Notes from Duke’s Casebook
Volume 8, Issue 1

November 9, 2015

About this edition

A Twenty Year Look Back

Three years ago I decided to put my newsletter to rest. I

Twenty years of trying to figure out one
of the world’s most puzzling enterprises

wanted to work on larger writing projects and it worked out;
I’ve made some progress in that regards… a memoir threequarter’s done, a textbook probably halfway there.
The process has been as satisfying as I anticipated and it
feels good to get on paper many of the things it’s taken
years of teaching and consulting to learn. I love to write and
the process is fulfilling and challenging at the same time. So
much so I’ve started two more projects, a collection of
essays based on my several trips out to Micronesia and a
handbook for consultants.
A few days ago my good friend from Elkhart, Carl
Tiedemann, posted a comment on my Facebook page
wondering what happened to my newsletter. I was flattered
and his question renewed my appetite to tackle some
shorter essays. And, since I was going to do that, why not
show you a little bit of what I’m writing on a larger scale just
to see what you think.
Above all, I needed to share my lead story, an anniversary
tribute of sorts to my commercial real estate clients. So it’s
all here including another bang-up cocktail recipe. Thanks
for reading.
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Note: Some of this material is copyrighted, © Pacific
Northwest Consulting Services, Inc., 2015, all of it is
proprietary. Feel free to share it, hell leave it in church
pews and bus stations, I can use the promotion. But
please give me credit and if you make a buck off it, send
me a quarter!
Questions? Send me an e-mail duke@pnwconsult.com
or call 360.791.8450

2015 represents an interesting milepost for me.
This is the twentieth anniversary of my consulting
work with the commercial real estate industry.
While my comments here are about the future of
the commercial real estate industry, many of my
recommendations are pertinent to anyone serving
the needs of clients.
My involvement with this industry was a bit of an
accident, a series of events that had nothing to do
with the wisdom of my planning. I went from
knowing a lot about planning and nothing about
commercial real estate to knowing quite a bit
about both. These 20 years brought me my most
exciting work and brought me into contact with
some of my best friends.
In the end, I have worked with 88 organizations
whose missions are wholly or partly directed to
doing commercial real estate deals or supporting
them. Of those clients 38 were firms, 8 were
international networks. My contact with many of
those clients occurred over several years, so the
the 46 firm/network touches surely exceeds 120.
By now I’ve met or worked with a couple of
thousand commercial real estate practitioners, in
every major market, pursuing all the most
common specializations.
And it’s been an honor. I’ve enjoyed the people I
met, found the work they did important and
challenging and come to admire the persistence,
discipline and skill it takes to make it in the
profession. Even more so, I’ve been impressed by
the greater persistence, discipline and skill it takes
to own and operate a firm.
Continued on page 3
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The  Facilitator’s  Toolbox:    
Keeping  Culture  Alive,  Bringing  
New  Employees  Aboard  
  
Getting   a   team   up   and   running   is   one   thing…  
plenty  difficult  in  its  own  right.    Keeping  it  going  
is  another  made  even  more  challenging  because,  
over   time,   the   composition   of   the   group   will  
change.      Some   folks   leave;;   more   to   the   point  
here,  new  people  come  on  board.    
  
New  people  add  different  perspectives  and  ideas,  
even  energy,  “fresh  legs”  to  borrow  from  sports.    
But   most   have   no   experience   with   your  
organization.    They  weren’t  part  of  all  the  retreats  
(and   discussions)   that   generated   your   mission  
statement  or  the  hours  that  it  took  to  figure  out  
how   to   operate   consistently   with   your   values  
(much  less  what  those  values  are).  
  
Maybe   you   covered   some   of   this   in   orientation,  
but   you   know   it   didn’t   make   much   sense   and  
probably   didn’t   sink   in   very   far.      A   lack   of  
understanding   of   your   organization’s   culture,  
mission,   vision   and   values   threatens   its   survival  
at   a   really   fundamental   level.      Not   only   will   the  
next  generation  of  employees  fail  to  understand  
what   you   value,   they   won’t   incorporate  them   in  
their  own  work.    Very  quickly  what  you’ve  worked  
hard  to  build  can  disappear  and  what  has  been  a  
value-driven  team  can  become  a  bunch  of  people  
just  coming  to  work.  
  
What   I’m   recommending   here   is   to   make   sure    
before   you   hire   anyone,   during  their   orientation  
and   for   some   time   afterward,   you   repeatedly  
raise   the   importance   of   your   organization’s  
culture   and   take   positive   steps   to   assure   it   is  
understood,  honored  and  consciously  followed  by  
every  member  of  your  team.  
Keeping  your  culture  alive  starts  with  the  hiring  
process.    Along  with  checking  for  skills  and  
experience  make  it  a  habit  to  have  prospective  
employees  review  your  mission  and  values.    
Look  for  more  than  agreement,  ask  for  specific  
examples  when  they  have  done  something  that  
exemplifies  a  value  like  customer  service  or  
  
Continued  on  page  4  
  

The Strategic Gourmand:
the not so Old-Fashion
Revisited
I know this drink well, it is my wife, Kathleen’s
favorite. For over 30 years, every Sunday and on
special occasions I’ve mixed one or more of these
for her. I’ve added a little here and there, paying
homage to the Old Fashion’s brother, a
Manhattan.
The name of the cocktail is
unfortunate; it suggests an anachronism that is
definitely not part of the drink. Call it whatever
you want if you looking for something a little
more complex than that Manhattan try this.
1. Get a highball glass.
2. Drop in two sugar cubes.
3. Splash in a dash of bitters, just enough to
cover the cubes.
4. Add just a little soda water.
5. Add a splash of maraschino cherry juice.
6. Take an orange slice and cut it in half, set
one half aside for garnish, drop he other
into the sugar, bitters, water, cherry juice
mix.
7. Cut off a slide of lemon rind, do not cut
into the meat of the lemon, drop it into the
mix.
8. Take a muddler (don’t have one, shame on
you, you don’t deserve this tasty drink!)
and muddle the mix… mash it up.
9. Give a 5-second pour of your favorite
bourbon… mine is Makers.
10. Stir.
11. Garnish with the other half of the orange
perched on the rim and two maraschino
cherries afloat.
12. Always kiss your wife or significant other
when you hand them their drink. This kiss
is required.
There are a lot of steps here, this takes some work
and puts your mixology skills to a test. You will
not be disappointed, even more importantly the
person who drinks it will fall in love with you!
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20 Years In; 20 Years Out cont’d

What I’m reading these days…

Following this sector for twenty years, tracking its
trends and thinking about its future I have a clear
idea of some of the challenges you face. There
are three paramount ones.

You know I love mysteries especially ones set in
different times or foreign places. I’m lucky there are
many authors in this genre and I’ve been able to find
a number of series with detectives sleuthing in
intriguing locale at historical moments. I shared a
list before.

1. Your client has changed, in many ways they
know much more than they did before, in
other ways much less… your book of
business is at risk.
Forgive the obvious, but technology has
transformed your work, for the better and worse.
In the mid-1980s the desktop PC, relational
databases and the internet were accompanied by
dire predictions for everyone in the sales business.
Access to all this data, it was predicted, would
make you irrelevant; you could cut out the sales
guy and commissions altogether because
consumers would now have access the proprietary
information you had worked so hard to collect
(and protect). You were warned they wouldn’t
need you anymore or, at least, they wouldn’t have
to pay those commissions.
Surprise, it didn’t turn out the way the
doomsayers said. Yes, consumers do have much
more information at their fingertips, but most
have little idea of what to do with it or how to use
it. It seems that the function of sales people was
grossly underestimated. The best commercial
realtors, then and now, did a lot more than direct
clients to properties, buyers and tenants… their
value was always in helping them make wise
business and financial decisions. All the data in
the world, especially absent any cogent analysis,
will never guide someone to a good decision.
Today’s client arrives in your office better
informed, to the degree they have a list of
properties they’ve pulled from your firm’s
website or a source like Loopnet. Perhaps that
speeds the process, but there is still plenty of
professional work to be done before your client
can reach an intelligent decision.
Continued on page 4

I’ve found more. Here are a few I enjoy…
First I need to repeat a couple of my most favorite.
#1 all time, Laura Joh Rowland…. the Ichiro Sano
series. He is the Shogun's Most Honorable
Investigator of Events, Situations, and People in
16th Century Tokyo. Really clever complex plots;
lots of political intrigue and fascinating detail about
Japanese society and culture.
And a very worthy second… John Burdett…
Sonchai Jitpleecheep… Harry Bosch in Bangkok.
Wonderful infusion of Buddhist thought applied to
crime solving. Noir orientale. Not for the faint of
heart.
New to the list… James Lee Burke, as dark and as
cynical as you’ll ever find, Detective Dave
Robicheaux gives new meaning to hard-boiled
chasing down really bad guys (and I mean really) in
the bayou and back alleys of the Big Easy.
Don Winslow… quirky, Neal Carey, a guy with a
tough childhood just trying to finish his Masters in
English Lit drawn by his foster father into some
really bizarre and interesting plotlines.
Gene Kerrigan… the best, even better than my three
carry-overs. Dublin. Petty criminals brought to
justice. Pubs, cigarettes and a lot of Guinness.
Need I say more?
Martin O’Brien… who knew they had crime in
Provence? An English author with Gallic
sensibilities. The descriptions of the meals alone
make this worthwhile reading. Detective Daniel
Jacquet a man of rich tastes and considerable
wisdom.
George Pelacanos… pretty sure he wrote scripts for
The Wire. Gritty stuff in DC and Bal’more. You’ll
learn a lot from his books, an incredibly sharp eye
for the anthropology of inner-city life.
What’s on your list?
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20 Years In; 20 Years Out cont’d
The  Facilitator’s  Toolbox  continued      
  
innovative  decision-making.    Let  them  know  that  
their  ability  to  live  up  to  your  team’s  culture  is  key  
to  their  being  hired  and  promoted.  
  
Once   on   board   make   sure   new   employees   are  
informed   about   the   culture   during   their  
orientation.      Explain   where   this   mission,   vision  
and  values  came  from  and  help  them  understand  
what   it   means   to   work   like   this   in   your  
organization.    Above  all  new  employees  need  to  
recognize   their   support   of   the   culture   is   an  
important   part   of   their   evaluation   because  
adherence  to  those  values  is  key  to  organizational  
success.  
  
Be  sure  you  live  by  that  evaluation  policy.    Include  
specific   evaluation   items   that   speak   to   the  
employee’s   actions   guided   by   those   values.    
There’s  nothing  wrong  with  tying  promotions  and  
bonuses   to   exemplary   performance.      The   more  
you   incorporate   your   culture   in   everything   your  
organization  does,  the  more  those  values  become  
engrained   and   natural   to   everyone’s   work  
everyday.  
  
There  is  one  other  thing  to  consider.    Your  culture  
will/should   change   over   time   as   conditions   in  
which   you   pursue   your   mission   change.      Your  
new  employees  are  a  great  source  for  introducing  
new   ideas   or   adapting   old   ones   to   fit   changing  
conditions.     That’s   why   I   recommend   an   annual  
staff  retreat,  no  more  than  a  couple  of  hours,  to  
review   the   components   of   your   organization’s  
culture:      mission,   vision   and   values.      Missions  
don’t   change   much,   but   visions   should   be  
adjusted   as   goals   towards   them   are   met   and  
basic   values   need   to   be   constantly   re-evaluated  
in  terms  of  their  relevance.  
  
Keeping   your   organization’s   culture   alive   is   an  
important   part   of   being   an   effective   leader,  
making  these  principles  part  of  all  in  your  actions  
and  decisions.      Everyday!  
  

Your job is to support someone in making a very
complicated, long-term, strategic decision. You
make a difference by what you do with the data.
Anyone can collect data, only a great analyst can
make sense of its meaning, significance and
application.
That’s the good news: you’ve still got a job and
as long as you can help your client make sense out
of all the information they’ve collected on their
own, you’ll stay in business.
But here’s where the prospects for the commercial
real estate professional get a little dicier: another
trend is unfolding, one which has a profound
impact on your client base altogether. Also linked
to technological advances we have witnessed the
delayering of management structures, a downsizing in bureaucracy that, fueled by the economic
necessity and a couple of recessions, led to the
disappearance of mid-level managers. And
prominent among those missing managers are
whole divisions of property and real estate staff people who really knew what they and their
employer wanted, and possessed the analytic
skills to make the right decision. For them your
value was the ability to find the perfect property,
buyer or tenant.
You’ve gone from clients who were clear and
usually correct about their needs but lacking
information about what’s available, to clients who
know where all the available properties are but are
can’t determine which best fit their needs. Worse,
they are so unfamiliar about property they think
they know what they need but don’t.
This last point bears repeating. The toughest
client is the one who doesn’t know what they
don’t know… and that increasingly describes the
people who replaced the folks who worked in
those now defunct corporate real estate divisions.
Who replaced them? CFOs. God love ‘em, but
few corporate finance executives know much
about real estate.
Continued on page 5
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20 Years In; 20 Years Out cont’d
Real estate knowledge is a subset in most MBA
curricula and for many, not a very interesting one.
A client who doesn’t know what they don’t know
can be dangerously confident, sometimes to the
point of arrogance. Commercial realtors find
themselves tested on a daily basis. It’s hard to
counsel someone who thinks they know more
about the decision they are making than you do.
In days past the deal involved technical
discussions between two people who understood
the subject; too often today those negotiations are
with clients who ask the wrong questions,
focusing on the wrong things.
Add this change in the knowledge base of clients
an equally significant shift in the demographic
profiles of those seeking your assistance. In 45
years of teaching and consulting I’ve worked
through three generations of students and clients.
People make decisions in different ways than I do
and those variations are often rooted in
differences of age, gender, ethnicity, lifestyle and
professional training. Safe to say, the client
sitting across from you today looks different and
operates from a very different knowledge base
than the one who sat there 35 years ago.
Adjust or die.
2.
Not yet, but soon, say goodbye to
commissions.
Your clients don't pay commissions to anyone
else and, ultimately, they won’t pay them to you
either. The greatest impact of a change in the
structure of compensation will be on the culture
of the profession. Fundamentally, most CRE
specialists consider themselves to be sales people.
And all that talk about gun-slinging street brokers
living off what they kill is just so much bravado
and foolishness of an over-heated sales culture.
Living off sales commissions can breed a kind of
frantic desperation because if you can’t get the
deals you can’t pay the mortgage. And there are
Continued on page 6

Hot off the keyboard… a few
samples of my longer pieces,
what’s under construction.
You   haven’t   seen   my   newsletter   for   awhile  
because   I’ve   started   some   bigger   projects.    
As  I  began  to  work  on  the  first  one,  a  textbook  
on  leadership  and  management,  other  ideas  
came  to  mind.  Pretty  soon  the  textbook  spun  
off  a  memoir,  spun  off  a  handbook,  spun  off  
a   piece   focused   entirely   on   my   travels   to  
Micronesia.      All   partially   complete.      Enough  
to  the  point  I  want  to  share  some  of  it.      I  hope  
you  enjoy  these  samples.    
  

From my memoir, The Man
Who Wanted Sisters

My  high  school  sports  writing  opened  the  
door  to  college  for  me.    Like  many  high  
school  journalists,  I  was  a  stringer  for  
the   two   Los   Angeles   dailies,   the   Times  
and   Herald-‐Examiner.      Dozens   of   prep  
football   games   were   played   on   autumn  
Friday   nights   and   Saturday   afternoons  
throughout   southern   California   and   the  
newspapers   paid   a   small   stipend,   five  
bucks  I  think,  to  students  who  would  call  
in   the   stats   and   final   score.      A   real  
reporter   on   the   other   end   of   the   line  
would  type  up  a  lead  which  would  appear  
the   next   morning   with   your   byline   in  
bold.    Sometimes  the  lead  would  actually  
include  a  word  or  two  you  passed  along.  

  
I  was  lucky  to  attend  what  was  in  those  
days   a   soCal   powerhouse,   Anaheim   High.    
The   Colonists   went   to   the   CIF   (south  
state)   Championship   in   1962.      They  
lost  to  Loyola,  but  I  got  some  additional  
journalistic  exposure  and  experience  as  
my   team   triumphed   through   the   play-‐
offs.      

  
Continued  on  page  6  
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20 Years In; 20 Years Out cont’d
thousands of examples of young men and women
who came into this business and left after a year
or so when they couldn’t get clients or, if they did,
couldn’t earn sufficient commissions to sustain a
living.
Without question, the need to make those
commissions only boosts competitiveness in an
already competitive profession and leads to all
sorts of funny non-collegial behavior from hiding
information to sabotaging rivals to outright
stealing of deals. When clients catch wind of a
broker’s self interest, and we’ve all known those
who look out for the transaction more than the
client, they’ll find another and the occasion of
mercenary behavior only contributes to the
general low-standing some people attach to your
profession.
The distaste for commissions will only increase as
more clients are drawn from the ranks of other
professionals who, in their own work, believe
compensation should be tied to the time and effort
put into something, not a cut of the pie.
Some of what is driving the shift from
commissions to fees and salaries is another,
perhaps more obvious trend, all of is have
experienced over the last 20 years: the
consolidation of commercial real estate firms.
These corporations, growing larger through
mergers by the years, are better equipped and
more likely to consider their workforce as salaried
employees not commissioned contractors.
Another word for corporation is standardization
and economies are gained, great profits are made
and dividends paid for treating diverse things as
all alike, employees among them.
A handful of salary levels figured at 40 hours a
week requires the attention of far fewer
accountants, book-keepers and payroll clerks.
Paying salaried employers is easier and ultimately
cheaper than paying commissions.
Continued on page 7

The Man Who Wanted Sisters con’t
  
The   game-‐wrap   articles   were   longer   and  
bits   of   my   writing   were   sometimes  
used.    I  even  got  to  write  a  piece  for  
the  title-‐game  program.  
  
The   Herald-‐Examiner,   a   Hearst   paper,  
offered  a  college  scholarship  program  in  
partnership  with  the  independent  private  
colleges  of  southern  Cal.    It  was  highly  
competitive,   based   on   a   number   of  
factors,   not   just   academics,   including  
an   intense   “write-‐off.”      One   Saturday  
morning   the   scholarship   applicants   all  
showed   up   at   the   HE’s   downtown   LA  
offices.      We   boarded   buses   and   were  
driven   to   a   “mystery”   sporting  
event.      Turns   out   we   went   to   UCLA   in  
Westwood  where  we  were  let  loose  to  cover  
a   Bruins   track   meet.      Afterwards   we  
returned   downtown,   were   escorted   to   a  
room   full   of   typewriters   and   given   an  
hour  to  write  a  story.  
  
I   must   have   done   well   because   I   won   a  
work-‐study  scholarship  to  the  University  
of   Redlands,   a   terrific   small   liberal  
arts  college  60  miles  east  of  LA.    I  was  
Redlands’   first   Sports   Information  
Director,   in   those   days,   a   relatively  
new   position,   at   least   for   small  
colleges.      Assigned   to   the   UR   News  
Bureau,  it  was  my  job  to  send  out  news  
releases   concerning   the   Bulldog’s  
athletic   program   which   was   strong   and  
active   enough   to   demand   almost   daily  
reports.    I  also  put  together  a  quarterly  
brochure   for   each   season.      I   ran   the  
press-‐box,  to  boot.  
  
One   of   my   brochures   won   a   big   national  
award.    Redlands  was  part  of  a  national  
affiliation,   the   NAIA.   One   of   the  

brochures  I  published  was  selected  as  
“All  American”  among  their  like.        
  
My  sports  writer  instincts  never  left  
me  and  my  fascination  with  the  inner  
dimensions  of  sport  are  still  strong  
today.    I  abandoned  journalism  as  a  
      
Continued  on  page  7
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The Man Who Wanted Sisters cont’d
  
career,  
choosing  
academia  
instead.      Shifting   my   major   to  
sociology  and  pursuing  that  field  as  
a   scholar   made   sense   to   me.      My  
Saturday  nights  spent  watching  local  
reporters  sit  in  my  press-‐box  getting  
progressively   drunker   did   much   to  
motivate  a  career  change,  not  without  
a  little  regret.  
  
At   heart,   though,   I   never   stopped  
being   a   sports   writer   or   thinking  
like   one.      To   this   day,   if   I’m  
troubled  going  to  sleep  I  lie  in  bed  
composing   the   lead   sentence   for  
tomorrow’s   account   of   tonight’s  
game.      It’s   fun   to   get   up   the   next  
morning  to  check  my  lead  against  the  
beat   guy   in   the   Tacoma   News  
Tribune.      Sometimes   I   get   pretty  
close,   although   the   new   journalism  
post   Hunter   Thompson   tends   to  
emphasize  the  impressionistic  at  the  
cost  of  the  facts.  

From my management text,
Accidental Management
The secret to great management and
transformational organizational leadership is
rooted in you. You don't have to go out and
get something. The things you need to build
and manage great organizations are already
in you; they just need to be recognized,
discovered, utilized and expanded.
Great organizations are human organizations
and they are great because the skills needed
to create and manage them were learned
hundreds of generations ago. Our species
Continued on page 8

20 Years In; 20 Years Out cont’d
Oddly enough, a shift in compensation from
commissions to salaries may make it easier to
recruit new brokers. My work with younger
professionals finds a distaste for sales and the upand-downs of commission-based life. They want
to be part of teams and while they enjoy
competing against other teams they are not
particularly interested in competing against each
other. A more stable, predictable income is
preferred to the boom and busts of commissions,
even if, in the long run earnings are slightly lower.
I know this section of my newsletter will be the
least popular. Commissions will not be happily
relinquished. But it is going to happen. Get
ready.
3. A few big players and some very creative
survivors.
Each year the number of independent and quasiindependent networks and independent firms has
grown smaller. They have been swallowed up by
large, international corporations or driven out of
business altogether. I’m well aware of this, my
client base is shrinking. Some of the extinction of
firms is tied to another demographic as Boomers
who started those companies 40 years ago are
selling them off or closing them today. Much of
my strategic planning over the last few years has
been all about ownership succession.
The trend towards consolidation, particularly the
acquisition of networks by large real estate
corporations, often themselves merely parts of
even larger conglomerations of businesses
concerns me. I have nothing against corporations,
but I don’t particularly like them either.
Corporations exist, survive and thrive because
their scale and standardization yield great profits.
WalMart epitomizes corporate best practice: buy
a lot of things inexpensively, in-bulk, standardize
their sales, aim to a one-size-fits all market, price
accordingly and profits will follow.
Continued on page 11

8

Accidental Management continued
Survived and thrived because we learned
these essential lessons of how to get people
to work together effectively and efficiently.
Humans built enormous things from canals
and walls and pyramids to monuments and
cathedrals and mounted huge campaigns to
conquer and colonize newly discovered parts
of the world with magnificent skill. History is
replete with large civilizations that, at the very
least, left behind military and architectural
legacies unachievable without complex ways
of organizing human activity. Most
significantly for this narrative, they knew how
to do that thousands of years ago, long
before a single MBA or MPA was minted.
While pyramids and colonial empires are
impressive accomplishments and evidence
that humans learned how to work together
long ago, I find it more insightful to look at the
origin of human organizations and
management at a more human and, truly,
mundane level. The most fundamental form
of social organization that was the likely
seedbed for all we know, is the family.
The care and feeding of human children may
be the most critical problem faced by any
civilization that aspires to survive past a
single generation. Even the most basic forms
of civilization survived because humans
invented social structures to sort out the
complexities of child-bearing and rearing.
It's not hard to imagine the circumstances
that inspired the congregation of the offspring of a man and a woman who stayed
together to procreate. Brother-hunters and
sister-gatherers would quickly learn that,
together, some things could be accomplished
in ways more beneficial than through
individual pursuits. Or they didn't survive.

Some families discovered the advantage of
cooperation with other families. Some did
not. The former flourished and became clans
and tribes, the latter disappeared and left no
impression or further generations to perfect
their organizational model.
This fact should encourage and humble us. If
Mesopotamians and members of the Ming
dynasty figured out how to work in groups,
then maybe we can, too.
If we've understood how to organize social
endeavors for as long as humans have
occupied the Earth, what happened? Does it
take 300+ university-based business schools
in the US and hundreds of colleges with
undergraduate management majors to
explain what our ancestors knew intuitively?
Is it really that complex?
Of course not and it really didn't become so
until the late 19th Century when scholars in
the emerging fields of sociology and
psychology
and
industrial
engineers
independently determined that social
organizations
could
be
scientifically
managed. At the same time technological
changes did impact organizational decisions,
making more and better data available to
decision-makers sooner, in greater detail,
with more points of comparison.
So organizational management changed,
indeed emerged as a profession, because we
had more and better data to inform our
decisions. But humans didn't change. I know
of no evidence that suggests that human
cognitive skills changed or even adapted to
technological advances during the century
when more data became available in real
time. Somewhere along the line we lost
touch with or confidence in the very skills our
species
developed
centuries
earlier
substituting practices of dubious merit.
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From my travel journal Pacific
Explorations

From Duke’s Rules for Life,
Work and All the Rest

January 30, 2012, 7:35 am Yap Standard Time

You want to be a consultant? Here are my 11 commandments for
handling a successful consulting practice, one better than Moses:

We were invited to join a cultural tour of one of
the local villages, Kadai, about a 15-minute
drive out of Colonia on the west shore of the
island.
Villages are the backbone of the Yapese social
structure and have been for centuries. For all
their importance, they aren't that visible,
tucked off the main roads, accessible down
well constructed rock walkways, wide enough
for two to pass.
We leave a little early Saturday morning and
actually find the turn. We park. There's kind
of a wide area that narrows to a coral road. A
couple of houses bracket the parking area. No
one is standing around. Should we get out?
Stay in the car? We wait.
Out of nowhere, just out of the jungle, a young
lady appears. She's dressed in traditional
attire, flowered head dress, an expansive
green-leaf lei modestly covering her bare
breasts, a heavy multi-colored skirt with a
prominent ruffled waist. These are not the
flimsy Waikiki grass skirts of Hollywood, these
are substantial things, woven with dried
coconut leaves and dyed in wide vertical
stripes of white, yellow, red and purple. They
ride low on the hips and they look heavy.
We approach and she introduces herself as
Sarah, our guide. In exchanging personal
information, we learn of an even greater
coincidence: she and her sister recently spent
9 months in Washington state! Lacey! They
have relatives in University Place.
What were we waiting for? A jitney full of
tourists who will round out our tour to ten, the

Continued on Page 10

1. The customer is first and last. Always put the needs of your client
ahead of your own, even if it means losing money.
2. Money is important, but always secondary. Your aim is to help
others succeed. Do that and you will be amply rewarded. The guiding
principle in taking on a client should be your interest in their problems
and the people. Of course, I expected to be paid but the actual fee
was never important to me. A corollary of #2, Freebies are ok. I’ve
never done a favor that hasn’t been repaid tenfold. People remember
favors.
3. Every interaction with anyone anywhere is a sales call,
everyone you meet is a potential client. The best sales pitch you
can give is always be at your best in front of potential clients,
especially when working with groups.
4. Get good at estimating, it’s all about time. All you have to sell
is your time, that’s what they are buying. Price fairly and build in a
profit margin. If you get the estimate wrong, you eat it.
5. Be clear about what your client is buying. You can only do so
much in a day and selling time is not a convincing sell. Tie the time to
a product, whether they are buying a day or a year, you want them to
see they are getting something tangible at the end.
6. There is an ethical dimension to all this. Your client is buying
your opinion. At some point any consultant is presented with a
quandary: should I tell the truth running a risk the client won’t like it or
tell them what they want to hear. This is a no-brainer, you don’t want
clients who don’t want to hear the truth. Seek clients comfortable with
self-criticism and avoid those uneasy with honest inspection and
reflection.
7. Never forget, theirs is none of your business. Indeed, much of
your value comes from the fact that you don’t have a direct interest in
the strategic decisions they make. Once you get caught up personally
in their stuff you’re in trouble and you’ve compromised the outside
perspective that makes you special.
8. Know your limits. Don’t try to do to much; as tempting as it may
be don’t press into related projects with clients.
9. Always seek diversity, whether in options to solve a problem or
composition of a group. The greatest hindrance to creative problemsolving is a failure to see different perspectives.
10. On those days when things look bleak or when you lose a client
(and it will happen) go get another one, they’re out there. Always
keep the pipeline full, one about to begin, one in progress, one just
finishing up.
11. Have fun. Enjoy the people you meet, some will become lifelong
friends. Savor the travel, the places, the food. Take it all in.
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Pacific Explorations continued
necessary minimum to mobilize the village for
a visit. They arrive. The same Navy nurses
from Guam who flew in with us the other night
and another couple from the US staying down
the hall from us at the Waterfront. Except for
one nurse, who gives us a big Nellie Forbush
smile, they seem kind of sullen and restless.
None of us knows what to expect and the
nurses look kind of uneasy about the prospects.
They are, however, coating each other with bug
spray, probably not a bad idea on an island
coming out of an outbreak of dengue fever.
They do not look thrilled to be here.
Sarah introduces herself and explains what we
are going to do. She invites photographs and
stands patiently while the tourists close in to
get their National Geographic shots. Then she
leads us down the stone path. At a pretty good
pace. Kathleen is a great wing-wife and keeps
between me and the sprinting nurses so I'm not
left behind in the jungle.
It's a long walk, maybe just under 20 minutes,
easily a mile. The path is well maintained, even
neatly manicured in spots.
Actually
landscaped with plants chosen to demarcate
the path from the lush flowered jungle through
which we pass. Here and there are clearings,
little stone-built culverts to allow the torrential
rain-showers to run-off and slim graceful
bamboo railings. This is a well thought,
carefully
designed
piece
of
native
infrastructure.
We emerge from the jungle where a large
thatched community house with its traditional
up thrust roof lintels is set upon a yard-high
lava rock platform. Two men await us and off
to the side under some palm-leafed
outbuildings a group of young men and
women scurry about. We're handed a cool
opened coconut for refreshment. After a brief
welcome the elder invites us to follow him to
the men's house, a short walk to the ocean-side.
No beach, just mangroves that grow straight

into the water. A quarter-mile channel leading
to the sea has been engineered alongside a lava
rock quay next to the men's house.
The elder talks at length about the importance
of tradition in Yap culture. The nurses fidget.
He apologizes for going on, but his words are
meaningful and touching. We return to the
platform where seated women and men
demonstrate craftwork that is really part of the
daily work of village life: weaving baskets and
making leis headdresses, rolling fiber into long
strings, gathering and shucking coconuts for
the fruit inside and copra covering it. Boys
bearing palm leaf baskets distribute fruit and a
couple of kinds of coconut meat. A boy
shinnies up a tree to gather betel, which the
men demonstrate how to chew.
We are invited to step up and watch. Kathleen
marvels at the speed and dexterity with which
she takes a full palm frond, weaves the
opposing fronds together, binds them at the
end, then slices the thick stem part down the
center to produce a sturdy frame for the top.
Done within minutes, the finished product
functional and attractive.
Finally the elder calls us to sit on the edge of
the rock platform and down a wide powdery
path two columns of dancers march to a spot
directly in front of us. They turn to face each
other, probably 10 pairs, matched by height,
hence age, and gender. They range in age from
8 to 18, most appearing to be mid-teens. The
older girls are dressed like Sarah, the younger
ones in drabber skirts. The boys wear loin
cloths. All have palm fronds festooned on
arms and calves. The boys have clever palm
frond crowns, the girls spectacularly colorful
flower headbands.
Each carries a bamboo sticker longer than a
baseball bat. A young man
calls out a
command, a couple of shrieks, they crouch to
the ground sticks held high. An elder woman

Continued on page 13

20 Years In; 20 Years Out cont’d
These are truly masterful models of business, the
full flowering of 21st Century commerce. But, as
I noted above, the standardization which is a
critical piece of corporate operation chafes against
my independent hide. I just don’t like it. Even
at lower prices. There was a time when I could
choose among six airlines between Seattle and
LAX; codeshares aside, that’s down to three
today. Except for cable television stations and
microbreweries, there’s less diversity in every
consumer choice today. And just wait, their day
will come, too.
For years the CRE business has attracted
independent contractors working with high
degrees of autonomy for independent firm owners
who operated free of any corporate constraints. I
don’t have to tell you, these are a dying breed. I
don’t want to overstate the case. There will
always be independent firms, but they will grow
fewer and operate exclusively in very narrowly
defined specialty markets. If there is an exception
it will be some firms that reinvent the independent
network built along regional affiliations between
commonly branded firms.
Except for local business the big clients will
inevitably be drawn to big real estate corporations
that can provide for their full range of service
needs across multiple markets. Those services
may be standardized but clients will get what they
need at a reasonable cost. Small local firms will
not disappear, any more than community based
banks disappeared with the consolidation of the
financial industry. But there will be fewer of
those independent firms and only the most
creative and nimble will survive.
This is not a prediction, you have already seen it
happening. You’re next.
There is hope.
So there it is. If you’re an independent broker or
own a firm the future looks less lucrative, tougher
and riskier. If you accept my forecast and it hasn’t
motivated you to take an earlier retirement, there
is, however, some hope going forward.
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You know I would never leave you hanging; there
are some things I suggest you start doing now that
could make the next few years prosperous, easier
and more successful. It will take more hard work
and the recognition you’re going to have to
redesign and re-engineer some things.
Because it is my anniversary, I’m giving you a
present, my counsel, in appreciation for all your
support over 20 years. Free. Much as I’d like to
tack on a consulting fee, I owe you all a free one.
We’re not at a bar, so I can’t buy a round. Take
this instead.
Forecast #1, clients have more basic information
and less grasp of the fundamentals. This is a
tough one. It’s just hard to convince/sell someone
on your services when they don’t know they need
it. When you are dealing with knowledgeable
clients and you can differentiate yourself from the
competition based on local market knowledge,
attentiveness and technical skill. With these new
clients, market information is less important, the
professional technique not recognized or
appreciated. So the pitch you’ve got left to throw
is level of service you give to the client.
Going forward you’ve got to build a book of
business on the basis of exceptionally attentive,
superior service. The way you do is in to build
relationships but perhaps along different lines
than you’ve done before. Your new relationships
demand an intimate understanding of the way
people make decisions and the criteria
(underlying values) that drive those choices.
You’ve always understood this at some level; no
two people make decisions in exactly the same
way. And you surely have learned to modify what
you’ve said and the timing of your comments to
honor these differences. I’m pushing that logic a
little further, suggesting certain groups of clients
by virtue of their professional training and work
experience make decisions in a certain,
predictable way. And if you can figure out that
process (the calculus) you can adapt to address the
issues most meaningful to your clients.
Continued on page 12

Commercial Real Estate continued
Earlier I referred to the shift in corporations from
property decisions made by managers in real
estate divisions to CFOs or persons with training
primarily in finance. The decision for either is the
same but the calculus radically different.
The information and the benefits and features
emphasized to a corporate real estate peer may be
essentially meaningless to a decision-maker
trained in finance… or dentistry or public
administration or auto repair or any client with a
particular vocational focus but limited
understanding of the principles of real estate.
To do this requires an increased level of attention
and much patience. Since client groups make the
same decisions, but not in your way with
reference to different criteria, your professional
success depends on an ability to recognize what’s
changed and to alter your presentations to connect
to their calculus… while squeezing in some of the
new professional perspectives of your own.
This makes even more sense if you position
yourself to do some niche marketing. If you’ve
figured out the calculus for one podiatrist, go for
it… start specializing in podiatrists. And the more
you work with podiatrists, go to their meetings,
address their associations, the sooner you’ll be
regarded as “the commercial realtor to
podiatrists.”
To do this may require preparation on your part
that goes beyond what you usually do. You may
have to take a class at a local college to learn some
of the terminology, methods and, most
importantly, the values of your client group. You
need to understand intimately how your client
thinks about space and uses it.
Imagine the prosperity for the CRE specialist who
wraps up all the business in one sector in a
medium-sized city, be it bakeries, veterinarians or
brake shops. That kind of credibility, hence
business, can never be won unless the commercial
realtor takes the time to learn how client-groups
make decisions and knows what they value.
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Issue #2, the disappearance of commissions. As
sad as your spouse may be that the amount of your
earning from any deal will be limited, the
knowledge the mortgage will be covered every
month can ease a lot of worry.
You will, however, probably need to make a
couple of adjustments. The first is pretty easy and
reasonable. For the first time in your life you can
set and live by a predictable budget. There’s
much to be said for that. The other adjustment
will be to your motivation and may hit at a deeper
level touching upon what attracted you to this
career in the first place and what keeps you to
working as hard as you do.
Money is a great motivator and psychologists
determined some time ago that intermittent
reinforcement, the chance of hitting a big jackpot
every so often, will keep you standing all night in
the casino waiting for the rush of winning again.
Potential jackpots are a potent motivator and
absent commissions we’re going to need to remotivate ourselves with something else. It turns
out, it’s really not that hard.
There are other effective motivating goal besides
commissions, most notably volume, market share
and reputation. These new goals are longer term
and require a broader view but they are, in the end,
just as satisfying and maybe more lucrative. All
three speak not to one deal, but a body of deals.
They’re all about market position and more about
a series of wins than one big one.
There are ways to do this, but they involve
compromises. To remain free you have to give up
a little independence to act like a corporation
without being one. Here’s what corporations do
very well that small businesses don’t:
•

They manage finances, people and
information very carefully. They do not, they
will not, allow the greatest resource of all,
time, to be wasted.
Continued on page 13
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Commercial Real Estate continued
•
•

They set goals, plan how to meet them and
hold people accountable.
They see and understand their corporate
mission and they stick to it; they stay in focus.

In truth one of the ways they do all this stuff is
through standardization, rules and the kind of
dehumanizing of employees to make them as
manageable and predictable as possible. Ugh we
all hate that. You can stick to those principles,
even as an independent, without giving up your
life to corporate handcuffs. It’s a matter of
running your firm as a business, attending to some
basics that go beyond simply being a brokerage.
You have to be a business first, that just happens
to be a brokerage. Being a brokerage that just
happens to be a business won’t work anymore.
You still have those three huge competitive
advantages of being local, sufficiently
autonomous that you can adapt to the needs of
your client. You can beat the big boys, not all the
time, but in places where they’re vulnerable and
unable to effectively compete against you. What
they miss could mean a fortune to you.
Stay focused, work hard and it may be worth
remembering an adage taken from the British
Royal Navy at the lowest moment of WW2’s
Battle of the Atlantic:
any seaman who
complained coming below decks about the lousy
weather, terrifying conditions, hardships of facing
U-boats in converted fishing trawlers and a wet
rack would be reminded: “if you can’t take a joke,
why’d you join the Royal Navy in the first place?”
A Final Comment
In the end managing for and through change is my
definition of leadership. Independent firms,
independent anythings, are endangered species in
a world where corporate bureaucratization yields
the best profit margins. There is a place and,
ultimately, a need, for small independent
enterprises as quirky, odd and hard to manage as
they are.

Pacific Explorations continued
woman sitting on the edge of the jungle begins
to sing in a wavering voice and in what is
clearly a carefully choreographed set of moves
they twirl and turn, duck and thrust, beating
their sticks in a ritualized fight with their mates
across and to their left and right.
Like a Virginia reel, they rotate partners up and
down the line, all the time beating the hell out
of the sticks in perfect rhythm. Towards the
end of each dance the pace picks up and they
really start belting away at each others' stick.
Things stop with a sudden silence, so fast your
breathe is taken away. Another command and
they do another version of the stick dance.
They do this several times until the older boys
start dripping sweat and the girls' skins glisten
with a coating of coconut oil and turmeric.
Between dances they are panting. This goes on
so long you want them to stop for their own
good (or before someone really gets hurt).
The dancers are energetic and the older girls
synchronize the overhand swings of their
sticks with vigorous hip thrusts that send their
skirts flying left and right and bring their bare
feet down hard in the dusty dirt. Their eyes
flash and occasionally one will hint a smile to
his or her partner... a couple of the older girls
will express an unmistakable flirtatious look,
just a second, but there's no mistaking the
meaning or electricity of the look.
After a half hour of this, the dances end.
Pictures are taken and we're given the
opportunity to buy some nicely crafted
souvenirs. The nurses and our neighbors
retreat to their jitney for the ride up the hill and
on to Colonia. We're invited to join them, but
Sarah says we can return with her. The
privilege of walking the village trail is special
for us, so we follow her swaying hips back to
the top. I'm not sure where we return to is as
civilized as what we just left.

