysticism or religion here. You can be cold 
and calculating if you choose; but if you fi rst give something of  genuine 
value, it has a way of ricocheting around and eventually coming back to 
you. I can ’ t explain it — I just know that it works, and hope you try it.  

  Tame the Overactive Spreadsheet 

 Many investors spend time making sure they get the expenses right 
while analyzing a deal, and also assume that the value of the property 
will increase. Big mistake. This is not looking at the deal through the 
eyes of a conservative investor, but through the eyes of a speculator. 

 I ’ ve seen spreadsheets that are even worse — they not only show 
increasing property values, but they increase that value faster than they 
escalate costs. You can take a pastrami - on - rye and make it look like a 
phenomenal deal if you aggressively model it in a spreadsheet. 

 Don ’ t get caught up in the hype, regardless of what an anxious 
broker or seller is promising. 

 If you want to be a conservative investor, you must assume three 
things: 

   1.   The project will take longer than you thought.  

c09.indd   192c09.indd   192 10/14/08   11:23:06 AM10/14/08   11:23:06 AM



I  W i s h  S o m e o n e  H a d  To l d  M e  Th e s e  Th i n g s

193

   2.   It will cost more than you thought.  
   3.   When the time comes to resell the property, it will be at the 

current after - repaired market value.    

 This is a solid formula for success.  

  Loyalty Begets Loyalty 

 One of the qualities I admire and seek out from other people is loyalty. 
Very few people with this quality will come into your life. When you 
fi nd someone who does, latch onto this person and be just as loyal in 
return. 

 There is no better feeling than knowing you can trust another 
 person. Trust is not given, but is earned through performance. Trust 
and loyalty go hand in hand. When you build a team of people around 
you who respect you as much as you respect them, you will truly have 
built a solid foundation on which you can conduct your business and 
your life. 

 In order to get loyalty, you ’ ve got to give it. Sometimes you must 
make hard choices to stay loyal to those who are loyal to you. It may 
even not be in your short - term best interests to be loyal, but I main-
tain that it usually is for the long term. This is the true test of loyalty. 

 Nothing in your business can substitute for loyal team members. 
I know some commercial real estate companies that are constantly in a 
state of chaos. The owner shows zero loyalty to his associates. He bases 
every decision purely in his immediate best interest. Because of that, 
he has a high associate turnover. 

 I know another woman with a similar company. Every time you 
call her offi ce, somebody new answers the telephone, because almost 
everyone soon quits or is fi red. Her life is in a constant state of tur-
moil, mostly due to her inability to treat people properly. 

 I ’ m fortunate to have come across a group of people who share the 
same primary business values. As soon as they realize that one member 
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needs help, they spring into action, well before being asked. I suggest 
you spend some time assembling a team that has a similar chemistry. 
It will make your daily activities immeasurably more pleasant and 
profi table.  

  Character Traits 

  Be coachable.  A great many successful people have a coach or mentor. 
These may be formal or informal arrangements, but they ’ re critical to 
your success. Someone has already been down the road you seek 
to travel. Not only can mentors help you to clear any obstacles, but 
they hold you accountable. 

 On second thought, that ’ s not quite true. In reality, it ’ s your self -
 esteem that holds you accountable to the mentor, after you commit to 
something. Continuously be on the lookout for these people. The 
good ones can save you literally years of dead ends. 

  Be decisive.  When a window of opportunity opens, pass through it, 
even if you haven ’ t entirely mapped out what ’ s on the other side. 
Unsuccessful people spend their time wondering if it ’ s the right time 
to pass through and second - guessing themselves until it ’ s too late. 

 If you want to be successful, decide and go forward. You will be 
rewarded more than you mess up. If you are perpetually indecisive, 
someday you ’ ll look back and lament  “ I should have, I could have . . . .  ”  

  Practice creative discipline toward your goals.  Life constantly gets in 
the way of your goals. The great commander, Hannibal, marched war 
elephants through the mountain passes to Italy more than 2,000 years 
ago, declaring:  “ We shall either fi nd a way, or make one. ”  That atti-
tude will not only make you famous, it will make you rich.  

  In the Next Chapter 

 I trust you ’ re refreshed from our intermission? We now move on to 
the fi nal elements involved in getting your fi rst commercial real estate 
deal done. 
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 Any way you look at it, commercial real estate is a complex 
 undertaking. It ’ s a good thing that you don ’ t have to do it all yourself. 
The next chapter is all about the team of skilled specialists you should 
assemble to help make you rich.                          

 DO N ’  T  GE T  TO O CO M F O R TA B L E  

 It ’ s easy to take the conventional route and not make waves, but the 
easiest way can be the mediocre way; it may be little more than just 
treading water. That ’ s okay if you ’ re content with being comfortable 
and avoiding challenges, but it ’ s not what I want from life. 
  When you begin feeling comfortable, it should sound an alarm that 
alerts you that you might be falling into a trap. Ask yourself  “ Have 
I stopped moving or have I become stuck? ”  

From  Trump University: Real Estate 101 , John Wiley  &  Sons, 2006, 82.
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                   10    
Y o u  ’  l l  N e v e r  G e t 

R i c h  b y  Y o u r s e l f              

 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :  “ I F  I  WA N T I T  D O N E R I G H T , 
I  N E E D  TO D O I T  M Y S E L F .”

I don’t know who fi rst said this, but I can tell you that it was not some-
one who became rich.
 Let’s get something out of the way right up front: You probably can 
do a few things better than most people. You may even be able to do 
one or two things better than just about anyone.
 So what. If you are serious about becoming seriously rich, then you 
must get beyond your own skills, because you need a whole variety of 
talents. And you can’t possibly be superior at all of them.
 You must now acquire a new skill—the ability to change your atti-
tude about delegation.
 First, recognize that for many tasks, perfection is wasteful. It’s the 
80/20 Principle at work again: If you want to go for perfection, you’ll 
spend 80 percent of your time on just that last 20 percent of improve-
ment. I’m here to tell you that it’s usually not worth it.
 Know when to stop. Demand high-quality work from yourself and 
the people with whom you work, but also know when to say it’s good 
enough. For instance, you won’t make extra money by scouring your 
market for 25 comparable properties, when 10 is more than suffi cient.
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 I can judge the future success of investors by another characteristic: 
They take action before they ’ re 100 percent ready. In practice that means 
they are impatient to succeed, so they delegate before they ’ re rich. 

 I realize you may be short on funds to delegate much. I have two 
responses for that: First, we discussed in earlier chapters how you 
should be focusing on deals that are so good, they can help to support 
your team of specialists. If you manage the negotiations the way I sug-
gested, you may be funding your mortgage broker and attorney from 
the proceeds of the deal. 

 Second, you must get creative about delegation. Find no - cost 
helpers like family members and good friends, whom you will remem-
ber when the dough starts rolling in. Find low - cost helpers at senior 
citizen centers, VFW halls, high schools, and so on. They can help to 
get your marketing materials out into the community, run errands, 
and screen phone calls, among other tasks. 

 Of course you can have a hand - picked crack team of assistants sur-
rounding you someday, but that ’ s after you take these initial steps to 
delegate right away, even though you could do those tasks yourself. 

 Your  highest and best use  is to be a rainmaker. It ’ s you who brings in 
the business. Your role is to cultivate key relationships and watch them 
grow into money trees. As long as you ’ re focused on doing that — and 
not a thousand details — your business will be successful. 

 Now that I have mercilessly beat this principle into your head, let ’ s 
look at other traits that successful businesses share.  

 
AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E  (CO N T I N U E D )

You will not close a better deal by running 100 scenarios in your 
fi nancial model when a half dozen should give you all the information 
you need.
 Your goal must not be simply to get it done right, but instead it 
should be to get lots of good work done quickly.
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  The Three Things That All Good Businesses Do 

 There are simply too many moving parts in business to keep things 
 steady ,  just so , or  as - is . Therefore, your business is either growing, or it ’ s 
in decline. 

  Create New Channels 

 Your business will grow when you create new channels for business to 
fl ow to you. The way you do that is by building relationships and 
improving your marketing methods. 

 Let ’ s say you decide to increase your business by starting a new 
marketing channel. You ’ ll do direct mail campaigns to owners who 
have owned their properties for 20 years or more. These people may 
be ready to retire or may have depreciated their assets to the point that 
they ’ re looking to replace them. 

 You send out a batch of letters and get a few sellers to call. So far so 
good, but this is where people often make a mistake: They stop their mar-
keting in order to work the deal. One of two things will then happen. 

 Best case: They move ahead with the deal and perhaps 90 days 
later they have a cashier ’ s check for a nice amount — but their market-
ing engine is stone - cold with no new leads coming in. 

 Worst case: The deal falls through, there is no cashier ’ s check to 
celebrate over, and their marketing engine is stone - cold. 

 Either way, you ’ re hurting yourself. You must walk and chew gum. 
You must be working on your deal at the same time you ’ re keeping that 
new source of deals humming along. Can you do it all by yourself? Prob-
ably not. That ’ s why you must delegate as many parts of it as you can.  

  Create New Streams of Cash 

 Cash fl ow is king in almost any business. The lack of cash fl ow is the 
number one reason that businesses die. 

 When in doubt, opt for the avenue that gives you more cash fl ow. 
I ’ ve done hundreds of single - family deals in my career, but I much 
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prefer commercial properties because they lubricate my business with 
large amounts of fresh cash on a monthly basis. 

 When my mortgage broker presents me with a couple of fi nancing 
opportunities on a deal, I ’ ll usually take the one that requires less of 
my cash, even if it means somewhat less ultimate profi t. 

 When investing in a commercial property, you increase cash fl ow 
mainly through your selection of the right property management com-
pany. Your manager in turn increases cash fl ow by raising rents, market-
ing the property effectively in order to increase occupancy, and all the 
other activities aimed at keeping happy, paying tenants at your property. 

 Your manager is of course central to the expense - control side of 
the equation, too. For instance, by jumping on maintenance issues 
instead of ignoring them, they are guarding your cash.  

  Cash Checks 

 This is the fun part, and it ’ s why we ’ re in business. When you ’ ve been 
investing for a while, you can afford to have less - frequent but bigger 
paydays. I recommend that early on, you try to arrange a series of 
smaller checks that come in regularly. By  small , I mean they can still be 
nice, fi ve - fi gure or maybe six - fi gure checks. Just make sure you ’ re see-
ing them regularly. That way, your brain will closely connect the 
reward with all the effort you ’ re expending to learn the business, dele-
gate, negotiate, and be creative in a hundred different ways.   

  Your Skill Multipliers 

 In an earlier chapter I discussed how you can get  money multiplier s into 
your life. Instead of being limited by your own funds, you can use con-
ventional and unconventional lenders to provide all the money you 
need to fi nance your deals. 

 You ’ ll give another major boost to your investing career when you 
assemble a team of specialists. They are your  skill multipliers . 
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 In the  bad old days , you could go to a village doctor who knew everything 
there was to know about medicine. His prescriptions involved incanta-
tions, bloodletting, and perhaps a leech or two. Today, if an eye doctor 
helped with your diffi cult pregnancy, it would be cause for a lawsuit. 

 Real estate is no different. The fi eld has exploded in terms of 
 complexity. Not only does each state have its own rules, but there is a 
huge variety of fi nancing options. Property management fi rms also 
can be highly specialized for a particular property type. There ’ s even 
an entire industry of shopping specialists who can tell you precisely 
where to place store displays for maximum visibility and sales. 

 You don ’ t need to hire an army at fi rst; just start the process. Once 
you do, and you see the power and effectiveness that it brings to your 
investing, you won ’ t go back. 

 Many deals are puzzles. Why labor over them, sweating about 
whether you ’ re missing or misinterpreting something, when you can 
simply pick up the phone and fi nd out? An expert has been down that 
road many times before and can tell you in 60 seconds what to do. 
That crumb of information could spare you some losses or make you a 
hundred thousand dollars.  

  Your Home Team 

 Let ’ s look at the core of your team — your  home team  — the people you 
should begin to cultivate immediately. 

  The Assistant 

 This person will work side - by - side with you in your offi ce or be availa-
ble on a moment ’ s notice. He will be the most important person you 
add to your team early in your career. 

 I have a prediction: Before you get an assistant you ’ ll not know 
how you will fi ll that person ’ s time, nor how you will afford him. After 
you get an assistant, you ’ ll kick yourself for not getting one sooner. 
That ’ s because you will not believe how fast your business grows after 
you get that person. 
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 Don ’ t believe me? Then it ’ s time for you to do a time audit. You 
should take a solid week and mark down everything you do in your 
waking hours. Just fold up a sheet of paper in your pocket and put 
down a series of simple rows that give the ending time, minutes since 
your last entry, and activity. 

 One entry might read:  9:14 A.M. 14. Read newspaper.  
 The next entry will be:  9:40 A.M. 26. On     loopnet.com     looking for deals.  
 The fi rst day or two, you ’ ll forget to write down much of your day. 

But stick with it! You simply must know exactly where your time goes 
over the course of a week. Do not be selective in putting down only 
the high - payoff activities. We ’ re looking for the low ones, too. Also do 
not cheat and try to remember at the end of the day what you did. It 
simply will not be accurate. 

 I think I know what you ’ ll discover: You will spend a small amount 
of time on things that only you can and should do — talking with the 
mortgage broker, writing up an offer, or solving a vexing problem. You 
will be depressed when you identify a large group of activities that 
someone else could do, even if not quite as well as you can. 

 That ’ s what you need to delegate as soon as possible to this person. 
After I got my fi rst assistant, my business soared. I had free time to do 
more marketing, see more properties, and create more relationships. 
Because now I could do more rainmaking tasks — which I loved to 
do — I was on an upward spiral of growing my business and creating 
more streams of monthly cash. 

 You don ’ t need to hire a  headhunter  to fi nd these people. First get 
the word out among people you know that you need a part - time or 
full - time person. Also consider putting a notice on  craigslist.com , 
which is a great community bulletin board.  

  The Marketer 

 The second person I put on my home team would stuff and stamp 
envelopes for me so that I could get them out to motivated sellers. 

 When this person came on my team, I fi nally had a constant fl ow 
of letters going out the door weekly. Soon my phone rang consistently. 
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I was now talking to more sellers, looking at more properties, making 
more offers, and closing more deals. 

 I also loved the fact that once I built this minisystem and put it 
into motion, it worked with very little involvement by me. 

 As your activities grow, you ’ ll add bookkeeping talent. Of course, 
you may fi nd one person with several skills that you need, so this 
becomes your go - to person for quite some time. Then consider hiring 
someone under your assistant. That way, you ’ re not multiplying your 
managing workload, and still have only one  direct report . Plus, your 
assistant now has increased status and the newly hired person will 
begin to see a career path. 

 One of the best uses of your time will be to challenge yourself to 
see just how much you can delegate and still monitor effectively. When 
you get good at this, you will not believe how it contributes not only to 
your success, but to your peace of mind.   

  Your Deal Team 

 After your home team begins to take shape, begin to build your  deal 
team . These people will help to bring you deals, analyze them, and 
make them happen. 

  Brokers 

 You already know my opinion of these people. They are your secret 
weapon to real estate riches —  if  you cultivate them carefully and 
professionally. 

 Cultivate relationships with as many brokers in each of your target 
markets as you can. Diversify your relationships, just as brokers would 
never dream of relying on a single buyer for their deals. 

 In Chapter  Three  I discussed how to stand out from other inves-
tors when dealing with brokers. When you fi nd yourself thinking, 
 Man, I ’ m putting a lot of time into cultivating this broker,  also remember 
that this person may be capable of handing you a deal worth a year ’ s 
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salary at your old job, or perhaps even a decade ’ s worth of salary, all 
because of the strong relationship you build over time. 

 Where do you fi nd the good brokers? One source is  www.CCIM.
com . That stands for  Certifi ed Commercial Investment Member , and it ’ s a 
designation held by only six percent of commercial real estate practition-
ers. Brokers work hard at a series of courses to earn the CCIM designation. 
It ’ s a pretty rigorous program and is prestigious in commercial real estate 
circles. The CCIM website lists CCIMs in each market. 

 At the same time that you are checking out the source above, go to 
the commercial property websites at  www.loopnet.com  and  www
.propertyline.com . There, not only can you view a variety of current 
deals, but you can also get a sense of which brokers are active in 
a market. 

 Remember in an earlier chapter I recommend that you train bro-
kers who send you bad deals by calling them, thanking them, and 
explaining what you ’ re looking for. You can use the same approach 
here. Just call a broker who listed a deal on the Internet and say  “ I buy 
properties based on the following criteria . . .   .    Do you have any other 
deals that meet these criteria, either on the market now or coming on 
the market soon? ”  

 You ’ ll strike out a lot, but it only takes one good commercial deal 
to make your entire year. Plus, the Internet is where the active brokers 
post their listings. When you see brokers ’  ads in the Yellow Pages, you 
don ’ t know when they did their last deal or how active they are. 
Internet brokers have proven that they are still in the game. 

 The deals you see on the Internet have been largely picked - over. 
Still, I ’ ve been successful buying properties off the Internet from two 
sources. 

 The fi rst is residential brokers. Many of them have not built a list 
of commercial buyers, so they immediately put properties on the 
Internet to see if they can sell them quickly and easily. They tend to 
price the properties so they make sense. 

 The other source is property owners. Some owners are attracted 
by the lack of middlemen and fees. I ’ ve done a couple of really good 
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deals directly with owners who are just looking to move their properties 
quickly.  

  Attorneys 

 You will need two types of attorneys in a market: The  title attorney  or  closing 
attorney  will review the deal paperwork, and will create your buying entity 
to protect your rights. The other attorney will handle any litigation. 

 The title or closing attorney will be easy to fi nd. Every market has 
good ones. Get a referral from your local savings and loan, mortgage 
broker, or property manager. 

 Always use a local closing attorney when doing business in another 
state. Consider this: Our 50 states can ’ t even agree on being called 
 states . For instance, Massachusetts is a  Commonwealth  and — believe it 
or not — the offi cial name for Rhode Island is  State of Rhode Island and 
Providence Plantations.  With that kind of independent thinking, is it 
any wonder that the states have very different real estate laws? 

 Make sure you have someone in your corner who knows the state and 
local laws cold. That person will review your purchase and sale agree-
ment, lender ’ s term sheet, title, survey, and all other closing documents. 
She will even review the service contracts in place at the property. 

 She will also negotiate better terms for you, and fi nd loopholes 
and problems in documents. Avoiding just one of these is worth more 
than the cost of the attorney. These types of attorneys are usually very 
nice to do business with. 

 Your litigation attorney is a different story. Here you want the bad-
dest S.O.B. in the land. You want the guy they tell stories about. That ’ s 
the same guy that no one wants to be up against in a court case. 

 Everyone knows who this person is. When you start asking around, 
one name will pop up over and over. 

 In my early days I used to sit in the back at housing court and 
watch the proceedings. I got a free and fascinating education that way, 
observing the arguments of landlords and tenants. (You should do the 
same if you intend to buy multi - family properties.) 
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 One attorney stood out from the rest. He was like a legal acrobat: 
His maneuvers were all legal, but they drove the other side crazy. He 
was also a junkyard dog, defending his clients ’  interests at all costs. 

 A couple of years later, I had to sue a party because it did not do 
what it promised to do. The fi rst person I called was that attorney. 
I remember my sister, Tammy, saying,  “ But Dave, you said that guy 
was an S.O.B.! ”  I smiled:  “ That ’ s right and now the S.O.B works 
for me! ”  

 I ’ ve been in situations where I simply mentioned my attorney ’ s 
name and the other party backed down. That ’ s a good feeling — and it 
didn ’ t even cost me a dime in those cases merely to mention his name. 

 Speaking of expense, you do not need to retain the litigator full 
time, of course. You only use this person when the need arises, and 
then it will be expensive. Generally it ’ s worth every penny to have the 
best people on your side in these situations.  

  Other Deal Team Members 

 You ’ ll work with an insurance agent and title agent in the course of 
doing a deal. Cultivate strong relationships with them, too. They are 
often well - connected in town, and see high volumes of deals. 

 They are privy to lots of talk, and sometimes that talk relates to a 
deal that may soon be coming on the market. For instance, a property 
owner may casually mention that she will be slowing down, or looking 
to sell some properties. Your goal is to have these agents thinking of 
you fi rst when they hear such things. 

 Be sure to let your network know that you are always looking for 
new deals. Do not assume that they know this!   

  Your Money Team 

 We ’ ve already talked at length about how to get the money to fund 
your deals. Here are a few additional thoughts. 
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  The Mortgage Broker, of Course 

 As you know, brokers are absolutely crucial to your commercial real 
estate success. But did you know that they are also free? 

 A  cost  is something you pay that you don ’ t get back, like gasoline. An 
investment is something you pay that should come back to you in the 
form of a return. When you pay a substantial fee to a mortgage broker, 
you defi nitely receive a return. That benefi t can take many forms: 

  Your broker may give you advice that keeps you out of bad deals.  
  She may work with lenders to assemble a creative fi nancing 
package when conventional lenders simply said  “ no. ”   
  She ’ ll handle issues that arise with the lender — issues that oth-
erwise might stall the deal.  
  She might point you in the direction of other excellent team 
members, such as property managers and property inspectors.    

 All these services can easily be worth more than the one - point fee 
you ’ ll probably pay the broker. 

 It gets better: Because that fee is fi nanced out of the deal, you 
never reach into your pocket to pay it. In a sense that ’ s better than free: 
You don ’ t personally pay it, and you get a whole range of professional 
services. It doesn ’ t get better than that.  

  Private Money Partners 

 These team members will give you that last 20 to 30 percent of the 
funding that you need to get the deal done. 

 The watchwords for handling these people are  exceed expectations . 
That means: 

  Under - promise and over - deliver on investment returns.  
  Return phone calls and e-mails very promptly. This is not the 
place for delegation. Working with your money partners is defi -
nitely a  highest and best use  of your time.  

•
•

•

•

•
•
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  Send them detailed monthly reports. They should get a profi t -
 and - loss statement, a budget comparison, a variance report, and 
an executive summary.     

  Insider Tip 

 It ’ s nice to deliver good news, but it ’ s absolutely crucial that you deliver 
bad news to your money partners. The worst thing you can do is hide 
bad news, allow it to fester, and then have it come out into the open 
anyway. Should that happen, your trustworthiness will go down the 
toilet, along with your reputation. People can handle bad news if they 
understand why it happened and what you ’ re doing about it. 

 For example, I was recently informed by the manager of my Arkan-
sas properties that a big hail storm blew through and did a lot of dam-
age to some of our assets. I immediately sent out an e - mail to investors. 
It explained what had happened and what our plans were to make 
repairs and to be reimbursed by the insurance companies. 

 Even if there is no major news to deliver, conduct a conference call 
each quarter. It ’ s a great way to connect with your money partners, 
have them hear the answers to everyone ’ s questions, and get briefed on 
plans for the next period. 

 One other insider tip:  Never  subsidize the cash fl ow that you pay 
out to investors. If your property has the inevitable ups and downs in 
cash fl ow, it ’ s a temptation to  smooth them out  by paying out less than 
you earn in one period and more than you earn in another. 

 I ’ m not talking about cash reserves here — of course you should 
fund your reserve account before paying distributions to investors. 
What I ’ m referring to is the artifi cial manipulation of cash distribu-
tions to make them appear more like a bond return. 

 Investors who are only happy with predictable bond-like distribu-
tions should stick to bonds. When you artifi cially act like a bond, you 
open yourself up to several possibilities, all of them bad: 

  You ’ ll get the wrong type of investors in the deal — ones that 
cannot handle any risk or variable returns.  

•

•

c10.indd   207c10.indd   207 10/14/08   11:27:22 AM10/14/08   11:27:22 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

208

  You run the risk of depleting your reserves in order to pay 
distributions. That has the effect of making things look great — right 
up to the point that you ’ ve exhausted your reserves and are sud-
denly in deep trouble.  
  It masks underperformance of the deal, and thus delays the 
delivery of that bad news to investors. When you delay bad 
news, you give an opening to a litigation attorney for investors 
to claim that you deceived the investors.    

 Let distributions mirror the actual performance of the property. 
You will thank me later.   

  Your Property Team 

 The  deal team  handles the potential investment as it is described on 
paper, by reviewing fi nancials, market information, and so on. 

 In contrast, the  property team  is more hands - on with the actual 
property. You will not only use them after you own the property, but 
will rely heavily on them during the due diligence period. 

  Property Manager 

 Let ’ s say you put a property under contract in an emerging market that 
is 200 miles away. The numbers seem to work and pictures of the 
property look good. Your next step is to call the management company 
that you plan on using and ask them to  shop the property . 

 I want them to go over to that property, pretending to be a poten-
tial new lease applicant. They will walk through the property and 
mentally note everything that I should be concerned about. 

 After all, those nice pictures might have been taken fi ve years ago. 
They may also have conveniently avoided showing a roof in need of 
major repair. I will negotiate such big issues before I spend time and 
money on a property inspection and a trip to see it myself. 

•

•
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 A mistake that I see many investors make is to get so excited about 
putting a deal under contract that they skip the step of having the 
property shopped. They eventually do fi nd out about the problems, 
but by then they ’ ve invested more time and money. There ’ s a greater 
temptation to ignore or rationalize the problems at that point. 

 Your management company will be happy to provide this service, 
because they look forward to being manager of the property as soon as 
you close the deal. 

 The management company will also help to get the deal closed. 
They ’ ll report to you on a weekly basis about occupancy, collections, 
work orders, local issues — all the things you need to know in order to 
negotiate successfully. 

 After you close on a property, you ’ ll need to manage the management 
company. That means making sure you continue to get accurate reports 
regularly. If reporting becomes spotty, it is the fi rst sign that their eye is not 
on the ball. It ’ s time to sit them down and tell them to get back on track. 

 Closely watch your collections, occupancy, and expenses. If the 
management company starts to get lazy or does not perform up to 
your expectations, you will see poor results in these areas fi rst. Give 
them one warning to meet minimum standards. If they don ’ t meet 
your specifi c performance goals for the next period, fi re them.  

  Contractors 

 The property manager may have identifi ed a problem while she 
shopped the property. After you raise that problem with the seller, you 
may very well have a contractor visit the property to determine the 
likely cost to fi x the problem. 

 The best way to fi nd contractors in the local market is from refer-
rals from brokers, property managers, attorneys, and all of your other 
team members. 

 A good contractor is like gold. Do not become a  doormat , but 
do keep them happy. The best way to do this is always to pay them 
on time, as I mentioned earlier. Don ’ t pay them before the job is 
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complete, but write out that check the instant the job is done. You can 
be sure the contractor is already chasing many other people for money. 
When you pay immediately, you will just as immediately become one 
of his favorite customers. He ’ ll even put off other jobs so he can get 
your job done.  

  Property Inspector 

 Commercial property inspectors cover large territories. Though 
most areas have one or two good inspectors, it may be necessary to 
fl y your favorite inspector to different parts of the country to go 
through your properties. 

 Their job is to review the entire property very methodically and 
tell you if there is anything wrong. When they fi nd issues, you want 
estimates of the cost to fi x them, even though you will also ask your 
contractor for estimates. 

 The inspector will also indicate if the property meets the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act and if the property is properly zoned. 

 You will receive a comprehensive inspection report. It will not only 
form the basis of any negotiations on major issues, but will help form 
the basis for budgeting expenses for several years to come.  

  Maintenance Specialist 

 Soon after I began to buy commercial properties, I found that one of the 
biggest items to deviate from budget was repairs and maintenance. The 
reason it was so high is because management companies like to subcontract 
many repairs. They may have a relationship with the contracting 
company — a relationship that benefi ts both of them, but not you. 

 We require that all regular maintenance be done in - house. Some-
times that means the management company must hire another mainte-
nance person to keep up with repairs. I ’ m okay with that, because 
the new maintenance salary should cost less than what would be paid 
to subcontractors. 
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 Your maintenance specialist should be  HVAC certifi ed . This will 
save you a lot of money on subcontracting. It would be good if he 
held electrical certifi cations as well. A good maintenance staff will 
not only save you money, but will keep your tenants happy. They ’ ll 
get repairs done quickly, which will help to justify above - market 
rents. In turn, that will enable you eventually to sell the property for 
top dollar. 

 Now do you see why you ’ ll have no time to lick envelopes and 
answer the phone? You must get people to do those tasks, so that you 
can focus on crafting your team in each market. 

 Some investors make the mistake of putting only a couple of team 
members in place before they move on to another market. That ’ s no 
way to extract maximum dollars from one of your target markets. Fin-
ish what you start. Get that team fully developed, and you can harvest 
profi ts from that market for years to come.   

  In the Next Chapter 

 It has been said that you make your profi t when you buy a property. 
That may be true, but it ignores a very important source of additional 
profi t — the way your property is managed while you own it. 

 In the next chapter we explore in more detail the steps you take to 
work with the property manager to maximize your current and ulti-
mate paydays.                  
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         U s e  a  Ti m e  M u l t i p l i e r          

 Some things don ’ t change when you become rich. Time, for instance. 
When you ’ re a working stiff, trying to break out of the 9 - to - 5 exist-
ence, it ’ s easy to lament:  “ I just don ’ t have time to do anything but 
work and sleep and work again. ”  

 When you ’ re rich, your time is really no different. It ’ s true that 
you can afford many assistants and specialists, but you may still lament, 
 “ If I only had more time, I could do  so - o - o  many more deals. ”  

 Earlier we discussed your  money multipliers  — all the fi nancing 
sources available to you, so that you can get more deals done. We ’ ve 
also covered the key members of your team. 

 Of all those key members, one specialist has the potential to 
advance your real estate career more than any other: It ’ s your property 
manager. 

 I don ’ t want to get too galactic on you here, but think about it: An 
effective property manager allows you to transcend both time and 
space. Not only does that company do the day - to - day work to keep 
your property running smoothly, but it can happen 2,000 miles away 
from you. 

 These companies are true time and wealth multipliers, and deserve 
a whole chapter of their own.    
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 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  I  H AV E  TO S E E  I T  W I T H 
M Y O W N E Y E S  TO K N O W W H AT ’  S  G O I N G O N. ”   

 Pilots go through the same phase of believing that they must see it 
with their own eyes: They grip the cockpit controls and study the scene 
through the window with all their might. Then, when they decide to 
become  instrument rated , they go through the diffi cult process of 
learning instead to trust those instruments with their lives. For their ex-
amination, they must wear a hood that blocks the view out the cockpit 
window, allowing them to see only the instruments. 

 When Air Force pilots are being trained, they ’ ll sometimes hear the 
actual cockpit audio   recording of a pilot who insisted that he was 
climbing, despite the fact that his instruments said he was level, and 
so did the control tower. He overcorrected downward, and the record-
ing ends when his plane fl ies into the ground. 

 Fortunately, you do not have to trust a property manager with your 
life, but you should trust him with your investments. You ’ ll have a 
comprehensive set of instruments — your reports — to tell you exactly 
how that property is functioning. 

Your alternative is to plod along in your comfy, local market, work-
ing much harder than you need to, for a much smaller, more local 
reward.

  The Roles of the Property Manager 

 I have great respect for property managers. After all, when I fi rst 
invested I tried to  save money  by doing my own management, until 
I became exhausted, burned - out, and smarter. I turned the  management 
reins over to professionals who do nothing but manage properties, and 
I became rested, alert, and richer. 

 Let ’ s look at the main activities that you will monitor as your man-
ager performs them: 

   Collect and deposit rents.  It doesn ’ t get more fundamental than 
this. Through your real - time access to the property bank account, 
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you ’ ll have independent validation of how much revenue is 
 coming in, and when.  

   Fill your property with good tenants.  Your manager must give 
you a written marketing plan that shows what they plan on doing 
to get traffi c into your property. They should have proven  closers  
on site who have the ability to convert applications into leases. 
Also notice that I say  “ good tenants. ”  Any idiot can fi ll a property 
by low - balling rents and banging up a sign that reads  Free Beer . 
I trust that this is not your target market.  

   Keep your property full.  Tenant turnover will be your biggest 
expense. Your manager must keep good tenants as long as possi-
ble by treating them like the gold they are. This will happen 
when the property is well - maintained, rents are a good value for 
the amenities, and tenants are treated with courtesy and respect. 
Your manager should give you a detailed tenant retention plan 
that identifi es monthly activities focused on keeping tenants 
happy and in the property.  

   Effectively handle tenant problems.  A tenant may violate a 
clause in the lease, or not pay all the rent on time. Your manager 
should work from a set of written policies on how all these cir-
cumstances will be handled. Many of them can be handled with-
out any involvement on your part. Sometimes the manager should 
escalate the issue and at least make you aware of it. If the police 
are called to a property repeatedly, you want to know that — after 
the management company has handled the immediate situation.  

   Oversee repairs and maintenance.  Your manager must ensure 
that tenant work orders are being done in a timely manner. As 
you now know, lack of response on tenant work orders is the 
number one reason that good tenants leave. A maintenance log 
will show what repairs were done when.  

  Even on the fi rst day that you own the property, you will have 
a pretty good idea of the correct pace of repairs and improve-
ments to the property, based on your budget and marketing plan. 
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The log should match that level of activity. If there is less activity, 
you may be seeing deferred maintenance happening. If there is 
more activity, then a discussion with the manager is in order to 
discuss why.  

   Handle day - to - day operations.  This includes the supervision 
of all employees. If they don ’ t perform up to their agreed - upon 
goals, then employees must be trained, counseled, and possibly 
fi red, depending on the situation. That ’ s the job of your manage-
ment company.  

   Monitor utilities.  The management company is the contact for 
the cable, telephone, gas, and other utility companies. That list 
will vary, depending on whether  net leases  are in place for tenants 
to pay utilities. I know it sounds basic, but some managers neglect 
to pay utility bills in a timely manner. That ’ s why the next item is 
important . . .  

   Manage accounts payable.  These are the bills that are due but 
not yet paid on a property. You must see a regular accounts paya-
ble report, with logs of these payments happening like clockwork. 
They will also show up in your profi t - and - loss statement. If a 
property is underperforming, one of the ways that a management 
company will hide this is by not reporting accounts payable.  

  Management companies can sometimes be more expert at 
hiding numbers than at managing the property. I once had a 
company that did not report accounts payable from vendors that 
had not submitted a W - 9 tax form. It was their  policy . How con-
venient, given that it was the management company that had to 
send out the W - 9s to be fi lled in.  

  My  policy  was to fi re these people, after I discovered this 
deception, and the tens of thousands of dollars ’  worth of unpaid 
bills that I had not known existed.  

   Prepare other property reports.  The management company 
will be responsible for sending you the same reports that you will 
send to your investors. That includes a profi t - and - loss statement, 

c11.indd   215c11.indd   215 10/14/08   11:28:26 AM10/14/08   11:28:26 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

216

executive summary, and variance report, which will show any 
deviations from budget.     

  Assembling Your Local Property Management Team 

 The fi rst place to go to fi nd qualifi ed managers is the broker who sold 
you the deal. He most likely has been in the market for a long time and 
is painfully aware of who is a good manager and who is not. 

 The broker ’ s motivation is also aligned with yours: If your prop-
erty is well - managed, you just might sell the deal down the road 
through that broker. If he recommends a manager who turns out to be 
no good, the broker knows that he ’ ll be in the doghouse with you. 

 You can also get referrals to good managers by going to  www.
boma.org . This is the  Building Owners and Managers Association.  As the 
name implies, it ’ s for both owners and managers of commercial prop-
erty, and it ’ s highly respected. Becoming a member of this organiza-
tion allows you to network with other building owners, and ask around 
about good property managers.  

  Look at the Fit between Property and Manager 

 If you want to maximize profi ts and minimize headaches, it ’ s not good 
enough to get any old commercial property manager. You must get a 
manager who specializes in the type of property you have. 

 By  type of property , I mean that you must look at two different 
dimensions —  use  and  class . 

 Within the  use  distinction, you have retail, offi ce, multi - family, 
hospitality, warehouse, and so on. Within the  class  distinction, proper-
ties are graded from  Class A  to  Class D . 

  Class A  properties are the newest and have the most credit - worthy 
tenants. They have higher rents, higher expectations by tenants, and 
are usually the easiest to maintain.  Class D  properties are on the oppo-
site end of the scale in every respect. 
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 It ’ s a mistake to own a  Class C  property and hire a  Class A  manager. 
The manager ’ s standards are too high and they will over - improve the 
property compared to the income potential. Of course, you don ’ t want 
to do the opposite and get a  bargain - basement Class D  manager for your 
 Class B  property. 

 Similarly, it ’ s a mistake to go with a manager whose main experi-
ence is multi - family when you have a strip mall to manage, despite 
their insistence that they are  commercial property managers . 

 Ask the prospective management company what type of property 
makes up the largest percentage of properties that it manages. If this is 
not the type of property you are buying, move on. 

 Speaking of property type, one of the highest designations manag-
ers can get is  Certifi ed Property Manager , or  CPM . It is a distinction 
granted by the Institute of Real Estate Management and can be 
researched at  www.irem.org . 

 CPMs are trained in property management for all property types. 
However, graduates tend to specialize in a particular property type. 
The nice thing about the IREM web site is that you can plug in which 
city and property type you are looking for, and the site will return 
results that match those criteria. If your city does not have any results, 
then broaden your search to surrounding areas. Managers often work 
in territories that are larger than the city they ’ re based in. 

 Most of the larger companies know where their skills lie and will 
not attempt to take on a property that they do not feel they can be suc-
cessful at managing. You have to watch out for the smaller manage-
ment companies, though. They may be looking to increase their 
business despite their lack of experience in your property type. This is 
called  going to school  on you. Let some other property owner pay the 
price to give these companies an education. 

 I like hiring property management companies that manage lots of 
units. Some investors think they may get lost in a large company 
and won ’ t get the individual attention their property needs to be 
successful. 
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 My experience is that large companies usually have the knowledge 
and systems in place to ensure that all of their properties are looked after 
effi ciently. The good ones have solid management and monitoring. 

 The other benefi t of going with larger companies is that you can 
 piggyback  on their insurance, and be insured under their  umbrella  
 insurance policy. Because they have so many units under manage-
ment, their insurance premium will be among the lowest. You benefi t 
from their economies of scale for this substantial operating expense.  

  Insider Tip 

 When doing your analysis of a property, always use a higher rate for 
the insurance premium, and don ’ t assume you ’ ll be under someone 
else ’ s umbrella policy. If for some reason you stop using that manage-
ment company and go with a smaller fi rm, your rates will increase. In 
other words, make sure your deal numbers work at the higher rates.  

  How to Interview a Management Company 

 Let ’ s assume that you ’ ve used your network to ask about good prop-
erty managers, and you ’ ve narrowed the list to three candidates. They 
all seem qualifi ed to manage your property, but you want the one that 
will be the best fi t. Here are the questions you should ask each fi rm. 

   “ What types of properties do you specialize in and what do 
you feel your strengths are? ”   

 Don ’ t lead them in the question; just ask it and wait. 
   “ How many [units or square feet] of my type of property do 

you currently manage? ”   
 Of course, if it ’ s multi - family, it will be measured in units, and if it ’ s 

retail or offi ce space, you ’ ll refer to square feet. 
   “ How many [units or square feet] do you own of my type of 

property? ”   
 Oddly enough, it may be a red fl ag if they own too much. You 

might be hiring your competition to manage your property. 
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   “ What are all of the addresses that you currently manage? ”   
 Don ’ t let them  cherry - pick  only a few good addresses for you. Take 

a ride by ones that you randomly pick from the list when you ’ re in the 
area. It will give you an idea of how they manage their properties. 

 Be aware that if you go by a property and the outside looks ratty, it 
could be due to a number of different causes. Perhaps the manager is 
doing a poor job, or maybe the owner is not releasing money to have it 
managed well. If it is the latter, good management companies eventu-
ally fi re owners who do not give them an opportunity to manage the 
property correctly. 

   “ What special training do you provide for your managers? ”   
 Continued education is an essential part of a good management 

company. 
   “ Will you provide written management plans? ”   
 They should provide documents in the form of a marketing plan, 

company resume, and operational projections, or pro formas, so that 
you can send these to the bank with your loan package. 

   “ What will be your fee? ”   
 This is an area where you don ’ t want to skimp. Find out what the 

going management fee is for properties like yours in that area and pay 
it. You shouldn ’ t pay much more than the average amount, but you 
don ’ t want to pay less, either. They will only do what they ’ re getting 
paid for. If they feel underpaid, they will not perform the way you 
expect. 

 Management fees are generally a percentage of collected revenues. 
Do not sign up for a minimum fee. Some management companies try 
to pull this and it is not in your best interest. In effect, it doesn ’ t matter 
how much rent they collect, because you ’ ll be willing to pay them a 
minimum amount. Forget that. 

   “ What is included in that fee? ”   
 Get an itemized list of what is included. For instance, are any sala-

ries included, or advertising? Sometimes nothing is included, and the 
fee is for their experience in the market. That could be acceptable, 
depending on what the other management companies are like. 
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   “ What will you charge for signing new tenants? ”   
 This depends on the size and type of your project. For offi ce and 

retail, it could be a fee that ’ s based on a percentage of the lease. 
 If it is a multi - family property, then it may be one month ’ s rent. If 

you have a large complex that merits having a leasing agent on site, 
that person may get a salary plus leasing bonus. 

   “ What is the cost of the eviction process? ”   
 In some states you are required to be represented by an attorney. 

Other states allow you to use an agent, a role that the property man-
agement company can fi ll. Also ask about the eviction procedure in 
that state. 

 Offi ce and retail tenants are usually very easy to evict if they don ’ t 
adhere to the terms of the lease or don ’ t pay. With multi - family ten-
ants it can get tricky. Depending on how tenant - friendly the state is, 
evictions can take from three weeks (Texas) to more than three months 
(Massachusetts). 

   “ What type of advertising do you do, and who pays for it? ”   
 They should be able to answer this question very quickly. They 

should be active with many forms of advertising, and not just the clas-
sifi eds, which are the most expensive media to use. You ’ re looking for 
a response that includes websites, fl yers, newsletters, trade magazines, 
and so on. 

 Often these are  pass - through  expenses, meaning you will have to 
pay. Occasionally you can benefi t from a general ad that the company 
runs for many properties, in which case you might pick up only a frac-
tion of the cost. 

   “ What should I expect for monthly reports? ”   
 Even though we know you should be getting several reports at a 

minimum, it ’ s useful to see what the company thinks is standard 
 procedure. You should expect an executive summary, a profi t - and - loss 
statement, and a budget variance report, at the very least. 

   “ Do you have your own maintenance staff or do you 
subcontract? ”   
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 Watch out for this one. If they subcontract, you ’ ll likely pay 
much more for repairs and maintenance than if they have their own 
staff. 

 On the other hand, if they have their own staff, you must make 
sure they are not in the maintenance  business . Sometimes property 
management companies make more from their maintenance depart-
ment than from their management fees! This happens because they 
either overbill you for repairs, or they do more repairs than necessary. 
They might even bill you for repairs that were never done. 

 You will only discover some of these practices by asking your net-
work or by experiencing them yourself. When you do hire a company, 
make sure they know that you are watching maintenance closely. They 
should stay within the operating budget, adhering to normal standards 
of maintenance and repair for your type of property. 

   “ What property management software do you use? ”   
 Many good property software packages exist to automate manage-

ment activities. You should ask whether their system allows you to see 
your property numbers real - time. You won ’ t have  editing  access to 
these numbers, but all you need is  viewing  access. 

   “ How do you screen tenants? ”   
 This is a very important question. When you lease to businesses, 

the tenants are only as good as their credit history, given that leases 
range from 3 to 20 years. The manager should be scrutinizing each 
tenant ’ s credit history and business model. Is that business a good fi t 
for your location? Will the business provide a quality, in - demand serv-
ice for that market? 

 With multi - family properties, both credit score and income are 
important. Each property class has different criteria that tenants must 
meet to be approved. An A property will require substantially higher 
credit scores and income to qualify compared with a C property.

  “ Can you give me three references? ”   
 Always ask for references and actually call them. You ’ ll be amazed 

at how many people give you references that are not entirely positive. 
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   “ Will you allow me to be a signor on the operating account? ”   
 You might word it as a request, but it ’ s really a demand. You  must  

be a signor on the operating account. That will give you the ability to 
get to your funds whenever you feel the need. 

 If your management company is not performing and you fi nd the 
need to replace them, you don ’ t want your operating account held 
hostage. They can ’ t legally do this, of course, but they defi nitely can 
slow things down, claim that they never received a letter, throw up 
some legal technicality, and employ other techniques to make your life 
miserable. In the meantime, your property will need money to cover 
operations. That money must now come out of your pocket. 

 Instead, you must have the ability to remove the funds quickly and open 
a new account to which the management company will not have access. 

 Here is the objection you may hear from the management com-
pany:  “ We don ’ t allow such access because we ’ ve had owners take all 
the money out of the account at the time of resale. We then were left 
with fi nal utility bills and vendor bills that were not paid. ”  

 You can solve this dilemma in one of two ways: If you really want 
to work with this company for some reason, offer to open a reserve 
account and deposit an amount they ’ ll be satisfi ed with to cover short-
falls at closing. The other option is what I usually recommend: Scratch 
that company off your list of fi nalists. 

   “ Do you require that I list the property with you at resale? ”   
 Some management companies will put in their contract that you 

must give them the listing for the property they manage for you when 
it ’ s time to sell. Otherwise, they require that you pay them a commis-
sion at the time of resale, even if you sell it through another broker. In 
other words, you will pay a double commission. 

 At the very least, take this absurd requirement out of the contract. 
Better yet, dump the company: After all, they are a management com-
pany, not a brokerage outfi t. It ’ s okay to let your manager know that at 
the time of resale, you will make a decision. If things have worked out 
extremely well, they ’ ll naturally be a serious contender for the listing. 
They fi rst must perform.  
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  The Property Management Agreement 

 When you fi nd the best management company for your property, 
make sure that the agreement protects you and motivates them. 

 Property management agreements come in many shapes and sizes. 
Each company will have its own fl avor. You can get a pretty good ver-
sion from either the Institute of Real Estate Management at  irem.org  
or the Building Owners and Managers Association at  boma.org . Keep 
in mind that these outfi ts will supply contracts that tend to be weighted 
somewhat toward the property management company, but they ’ re a 
good place to start. 

 In any contract there ’ s plenty of  boilerplate , or language that is 
common to all such contracts. Let ’ s look at the other, more important 
items that should and should not be in there.   

   Spending authority.  This clause governs how many dollars a 
manager can spend before he has to get approval from you. It 
typically ranges from $500 to $5,000, depending on your com-
fort level and the property size. If you make it too small, things 
will not get done because the management company will be con-
stantly waiting for approvals. If the amount is too high, the man-
ager may potentially overspend your money.  

  Establish what the going rate is by talking with your network 
of experts in that market, and monitor these expenses. That way, 
if you set the amount too high or low, you can soon adjust it.  

   Reserve account.  The company may require that you have a 
certain amount of money in a reserve account at all times to fund 
operations. If this account is not replenished and the property is 
under a constant cash crunch, this may be a reason for the man-
ager to terminate the agreement.  

   Responsibilities . These will be spelled out in the agreement, 
and will relate to both parties. Your main obligations will be to 
provide direction, specifi cations, and plans to the property 
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 manager, and to reimburse them for expenses incurred. It is also 
your obligation to keep the property fully insured. The manage-
ment company may require that they be put on the insurance 
policy, so that they will be notifi ed of any lapses.  

  The management company is responsible for many func-
tions, including marketing, leasing, reporting, maintenance, and 
so on. They must also abide by equal housing laws and other reg-
ulations, and keep the owner ’ s information private.  

   Performance.  If the manager does not perform to certain stand-
ards, it can be grounds for termination. For instance, they are 
required to keep the property leased up to a certain occupancy 
level.  

   Accounting.  The manager must perform accurate and timely 
reporting and keep the books in proper order.  

   Rent.  The company must collect and deposit rents daily. Do not 
let rents hang around the offi ce. The manager also must perform 
all necessary actions to collect rents and perform evictions if 
necessary.  

   Term.  The management company will want you to agree to a 
one - year term. That ’ s okay, as long as there is also a clause that 
allows either party to terminate the agreement for any reason 
with a 30 - day written notice. This will protect you from poor 
performance or from a management company that is simply not 
the right fi t for you. It is also an incentive for that company to 
continue to perform.     

  Key Information That You Need and 
How Often You Need It 

 Defi nitely get agreement up front about the exact nature of the reports 
you expect from the management company, in terms of both content 
and frequency. 
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 What you really need is a  dashboard  that gives you all the informa-
tion necessary to navigate to your profi t destination. I call it the   Monday 
Morning Report , because that ’ s when you will see it every week. It can 
be just one page for each property and it includes: 

  Property name.  
  Total number of units or square feet.  
  Number of units or square feet not currently producing rent, 
for whatever reason. This may be space that is used for storage, 
leasing offi ce, and so on.  
  Number of units or square feet available for rent.  
  Total number of units or square feet occupied last week, con-
verted to a percentage.  
  Move - ins for the week.  
  Move - outs for the week.  
  Evictions during the week.  
  Total number of currently occupied units. This gives you a quick 
look to see if your occupancy since last week has gone up, down, 
or sideways.  
  Number of notices 30 days out. These are tenants who have 
given notice that they will be leaving within the next 30 days.  
  Number of notices 30 to 60 days out. The same as above, but 
further into the future.  
  Total number of units or square feet preleased, that is, tenants 
moving in within the next 30 days.  
  Occupancy projection for the next 30 days.  
  Occupancy for the next 60 days. This gives you a great opportu-
nity to change any downward trends before they happen. If you 
know that occupancy will drop 60 days from now, you have 
60 days to correct the problem. The dashboard allows you to 
look into the future and make necessary changes today.  
  Number of work orders submitted.  
  Number of work orders completed. If the property is getting 
backed up on work orders, something needs to change. Perhaps 

•
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you must hire extra help to get caught up. A growing number 
here will result in growing vacancies later.  
  Total traffi c. The total number of potential tenants who con-
tacted the offi ce, inquiring about a rental.  
  Total applicants. Number of inquiries that were converted into 
applications.  
  Total number approved: tenants who were screened, with results 
that were favorable, and were offered a lease.  
  Gross potential rent. Amount the property could collect at 100 
percent occupancy.  
  Billed rent. Amount actually billed for the month.  
  Collected. Month - to - date collections.  
  Delinquent. Total amount of rent outstanding.    

 With this dashboard you can see the health of your property at a 
glance. Look for trends each week. Take early action to keep your cash 
fl ow healthy and your property appreciating. If your manager does not 
agree to weekly reporting, or does not deliver it, get another company. 
It means that they are disorganized and will not be able to anticipate 
trouble before it arises. 

 You should get other reports on a monthly basis, such as rent roll. 
It will list the tenants, what they are paying, how much rent is billable, 
and which tenants are more than 30 days behind. 

 Also get a copy of the check register showing who was paid what 
during the month. Review an accounts payable report so that you 
know who is owed what for work that was completed during the 
month. Insist on this monthly report and constantly ask the manage-
ment company if the report is up-to-date and accurate. 

 In fact, make these accuracy requests in writing. Why? Because 
management companies sometimes underreport accounts payable. 
When the time comes for a sale or change in management companies, 
the owner can be shocked to discover the true — and much higher —
 amount of accounts payable. It ’ s more diffi cult for weasels to explain 
away a trail of written statements that they made. 
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 Next, get two versions of the profi t - and - loss statement. One 
should compare the current month ’ s actual numbers with the operat-
ing budget. 

 The other version is the twelve - month trailing report. It shows 
you the last twelve months of operating numbers side - by - side, so that 
you can pick up on trends. 

 The variance report will explain any items on the profi t - and - loss 
report that came in more than ten percent above or below projections. 

 Review a copy of the balance sheet, so that you can keep an eye on 
current assets and liabilities. 

 Also ask for a list of capital improvements that are either in process 
or scheduled to be done. 

 All these reports should be accompanied by an executive summary 
that succinctly explains highlights from the underlying reports. Cate-
gories covered will be revenues, expenses, cash fl ow, capital improve-
ments, operations, staffi ng, and miscellaneous. 

 The executive summary is important because you shouldn ’ t have 
to go digging for the good or bad news. However, don ’ t simply rely on 
the summary, but study the numbers yourself.  

  Giving Up Control in Order to Have Control 

 The most successful commercial real estate investors have met the 
challenge of giving up hands - on, direct involvement with properties. 
It ’ s painful to do so at fi rst, because our senses of sight, sound, and 
touch are so strong. It is indeed a challenge to disregard the thought 
that  I must see and touch my property to know what ’ s really going on  and 
rely instead on a comprehensive instrument panel. 

 Someone is defi nitely hands - on with your property, and it should 
be your manager, not you. This frees you to go out and do more 
deals. 

 Here are several other recommendations that will lift you out of 
 property management  and into  asset management , where the big money is.   
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   Commit time to the project.  Even though you ’ re not spend-
ing your time handling day - to - day responsibilities, you still 
must commit to investing time and, if necessary, money to the 
property to ensure that all goes well. Regarding the money 
commitment . . .  
   Fund reserves with your cash fl ow before you pay yourself . 
Maintain an adequate reserve so that when unexpected capital 
improvements or repairs occur — and they will — you will have  the 
money to cover them promptly. If you know a big expense will 
inevitably arise, such as a roof replacement, build up those 
reserves to prepare for that day.  
   Know your exit strategy when you purchase the property.  
Is this a  fi x - and - fl ip , a long - term hold, or a repositioning to its 
highest and best use? On day one of your ownership you should 
already be working steadily toward that goal. 

 Of course, this does not mean you are tied to that one exit 
strategy. New challenges and opportunities will present them-
selves. That ’ s a reason to reevaluate your existing plan, but not 
to avoid having one in the fi rst place.  
   Know the market where you buy.  That means knowing your 
tenant profi le, your competition, the current supply - and -
  demand situation, and also trends into the future. It ’ s a lot of 
work initially, but just think how much easier it will be to buy 
your second property in that market!  
   Visit your property every three to six months.  It may be 
more frequent at fi rst, but when your monitoring systems begin 
to hum, those visits will become further apart. 

 I like to arrive unannounced. That way I can catch people in 
their regular routines, and see the property as it is normally run. 
Planned inspections can contain a lot of theater, with a sudden 
fl urry of activity to impress the boss — you. 

 Imagine the confi dence you ’ ll gain when you make a sur-
prise visit and things are neat, attractive, and working well. Also 
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 imagine the message you send with your fi rst surprise visit:  Wow, 
the owner might show up at any time, so we need to be on our toes.  

 Naturally, make sure you reward a company that ’ s doing a 
great job without having to be told again and again to do it. 

 On the other hand, if you do happen to give the company 
notice that you ’ re coming to town — and even then the property 
seems in bad shape — it ’ s time for a serious discussion about why 
this happened. It may indicate a poorly run management com-
pany. Give them a warning and plan a surprise visit in about 30 
days. If your property is in the same condition, give them their 
notice.    

 Management companies are key to your ability to grow your 
 company and your fortune. Manage them effectively and you will be 
successful.  

  In the Next Chapter 

 We ’ ve covered a great deal of ground in the preceding chapters. But in 
one sense the best is yet to come — selling your property. 

 As you know, I ’ m a big fan of large amounts of cash fl ow streaming 
in, month after month, while I hold a property. But nothing comes 
close to the feeling of fi nishing a deal and being highly rewarded in the 
form of a big, fat check. 

 In the next chapter we take that last step and discover how to max-
imize your payday.                      
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         12
    Th e  R i g h t  W a y  t o  S e l l 

f o r  M a x i m u m  P r o f i t          

 You know by now that at each stage of investing in commercial real 
estate, there ’ s a typical way to do it, and then there ’ s the experienced 
way. Those of us with experience fi rst tried the typical way, and then 
found a better approach. 

 It would be a shame to come this far in the ownership of a  property, 
only to blow it in the fi nal phase and not get maximum profi t for your 
deal. Let ’ s explore the key  dos and don ’ ts  you must follow when you ’ re 
getting ready to sell.     

 AM AT E U R  MI S TA K E :   “  I  WA N T TO W R I N G O U T 
E V E RY  D O L L A R O F  P R O F I T  I  CA N. ”   

 It’s the difference between an amateur and a professional. The amateur 
thinks in single transactions, while the pro thinks in terms of relation-
ships and long - term income streams. 
  You know my opinion of the investor who wants to  nickel - and - dime  
brokers and sellers on the front end. He ’ s quickly regarded as toxic 
and will never see another deal from the broker. Let ’ s assume for a 
minute that this investor did get into a deal — probably his last — and is 
now trying to cash out. 

(Continued)
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 It could be that an investor is coming out of a  Section 1031 like - kind 
exchange,  must purchase a property of a certain size quickly, and has 
the money to do it. Other investors may be under pressure to get into 
deals before a fi scal year or quarter ends. Whatever the reason, it ’ s nice 
to be the benefi ciary of such urgency. 

 If no one expresses interest at the higher price, smart investors 
pull back to more of a market price. Dumb investors keep their price 
right up there with their ego — too high. 

 Most buyers will put down 20 percent on the property and take 
out an 80 percent commercial loan. Most lenders will not lend on a 
property with a debt coverage ratio below 1.2 or 1.25. Remember, that 
ratio is governed by how much income the property generates. 
 Therefore, setting the price too high — while the income remains 
 constant — means that the debt coverage ratio begins to look bad. 

 If your property comes in below 1.2, you must either lower your 
price or the seller must put more money down for the loan to work. 
Unless you ’ re in a really hot market, don ’ t count on the buyer making 
a larger down payment.  

  How to Know When to Sell 

 Your next moneymaking skill is how to recognize when it ’ s time to 
take your chips off the table and sell that property. 

AM AT E U R MI S TA K E  (CO N T I N U E D )

  That same nickel - and - dime mentality will compel the investor to 
extract every last dollar out of the property that he can. 
 Do not maintain too high a price. Notice that I used the verb  maintain  
and not  set . It ’ s perfectly fi ne to come out of the gate and set a very high 
price for your property to see if investors will  bite . Sometimes they do, 
and it would be a shame to miss that extra profi t, just because you didn ’ t 
ask for it.

c12.indd   231c12.indd   231 10/14/08   11:31:44 AM10/14/08   11:31:44 AM



T R U M P  U N I V E R S I T Y  C O M M E R C I A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  1 0 1

232

 It depends on your original exit strategy for the property and 
 subsequent events. You may have intended to buy it, fi x several prob-
lems, and fl ip it for a nice, quick payday. 

 You might have recognized that the property was low in the mar-
ket cycle, and you needed to hold it for three to fi ve years in order to 
capture maximum appreciation. 

 Then again, you may have wanted to establish a long - term  presence 
in that market and hold the property for many years. You could be the 
type of investor who enjoys healthy cash fl ow and refi nances from time 
to time in order to put some of your equity to work elsewhere. You 
review your portfolio regularly and sell the lower - performing assets, 
thus creating an ever - stronger portfolio. 

  Always Be Watching Job Growth and Supply 

 For everyone except perhaps the fi x - and - fl ip people, it ’ s important to 
stay on top of job growth in the market. 

 Job growth is a great leading indicator. Just as canaries would die 
and thus warn miners when it was time to get out, you must watch the 
job numbers closely. I ’ m not talking about job layoffs: Instead, when 
you notice that  growth  in jobs is leveling off, it ’ s time to look hard at 
the market and make a selling decision. If you actually see  declines  in 
jobs, well, you really need to sit up straight. 

 How do you get these numbers, by the way? Regularly check in 
with the building department and economic development department. 
Watch for trends by comparing the numbers with previous reports 
you received. 

 I bought a $10 million property in an emerging market in Alabama 
with a group of other investors. It performed very well for the fi rst 
year and into the second. The market continued to enjoy strong job 
growth — it seemed as though there was a new job announcement every 
other day. 

 Though the market continued to climb, we began to notice 
that permits were being pulled for properties of our type within a 
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mile or two of our property. That was another leading indicator that 
four new properties would come online near us within the next 
two years. 

 If ours was a  C property , this would have been great. It would mean 
that the value of the entire area would increase and we would be able 
to charge higher rents. Moreover, we wouldn ’ t have to worry about 
our  C  tenants moving to the  A  property, because they would not be 
able to afford it. 

 The problem? Our property was a  B . Those other properties 
would all come online at about the same time, and they ’ d be actively 
cutting their rents to poach  B  tenants from properties like ours. 

 If our tenants could get brand - new space for the same amount we 
were charging, and they would get better amenities, too — that would 
be a  no - brainer . When our occupancy dropped, so would our net oper-
ating income and property value — within the next two years. 

 Our regular check - in with the building department gave us the 
information we needed to know that now was the time to sell. We could 
have stuck it out if our plan were to hold properties in that market for 
the long term. It wasn ’ t. We therefore grabbed the $4 million profi t 
while the  grabbing was good .  

  Leave Some Meat on the Bone 

 This is solid advice, regardless of your exit strategy. 
 If you ’ re a fi x - and - fl ip investor, you ’ ll do your fl ip that much faster 

if your deal is attractively priced. 
 If you ’ re selling after there ’ s been a big run - up in prices, this is 

 defi nitely the time to leave some profi t in the deal for the next buyer. 
You do that by selling into strength, and by defi nitely not waiting 
until you see the market fl attening before you sell. 

 Look, your buyers are watching that market, too. If they see noth-
ing but strength at the time you are selling, the transaction will be a 
breeze. If both you and they are watching the gathering clouds, you 
will really have to discount your deal to make it move. 
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 Here ’ s an easy way to look at it: Sell when your friends and family 
say you ’ re crazy.     

  “ Dave, the market ’ s so strong! ”  

  “ Dave, we ’ ve had nothing but good news for several years now — how 
could you possibly think about selling? ”  

  “ Dave, if you wait another six months, you can probably add a fast mil-
lion to your profi t. ”    

 What they don ’ t understand is that I ’ m dying to yank my money 
out of this strong market, and put it into another market that ’ s been 
weak for so long. They will tell me I ’ m crazy again — this time for 
investing in the midst of weakness. 

 Don ’ t look back. Do not second - guess yourself by thinking  “ If 
only I had known to wait until April, I could have hit the very top of 
the market. ”  

 I will go so far as to say that you should kick yourself if you ever do 
sell at the peak of a market. It will mean that you were not watching 
the fundamentals of that market, and that you recklessly waited so long 
that you risked selling at a bad price. If any  hiccup  happened with the 
buyer ’ s fi nancing, or with some environmental review, you really would 
have been up a creek. 

 Also remember that when a market goes south, it can happen in a 
hurry. Most investors fi nd comfort in being human sheep. They move 
in great herds, not really knowing what they ’ re doing but being cozy in 
the knowledge that all the other sheep also don ’ t know. No one can 
point a fi nger only at them. 

 When the herd catches a whiff of a problem, you better watch out! 
There ’ s a stampede. Suddenly, all of the sellers who were  waiting for 
the peak  now panic and dump their properties on the market. 

 Oh no! They each are now competing with a pile of deals that 
came out of nowhere! So the price - cutting begins. Now a malaise sets 
in, fueled by journalists. Articles appear about the negative news: 
Properties are taking longer to sell, other properties that are still in 
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the construction phase will make the situation worse when they come 
online, prices are being cut, and so on. 

 You want to be watching this stuff play out in your rearview mir-
ror, with a sly smile on your face and a mountain of dough in the back 
seat. Leave the carnage behind.   

  How to Get Your Property Ready for Sale 

 It doesn ’ t matter what type of property you have (offi ce, multi - family, 
retail, warehouse, A, B, C, or D): To get maximum dollars for it, you 
must prepare your property. 

 Let ’ s fi rst consider how to make it look good physically. Do a 
 complete review of the exterior. Could the landscaping use a facelift, 
in the form of fresh fl owers, trimmed shrubs, and reinvigorated grass? 
I was a broke landscaper before I became a rich investor. I continue to 
be amazed by how sellers neglect to spend a few dollars to make their 
properties look like a million bucks. 

 Does the signage need freshening? Also review the building exte-
rior, looking for peeling paint, cracks, holes, and so on. Check the 
mailboxes and parking lot, too. Walk that property with your broker 
or with someone else who doesn ’ t have a motivation to say  “ every-
thing ’ s fi ne. ”  Make a list on the spot, and then get names next to dates 
to ensure that all the work gets done. You want to be in a position 
where a potential buyer isn ’ t walking around, mentally deducting 
property value for each fl aw. 

 Now go into the common areas, such as foyers and hallways. Are 
they well - lit and do they appear neat and clean? What about the utility 
rooms and vending areas? Is the boiler room clean? Is the boiler  itself  
clean? You should know that when a functioning boiler is dirty, the 
buyer will conclude that there is something wrong with it. This is true 
of all mechanical and structural components. Clean them up and put a 
fresh coat of paint on them if appropriate. Paint probably has the 
 highest return on investment of any improvement you can implement. 
Make the place look as though it ’ s run with military precision. 
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 Of course, you should also determine what needs fi xing and  updating 
in each unit. Not only get that current list of work orders down to zero, 
but actively look for what will add value at a reasonable cost.  

  How to Get Your Financials Ready for Sale 

 The fi rst thing to do when you decide to sell is to create a target net 
operating income. You must know where you need that NOI to be in 
order to get the sale price that you want. 

 Determine this by taking a look at recent sales in the area for prop-
erties like yours. If you don ’ t already know, ask your broker network 
for the current cap rate for properties like yours. Remember, you take 
the NOI and divide it by the cap rate to determine value. 

 If properties like yours are trading between an 8 and 9 cap, so will 
yours. Don ’ t kid yourself. Prepare your property to get the highest 
dollar for it, but also be realistic. Again, it ’ s okay to go out initially 
high, but then be prepared to drop that price if there are no takers at 
the higher - than - market level. 

 Back to the NOI: Target what you want for a price and then fi gure 
out what NOI will get you there. It goes without saying that only two 
things will get you from where you are now in NOI, to that target 
number — increased revenues or decreased expenses. 

 On the revenue side, you can raise rents as leases expire. If you are 
paying for utilities now, you could institute a bill - back system. Keep in 
mind that tenants under an existing lease will not be required to pay it. 
Also, it could harm your competitive position in the market, depend-
ing on what other, similar properties are doing. 

 In my experience, if you send letters to all tenants about billing -
 back the utilities, about 40 percent will voluntarily start paying. That 
can be a nice, quick boost to your NOI and property value. 

 Take a look at your collections. Tighten the system if you are not get-
ting very close to 100 percent collections over the course of the month. 
What about late fees? If you do not charge for late payments, start. 
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 You should have been on the lookout for these revenue 
 opportunities all along, but better now than never. 

 Next, focus on decreasing expenses. Begin to judge expenses 
against your projected sales date. Is it a necessary expense, or can it be 
put off until after the sale without affecting it? 

 What about your vendor contracts? Now is a good time to rebid 
them and see if you can get lower prices. For every dollar you decrease 
expenses, you add a dollar to cash fl ow and multiple dollars to your 
property value. 

 Take a look at utilities from a different perspective: Have they been 
trending at the same level or slowly increasing? If it ’ s the latter, fi nd 
out why. Water leaks are especially common. When you see unex-
plained patches of greener grass, you may have a cracked pipe. Don ’ t 
stop looking until you have the answer to the jump in utilities. Even 
something like repairing leaky faucets and toilets can save as much as 
30 percent in monthly water bills. That ’ s huge. 

 When you do incur expenses, look to see whether you can put 
them  below the line.  In other words, you may be able to turn them into 
a  capital expense . 

 Operating expenses are good while you own a property, because 
these regular expenses lower your NOI and your taxable income. On 
the other hand, capital expenses are depreciated over the life of the 
property and do not decrease your NOI. 

 Each time you have an expense, you have a decision: Is it an oper-
ating or capital expense? Where you are in the ownership cycle will 
determine how you answer that question. 

 If you still have a couple of years or more of ownership, claim as 
much as you can as operating expenses in order to save on taxes. If 
you ’ re close to a sale, then claim as much as you can as capital expendi-
tures so that you can keep your NOI higher and thus maintain a higher 
selling price. 

 Your accountant will be a crucial team member for these decisions. 
The IRS has pretty strict rules about how expenses are classifi ed. 
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The accountant will help you to get the best tax treatment and still 
have a solid basis for your claims. 

 Be a  forward thinker . Just as you should anticipate where the local 
real estate market will be months and years ahead, you should give 
yourself time before you put a property on the market. 

 Your decision to sell should ideally occur at least a year before 
you actually announce that you ’ re selling. Not only does that give you 
time to make adjustments and improvements, but those activities will 
now be refl ected in the profi t - and - loss statement for all buyers and 
lenders to see.  

  The Secret to Preparing a Killer 
Property - Information Package 

 Want a real insider tip? Start preparing for the sale  from the very 
moment you purchase the property . Set up a system of folders to track 
your income, expenses, contracted services, repairs, and all other 
items you reviewed during the due diligence period. You wanted to 
know that information, and probably had to wait while your seller 
assembled it. You will now hand the whole thing — all professionally 
packaged — to your prospective buyer, and blow him away. 

 Not only is it impressive, but just think of the time it will save you. 
Instead of spending days trying to reconstruct activities that happened 
years earlier, you will have it all handy. 

 Your reputation among brokers will grow even better, and you will 
get to the closing table that much sooner.  

  Do You Need a Broker? 

 My answer is a fi rm  maybe . 
 What with all the commercial - property web sites out there now, it 

is indeed possible for owners to sell their properties directly. You  will  
get callers and  will  save a commission. 
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 Before you conclude that this is the way to go, I have three 
 questions to ask you: 

   1.    Do you have the time to sell it yourself?  Maybe you do. If 
so, why aren ’ t you spending that time researching other high -
  potential markets and building your information networks there?  

   2.    Are you experienced enough to sell the property yourself?  
Do you know what questions to ask a buyer? Do you know what 
information you ’ ll need from a buyer and what actions you need 
the buyer to take to ensure that you have a good transaction? 
  Inexperienced sellers frequently will take a property off the 
market to work with a buyer. They get quite far into the process 
only to see the deal fall apart because that highest - bidding buyer 
could not get fi nancing. 
  When you sell through a good broker, that person has a 
very large list of buyers he can call to present your deal. He 
already knows which buyers are  closers . If you want to sell quickly, 
the broker will hit those proven buyers and potentially save you 
a lot of grief. 
  If for some reason the broker ’ s top - tier buyers don ’ t bite, 
the broker will still have a large network to shop your deal to. 
Your broker will quickly be able to size up any potential buyers 
for you. 
  Want another reason to use a broker? The good ones have 
been through the closing process countless times before. They 
know how to overcome obstacles before they become  deal break-
ers.  The worst - case scenario is that they know when a deal sim-
ply cannot go through, so you can get your property back on 
the market quickly. 
  If you bought a property through a broker and you want to 
do more deals with that person, you really should list the prop-
erty with her. She will be expecting the listing. If you give it to 
her, you ’ re now that much higher on her inner circle of contacts. 
If you don ’ t, you ’ ve just dropped way down.  
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   3.    Is saving the commission resulting in a major lost opportu-
nity?  Brokers make their money by buying and selling proper-
ties for investors. If you decide to be cheap and  save the  commission , 
you ’ ve just saved a few bucks, but lost a lot more bucks. 

 You will never see the cash fl ow and appreciation from the 
sweet deals that the broker will never show you. She will send 
them to me instead, because I ’ m smart enough to take very good 
care of the brokers who take care of me. The real money is in 
the relationship, and it can be worth millions of dollars to you 
over time, if you handle it right.     

  Selecting a Broker 

 Let ’ s say that something happened to the broker from whom you 
 originally bought the property. Perhaps there never was a broker, 
because you bought it directly from a seller. Maybe your broker retired 
or  otherwise is no longer on the scene. If you ’ re in this position, 
the question is how to fi nd the right broker through whom to sell 
your deal. 

 Your fi rst choice should be other brokers with whom you ’ ve been 
communicating in that market. Maybe one has been sending you deals 
while you owned that fi rst property. He ’ s been thinking of you, and 
now you can return the favor. 

 When you give them a listing of a property that they didn ’ t origi-
nally give you, you will rise pretty high on their  best clients  list. Now 
you ’ ll see even better deals from them. 

 If no broker fi ts that description, your next choice is to seek out a 
broker with whom you want to do business. When I enter a market-
place, I look for two types of brokers: the  movers and shakers , who do 
most of the business in that market, and the  up - and - comers . A quick 
way to get the attention of the movers and shakers is to sell your deal 
through them. This establishes you as an instant  performer , an instant 
revenue source. 
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 When you sell your deal through the  up - and - comers , you ’ re even 
more quickly recognized as a player, and will instantly become a VIP. 
They are hungry, and you just provided them with lots of meals. You 
can expect a nice favor in return, in the form of a sweet deal that they 
come across. 

 Perhaps you are selling your one property in a market you have no 
intention of staying in. In that case, you can also consider offering 
your deal through one of the big national fi rms. 

 These outfi ts do have major databases of potential buyers and a lot 
of marketing clout. Then again, the local brokers know most of the 
local investors. 

 You ’ ll just have to interview a few and fi nd out what their strengths 
and weaknesses are. The fi rst objective is to establish what price they 
think they can get for the property. Compare that with the price you 
determined earlier, based on your NOI target and known cap rates for 
deals like yours. 

 You know what your aggressive price is and also your conservative 
price. Be wary of the broker who tells you he can get a price above 
your aggressive price. Some people are just big talkers. They give you 
infl ated prices, get you excited, and then ask for a price reduction after 
the listing doesn ’ t sell, blaming it on the market. 

 Find a broker who comes in at the same range you did. He may 
even say that you could sell for a higher price, but that it will depend 
on the right buyer coming along at the right time. That ’ s a realistic 
statement and a good sign. 

 Conversely, beware of the broker who tries to undercut your deal. 
He comes in at the lower end of your range and tries to sell you on 
listing it and pricing at that lower point. This person is looking for 
a quick commission. He knows he will not have many expenses 
 associated with your listing because it will sell quickly. He ’ s doing you 
no favors. 

 If you ’ re in the position of having two or three brokers who pass 
your test and are fi nalists, pick the beauty queen based on the best 
marketing campaign. Make an appointment with each broker and ask 
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him to  sell you your own property . That ’ s right, ask him to pitch you the 
property so you can see what he will be telling potential buyers. 

 The broker should have a multi  colored, multi  page brochure made 
up, describing the property, selling the highlights, and laying out the 
numbers. If a broker can ’ t be bothered to make a brochure because he ’ s 
not sure if he will get the listing, that broker is not the right one. Look 
for hungry brokers who are happy to go the extra mile. 

 Other questions to ask about their marketing campaign are: how 
big is their list; how big are the lists within the offi ce (not the broker ’ s 
personal list); what web sites will the property be featured on; and will 
they advertise in the classifi eds. Good marketing campaigns are multi -
 dimensional, as you know. 

  How Much Should You Pay in Commission? 

 That depends on how well you negotiate. In general, the higher the 
property price, the lower the commission percentage. 

 Commissions can go as high as eight percent of the purchase price. 
More common are commissions around six percent. As the price breaks 
the million - dollar mark, commissions start to trend downward. At 
$5 million, they drop a little more. The same is true at $10 million and 
$20 million. Won ’ t it be nice when you ’ re selling your properties 
for $10 to $20 million! Everything I ’ ve been covering in this book is 
intended to get you there. 

 I ’ ve seen commissions as low as one percent, but that ’ s unusual. 
Even with deals worth many millions of dollars, commissions usually 
bottom out at around two percent.  

  Insider Tip 

 If a broker sent you a deal that you did and now are looking to re - sell, 
do not try to negotiate a below - market commission with that person. 
If you do, she will not send you more deals. Why should she, when she 
knows that investors like me will be happy to pay them the full - market 
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commission on properties she gave me? Focus on that all - important 
relationship with the broker. 

 I just told you not to be cheap. Here ’ s how brokers sometimes get 
greedy: Some will tell you that you must pay a six - percent commission 
when a four - percent one is warranted. They ’ ll justify it by saying: 
 “ Four percent is too low; nobody in this city will cobroker this deal for 
a four-percent split. ”  

 What the broker just told you is that he doesn ’ t believe he can sell 
it on his own. He ’ s going to rely on his competition to bring their 
 buyers to the table, too. You do not want this broker.   

  The Listing Agreement 

 You ’ ve chosen the winning broker and now it ’ s time to sign the listing 
agreement. It will spell out how long the agreement will be active, 
what type of  agency  the agreement is, what duties the listing broker 
will perform, and the amount of the listing commission. 

  Term 

 The general term of a listing agreement is 180 days. Some will try to 
get you to sign for a year. Don ’ t do it. If you do, you ’ ve just put your-
self into a position of weakness. If the broker doesn ’ t perform, you will 
be at the mercy of the brokerage agency to release you from the listing 
so that you can fi nd someone else to sell it for you. 

 Sometimes you can get a 90 - day agreement, but it ’ s rare. If you do 
get a 90 - day one, you can be sure the broker will be very aggressive 
about selling that property within such a short window. 

 There is some validity to the argument that 90 days is too short, 
because the broker will not have enough time to market the property 
effectively. Brokers hesitate about spending lots of money on market-
ing only to have the agreement expire when things were getting good. 
Shorter is not necessarily better.  
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  Types of Agency 

 The brokerage agreement will cover a concept called  agency . Agency 
spells out to whom the broker has a fi duciary responsibility. There are 
three types of agency:  buyer ’ s ,  seller ’ s , and  dual . 

 With a buyer ’ s agency, the broker has a fi duciary responsibility to 
the buyer. He works on behalf of the buyer ’ s best interest at all times. 
That means if the buyer tells the broker something confi dential to the 
deal, the broker will not tell you. 

 When you ’ re buying properties, some brokers ask you to sign an 
exclusive buyer ’ s agency agreement. When you sign this, you have 
agreed that the broker represents you in all transactions in a particular 
location. Do not sign this agreement. Even if a broker says that he will 
not work with you unless you sign the agreement, don ’ t sign it. Go to 
another broker. 

 Such an agreement would prevent you from working with listing 
brokers. You need the freedom to be able to work with all brokers in 
any market at any time. 

 The most common type of agency that your broker will have you 
sign is the  seller ’ s agency  agreement. In this arrangement, the broker ’ s 
fi duciary responsibility is to you alone. Everything the broker knows 
about you and the property is completely confi dential, unless the bro-
ker knows that there is a reportable issue with the property, such as 
hazardous waste. During negotiations, if your broker tells the buyer 
that he thinks you might accept an offer of a certain amount, he will 
have violated the agency agreement. 

 Finally there is the  dual agency  agreement. This happens when a 
broker has signed a seller ’ s agency with you and is supposed to be 
working for you alone — but he then brings you a buyer. Now he ’ s in a 
diffi cult situation: He needs to work for you alone, but naturally wants 
to please his buyer, too. In this situation, your broker may come to you 
and request that the agreement be changed to a dual - agency one. That 
way he can be fair to both sides. 
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 Some sellers allow this and some don ’ t. In my opinion, it ’ s 
 reasonable to agree to the dual agency, because again, you ’ re in this 
business for long - term relationships with good, honest brokers.  

  Performance 

 The  performance clause  in the listing agreement states that the broker 
will do everything in his power to bring the seller a  ready, willing, and 
able buyer . If for some reason the seller does not feel the agent has per-
formed to this level, the seller may elect to be removed from the 
agreement. 

 There will be another clause in the agreement that states that if the 
seller is introduced to a buyer (from the broker) who buys the property 
within six months of the expiration of the listing agreement, the seller 
agrees to pay the broker a commission. This is fair. It protects the bro-
ker from a seller asking to be removed from a listing agreement, only 
to sell the deal to a buyer to whom the broker introduced the seller. 

 I ’ ve seen this happen three times in my own brokerage business. 
I introduced the buyer to the seller. They then contacted each other 
directly, and the seller decided to back out of our listing agreement. 
Their logic was that the seller could avoid paying my company the 
commission, and the buyer would get a lower price. I would be left 
with nothing, even though I had introduced them to each other. 

 Because most states disclose the names of buyers and sellers in 
each real estate transaction, it ’ s not hard for brokers to notice when, a 
couple of months later, a property changes hands between the very 
parties that the broker brought together. In these three cases, I fi led a 
lawsuit against the sellers for the amount of the commission and won.  

  Commission 

 The commission is, of course, stated in the listing agreement. The 
seller agrees to pay that percentage of the sales price if and when a sale 
is completed during the listing period.   
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  Types of Listings 

 Just as there are different types of agency, there are three different 
types of  listings  you can sign with your brokerage company.   

   1.    Open listing.  This agreement allows the broker and anybody 
else to sell the property and get a commission. Avoid this listing. 
It sounds good to have everybody working for you, but in real-
ity you ’ ll have nobody working for you. People will not spend 
money advertising your property or putting together a decent 
marketing campaign. After all, their work could easily be wasted 
if someone else comes out of nowhere and brings a qualifi ed 
buyer to you. 
  The reality of doing an open listing is that the only person 
working hard on the marketing will be you. If you feel you have 
the ability to market that property yourself, have at it. Remember 
my advice, though, about how saving a few bucks on  commissions 
will cost you far more in missed relationship opportunities.  

   2.    Exclusive agency listing.  This agreement states that the only 
entity that can sell the property is the brokerage company and it 
does not have to pay a commission to any cobrokers. Do not 
sign this one, either, even though brokers will try to get you to 
agree to it. If you do, you will have just eliminated a very large 
pool of buyers. 
  No other broker or brokerage company other than the 
company you signed the agreement with will bring you a buyer 
for your property. Let me be more specifi c: Others  can  bring 
you a buyer, but they won ’ t get paid for it; same difference.  

   3.    Exclusive listing.  This is the type of agreement that you should 
sign. It states that the brokerage company has the sole right to 
market and sell the property and will be compensated when a 
sale is consummated. If there are any cobroker opportunities, 
those agents also will be compensated. This allows your prop-
erty to be marketed effectively. It will be seen by the greatest 
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number of eyeballs, offering you the highest probability of 
 getting the price you ’ re after.     

  How to Research Your Buyer 

 You methodically picked the best broker. Now, with offers coming in, 
it ’ s time to pick the best buyer. The fi rst step is to research that buyer. 

 The most important question to ask is,  “ Is he a proven closer? ”  
More specifi cally:  “ How many deals of this size has he closed in the 
past? ”  This will give you an indication of the buyer ’ s experience and 
the probability that he will close on your deal, too. 

 The next key question is to fi nd out where he will get the money 
for the down payment. It ’ s smart to require  proof of funds . That means 
that the seller will show you a letter from his lender, indicating that 
the down payment funds are in fact available. The last thing you 
want to have happen is to take your deal off the market, get to the 
closing, and fi nd that the buyer ’ s fi nancing cannot come together. 

 Some investors are pretty creative: I know a guy who routinely 
goes right into closings and tells the seller that he doesn ’ t have enough 
money to close. He then says the seller has a choice — he can either 
give him a second mortgage for the balance needed, or he can walk 
away from the deal. 

 This is a total psychological ploy on the buyer ’ s side because he 
knows by the closing that the seller has already spent the money in his 
mind. He will already have plans to buy a second home, new car, or 
maybe another property. The seller is psychologically vulnerable at 
this point, and the buyer knows it. 

 The majority of the time, the buyer gets the second mortgage! 
Sure, the seller is not happy, but he ’ d be even less happy if both the 
deal and his dreams fall through. Once in a while a seller will tell 
the buyer what he can do with his  lack of funds , and the deal ’ s off. That ’ s 
when the buyer makes a phone call and miraculously comes up with 
the money. 
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 Beware of investors like this. They have no integrity. And get that 
 proof of funds  document. 

 Also ask for a fi nancial history from the buyer. You ’ re unlikely to 
get a pile of tax returns, but it would be reasonable to get a letter from 
his lender stating that he is qualifi ed to take down the deal. 

 Make sure you get a big enough deposit to keep the buyer in the 
deal. Many buyers naturally want to put down as little as possible, and 
some will even suggest with a straight face that a few dollars should be 
suffi cient. That ’ s when you simply smile and suggest that a few per-
cent of the purchase price would be suffi cient — say, one to three 
 percent. The bigger the deal, the lower the percentage. 

 If you ’ re smart, you ’ ll get a down payment before the due diligence 
period and then ask for more money when the buyer signs off on the 
due diligence. This would mean that all of the buyer ’ s deposits into 
the deal would be considered  hard  — in other words, if he walks away, 
he loses it all. It ’ s a good way to keep him in the game. If he doesn ’ t 
want to put up any additional funds, perhaps he isn ’ t serious after all. 

 A few buyers will put money down  hard  right at the offer stage. 
I like these buyers! They let you know they are committed to the deal 
by giving you tens of thousands of dollars that they know they ’ ll not 
get back unless they close. That gets my attention. 

 Why would a buyer do this? He may already have done a lot of the 
due diligence and likes what he sees. He may know it ’ s a competitive 
situation, wants the property, and is willing to take a risk to get it. He 
correctly knows that by going hard early, he ’ s telling the seller he is a 
closer, and if the seller takes the offer, the deal is very likely to happen. 

  Google Is Your Friend 

 It ’ s true that some of the best things in life are free. When it comes to 
real estate transactions, your use of the free Google search engine is 
defi nitely a wonderful thing. 

 Google your buyer and fi nd out everything you can about him. 
Sometimes you ’ ll verify that the buyer is indeed credible and substan-
tial. Other times you ’ ll come up with very surprising results. 
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 I was putting together a four - property, mixed - use commercial deal 
in Louisiana. I got the property package and fi nancials, and formu-
lated my strike price. Shortly before the negotiations, I Googled the 
seller ’ s name. 

 I discovered the seller was not a U.S. citizen, and that the proper-
ties were in foreclosure. Do you suppose my strike price came down 
just a little bit, due to the fact that I knew the seller had urgent reasons 
for selling? 

 I kept reading and discovered that the seller had three other prop-
erties that had been foreclosed on in the past couple of years. I even 
found a federal court judgment on the Web that stated that if he did 
not dispose of all his U.S. real estate assets within the next 18 months, 
the seller was going to jail. Well then. 

 I later found out what the seller ’ s scam was: He would come into 
the United States, buy a property, put as little money down on it as 
possible, and then stop paying everything. I mean everything. He ’ d 
collect the rents until someone would buy the property from him. 

 Some tenants would leave, but others stuck around. Before the bank 
could actually foreclose some months later, he would declare bankruptcy, 
after having sent big bags of money to some offshore bank account. 

 Some business model. All it took was for me to check him out on 
Google and I had all the information I needed. 

 For a few dollars you can even go to a service such as  www.elance.
com  and hire professional researchers to do a comprehensive web 
search on anyone or anything. It ’ s cheap insurance. 

 It goes without saying that when you are on either side of the 
transaction,   you should use the Internet to get all the information you 
can on the other party.   

  Follow Up, Follow Up, Follow Up 

 You ’ re now very close to selling your deal. Don ’ t blow it by failing to 
follow up. If you ’ ve done your due diligence on the buyer and he checks 
out, you ’ ll be moving forward with the purchase and sale  agreement. 
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Then the due diligence period will involve lots of questions and  back -
 and - forth . The buyer ’ s lender will have its own list of  To Dos . 

 Make sure that things don ’ t grind to a halt with each side waiting 
on the other for something. Check in regularly with your attorney and 
broker, who in turn should be contacting their counterparts with the 
buyer. 

 Stay on top of the dates for the inspection, appraisal, survey, and 
title work. Know when they were ordered and get dates for when they 
are due. Don ’ t just wait until something is overdue to start asking 
questions, but check to make sure they ’ re coming along. 

 If you don ’ t check up on these items, one or more of them will not 
get done. Also contact the buyer ’ s bank and make sure they have 
ordered and received their reports. 

 Regularly check in with the buyer ’ s attorney, closing attorney, and 
your own attorney. The buyer ’ s attorney or title company should be 
completing the title, the purchase and sale agreement, and its review 
of the closing documents. The lender ’ s attorney should be preparing 
the closing documents, the note, and the closing statement. Your attor-
ney should be prepared to do whatever is necessary for you to close the 
loan, including checking the closing statement for accuracy. 

 Determine whether the buyer has lined up his insurance policy. 
Simply go back to the checklist that you used when you closed on the 
property as the buyer, and use that list as a guide for what your buyer 
must now do. 

 Could you make the argument that the buyer is a big boy and 
should be able to do all this stuff without prompting? Yes, you could. 
That should be a great comfort to you when the deal falls through and 
you ’ re at some bar, slumped over a drink.  

  The Closing 

 If you take my advice and stay on top of the transaction until the very 
end, you ’ ll fi nd the closing to be a breeze. 
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 You will also have established yourself as the new  rising star  of 
commercial real estate in that market — and rightly so. 

 Will you encounter challenges along the way, and maybe a setback 
or two? Probably. But by following proven systems and always invest-
ing with integrity, you will have avoided countless pitfalls that your 
competition ran right into. 

 Aristotle Onassis, one of the richest men in the world in the 
 twentieth century, said,  “ That fi rst $100,000 is the hardest. ”  Trust me 
when I say that your fi rst deal will be the very hardest. 

 Think of what you ’ ll have after the fi rst deal: Your team will be in 
place. You will have established yourself in a market with a reputation 
as a closer. You ’ ll know in your bones that there ’ s no black magic to 
getting a deal done, but just a step - by - step, proven path. 

 You will have received something else: A series of monthly cash 
fl ow checks and one big fat one at the end of the deal. You will be 
chomping at the bit to do a second deal, and soon a third. 

 Congratulations at taking the most diffi cult step of all, which is to 
get motivated to buy and read this book. After all, it ’ s easy to believe 
that Donald Trump can do deal after deal, but it ’ s a leap of faith to 
believe that you can start down that road, too. 

 You are indeed now on that road to wealth through commercial 
investing. Just be sure that you keep taking steps toward your destina-
tion. Do not close the cover of this book without fi rst taking out a 
piece of paper and writing down the next few actions that you promise 
to take. 

 They can be to review certain chapters, then to start getting 
hooked into your local real estate investing association. Identify a mar-
ket that looks promising and begin to cultivate relationships with 
 brokers there. 

 There are only two things that will get you to serious commercial 
real estate wealth quickly: The fi rst is taking action. Without action, 
everything is just an empty dream. 

 The second is increasing your knowledge. If you ’ re really impa-
tient about getting on the  fast track  to becoming a commercial real 
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estate investor, you should consider attending a multiday live event. 
There you can get every single question answered and concept  clarifi ed, 
when otherwise they may be holding you back from taking action. 

 You ’ ll also meet like - minded people at all levels of experience, from 
beginners all the way to seasoned commercial investors. It ’ s astonishing 
what can happen when you get away from people who hold you back, 
and surround yourself with people who share a can - do attitude and a 
desire for fi nancial freedom. You can fi nd more information about cur-
rent opportunities at www. commercialrealestateinvesting .com. 

 Welcome to one of the most exclusive clubs of all — the amazing 
freedom and wealth that comes from being a commercial real estate 
investor.                        
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Access to property, in letter of intent, 94
Access to property’s location, as value 
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Accounts payable, property manager 

and, 215, 226
Acquaintances

as source of deals, 59–60
as source of fi nancing, 178–179

Actual numbers, buying based on, 
11–12, 68–69, 147–148

Advertising plans, property manager 
and, 220

Agency, types of, 244–245
Agree/repeat pattern, in negotiation, 105
Agriculture, US Department of, 58
A.M. side of roads, 72
Americans with Disabilities Act, 123, 210
Anchor tenants, repositioning and, 12–13
Angel investors, 167, 179–180
Answering machine, changing message 

on after closing, 136
Anxiety, introducing into negotiations, 98
Apartment buildings

repositioning of, 13
sample deal analysis for, 79–82

Appraisal
due diligence and, 124
lenders and, 169
in loan application package, 170

Appreciation
equity build-up and, 9
forced, 11–12

Assessor’s offi ce
due diligence and reassessment 

 schedule, 119

list of names for direct mail and, 45–46
Assignment to third party, in letter of 

intent, 93
Assistant, on home team, 200–201
Attitude, property management fi rms 

and, 155–156
Attorneys. See also Legal due diligence

on deal team, 204–205
hiring of qualifi ed, 150
leases in place and, 75
review of closing documents by, 134
as source of deals, 56
terms sheets and, 169
title insurance and, 133
using for P&S, 110

Bad deals, recognizing early, 142–145
Bank deposit records, reviewing seller’s 

during due diligence, 91, 118
Bank-owned properties, 58–59
Bankruptcies, as source of deals, 56
Banks, local, repositioning projects and, 

163, 164
Below replacement cost, buying 

 property for, 71–72
Below-market price, buying property 

for, 43
Below-the-line expenses, 63, 237
Big-box retail stores, market cycles 

and, 32
Bird-dogging, 146
Blanket mortgages, 176
Breakeven analysis, 77
Breakeven occupancy, 77
Bridge loans, 166

bindex.indd   253bindex.indd   253 10/14/08   11:32:30 AM10/14/08   11:32:30 AM



I N D E X

254

Brokers. See List brokers; Mortgage 
brokers

Building code violations, checking for, 127
Building Owners and Managers 

 Association, 55, 223
Business risk, 158
Buyer, researching of, 247–249
Buyer’s agency agreement, 244
Buyers’ market, phases of, 17–21

Cable/Internet service contracts, 120
Capital expenses

defi ned, 63
due diligence and seller’s, 91
replacement reserves and, 76
resale and, 237

Capital improvement and maintenance 
log, reviewing seller’s during due 
diligence, 120

Capitalization rate
deal analysis and, 64
income valuation methods and, 

70–71
Cash and terms offer, 107
Cash fl ow

advantages and opportunities in 
 commercial real estate, 6–7

debt service and, 65, 153, 162
letter of intent provisions and, 89–90
new sources of, 198–199
subcontractor payments and, 189
before taxes, 66–67
value and multiples of, 12

Cash offers, 107, 162
Cash-on-cash return, deal analysis and, 

64, 65
Certifi cates of occupancy, due diligence 

and, 129
Certifi ed Commercial Investment 

 Member (CCIM), 203
Certifi ed property inspector, 122
Certifi ed Property Manager (CPM), 217
Character traits, of successful persons, 194
Claim history, reviewing seller’s during 

due diligence, 120

Classes of properties
defi ned, 78
property managers and, 216

Closing
asking seller about, 98
escrow agent and, 132–133
in letter of intent, 93
preparing for ownership change after, 

135–136
scheduling of, 134–135
title insurance and, 133
when reselling, 250–252

Closing attorney, 204
Coachability, 194
Code enforcement offi cers, 128
Collections

paying attention to, 154
resale and, 236

Comfort zone, leaving daily, 185
Commercial leases, types of, 75–76
Commercial real estate

defi ned, 1–2
lack of competition for, 5–6
psychological barriers to investing 

in, 2–3
reasons to invest in, 3–8
ways to make profi t from, 9–15

Commissions
in letter of intent, 94
in listing agreement, 245
resale and, 242–243

Commitments, importance of keeping, 48
Commodore Hotel, New York, 37
Comparable method, of property 

 valuation, 70
Competition

fi nding less in commercial real estate, 
5–6

mentioning during negotiation, 105
Condominiums

moratoriums on building of, 28–29
parking requirements for, 77

Conduit lenders, 164
Conforming loans, 165
Construction loans, 165
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“Contract,” avoiding use of word, 97
Contractors, on property team, 209–210
Conventional loans, 165
Cost method, of property valuation, 71–72
Courthouses, as source of deals, 56
Credit history

personal, 168
of potential renters, 75

Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly, 190
Cycles of market, 16–17

buyers’ market, 17–20
demand drivers and, 25–27
fi nding property in right phase of, 186
land use and, 24–25
resale timing and, 232–233
risk avoidance and, 148–149
seller’s market, 22–23
signals of change in, 31–33
signals of coming strong, 33–36
supply drivers and, 27–30

Deadline, in negotiations, 104–105
Deal team, 202–205

attorneys, 204–205
real estate brokers, 202–204

Deals. See also Deal team; Deals, sources of
advantage of full pipeline of, 47–48
benefi ts of attracting, not chasing, 

41–42
common early mistakes in, 52–53
direct mail and, 44–47
focus on deal, not deal-maker, 3–4
importance of system to, 50–52
making time for, 38–41
recognizing motivated sellers, 42–44
rules for doing business with anyone, 

48–50
secrets to fi nding, 48–50

Deals, reading of. See Value, 
calculating of

Deals, sources of
acquaintances, 59–60
attorneys, 56
bank-owned property listings, 58–59
courthouse records, 56

direct mailings, 57–58
government agencies, 58
Internet, 57
property ownership associations, 

54–55
real estate brokers, 53–54
real estate investment clubs, 55

Debt. See also Financing
assumption of existing, 172–177
using prudently, 162

Debt coverage ratio
deal analysis and, 66
negotiation and, 108–109
risk avoidance and, 153–154

Debt partnerships, 176–177
Debt service

cash fl ow and, 162
deal analysis and, 65

Decisiveness, 194
Deferred maintenance

occupancy rates and, 151
property repositioning and, 12–13
reviewing seller’s record during due 

diligence, 121
risk avoidance and, 144

Delegation. See also Skill multipliers
risk avoidance and, 156–157
to smart persons, 184
three things you cannot delegate, 

187–188
Demand

drivers of, 25–27
in seller’s market, 22–23

Demographics, 14–15
demand and, 26
as market indicator, 33–34
neighborhood cycles and, 10–11

Deposit
in letter of intent, 92
as percentage of purchase price, 111

Depreciation, of expenses, 63
Direct mail

business growth and, 198
response rates and, 44–45
as source of deals, 57–58
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Direct mail (continued)
sources of lists for, 45–46
time management and, 39–40
tips for writing letters, 46

Discipline, 194
Diversifi cation, of investment properties, 

159–160
differs from distraction, 190

Dog deals, handling of, 140–141
Double-net lease, 76
Down payments, 161
Dual agency agreement, 244–245
Due diligence, 113–115. See also Value, 

calculating of
fi nancial, 113–114, 115–122
legal, 114, 126–130
lending commitment and, 131–132
physical, 114, 122–126, 150
requests of seller’s information, 91–92, 

115–121
reviewing results of, 130–131
seller’s package of, 111
when reselling, 249–250

Echo boomers, 26, 27
Economic occupancy, 77
Effective date, in letter of intent, 90–91
Effective gross income, 63
80/20 rule, 62–63, 113, 196
Elevator speech, 59–60
Emerging markets, 10–11

beginning stages of, 20–21
Emerging Real Estate Markets (Lindahl), 

10, 73
Eminent domain, supply and, 29–30
Empathy, displaying during negotiation, 

100
Employees

due diligence and payroll register, 120
ownership change and, 136
property manager’s role and, 215

Employment, market cycles and, 18–21, 
30, 32–33

resale timing and, 232–233
E-myth Revisited (Gerber), 51
Environmental inspections, 124–125

Environmental reports
due diligence and seller’s, 91, 

110–111, 124–125
in loan application package, 171

Equity, building of, 9
Equity partnerships, 176–177
Escrow account, 76
Escrow agent, 132–133, 134
Estoppel letter, 76

due diligence and, 129–130
Eviction process, property manager 

and, 220
Exclusive agency listing, 246
Exclusive listing, 246–247
Executive summary

in loan application package, 170
in property manager’s report, 227

Existing debt, assumption of, 172–177
Exit strategy, knowing at purchase, 228. 

See also Resale
Expenses

as component of value, 73
conservative assumptions about, 192–193
decreasing before resale, 237
pass-through, 75
value plays and higher-than-normal, 12

Failure of deals, common causes of, 
149–153

being cheap, 150–151
doing marginal deals, 151–152
not taking action, 150

Fannie Mae, 163, 165
Fear, risk avoidance and, 145–148
Fees, property manager and, 219
Financial due diligence, 113–122

bad deal recognition and, 143–144
bank deposit records, 118
capital improvement and maintenance 

log, 120
deferred maintenance reports, 121
insurance policy and claim history, 120
loan documents, 118
monthly operating statements, 116
payroll register, 120
property tax bills, 119

bindex.indd   256bindex.indd   256 10/14/08   11:32:31 AM10/14/08   11:32:31 AM



I n d e x

257

renegotiation and, 121–122
rent roll, 117–118
security deposit account statements, 119
service contracts, 119–120
utility bills, 119
year-to-date operating statements, 

116–117
Financial risk, 158–159
Financial statements

in loan application package, 170
in property manager’s report, 226
readying for resale, 236–238

Financing
assumption of debt, 172–177
common mistakes of, 161–162
investors and, 177–181
loan approvals, 168–172
loan types, 164–168
sources of, 163–164

Flinch, in negotiation, 104
Flow (Csikszentmihalyi), 190
Forced appreciation, 11–12
Foreclosures, competition for and 

 market cycles, 20
Freddie Mac, 163, 165
Free money, market cycles and, 31
Free or low-cost land, market cycles and, 

31–32

Gerber, Michael, 51
“Give before you get,” 191–192
Goals

creative discipline and, 194
setting for negotiations, 99

Google, 248–249
Governments

agencies of, as source of deals, 58
laid off workers and market cycles, 33
loans from, 165

Gross lease, 75
Gross potential income, 63

Hard money deposit, 92
at resale, 248

Hard-money lenders, 167–168
Hazardous waste clause, 110–111

Headline, in direct mail letter, 45–46
Heating/ventilation/air-conditioning/

cooling (HVAC) systems
maintenance specialist and, 211
obsolescence of, 29

Helmsley, Harry, 9
Home team, 200–202

assistant, 200–201
marketer, 201–202

Housing and Urban Development, 
Department of (HUD), 58

HVAC systems
maintenance specialist and, 211
obsolescence of, 29

Immigrants, demand and, 26–27
Income, types of, 63
Income method, of property valuation, 

70–71
Ineffi cient market, commercial real estate 

and, 3
Infi ll areas, 24
Inspection period, in letter of intent, 

91–92. See also Due diligence
Institute of Real Estate Management, 

55, 217, 223
Insurable risk, 159
Insurance coverage

due diligence and, 91, 128
property managers and, 218
seller’s policy and claim history, 120

Interest rates, assumption of debt and, 
173–174

International Council for Shopping 
Centers, 55

Internet
as source of deals, 57, 203–204
service contracts and, 120

Investors
dealing with, 177, 207–208
debt partnerships, 176–177
equity partnerships, 176–177
sources of, 178–180

IRAs, investing with, 174
IRS section 1031 tax-deferred exchange, 

14–15

bindex.indd   257bindex.indd   257 10/14/08   11:32:31 AM10/14/08   11:32:31 AM



I N D E X

258

Job growth, market cycles and, 18–21, 
30, 32–33

resale timing and, 232–233

Keogh accounts, investing with, 174

Land, low-cost, and market cycles, 31–32
Land use

changes in, 27–28
market cycles and, 24–25

Laundry service contracts, 120
Leases, forced appreciation and, 12
Leases in place, 74–77
Legal description of property, in loan 

application package, 171
Legal due diligence, 114, 126–130. See 

also Attorneys
building code violations, 127
estoppel letters, 129–130
insurance, 128
licenses, certifi cates of occupancy, 

permits, 129
local ordinances, 128–129
service contracts and, 120
vendor contracts, 129
zoning certifi cations, 128

Lenders. See also Financing
conduit, 164
local banks, 163, 164
national, 163, 164
term sheet of, 111
timing of loan commitment letter 

from, 131–132
Letter of intent (LOI) contents, 

87–94
access, 94
assignment to third party, 93
closing, 93
commissions, 94
deposit, 92
inspection period, 91–92
property address, 88
purchase price, 88–90
risk avoidance and, 142
time frame, 90–91
title policy, 93

Licenses, due diligence and, 129
Limited liability company (LLC) 

 partnership, 181
List brokers, 45–46
Listing agreement, 243–245
Litigation attorney, 204–205
Loan documents, reviewing seller’s 

 during due diligence, 118
Loans, types of, 164–168

bridge, 166
construction, 165
conventional, 165
government, 165
hard-money, 167–168
mezzanine, 165–166
private, 166–167
SBA, 166

Local banks, repositioning projects and, 
163, 164

Local governments
assessors’ offi ce and direct mailings, 

45–46
employment incentives and, 19
incentives for corporations, 31–32

Local ordinances, due diligence and, 
128–129

Local paradigm, 30
Location of property

bad deal recognition and, 144–145
as component of value, 72–73

Locations, for negotiation, 96–97
Locks, replacing after ownership 

changes, 136
Loopnet.com, 140, 203
Low-interest loans, market cycles 

and, 31
Loyalty, giving and getting, 193–194

Mailings. See Direct mail
Maintenance issues

property manager’s role and, 214–215, 
220–221

reviewing seller’s records before 
 ownership change, 121

Maintenance specialist, on property 
team, 210–211
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Map to property, in loan application 
package, 171

Marginal deals, failure and, 151–152
Market segments, 4–5
Marketer, on home team, 201–202
Marketing, 198, 228
Markets, hodge-podge nature of, 4
Markets, reading signals of, 16–17

buyers’ market, 17–20
demand drivers, 25–27
land use and, 24–25
seller’s market, 22–23
signals of change in, 31–33
signals of coming strong, 33–36
supply drivers, 27–30

Master lease options, 175
Master plan, of local community, 19
Media, demand and, 26
Mezzanine loans, 165–166
Modifi ed gross lease, 75
Momentum plays, 78
Monday Morning Report, of 

 management company, 157
elements of, 225–226

Money multipliers
assumption of debt, 172–177
common mistakes of, 161–162
investors and, 177–181
loan approvals, 168–172
loan types, 164–168
sources of, 163–164

Money team, 205–208
mortgage brokers and, 206
private investors and, 206–207

Monthly operating statements, 116
Month-to-month trending report, deal 

analysis and, 69
Moratoriums on buildings, supply and, 28
Mortgage brokers

deal analysis and, 84–85
due diligence and, 115
fi nancing and, 164
on money team, 206

Mortgage principal, reducing to build 
equity, 9

Mortgage-backed securities, 164

Motivated sellers, learning to recognize, 
42–44, 99

Multi-Family Millions (Lindahl), 13, 79
Multiple offers, being ready to make, 

107–108
Multiplier Effect, 21

National Association of Apartment 
Owners, 55

National economy, demand and, 25–26
National lenders, 163, 164
Negotiation

avoiding quick deal, 112
directly with real estate brokers, 

100–102
directly with sellers, 94–100
tips for effective, 97–100, 103–111
tips for price negotiating, 95–96

Net lease, 75
Net operating income (NOI)

capitalization rate and, 64
cash fl ow valuation and, 12
cash-on-cash return and, 65
debt coverage ratio and, 66
defi ned, 63
income valuation methods and, 70–71
resale and, 236–238

“No,” leaving seller room to say, 96
No-money-down arrangements, 

 avoiding, 59, 161
Non-recourse loans, 168

Obsolescence, supply and, 29
Occupancy rates

maintenance issues and, 151, 154–155
property manager’s role and, 214, 

220, 221
Offers, making regularly, 139–141, 

190–191
Off-market deals, 50
Onassis, Aristotle, 251
Open listing, 246
Operating account, maintaining access 

to, 222
Operating expenses, 63

resale and, 237
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Operating statements
deal analysis and, 69
due diligence and, 116–117
negotiation and, 108–109

Options, 175–176
Owner fi nancing

asking seller about, 98
letter of intent and, 89–90

Ownership chain. See Title
Ownership change, fi rst steps after, 

135–136

Pareto Principle. See 80/20 rule
Parking, value calculation and, 77
Pass-through expenses, 75, 220
Payroll register, reviewing seller’s during 

due diligence, 120
Performance clause, in listing 

 agreement, 245
Permits, due diligence and, 129
Personal property inventory, due 

 diligence and, 91
Pest inspection, due diligence and, 125
Phases I and II environmental 

 inspections
due diligence and, 91, 110–111, 124–125
in loan application package, 171

Photos of property, in loan application 
package, 171

Physical due diligence, 111, 114, 
122–126

appraisal, 124
being present for inspection, 125–126
pest inspection, 125
Phases I and II environmental 

 inspections, 124–125
property survey, 123–124
renegotiation and, 126
site inspection, 122–123
site plans and specifi cations review, 123
tool and supply inventory, 124
using professional for, 150

Physical occupancy, 77
Pipeline of deals

advantages of full, 47–48
importance of keeping full, 52–53, 109

P.M. side of roads, 72
Population trends, market cycles and, 

32–33
Prepayment penalty, assumption of debt 

and, 173, 175
Price

as component of value, 73–74
local paradigm and, 30

Private investors, 166–167, 176–177
on money team, 206–207

Pro forma numbers, avoiding using, 
11–12, 68–69, 143–144

Profi t, at purchase
from emerging markets, 10–11
from equity build-up, 9
from forced appreciation, 11–12
potential for, 1–3
from repositioning, 12–13
from 1031 exchanges, 14–15

Profi t, at resale, 230–231
closing and, 250–252
due diligence period and, 249–250
knowing when to sell, 231–235
leaving some for buyer, 233–234
listing agreement, 243–245
preparing fi nancials for, 236–238
preparing property for, 235–236
property-information package, 238
real estate broker selection and, 

240–243
real estate brokers and, 238–240
researching of buyer, 247–249
types of listings, 246–247

Profi t-and-loss statements
deal analysis and, 68, 91
in property manager’s report, 226

Proof of funds, requiring of buyer, 
247–248

Property
address of, in letter of intent, 88
advantages of dealing in many types 

of, 4–6
rather than buyer’s wealth as focus of 

deal, 3–4
readying for resale, 235–236

Property inspector, on property team, 210
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Property management fi rms
assessing quality of reports from, 

186–187
attitude of, 155–156
collections and, 154
fi t with property, 216–218
giving up control and, 227–229
loan application package and, 

171–172
local ordinances and, 128
Monday Morning Report of, 157, 

225–226
occupancy and, 154–155
property management agreement, 

223–224
on property team, 208–209
reports expected from, 220, 224–227
roles of, 213–216
selecting of, 135, 218–222
as time multiplier, 212–229

Property ownership associations, as 
source of deals, 54–55

Property survey, due diligence and, 91, 
123–124

Property tax bills, reviewing seller’s 
 during due diligence, 119

Property team, 208–211
contractors, 209–210
maintenance specialist, 210–211
property inspector, 210
property manager, 208–209

Propertyline.com, 203
Psychological barriers, to selling 

 commercial real estate, 2–3
Purchase and sale agreement (P&S)

assumption of existing debt and, 173
in loan application package, 171
updated fi nancial statements and, 69
value of attorney to, 110

Purchase price
deposit as percentage of, 111
in letter of intent, 88–90
negotiating tips, 95–96

Purchase procedures
letter of intent, 87–94
negotiating techniques, 103–111

negotiating with broker, 100–102
negotiating with seller, 94–100
tips for negotiating, 95–96

Quick deals, avoiding, 112

Rapport, building during negotiation, 
103

Real estate brokers
deal analysis and, 140–141
on deal team, 202–204
making offer through, 102
negotiating directly with, 100–102
property managers and, 216
resale and, 238–240
selecting for resale, 240–243
as source of deals, 53–54
tips for negotiating with, 103–111
types of listings, 246–247

Real estate investment clubs, as source of 
deals, 40, 55

Reciprocity, law of, 191–192
Recourse loans, 168
References, asking property manager 

for, 221–222
Relocations, market cycles and, 32
Renegotiation

after fi nancial due diligence, 
121–122

after physical due diligence, 126
Rent roll

deal analysis and, 68
due diligence and, 117–118
matching security deposit statements 

to, 119
in property manager’s report, 226

Rents
checking creditworthiness of renters, 75
property manager and collection and 

deposit of, 213–214
raising before resale, 236
raising to increase cash fl ow, 12
raising to reposition property, 13

Repair allowance, in letter of intent, 
88–89

Replacement reserves, 76
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Repositioning, of property
deal analysis and, 78–79
local banks and, 163
as value play, 12–13

Reputation, cultivating good, 48–50, 
109–110, 130, 188–189

Resale, 230–231
closing and, 250–252
due diligence period and, 249–250
knowing when to sell, 231–235
listing agreement and, 243–245
preparing fi nancials for, 236–238
preparing property for, 235–236
property managers and, 222
property-information package, 238
real estate broker selection and, 

240–243
real estate brokers and, 238–240
researching of buyer, 247–249
types of listings, 246–247

Reserve account, in property 
 management agreement, 223

Response rates, to direct mail, 44–45
Resume, personal, in loan application 

package, 170–171
Revitalization zones

buyer’s market and, 19
cautions about, 73

Risk management, 138–139
avoiding common causes of deal 

 failure, 149–153, 154–156
avoiding fear and desperation, 

145–148
debt service and, 153–154
delegation and, 156–157
diversifi cation and, 159–160
knowing place in real estate cycle, 

148–149
looking at lots of deals, 139–141
making offers regularly, 139–141, 

190–191
recognizing bad deal early, 142–145
starting and stumbling and, 184–185
types of risk and, 158–159

Romeo, James, 8
Roth IRAs, investing with, 174

Ruling for Doing Business with Just 
About Anyone, 48–50

School districts, as market indicator, 35
Second mortgage

letter of intent and, 89–90
as one possible offer, 107, 108
resale and, 247

Security deposit account statements, 
reviewing seller’s during due 
 diligence, 119

Sellers
learning to recognize motivated, 

42–44, 99
learning to talk to, 40
making life easier for, 48–49
negotiating directly with, 90, 94–100
tips for negotiating with, 103–111

Seller’s agency agreement, 244
Seller’s market, phases of, 22–23
SEP accounts, investing with, 174
Service agreements, due diligence and 

seller’s, 91, 119–120
Shavel, Mark, 189
Shopping center, sample deal analysis 

for, 82–84
Short sales, 59
Silent treatment, in negotiations, 103, 106
Single-family homes

lack of cash fl ow from, 7
risk and, 8

Single-net lease, 76
Site inspection, due diligence and, 

122–123
Site plans and specifi cations review, due 

diligence and, 123
Skill multipliers

characteristics of successful businesses, 
198–199

deal team, 202–205
delegation and, 196–197
home team, 200–202
money team, 205–208
property team, 208–211

Small Business Administration (SBA) 
loans, 166
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Small moves, in negotiation, 106–107
Spending authority, in property 

 management agreement, 223
Splitting the difference, avoiding, 

106–107
Stabilized occupancy, 166
Starting small, thinking big, 7–8
“Stick campaign,” 120–121
Straight options, 175–176
Strike price, 96
Subcontractors

paying promptly, 189
property managers and, 221

Subordinated debt, 89–90
Supply

buyer’s market and, 17–21
drivers of, 26–27

Supply and tool inventory, due diligence 
and, 124

Sympathy, displaying during 
negotiation, 100

Syndication, 176, 180
System

cash fl ow cushion and, 7
importance to making deals, 50–52
risk and, 8

“Taking back paper,” 174
Tax issues

abatements and market cycles, 31
reviewing property tax bills, 91, 119
1031 exchanges, 14–15
verifying taxes before purchase, 74

Teams, as skill multipliers
deal team, 202–205
home team, 200–202
money team, 205–208
property team, 208–211

1031 exchanges, 14–15
Tenant-in-common (TIC), 181
Tenants

ownership change and, 136
repositioning with, 13

Tenants at will, 74
Term, of listing agreement, 243
Term sheet, of lender, 111, 168–169

Thinking big, starting small, 7–8
Third party, assigning contract to, 93
Time, making to research deals, 38–41
Time frame, in letter of intent, 90–91
Time multipliers, 212–229

assistant and, 200–201
giving up control and, 227–229
interview of management company, 

218–222
property management agreement, 

223–224
property management reports, 

224–227
property manager’s fi t with property, 

216–218
property manager’s roles, 213–216

Time on market
bad deal recognition and, 145
seller’s market and, 22–23

Title
due diligence and, 91, 111, 127
letter of intent and, 93

Title attorney, 204
Title insurance, 133
Tool and supply inventory, due diligence 

and, 124
Traffi c count, as market indicator, 

33–34
Traffi c fl ow

as component of value, 72
as market indicator, 35, 152–153

Triple-net lease, 75–76
Trump, Donald

on always looking for deals, 60
investors and, 182
options and, 175
on thinking big, 7

Trust, building during negotiation, 100

Underpromising and overdelivering, 100
Unemployment. See Employment, 

 market cycles and
Universities, laid off workers and market 

cycles, 33
Unmotivated sellers, learning to 

 recognize, 42–43
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Utilities
property manager’s role and, 215
resale and, 236, 237
reviewing seller’s bills during due 

diligence, 119

Value, calculating of, 61–62
components of value, 72–74
80/20 rule and, 62–63
leases in place and, 74–77
mortgage brokers and, 84–85
pro forma numbers and, 68–69
spotting opportunities, 78–79
tools to calculate value, 64–67
types of properties and, 77–78
ways to calculate value, 69–72
ways to calculate value, examples, 

79–84

Value play, forced appreciation and, 11–12
Vendor contracts

due diligence and, 129
rebidding before resale, 237

Walk-away close, 105, 109
Wealth. See also Profi t entries

not needed to start making deals, 3–4
potential to create, 1–3

Weasel, avoiding being, 109–110
Wickman, Floyd, 191–192
Win/win situation, creating, 97, 100
Wraparound mortgage, 174

Year-to-date operating statements, 116–117

Zoning certifi cations, due diligence 
and, 128
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S p e c i a l  O f f e r  F o r 

 R e a d e r s  o f  C o m m e r c i a l 

 I n v e s t i n g  1 0 1 

If you like what you read in this book, then there’s more where that 
came from. 
 We understand that the small minority of true “take action” 
 people generally can’t get enough information. Therefore we want 
to make it easy to take the next steps toward your success in com-
mercial real estate.
 We’ve prepared a special bonus for you. All you need to do is go 
to www.commercialrealestateinvesting101.com and type into the 
search box the phrase Reader Bonus.
 You’ll see an impressive collection of tools and resources that 
we have put together. It includes several back issues of David 
 Lindahl’s Real Estate Insights newsletter, special reports on fi nanc-
ing your deals, a CD/DVD set, and even a full-color poster that 
details the entire real estate emerging market cycle.
 Again, congratulations for getting and reading this book. We 
stand ready to provide even more tools and systems to ensure your 
commercial real estate investing success.
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