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Des agents immobiliers au travail. Intermédiation immobili¢re, valorisation du logement et
(re)production des inégalités sur un marché résidentiel de 1’Ouest étasunien

Résumé

Ce travail de theése examine la formation et le travail des agents immobiliers sur un marché
résidentiel du Sud-Ouest étasunien ; il met en lumiére les activités marchandes et
professionnelles qui influencent le déroulement des transactions et la valeur des biens, a partir
d’une enquéte ethnographique de deux années menée auprés d’agents immobiliers dans une ville
d’Arizona. Nous proposons une entrée par les pratiques au travail et par la transaction
immobiliére en analysant les relations commerciales, professionnelles et marchandes entre
collégues, formateurs et agents, agents et clients a la fois en back et en front stage. Une centaine
d’agents ont été suivis dans leurs processus de formation : durant les enseignements a 1’école
des agents requis pour passer I'examen de qualification pour obtenir une licence immobiliére,
les programmes de cours et les heures d’intégration pour nouveaux agents dans deux
compagnies immobiliéres ainsi que des séances de tutorat actives. L.’observation d’interactions
entre une vingtaine d’agents et leurs clients a diverses étapes du processus d’achat et de vente :
premier rendez-vous, visites de maison, inspection, open houses ainsi que la réalisation de 72
entretiens avec un échantillon différentié par niveau d’expérience, genre, statut des clients et
prix des biens vendus, ont permis de reconstituer la trajectoire des agents, leur statut, leurs
représentations au regard de leurs pratiques sur le terrain.

En partant de 1’idée que la maison n’est pas un bien comme un autre et qu’il repose sur des
relations matérielles et symboliques ayant trait a la morale (maison comme acces a la propriété,
garantie de stabilité morale) au statut social (maison comme style de vie) ou encore a des
stratégies de reproduction (maison comme un placement financier), il ne s’agit pas de voir le
marché de la maison comme un pur réceptacle de politiques orchestrées par des acteurs publics
ou des acteurs privés, mais de le comprendre dans sa relation entre des normes institutionnalisées
dans un monde socio-professionnel et les configurations particuliéres et négociées d’une offre
et d’'une demande. Nous voyons ici que pour comprendre les inégalités ayant attrait au logement,
il faut analyser les mécanismes de marché. Pour comprendre les mécanismes de marché, il faut
analyser les pratiques au travail des intermédiaires marchands, ici nos agents immobiliers, et le
monde socio-professionnel dans lequel il se trouve, ce qui revient a faire une sociologie de
I’activité marchande d’appariement sur le marché.

Cette perspective sociologique ne peut pas faire I’économie d’une pensée en termes de valeur :
valeur d’un bien ou d’un investissement comme celui de la maison, a la fois au niveau
économique, mais aussi symbolique ; valeur du travail réalisé dans un marché particulier, et
dans quelle mesure le travail dépend en partie des utilités financieres retirés par les travailleurs
marchands ; valeur de [’espace dans lequel le bien est inséré. Nous affirmons que ces entreprises
ou opérations de valorisation doivent étre saisies dans I’ensemble des actions et des interactions
ayant lieu sur le marché, et notamment la formation a des dispositions spécifiques pour faire
fonctionner et transmettre le marché. Ces dispositions sont envisagées comme un ensemble de
modes de pensées et d’actions qui sont d’autant plus fortes qu’elles fonctionnement selon une
croyance forte dans les principes d’organisation qu’elles sous-tendent.



Ce travail s’inscrit dans la lignée de questionnements en sociologie économique et en sociologie
du travail sur les « professionnels du marché ». Il s’agit donc de mettre en lien ces approches
avec une sociologie des inégalités urbaines. Analyser les mécanismes de marché n’a de sens que
pour comprendre les inégalités ayant attrait au logement. En saisissant les mécanismes de
marché et leurs logiques sociales, nous éclairons les inégalités ayant attrait au logement. Pour
comprendre ces mécanismes de marché, il faut envisager 1’agent immobilier successivement
comme figure du marché, travailleur professionnalisé et producteur d’espace.

Nous proposons d’éclairer les pratiques au travail des intermédiaires marchands que sont les
agents immobiliers, et le monde social et professionnel dans lequel il se trouve. L’agent
immobilier est systématiquement considéré en tant qu’acteur ayant sa propre position sociale
(capital social, économique et culturel) et en tant qu’acteur de terrain ou travailleur (son statut
et sa position dans le domaine professionnel de 1I’immobilier). Il est a la fois engagé
individuellement par des rétributions économiques et symboliques, comme « promoteur du
marché » ou comme investi d’une mission de préservation de 1’ordre des différenciations
sociales (mise en correspondance de clients, de biens et d’espaces). Nous nous focalisons sur
I’interaction a la fois hors et pendant I’échange (constitution de la clientéle et anticipations de la
transaction, transaction réelle) avec ses collégues et lors de la formation professionnelle, avec
les clients lors de la captation et le marché, lors de 1’ensemble des pratiques de valorisation de
I’offre et de la demande, et de mise en adéquation entre I’espace des clients et 1’espace marchand
socio-spatial.

L’analyse des pratiques et des transactions se situe sur trois niveaux d’analyse :

1) la socialisation des agents de maniére formelle et informelle par un ensemble de normes et
de regles de conduite pour devenir des professionnels du marché et acquérir des dispositions
permettant de représenter et de travailler le marché. Une attention particuliére est accordée a la
formation des nouvelles recrues, car en tant que stagiaires, elles apprennent (et sont tenues
d'acquérir) des dispositions professionnelles et commerciales particuliéres;

2) la fabrication de la confiance et les outils mis en place pour « capter le client » notamment
dans I’utilisation a des fins marchandes par les agents de relations sociales personnalisées avec
leurs clients, incluant un travail sur le genre et la classe dans une homologie bien- client- agent;
3) la participation des agents au processus de création de la valeur symbolique et marchande
des biens par les préférences et les prix, la facon dont les agents les évaluent et les valorisent
tout en faisant jouer coopération et compétition.

Cette recherche apporte un éclairage sur le travail effectué par les agents immobiliers
dans les processus de choix résidentiels et de création de valeur sur le marché. S’appuyant sur
I’école de Chicago, les travaux sur la growth machine et sur la ségrégation urbaine, elle montre
que la valeur est « spatialisée » par un travail de différentiation sociale et d’homologie entre
mode de vie et occupation de I’espace urbain. Cette « mise en valeur » est révélée durant les
moments de vente et d’achat, reposant sur des mécanismes spécifiques portés par les agents
immobiliers — invisibilisation des espaces, ciblage spécifique, anticipations, perceptions,
régulation des prix —, qui donne lieu a un tri urbain.

Mots-clés : agent immobilier ; marché ; valeur ; travail ; logement ; inégalités résidentielles



Working as a real estate agent. Dispositions, matching and the production of market inequalities

Abstract

This dissertation examines the work of real estate professionals (brokers and salespersons) on a
local housing market and highlights how their professional activities contribute to influence
transaction outcomes such as pricing, product and neighborhood preferences. Departing from
the theoretical framework of market intermediaries, which posits that the exchange of goods is
not based upon an automatic price matching between supply and demand, the research explores
the formal and informal socialization of agents through a set of norms and rules to behave as
market professionals; the use of social relationships to profit-making ends; and the participation
of agents in the process of creating symbolic and market value by influencing preferences and
prices, generating important implications for social and racial segregation. At the intersection of
cultural, urban and economic sociology, this work sheds light on the dynamics of a market with
intermediaries to refine our understanding of housing inequalities.

Conducted between 2013 and 2016 in Tucson, Arizona, the research draws on ethnographic
fieldwork throughout different entries and sites of fieldwork — at the local real estate school, at
two real estate companies and observing interactions between agents, buyers and sellers during
various moments of the transaction — and interviews (N= 79) with real estate agents with
variation on experience and status within the field, on class, gender and race were also
conducted. These interviews and ethnographic observations serve to analyze the discursive and
behavioral aspects of market work, how agents both talk and act on the market to create the
conditions for market interactions such as selling and buying a house.

The dissertation research investigates first the acquisition of socio-professional dispositions and
the ethos of the real estate agent. It objectifies the professional culture in which real estate agents
are socialized and the inculcation of professional dispositions; second, it examines the discovery
of the client or the relational mechanisms of trust and client capture. It rests on a game of
anticipations which must accurately decipher the social and symbolic horizon of clients. Third,
the research evidences the matching of supply and demand or the contribution to clients’
preferences, pricing and location of the goods. It analyzes the professional and market practices
around the encounters between agents and their clients, and the supply and demand of goods,
envisions as social, physical and symbolic products. In observing working practices through
multiple interactions, the research sheds light how real estate agents shape access to the territory,
inequalities and reproduction mechanisms.

Keywords: real estate agent ; market; value; work; housing; urban inequalities
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many realtors out there! I've got to get rid of the salesmen!'

(Edward, realtor®, Tucson, Arizona)
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Introduction

“Most impressive of all is Leah Blue, wife of a mafia boss transplanted from Cherry Hill,
New Jersey, to Tucson. Leah is into every dimension of real estate. Her starting capital is
a reward for putting up with the cross-country move after Max Blue is nearly killed by an

assassin and decides to downsize operations to a simple killer-for-hire business. Leah buys
and sells and gets a rush that is almost like sex when she outsmarts a broker. She knows
that ‘the real estate market in Tucson and southern Arizona was wide open, ripe for
development’ like San Diego and Palm Springs. She canvasses neighborhoods on the edge
of town, ‘leaving her business cards in case large parcels of desert became available’
(Silko 1991, p. 359-361) She has a scheme for developing a desert Venice every bit as

audacious as Frank Dominic’s and as large in acreage as Ladd Devine’s Miracle Valley.”
(Carl Abbott Sunbelt Rising, 2011, p. 281)

In her novel Almanac of the Dead (1991), Leslie Marmon Silko imagines the story of Leah
Blue, a figure of Tucson real estate which is striving for community development. The
passage above is recounted by Carl Abbott in Sunbelt Rising (2011). This story, although
fictional, illustrates the community and real estate dynamics at stake in Tucson and the
region since the second half of the 20" century.

My fieldwork journey started in August of 2010 when, coming from Paris, praised
as one of the most inspirational cities of the world, I discovered the “Wild Wild West.” 1
landed on desert territory on a Friday night. The air conditioning, which was blowing very
cold air, made it almost unbearable in the plane. I rushed outside, comfortably welcomed by
a hot, dry air blowing into my face. In front of me, a huge standing cactus, a parking lot, and
not many people, except a few cab and shuttle drivers. It was almost 30°C at 10 pm, but as
the locals say “it’s a hot, dry heat,” implying “no worries, you will be okay.”

A few cacti, highways and gas stations later, in this hostile land, I thought about the
categorization people make of “cities”; if the locals call it the Old Pueblo, for an old
European it is not a city but a village...600 square kilometers. Today, after almost ten years
of living in Tucson, it still does not feel like a city. It is the Wild West that I think of and not
the "urban." The desert is surging everywhere, dust and cacti are almost in each corner of
the streets and subdivisions. There are no rivers, no water, no trees...yet, you wonder: how
can people build urban spaces that are so enormous, so sprawling, in the middle of this wild

landscape, even if they only seem to just be provinces, by European standards? But, in
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Tucson, we find the sprawling province, a prime location to investigate logics and
contradictions of real estate development.

The West is the material and symbolic place for most of the stories, in between myths
and reality, that are told about the United States (Murdoch 2001; DiLorenzo 2010). From
the representations in Western movies to the vast literature, the West symbolizes the
wilderness as the naked state of both nature and human beings, exploding in its most crude
and violent ways, as a form of contradiction: a ferocious beauty, as scary as it is beautiful
(Arnould and Glon 2006; Knobloch 1996; Udall et al. 2000). The stories around the conquest
of arid and hostile lands, inhabited by “ferocious” natives, and led by a few strong cowboys
animated by the bravery and the individual quest for prosperity, has accompanied most of
us during our childhood, not only in the U.S., but across the world (Todorov 1999; White
1981). These stories get often mystified further by the historical fabric of heroic and
entrepreneurial figures, through the recalled real estate success stories, for example, that of
Coldwell Banker in Jo-Ann Levy 's Behind the Western Skyline (1981), biographies or halls
of fame of industry leaders published in magazines.'

This mystified individual quest relied on the religious calling to control nature and

land® and to privately own it’ (R. White and Findlay 1999). The relations of the settlers to

! This is indeed similar to what Marx reproached to historians and critics in the second preface of The
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon reproaching Hugo’s analysis of the Coup d’Etat only as “the violent
act of single individual” and Proudhon’s apologia for Napeoléon the hero falling “into the error of our so-
called objective historians” while Marx claim to “demonstrate how the class struggle in France created
circumstances and relationships that made it possible for a grotesque mediocrity to play a hero‘s part. (Marx
and Engels 1852/1978).

? There are several historical accounts of the religious underpinnings of the quest for land and nature from
English puritans seeking new territory to settle. Puritans like John Winthrop circulated letters to explain their
decision to leave England. "The whole earth is the Lord's garden, and He hath given it to the sons of men with
a general condition, Gen. 1:28, "Increase and multiply, replenish the earth and subdue it," which was again
renewed to Noah. The end is double moral and natural: that man might enjoy the fruits of the eather, and God
might have his due glory from the creature. Why then should we stand here striving for place of habitation
(many men spending as much labor and cost to recover or keep sometimes an acre or two of land as would
procure them many hundreds as good or better in another country) and in the meantime, suffer a whole
continent as fruitful and convenient for the use of man to lie waste without any improvement" (John Winthrop,
Why We Should Leave England, 1629, cited in American Issues Vol.1) (Bremer 2005; E. S. Morgan and
Handlin 1958; Winthrop 2009, 1629)

3 Cf. the description of Howard Zinn: “Behind the English of North America, behind their massacre of Indians,
their deception, their brutality, was that special powerful drive born in civilizations based on private property.
It was a morally ambiguous drive; the need for space, for land, was a real human need. But in conditions of

19



environmental constraints were not of secondary importance in that picture: they tell the
story of the desire (and sometimes capacity) of men to dominate nature; and to bring a vast
array of civilizations achievements in a physical space (Gunderson 2015; Kolodny 1984;
Power and Barrett 2001; Pike 2010).

This search for human control over nature is common to both the early beginnings
of the biggest infrastructure projects and the rampant urban growth of today (Bernard and
Rice 2014; Espeland 1998; Ross 2011; Shermer 2013; Worster 1985). But for civilization,
it was as if any environmental characteristic such as the amount of water available or the
location of aquifers could and should be dismissed, invisibilized (Meyer 1996; Pisani 1996;
Reisner 1993; Sheridan 2007). Indeed, “There is no lack of water here unless you try to
establish a city where no city should be” (Abbey 1968).* With a “depraved appetite after the
great vanities, dreams and shadows of this vanishing life, great portions of land, land in the
wilderness,” it was thus “as if men were in as great necessity and danger for want of great
portions of land, as poor, hungry, thirsty seamen have, after a sick and stormy, a long and
starving passage.” (Rogers Williams cited in Zinn 2003).

The pretty story we like to tell though is one of a personal search for freedom,
emancipation, and will: if men decided to live there, then they should do anything to make
it possible regardless of the human or physical constraints of the region, what some have
called "water wars" (Walton 1991). However, one cannot ignore that the historical
appropriation of Western territories is rooted in a “morally ambiguous drive” as the “need
for space, for land,” in “conditions of scarcity and in a barbarous epoch of history ruled by

99 ¢

competition,” “was transformed into the murder of whole peoples” (Zinn 2003, 17; Drinnon
1990; Dunn 2002). Even far from those dark times, the organization of men in territories is
not a coincidence. They reflect existing inequalities in societies, historically grounded

territorial differentiations, conflicts and struggles of appropriation.

scarcity, in a barbarous epoch of history ruled by competition, this human need was transformed into the
murder of whole peoples” (Zinn 2003, 17).

% “There is no shortage of water in the desert but exactly the right amount, a perfect ratio of water to rock,
water to sand, insuring that wide free open, generous spacing among plants and animals, homes and towns and
cities, which makes the arid West so different from any other part of the nation. There is no lack of water here

unless you try to establish a city where no city should be” (Abbey, Desert Solitaire. A Season in the Wilderness,
1968)
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1. Discovering Inequalities in the Residential Space

During my journey in Tucson, I went on countless exploratory outings in the city. I
discovered signs of differentiation, from the abandoned neighborhoods of the South, mostly
Hispanic but named Washington Boulevard, Billy Road or 22nd Street, to the wealthy villas
of the North of the city, on the mountainside, in which Mexican names such Bonita Drive,
Pueblo Villa, Placita Vista Hermosa or Las Palmas Boulevard testify to the appropriation of
the Mexican folklore and heritage and the marketization of places.

The development of urban centers in the style of newly founded villages is shaped
by the socio-spatial organizations of men in territories, both the natural landscape and the
built environment: a form of both spatial and social distance, with the poorest members
living in certain designated areas, usually where pollution and density are higher and the
conditions in which nature arises more unpleasant. Territories are not simply geographical
spaces in which people settle, they hold different market and symbolic values. They house
poor, middle and rich populations; and they are subject to diversified operations of control.
Indeed, spatial arrangements reflect the social arrangements of society, including the group
struggles and the inequalities at stake. Socio-professional groups, including developers and
real estate agents, are indeed not performing the same work in these territories (Gotham
2002; Squires 2002) as they do not hold the same market value, and are imbued with
meanings including social status and reproduction strategies (Bourdieu 2005a) aimed at
perpetuating land speculation.

The discovery of the city of Tucson, its streets, its large spaces made of high roads
lined with strip malls that reproduce a form of centrality with a large parking and a variety
of shops on one side and the residential subdivisions, or homes are standardized, confined
between these shopping centers and these major arteries on the other. By venturing into
neighborhoods, one is struck by the differences that exist for example, between the North
and South of the city. The South, inhabited in some places by a population of more than
80% Hispanic, is desolate (Picture 1). Devoid of both public and private investments, the
infrastructure is dilapidated, populated by old small houses, sometimes broken (Picture 2).

Many credit union stores promise to buy everything on credit or get loans very quickly and
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dollar stores sell all kinds of very cheap products. The bus stops are occupied by a population

overweight and often handicapped.
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The North, on the contrary, which begins after the delimitation of the "River Road,"
which runs along a concrete-lined dry river bed, is inhabited by a predominantly white
middle class and upper class population composed of professors, managers and
entrepreneurs, the composition of which the economic and/ or cultural capital is quite
different from the South of Tucson. Their houses and villas are new and spacious and enjoy
a much more natural setting. They overlook cactus "forests" and can have views of the
mountain or the city below. Unlike the South, which has only inexpensive shops, the malls
in the North have food shops that often offer organic products, ethical products or a
specialization in high-end clothing with Lamborghini's parked in front of some restaurants.
They can even be the place of markets for small producers and restaurants of ethnic cuisine,
unlike the South which mainly offers fast food. These “representation” of homes are quite
carefully considered fabrications. Very often, for example, an expensive photographer is
hired to perfectly light and photo the house (Picture 3). The images show a sunset sky, as
the foreground is lit up in all its “nighttime glory.” Similarly, unsightly bushes or ugly
backgrounds are completely replaced by something from somewhere else to make it appear

more attractive.

Picture 3: Foothill Mall, Houses and Scenery North of River Road

23



I noticed the influence of the marketing or thematic architecture of cities created
from scratch by private developers on one side, and the desolated nature of spaces whose
market value seems very low and therefore of little interest to entrepreneurs. The city is not
made for the pedestrian, but rather is the kingdom of the car, few pedestrian crossings, and
bus stops, one passes a road and can be found next to a field of trailer homes. Caravan houses
are prefabricated as if we were passing from the South American shanty town to luxury
villas.

The study of the relations between capitalism, modernity and urban development
with all its fragmentations and inequalities involved a real sociological enterprise of
understanding the modern economic world, whose capital is concentrated in cities. Even the
very basic surroundings in which we move has its logic. It seemed to me that the economy
(and the subordination of the social to State-shaped neoliberal policies) was also based on
the uses of the city, its goods and its inhabitants as material and symbolic objects put at the
service of the production of market value.

The West of the United States can be seen as a “kind of laboratory” in which forms
of urban and suburban development and the creation of residential communities for well-off
populations looking for a pastoral lifestyle with all the advantages of urban living were and
still are promoted by a pro-growth alliance between public and private actors. Many
researchers have written about the development of the West and the search for water, and
especially the role of business elites in the process of urbanizing the West (see Kupel 2006;
Sheridan 1995; Reisner 1993; Worster 1985). The theorization of the city as a local growth
machine, a term popularized by sociologist Harvey Molotch (1976) illustrates the academic
concerns for studying how growth entrepreneurs profit from acquiring land, driving them to
acquire more and more; as well as their impact on the shape of cities and communities.

As I embarked on this project, I had in mind the violent images of the conquest of
the West, the America of racial segregation, and the incredible influence of the market that

was always pointed out in the French university circles to which I belonged. As I learned
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about the development of the West,” it became clear that if I wanted to understand residential
inequalities, I had to go back to the enterprise of organizing land, by looking at the
operations of exchange, price, and through the acts of buying and selling.

While investigating the implementation of a new transport system in Santiago de
Chile, I had already observed this very fragmented city of forms of urban fragmentation. It
also allowed me to question modern capitalism and the conditions and possibilities of a
"market". How, even though there are such inequality and violence, the photos of real estate
agents and their sign on the side of the road give the impression of possible access to the
"house of our dreams"? The yard signs with real estate agents' names and the advertisements
for the newly built communities are not random: they tell a story, the story of the social

fabric of the West, and the struggles for occupation and land development in the region.

2. The Real Estate Agent in the Residential Space

While driving among residential subdivisions and exploring the dining and shopping strip
malls, I found fragmented signs of the presence of real estate agents in the city, seeing
advertising signs on the side of the roads but also in various shopping or dining outlets.
Agents’ business cards were available in stores and restaurants. I even met some agents with
their badges, shopping at the supermarket. They were present through their brokerage in
street fairs or as part of philanthropic activities in the community. They seem familiar to the
local scenery and yet so strange to me.

Their advertising signs, holding both the name of their brokerage firm and their own,

indicate an open house or a currently available listing. Depending on if they work alone or

> Two authors particularly struck as pointing out the role of real estate interests in the construction of the West.
Originally from Minnesota, the writer and environmentalist Marc Reisner got interested in water management
and policy. In 1986 was published Cadillac Desert that became a classic on the water in the west. Page 305,
Reisner writes: "The cities grew up in the middle of the farmland. The real estate interests, the money people
—they're all in Phoenix and Scottsdale and Tucson. They didn't want to move. So we're going to move the river
to them. At any cost. We think." The historian and anthropologist Thomas Sheridan spent more than three
decades studying the interrelations between economic development and environmental issues in Arizona.
Sheridan writes: "Fortunes in post-war Arizona were not made of gold or silver mining but in real estate.
Arizona became a vast Monopoly board of new land waiting to be developed." (Sheridan 2012, 353).
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not, there might be a photo of themselves or their team, many times a female and a male
often representing a couple. The goods seem to receive less attention than the agents

themselves.

karena

immobilier

A
- -

Picture 4: Agences Immobiliéres in France

I found it quite strange as the sale of residential properties in France was mainly
organized by real estate companies (agence immobiliere) where the discreet presentation of
goods invites the customer to push the door of the agence to find out more (Bonneval 2011;
Bernard 2017) (Picture 4). For onlookers, however, they serve as indications of market
prices. French agences immobilieres and wholesale franchises only present the goods with
their logo, name and phone number. It appears they made little room for the names of agents

even if he or she would be ultimately responsible for showing the goods®.

® The role and status of the agent might be changing as well in France. There is a notable rise of independent
workers as well as recent emergent popular figures from TV shows such as Stéphane Plaza whose name and
photograph are associated with his brokerage.

26



Instead, even if the American brokerages are collecting the commission and are
legally responsible for residential transactions, they are displayed as less essential, hidden
behind the figure of the agent, displayed through the photographs on advertisement signs on
the side of the road (Picture 5) and with realtors® business cards (Picture 6). To know the
prices, the customer must specifically go through a real estate agent and not an agence,
which will very rarely be the first point of contact for the customer. Indeed, the system of
residential sales embedded with the real estate agent is more than professional work in the
sense that it is a work done on the market to organize and create the conditions for supply
and demand to be exchanged. This begins to explain why, in the United States, we see

realtors sending out holiday cards or well-wishes.
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Picture 5: Examples of Real Estate Signs in Tucson
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Picture 6: Sample of Tucson Realtors® Cards

I scoured the socio-residential space with countless driving around, eating, shopping,
reading and talking to the many people I encountered. What was I witnessing? Was it the
growth machine at work? Is it a grinding machine that magically transforms a wild savage
space into a desirable living space? Or, as I have conceptualized it in this work, a case of
understanding the dynamics of a social field, a system of relations constantly mediated at
the level of interpersonal encounters between buyers and sellers, operating within a wider
system of relations constituted by the state and the market for real estate? I could have
“naturalized” the discourses of the University of Arizona students and professors, store
owners, etc. who, as desert' aficionados with ecological consciousness, contribute to
invisibilize the conditions of production of the residential space in which they live. Without
the field of Tucson, as a city, as an urban and social space, I would not have realized the
social significance of the agent. What also stood in front of me was the constant struggle to

make the market appear human through the very specific embodiment by the agent.
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Picture 7: Phil Dunphy, Realtor® in Modern Family

The interest sparked by Phil Dunphy (Picture 7, a key character in Modern Family,
a TV series of 11 seasons (2009-2020), appeared to speak to both the centrality and
fascination exercised by the American real estate agent. Born April 3, 1969, Phil is married
to Claire, dad to three kids. He works as a real estate agent, spending his life showing a wide
variety of properties, from starter homes to luxury houses. Phil represents the masculine
embodiment of middle America, as he is both funny and childish, a cool but often goofy
dad, in good physical shape and quite attractive to women. He takes his job seriously,
technology - savvy and possesses relational capacities: he is relatable, helpful, trustworthy,
honest and loyal to his clients. He is also presented as effeminate in some ways, which is
highlighted as “a useful trait for his job as a realtor” as “he has shown power over women

because of his reliableness and trustworthy nature.”” A true embodiment of the interaction

/ http://modernfamily.fandom.com/wiki/Phil Dunphy
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between the professional and the personal, Phil represents an “everyday superhero,” a kind
of “glamor pop” resonating with any average American in a country in which the
commodification of land and the sophistication of the house has perhaps achieved its most
sophisticated development.

Researching quickly the statistics of the Tucson National Association of Realtors®
(2012), I learned that there were nearly 4,800 realtors® in the city, about 1 for every 100
residents. At that point, I began to see that the social figure of the real estate agent was a
promising topic for a dissertation. Behind the glamourous edited pictures of the agents and
the western scenery, something was hidden, something had to be recovered. Perhaps, I was
hinted by the image many outsiders have about Americans: they walk, talk, move, advance
with sort of naivety and confounding confidence. Instead of indulging in a relativistic
cultural analysis, though, I had to understand the social fabric behind the real estate agent.
What was behind the "good American middle-class family," the "good guy" or the "nice
girl"?

As Halbwachs (1925) said, these images are not purely symbolic but are materialized
as objects which carry to some extent our imprints. If they seemed at once completely
burlesque making outsiders say Americans are superficial, shallow and cheesy, they also
emerge as embodiments of the consumer market-oriented spirit mashed with the spread of
narcissism and infantilization in highly individualistic and capitalistic societies (Lasch
1978). What is the real estate agent in its different roles — as a community figure, an
organized profession and a market intermediary — enable me to learn about the social fabric

of modern capitalism?

3. Dissertation Outline

This dissertation is divided into four parts, one theoretical and methodological part, and
three empirical parts. It contains an introduction, eight chapters, and a conclusion. I start
with a general introduction to the research, bringing up perspectives on the reasons to study

the real estate industry in the West.

30



In the first part, I set up the theories and the methodologies used for the study. The
first chapter explains the sociological construction of the object, and the theoretical
underpinnings of the research, especially on market, labor, and inequalities. Chapter 2
introduces the core actors of the dissertation and my inquiries around them: the real estate
agents, the research questions, the studies on them and the methods and data chosen to
address the research problem, as well as the concerns and limitations of the study.

Chapter 3 and 4 consist of the first empirical part of the dissertation: the acquisition
of socio-professional dispositions and the ethos of the real estate agent. Chapter 3 observes
the construction of a real estate ethos by the real estate companies and concerning a capitalist
spirit. I investigate workers' motivation to enter a real estate career and discuss the broad
conditions in which real estate activity can become meaningful. I draw on the specific
appeals of real estate, combined with the broader context of labor investment: independence
and liberal freedom. I particularly draw on observations of training to "convert" newer
recruits into agents, including how they are told to behave to become "the perfect agent."
Chapter 4 investigates the creation of legitimacy in the market through the activities carried
out by the trade association, and how professional and ethical work is used to build a space
for real estate work, building the professional and market norms in which the agent acts. I
look at how real estate agents claim expertise through market knowledge, but also how the
core of their argument of authority consists of denigrating the economic aspects of their
activity to highlight the symbolic dimensions.

The second empirical part of the dissertation is composed of Chapters 5 and 6: The
discovery of the client or the relational mechanisms of trust and client capture. Chapter 5
enters the specific labor that is done on relationships to get clients and maintain their activity.
I review the literature on networks, brokerage, and homophily and present a blended
theoretical version of social relations for trust, including the role of different types of labor.
I identify two interrelated types of labor done by real estate agent: 1) the relational labor
using relationships and 2) the taste labor or the social and cultural investments done by
agents to demonstrate similarity to the clients, and to create a successful matching. Chapter
6 is specifically dedicated to gender issues, and how gender is used symbolically and as a

skill within the real work environment. I trace the use of gender through the early days of
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the creation of real estate as a business and an industry and show how the use of “women
natural skills" served as a moral validation to make the marketization of real estate
acceptable. In the field, I observe an injection towards a careful use of emotions, in between
the feminine display of caring and the authority and toughness required to be a salesperson.
I also uncover the logic of professional positioning that goes on in the field of real estate,
the fact that women are not advantaged in the hierarchy and that they earn less on average
than men. I demonstrate a class effect that changes how gender operates.

The third and final empirical part of the dissertation, Chapters 7 and 8 — The
production of a match between supply and demand or the contribution to clients’ preferences
including pricing and location— investigate market processes that shape housing inequalities.
I focus on agents’ work practices, including interactions with clients, showing how agents
classify, manage and control clients to bring them in line with the market. I also stress the
ways that agents shape the qualities and prices of the products. Departing from hypotheses
on segregation and inequalities in the context of housing markets, I address specific potential
mechanisms creating and reproducing inequalities. I evidence, for example, mechanisms of
spatializing (desirable or undesirable areas) and assigning (specific targeting), especially by
1) putting the offer on the market from producing to accessing to; 2) working the demand
from collecting aspirations to translate them into criteria.

Finally, I conclude on the main findings of the dissertation, the issues I faced, the
main limits remaining, as well as the new theoretical and empirical horizons to further
investigation.

In Chapter 1, I describe most particularly the sociological literature from which my
object has been constructed and the proposition made by the present dissertation. To study
sociologically the existence of the housing market in a capitalist society and the production
of socio-spatial inequalities, I observe and analyze the dispositions, positions, practices of
real estate agents in the Tucson real estate residential market. Through deeply uncovering a
professional and market system of coordination and control, a sociological model of inquiry
is adopted, empirically grounded while creatively bridging different yet complementary

sociological literature.
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Part I. The Theoretical and Methodological
Settings of the Research
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Chapter 1 explains the sociological construction of the object of study, and the theoretical
underpinnings of the research, especially around sociological literature on markets and
work, the core actors of the dissertation including previous studies conducted on real estate
agents. | propose a relational sociology of market intermediaries. Chapter 2 introduces the
research questions, the empirical design, and methods used, the production of data as well

as the concerns and limitations of the study.

CHAPTER 1: The Construction of the Object

Residential real estate, like other domains, is characterized by the cohabitation (and
sometimes tension) between the professionally-derived and market-based fabrication of
norms and rules. In this chapter, I depart from the argument that these are not “strictly”
separated domains, but they have constantly contributed to one another. How do real estate
agents — as professionals and intermediaries between demand and supply — contribute to
creating the housing market and the value of the goods exchanged? To which extent do they
contribute to residential racial and social inequalities? Relying on the sociology of work and
economic sociology as well as the work of Bourdieu and Goffman, the dissertation proposes
a relational sociology of market mediation.

By entering the world of real estate, the dissertation proposes to integrate the
observation and analysis of, on the one hand, the socio-professional and economic
dispositions® of real estate agents conceptualized as market professionals (Cochoy and
Dubuisson-Quellier 2000b) and their professional and market-based work practices. The
conceptualization of a "professional and market intermediation" reconciles these two
perspectives by examining how agents both are the product of professional culture and act
on market-based practices that contribute to shaping both inequalities and the operation of
the residential market. After presenting real estate as a domain of the economy, I highlight

the various research (real estate and housing, economic sociology, sociology of professions

8 . s . .. e .
I use dispositions in the sense of Bourdieu (1977a) broadly as cognitive structures guiding individuals in
their present - a ‘way of being’ - or expected actions — a ‘tendency,” ‘propensity’ or ‘inclination.’
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and work) in which my study is grounded. I discuss a series of theoretical breaks to define
the specific contours of my contribution. I finally propose that what is needed is a "sociology
of market intermediation" which serves both to refine our understanding of markets and the

production of inequalities.

1. The World of Real Estate Agents

The world of real estate agents has specific interest for sociological research. The real estate
agent thrives on market activity. Building on residential mobility, the agent is both a witness
and an actor of residential differentiations, which activity consists in understanding and
communicating both materially and symbolically urban spaces. This social figure allows
questioning the mechanisms of production and reproduction of inequalities.

The realtor® is also the most common denominator of all real estate residential
transactions. As an occupation, it was specifically developed in the United States and still
serves as a model for real estate agents abroad. In the United States, several studies have
estimated that 90% of residential real estate transactions are done through an agent, unlike
France and Germany (Bonneval 2011). Why then, do real estate agents intervene so
massively in the US residential real estate market?

While the structural explanation is most appealing and plays certainly an important
part in the answer (American agents have developed more "necessary" and "competitive"
tools to sell and buy quickly), this dissertation proposes to look at how social and cultural
variables can impact that relationship. Why should we have agents if we begin doubting
their utility? Why, in the age of information and internet, have they not disappeared? Thus,
what is it about them that is quintessentially and historically an American story? In which
ways are they informing the unequal development of American cities?

The emergence of real estate markets, of brokers and investors, is historically
situated. If Polanyi (1944) is well-known for a contribution to the study of the
commodification of land in England, I was surprised by a few general references on the
history of private property and the emergence of real estate as a professional field as well.

Among the historical works I examined, there was no trace of highly organized markets of
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land exchange, and no workers specifically in charge of'it. I found bits and pieces elsewhere,
and most specifically, a reference to laws that allowed for the emergence of the professional
field and the craft of exchanging property.

Rare studies in the late 19" century and early 20™ centuries such as Adna Weber's
Growth of Cities in the 19" Century (1899) and Carroll Wright’s study of building and loan
associations (1894) documented the housing patterns and conditions. The work of political
economist Richard Ely in the 1920s introduced monographic research on urbanization and
real estate business to both the federal government and the industry associations, including
the collection of data from the US census on mortgage financing. Under Roosevelt's
presidency, statistical analysis developed led by the Department of commerce included
research on real estate ownership, financing, construction, and uses. The focus of the
research tended to be more practical rather than theoretically-grounded, stressing business
and regulatory aspects such as land value or pricing (Hurd 1924) and deed restrictions
(Monchow 1928). Starting in the 1940s, research was mostly conducted by private think
tanks (Colean 1944) and NBER’s financial research program (Weiss 1989).

As opposed to personal property in English common law, real estate is a polysemic
term that includes both the immovable property as the land and the buildings as well as the
natural resources (water, crops, minerals) and the business or the profession of buying,
selling and renting properties (Oxford English Dictionary 2018). The oldest real estate
transaction in the United States is often symbolized by the Treaty of Paris, which granted
independence from England after the Revolution (Smithsonian) but in its modern form,
several professional sources often cite New York, with the New York Real Estate
Exchange’s creation in 1847 (RealtorMag) or Chicago, with the brokerage “Baird and
Warner Real Estate” opening in 1855 (Inman). If the real estate market is now considered
as the “most important engine of the U.S. economy” (Pattillo 2013), I argue that the
development of the real estate market cannot be analyzed without looking at its early
organizational attempts.

In looking for books on the history of real estate, I found the Ph.D. thesis of Everett
Cherrington Hughes (1897-1983). Most of what is recalled of him are his work on

professions, fieldwork methods, and race relations. But as a graduate student at the
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University of Chicago, he started by studying the organization of real estate men. Drawing
on the historical evolution of land and the model of growth theorized by E.W Burgess (1928)
in The Growth of the City (1925), Hughes presents the case of an occupational group whose
existence rests on the transformation of land into a commodity and the constant mobility of
people in the city. As he writes, pricing land is most common in cities, a place of grand
mobility, and where real estate men first realized how profitable real estate markets could

be:

To make a commodity is, first of all, to make an article movable at will. Man is the
article which must move to make the land a commodity. He does so in the city. In
the maze of real estate transactions which results, flourishes the real estate man. His
trade is urban and secular. The land is as near a perfect commodity as the nature of
the city and his efforts can make it. The more nomadic the city dweller, the more the
real estate agent flourishes. His success is commensurate with the degree to which
he can remove from the land the halo of sacred sentiment, and put into its place the
secular value of money (Hughes 1928, 16).

For Hughes, the growth of supply and demand of housing materialized in housing
booms and can explain the opportunity for businessmen to develop out of this trade and
activity. The real estate “boom” in Chicago is arguably one of the reasons the real estate
board came about. Hughes himself writes: “the story of the Chicago Real Estate Board is
one of precisely that process by which a “boom” business, without order or precedent, is
reduced to order and stability” (Hughes 1928, 23). However, the first two attempts to
organize were failures as agents faced accusations of dishonesty and stealing. In 1883 after
the devastating fire of the city, they created the Chicago Real Estate Board, which grew out
of a desire for land control as expressed in their opening statement: “to secure more system
and uniformity in the renting, care, and management of real estate in the city of Chicago; to
better protect and promote the interests of those entrusting properties to their care; to protect
themselves and their clients against dishonest and immoral tenants; and to generally correct
existing abuses and to prevent their future occurrence.” These businessmen cultivated an
“esprit de corps” and operated through the assumption that the new organizational form (a

“corporation” a la Durkheim) would help bring more control and closure (a “moral order”

? Cited by the Chicago Associations of Realtors® http://chicagorealtor.com/about-us/who-we-are/
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for Hughes 1928, 22) related to the conduct of their business activities. The organization
provided an umbrella acting towards a relative autonomy under which members are
guaranteed access to the market, secure expertise and support for integrity claims.

To the same extent that the sales of life insurance were deemed morally acceptable
through marketing and commercial techniques used by sales agents (McFall 2011; V. A.
Zelizer 1978),' real estate men had to break through traditions to sell goods that people
considered they could trade by themselves, and organize as a profession to legitimize
themselves for making money out of real estate transactions without being judged as
“unscrupulous.” In 4 Nation of Realtors®," Jeffrey Hornstein explains how a “group of
prominent real estate brokers attempted to transform their occupation into a profession,”
developing the identity of “the professional entrepreneur.”

Along with the promotional campaigns on homeownership, housing and credit led
the federal government in the 1920s, Realtors® could frame the "house" at the center of the
"American dream" and the core of middle-class values, making homeownership a necessary
milestone in American life (Belsky 2013; Borjas 2002; Flippen 2001; Foley 1980; Shlay
2006)." Real estate as a “professional activity” was not born overnight, but resulted from
various governmental policies fostering homeownership, various acts of occupational
legitimation and control over certain resources (Abbott 1988) as well as the increasing use

of real estate as a secured wealth investment and asset.*®

0 Pricing the priceless child, Zelizer emphasizes the role played by marketing and commercial techniques
in the construction of a market for life insurance. These techniques “contributed to the redefinition of the social
value of children” (Zelizer 1985, 751). Actors working on the supply side and professionals of market
intermediation play an important role in the social construction of the supply and demand for life insurance.
! Because the book was financed by The National Association of Realtors®, one can doubt about the specific
freedom in writing freely about the development of the organization. Although it provides a valuable account,
it must be taken with critical distance as most of the sources came from realtors’ magazines and trade journals.
12 Encouraged by Herbert Hoover, secretary of commerce at the time, the developing housing field of the
1920s made several campaigns on a moral tone and utilized tax incentives and other means to increase the rate
of homeowners in the United States (Clarke and Zavisca 2014).

Women played an important role in legitimizing the morality of buying and selling real estate, framed as good
mothers of the Nation, raising children into good stable private households (Hornstein 2005).

B "Culturally, professions legitimate their control by attaching their expertise to values with general cultural
legitimacy, increasingly the values of rationality, efficiency, and science." (Abbott, 1988, 16)
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Real estate is now one of the largest economic sectors in the United States,
representing in 2000 more than 11% of the U.S. GDP at $1.1 trillion (U.S. Department of
Commerce, 2002)™* Most specifically, residential real estate (as opposed to commercial real
estate) is often referred to as the “housing market” which organizes the exchanges of housing
commodities. Not only is it a simple physical asset, fixed in a specific “space” with its “own
economic, political and social relations, but also a financial asset, “mobile and tradable”
(Charney 2012). Long thought as a secondary circuit of investment autonomous from the
primary circuit (manufacturing) (Beauregard 1994; Fainstein 1994; Gottdiener 1994), in its
current form, real estate operates as a separate sector of the economy due to the dual nature
of the commodity exchanged, both an immovable, thus spatially fixed commodity, and the
subject of the flow of global capital investments (Gotham 2006; Krippner 2005).

The real estate sector also possesses several distinctive features that attract
investment. Real estate investments are considered superior against inflation, permit
corporations to diversify their stocks and bonds and obtain greater tax benefits than in other
investments (Downs 1985; Haila 1998). The 2008 crisis exposed the overall vulnerability of
the economy to the mortgage-backed securities promoted by the federal government
(Aalbers 2008; Fligstein and Goldstein 2011; Quinn 2010). Thus, the organization of
housing through private firms, private trade organizations, local public agencies, federal,
State-specific agencies or government-sponsored enterprises can have enormous
consequences, both at the macro and micro-economic level.

As a market, real estate is composed by various public and private bodies of
government, including 1) private firms usually corresponding to professional bodies such as
lender (banks, credit organizations), insurers, brokers and brokerage firms, builders,
subdivisers, architects, appraisers, home inspectors, engineers, contractors, private; 2)
private-industry trade organizations such as the National Association of Realtors®, the U.S.
League of Savings Associations®, the National Association of Home Builders®, the

American Institute of Architects, the American Planning Association; 3) local government

14 Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2002, “Gross Domestic Product by Industry,” Survey of Current Business,
November. http://www.bea.gov/bea/dn2/gpo.htm).
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such as municipalities (incorporated cities and towns), special districts; 4) Federal executive
departments such as Housing and Urban Department (HUD) and federal public agencies
such as at the Federal Home Loan Bank Board and the Federal Housing Administration
(FHA); 5) State-specific agencies including the Arizona Department of Real Estate (ADRE)
with a commissioner and a governor and the Arizona Department of Housing which receives
federal funding and 6) Government-sponsored enterprises such as Federal National
Mortgage Association (FNMA or Fannie Mae) the Federal Home Loan Mortgage Company
(FHLMC, or Freddie Mac).

Adopted in 1913, the National Association of Realtors Code of Ethics stipulates rules
for the conduct of agents in the best interests of their clients. Organized in 17 articles and
standards of practices, it highlights the duties to 1) their clients and customers — including
treating customers fairly, not misrepresenting or exaggerating facts related to property or
transactions, disclosing their interests if acting for their own benefits, and cooperating with
other professionals for the interests of the clients, keeping clients' funds in separate escrow
accounts 2) the public — including following the fair housing act, engaging knowledge and
competence, be honest and truthful, do not violate the laws and participate in investigations;
3) fellow Realtors® as to not make false statements about others realtors®, to respect other
realtors® if they have engaged in exclusive brokerage relationship with a client and to
mediate financial conflicts between realtors and among clients. Each broker has employing
guidelines in compliance with the law around which activities only licensed real estate
agents perform. The name of the employing broker should appear in all advertising ads or
signs. They are also responsible to collect clients' payment from each transaction and
redistribute, according to a specific splitting structure, the commission earned at closing.

Besides the National Association of Realtors Code of Ethics and the employing
broker’s guidelines, State real estate and federal laws organize residential real estate. Among
them are the Arizona Property and Real Estate Laws, including the Landlord and Tenant
Act, which organizes the rights and duties of both tenants and landlords, The Arizona
Adverse Possession Laws, which contains rules concerning property titles, the Arizona
Homestead Laws which organizes the relation with creditors and regulates the foreclosure

and eviction processes. Arizona statutes and court cases also oblige the seller of a property
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to disclose the physical condition of the home. This can be particularly contentious in case
of disagreement around disclosure elements and statements, composed typically of
information on property and ownership, building and safety information, utilities,
environmental information (such as lead-based paint, mold or asbestos), sewer and
wastewater treatment. Specific laws include liens, property deeds, and transfers, as well as
the sales contract that real estate agents learn at the real estate school.

Other laws include the 1968 Fair Housing Act which protects the buyer or renter
from discrimination by a landlord or seller based on race, color, religion, sex, disability,
familial status, or national origin. Agents violate the Fair Housing laws when they advise
housing for specific populations such as "single or retirees only." Because it is considered
steering, Agents cannot communicate any specific details on neighborhoods or communities
such as school or crime statistics, but they can direct their clients to a police department or
statistical data. In most cases, though, the violation of housing laws may be subtle. If a
complaint is filed, then the judge will determine whether or the behavior of the agent was
considered in violation of the housing laws. Locally though, the Government Accountability
Office (2010) reports that enforcements were sometimes inconsistent.

The Arizona Department of Real Estate (ADRE) organizes and regulates both the
entry and the curriculum of the real estate agents. It is responsible for the licensing of real
estate agents as well as the content and extent of the knowledge (hours required), the
practical modalities to pass the real estate license. The department must also review the
continuing education of agents as if they want their license to be active, they must engage
in ongoing training. The Department also oversees the actions of real estate agents, which
licenses can be revoked or suspended. The trade association's objective is to bring their
interests to the public and the legislators, develop similar professional standards to the law
profession, create a cooperative system with professional tools while limiting outside
competition. Real estate firms are competing to recruit agents, not clients.

Weber (1978) argues that markets are organized around two types of interactions: 1)
between every buyer and seller and 2) between a selected buyer and a selected seller.
However, the relation is not direct, buyers and sellers do not interact directly in real estate

markets. Real estate agents’ work thus is achieved both before and during situations of
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exchanges. The residential real estate market is organized around intermediaries, who are
trying to put in place mechanisms to avoid competition. The market is not structured around
a competition on prices as the commission rates are cooperatively defined by trade
associations at 6% (the seller’s agent redistributes 3% to the buyer’s agent) but around
qualitative investments to specialize in niches, clients or segments of the market as well as
to find buyers and sellers.

The client arises thus as central in the market (Cochoy 2004; Karpik 2010), being
simultaneously engaged in a transaction involving price and quality of products, but prey to
misguidance because of the uncertainty about quality and the opacity of the market. Thus,
real estate agents' work is structured around clients' capture mechanisms, including
professional tools and devices to attract, seduce, select clients, which will frame buyers' and
sellers' path into market exchanges (Trompette 2007).

The market is thus structured around struggles around exchange opportunities. Price
is only playing a marginal role in the exchange resolution, as agents mobilize mainly
territorial, relational and institutional resources to find clients and operate the matching.
Buyers and sellers come to be individually selected out of price and quality brackets, which
requires the work carried out by the intermediary.

Commercial relations are based exclusively on the mastery of the interactional
situation and the ability to exploit interpersonal skills. In the residential market, real estate
agents act as market intermediaries: they work to match supply — which is defined by the
inventory of goods available on a market and carried by sellers — and a demand — understood
as the total purchasing power combined with a purchase decision. Customer recruitment and
retention are presented as the bread and butter of a real estate agent's success. If the behaviors
between realtors® must be symmetrical, the rules of interactions between customers and
agents depend on the professionally-defined forms of conduct specific to the agent-client
relationship. The agent puts himself socially below his client to show respect and deference.
This social distancing, by the search for an inferior status, involves both an interaction
between the social class of the agent and the social class of the clients.

Not only though agents interact at commercial and professional levels with clients,

but also with the public and with other realtors® as colleagues from the same brokerage
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firms, or as partners to make a transaction go through, either as the buyer's agent or the
seller's agent. They interact with the public most generally to legitimate their professional
endeavors. The NAR and the TAR serve mostly that exact purpose of setting up guidelines
to make agents' behaviors ethical, to foster knowledge on real estate matters and to defend
the interests of realtors® via lobbying.

Realtors® develop a variety of relations of different shape and nature which it is
worth explicating briefly. Real estate agents have professional relationships with their peers
and with their supervisors. They must interact with co-workers, including seller agents if
they are buyers' agents and vice versa. In addition to the symmetrical professional relations
between colleagues, real estate agents also maintain subordinate relations with team
managers, brokers, or general managers.

As a professionally-organized market activity, residential real estate has
particularities: 1) it involves a professional association, real estate companies referred as
brokerages, and the real estate agents acting as middlemen, 2) it is local, 3) it is based on
technological devices and internet, 4) it is organized structurally around principles of
cooperation and control. Most middlemen or intermediaries involved in the sales of real
estate are licensed Realtors®, i.e. members of the National Association of Realtor®, either
brokers or sales agents. Created in 1908 in Chicago, the National Association of Real Estate
Exchanges (NAREB) - who later became the National Association of Realtors® - the
original objective was "to unite the real estate men of America for effectively exerting a
combined influence upon matters affecting real estate interests" (NAREB 2018). It includes
a Code of Ethics, as well as a series of services and tools, which permit members only to
access valued information and resources such as listings. If it started with only 120 founding
members, it grew out to be one of the most important private-trade organization in the United
States with 1.2 million members. Each transaction generates a commission fee that is paid
by the buyers and sellers to the real estate brokerage, in charge of deciding the portion paid
to their agents, the more successful agents being able to claim a larger part. It is highly local,
as housing goods are fixed in a specific geographic location and Realtors® are embedded
into the knowledge of a specific local market, a city and a community (Sawyer, Wigand,

and Crostown 2005; 2007 FTC/DOJ).
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In the early 1960s, the National Association of Real Estate Boards created the
national Multiple Listing Services (MLS)." To this day, this database provides a listing of
homes available for purchase to all the licensed Realtors®. Based on cooperation between
its members, the MLS transformed access, as any agent could access the listed goods rather
than only the goods they had heard of. The more agents became Realtors®, the more the
database gained listings, and soon, the registration was essential to get access to the
inventory. The information contained in the MLS was also withheld from the general public,
permitting Realtors® to retain control of the inventory.

The National Association of Realtors® has also been instrumental in listing homes
in all fifty states with thousands of cities and towns for over 8000 MLS's. In 1994, property
listings become publicly available on the internet. With the increasing use of internet search,
some argue that realtors® could potentially become useless and progressively disappear.
They point out several alternative options available to buyers such as "discount" real estate
services (Bernheim and Meer 2007). As the internet became increasingly central in real
estate transactions, brokerage companies started to create technological applications to
compete (and sometimes partner) with online real estate database companies such as Trulia
and Zillow.

Although these companies can serve as indicators, their pricing and their indications
on the state of supply is often not as current as realtors-sponsored® real-time information
displayed through the MLS. Agents still retain exclusive access and control, notably
because Realtors® have access to more detailed information about the listings than their
clients and retain the expertise to read and understand the listings as well as key safes to
access any good listed locally (NAR 2012).

Structural particularities of the real estate market allow for cooperation between real

estate agents to occur and commission fees to stay stable — commission fees are fixed by

© Systems of distributing information are also available to legitimize the nearly perfect allocation of persons
and goods. The implementation of Multiple Listing Service in the 1950s comes from a desire to widely match
needs of their clients with the type of properties that is available: "Beginning with a simple system of
advertisement in their bulletin, the Real Estate Board has tried to achieve that perfect market in which every
piece of real estate would be for sale by every real estate man. Out of this has grown a system of "Multiple
Listing," whereby all members who wish list their wants and offerings in a special bulletin." (Hughes 1928,
27)
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real estate brokerages around 6%, generally with a cooperation fee paid by the seller's agent
to the buyer's agent at around 3%. MLS has a natural monopoly and excludes "rivals" who
would try to cut prices. As real estate agents operate in the sell-side and the buy-side of the
market, they should continuously cooperate to bring transactions to completion (White
2006).

Housing goods are thus not only simple consumption goods but driven by political
and legal decisions, embedded with private and public infrastructures, and part of complex
financial technology. Since the 1960s, housing is also the largest expenditure in the average
American household budget, whether through mortgage or rent (Bur. Labor Stat. 2011;
Johnson, Parker, and Souleles 2006). Its costs rise faster than the overall income (Quigley
and Raphael 2004). Homeownership rates have been comprised between 60% to 70% range
from the 1960s to nowadays with a record high of 69% in 2005. Even if the homeownership
rate has been decreasing as the result of the subprime mortgage crisis, it has been
consistently rising since 2016.

Real estate professionals often repeat "Location, location, location." The first
particularity of the housing good is that it is physically fixed in space, for which price and
value come not only the good per se but a series of qualities associated with its environment,
crime rates, parks, neighborhood amenities, schools and their quality, shopping, and dining
options, as well as overall status or perception of the neighborhood. Housing goods are also
submitted to political and legal decisions concerning labor, infrastructure, policies,
desegregation, zoning or taxation. They can appear as a wealth-generating investment, even
more, today, because the State does not guarantee basic social provision. Housing goods are
thus obviously material goods, they can be classified by type, by size, by structure, but they
also hold the qualities of the spaces in which they are located, influenced by a variety of
legal, political and social factors. Finally, they are embedded with economic, social and
symbolic meanings. Housing can function as the material embodiment of status (the one
who possesses holds a certain position and acquires wealth) and as an economical placement
which enacts reproduction strategies (the passing of wealth to one’s heirs). Also, the value
of housing should be inversely proportional to the welfare state’s generosity (Conley and

Gifford 2006).
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In France, the presence of notaries could partly explain the lack of real estate agents.
In the United States, some States are obliged to have real estate attorneys who write
contracts, while in States like Arizona, a long history of lobbying has prevented lawyers to
enter the field. The very existence of socio-professional groups in each local market inherits
from the history of the legal battles and power fight to exert control (Abbott 1998). They
inform the legal and juridical framework of real estate transactions: these groups can be
granted privileges or exclusivity around mandates and organization of exchanges. They
create institutional networks and technical devices to assert their power and control the
market. The Multiple Listing Service (MLS) operationalized in the 1960s enabled US real
estate agents to control their database and organized a system of cooperation between agents.

While the structural-functionalist claim around institutionally and legally-binding
networks and instruments allow us to answer our preliminary questions on the presence and
the centrality of real estate agents, it is only one side of the story. If the Multiple Listing
Service is surely a tool for the control of the inventory, it only works because specific people
know how to use it: the information must be directed, controlled but also presented and put
in place. Both the highly symbolic dimension of the residential real estate market and the
unique characteristics of its goods create strong informational uncertainties and space for
intermediaries' navigation, which can only be resolved by the human presence of workers
whose provisions can "open", transmit and validate the market.

A structural analysis of the institutional organization of the residential market cannot
exist without an analysis of the practices of market intermediaries on the residential market.
Now that we have provided general historical explanations for the existence of the realtors®,
I propose to answer the following research questions: How to understand more precisely the
conditions in which a market is created, maintained, structured? How is the value of the
housing commodity produced by real estate professionals? How does the rather obscure
housing commodity become "transparent" for buyers and sellers?

My analysis aims to understand the role of real estate agents in the construction of
residential spaces and the shaping of residential inequalities. In other terms, the main
question I seek to answer is: How do real estate agents — as professionals and intermediaries

between demand and supply — contribute to creating the housing market and the value of the

46



goods exchanged, and to which extent does it structure residential inequalities? I contend
that an economic sociology of market work can help us understand the production of
inequalities through both structural and symbolic boundaries (Lamont and Fournier 1992;
Lamont and Molnar 2002) and a “sense of place” (Frangois and Poupeau 2008). Studying
real estate agents in their practices serves to analyze the making of residential choices, and
how a determinant “sense of place” operates, not only through individual or households’
rational choices but through the controlled guidance of market intermediaries.

After briefly reviewing the literature on real estate agents and markets, I propose, at
the crossroads of economic sociology, sociology of work and the professions, sociology of
market mediation to answer those questions. Not only does this contribution bridge two
literatures, but it also has important implications for urban studies, including geography,
sociology, and real estate. The analysis grasps the dispositions required to be a real estate
agent — selection, training, and socialization to the job — and the construction of the
residential market through the creation of trust, that is, through a belief system and the

organization of market matching through prices and preferences.

2. The Sociological Study of Real Estate Agents

Despite the centrality of the housing market in the U.S. economy (Pattillo 2013) and the
relative obscured question of market value (Beckert and Aspers 2010; Cochoy and
Dubuisson-Quellier 2013; Karpik 2010; Zwick and Cayla 2011), there have been relatively
few sociological studies considering the activities of housing market professionals and the
role of market intermediaries in market construction (Smith and Munro 2008; Wallace 2008;
Watkins 2008).

Most of the interesting work on real estate development has been conducted by
economic and urban historians. Historical research on real estate is far from being a unified
field, although attempts were made in the 1980s (Weiss 1989). Real estate scholars are
disseminated into various programs and disciplines: history, urban planning, architecture,
and economics. Since the 1970s, urban geographers and sociologists coming from a neo-
Marxist approach have started to investigate capitalism through real estate. One of the

seminal critics addressed to real estate research was that, unlike business history evidenced
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by the political economy approach of Chandler’s Visible Hand (1977), it had been limited
on the one hand to “dramatic tales of entrepreneurial success or failure” (Weiss 1989, 242)
including the rise of metropolitan entrepreneurship through business elites, including Robert
Sobel (1989), Donald Trump (Trump and Schwartz 2009), Henry Huntington (Friedricks
1992) who has been able to “promote their interests through municipal, locational,
investment and regulatory decisions” (Fleischmann and Feagin 1987, 209-210) (see also
Isman 1926; Mayer 1978; Rachlis and Marquesee 1963; Thomas 1977).

Additionally, historical work has been reduced to “official histories of either
individual firms or trade associations” (Weiss 1989, 242) such as the histories of the New
York and Chicago real estate boards (Eskew 1959; Fish 1979; National Realty Committee
1989; Pegg 1983). Development in institutional economics were thus mostly focused on the
history of principles of land investments (Isaac, O’Leary, and Daley 2010; Pisani and Pisani
1989) while critical work, in the vein of investigative journalism or neo-Marxist studies,
criticized real estate interests in taking over the development of cities (Boyer 1973; Feagin
and Parker 1990; Paulson 1972; Wolf 1981).

Real estate research nonetheless illuminates various processes at stake in the
residential real estate market as well as actors acting on them structured around three
domains:

1) real estate development, including the sales process and the construction of
neighborhoods. This stream of research has looked mostly at the development of
communities and the rise of community builders focused on specific geographical-bounded
case studies (C. Boyer 1985; Fishman 1987; Gans 1962; Jackson 1985; Linteau 1985;
Keating 1988; Weiss 2002; Wright 1981);

2) financial institutions, including the investors, the lenders and the insurers
organizing the financing of real estate development projects as well as the regulative
instances and policies operating around it, including taxes. Most of the studies in this vein
were conducted since the 1950s by the NBER, looking to uncover the structure of mortgage
markets (Kalman 1961; Linteau 1985; Marvell 1969) and the boom and bust cycles in real
estate (Rabinowitz 1969). They investigated the role of the Federal Housing Administration

(FHA) to encourage postwar large-scale development projects and shape neighborhoods and
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communities (Buenger and Pratt 1986; Jackson 1985; Schweikart 1987; Taub 1988),
including most recently the effects of the Community Reinvestment Act or the Home
Mortgage Disclosure Act. They also documented the shift with deregulation and inflation in
the operation of the home mortgage business (Downs 1985; Florida 1986), including the
relation to mortgage debt and tax policy;

3) Corporations, firms, owners and users whose main activities are not necessarily
in the real estate industry, including life insurance and insurance companies, firms operating
in the transportation and energy sector;

4) Public sector, in which bodies of government in any of their specific shape,
including state governments, local jurisdictions, courts actively produce, regulate and
finance the real estate sector. These bodies enforce laws, give subsidies, collect taxes, pass
land-use regulations, create laws on zoning, insurance, property tax, insurance, banking,
develop urban plans, administer court battles, build and maintain infrastructures, buy and
sell land (Campbell and Lindberg 1990; Campbell, Lindberg, and Hollingsworth 1991;
Precher 2000).

These approaches have the advantage of highlighting the several groups of actors
who played a historically-defined and contextual role in organizing real estate markets, but
these studies lack an in-depth sociological analysis of the practices of professionalized
groups of actors.

The conditions for market exchange are both supported and created by governmental
and business elites (Fligstein 1996; Bourdieu 2000a; Fligstein 2001; Dobbin 2004). The
conditions in which these alliances are made and thrive are what permits us to understand
the social construction of cities. A proper history of the real estate industry cannot be
achieved without reconstituting the history of housing booms, government policy, and
reforms, as well as lending institutions. Banks and legislators ruling on banking regulation
has been a key support for real estate booms over the last 50 years. For example, researchers
demonstrated that the savings and loans industry was huge support for commercial and
residential projects until the late 1980s, and helped finance development. In the early 2000s,
the real estate market growth was influenced by governmental legislation. The Glass-

Steagall Act of 1933 (Crawford 2011 for more), after continuous lobbying from investors
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and bankers, was repealed in 1999 allowing investment banking activities to be performed
by any bank. This provided an enormous avenue for banks and real estate investors and
developers to drastically profit from real estate, as “large fortunes have been and continue
to be made and lost in real estate development” (Miles, Berens, and Weiss 2000, 65).

Bodies of private and public government are thus overarching the functioning and
the structure of real estate development through its various federal, state or local agencies,
divided into departments (Department of Real Estate, Department of Housing and Urban
Development, Department of Health and Safety, Department of Water) and other institutions
(cities, counties, etc.). These entities, made of various interlocking networks of professionals
and regulators, made up the various acts constitutive of real estate and mortgage markets.
They are crucial to get the development projects approved, and have put in place a network
of professionals. There are many requirements including permits to be issued and approvals
to be obtained for different necessities of the project.

There is no sociology of real estate. Early work was developed by the Local
Community Research Committee at the University of Chicago generating urban and socio-
spatial empirical studies, which investigated the political and economic nature of property
relations in the development of cities. Examples of this work include Park and Burgess's The
City (1925), Hughes's Chicago Beal Estate Board (1931)."® Most critical work emerged later
with Mumford's Culture of Cities (1938) and Abram’s Revolution in Land (1939). Seminal
research on real estate came from the urban studies of the neo-Marxist orientation of the

1970s that addressed the spatialized capitalist logic of accumulation.'” Gottdiener's The

oA summary of this work can be found in Smith and Leonard’s White's Chicago: An Experiment in Social
Science Research (1929)

v Including Harvey, Castell or Sassen among others. "The need of a constantly expanding market for its
products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle
everywhere, establish connexions everywhere (..) The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world-
market given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin
of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-
established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new
industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilized nations, by industries that no
longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material is drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose
products are consumed, not only at home but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied
by the productions of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant
lands and climes" (Marx and Engels, 1952/2002, 46).
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Social Production of Urban Space (1985) and Molotch and Logan’s growth machine (1976)
and their Urban Fortunes (1987) laid the groundwork to shift from a demand-driven,
consumer-centric analysis of urban development and from a self-regulated market operation
to consider market actors’ relationships, interests and strategies to grasp monopolistic
control, exhorting researchers to study the actions of lobbying, organizing, supplying and
manipulating, as led by coalitions of growth entrepreneurs. Despite its originality as a
theoretical contribution, the growth machine framework did not generate substantive
empirical research.

Contrary to the social studies of finance, a social sciences approach in real estate
research is almost non-existent. The Association of Real Estate Studies (ARES) is composed
of various academic profiles, including economists, engineers and urban planners which
work is more on the practical side. Attempts to define the discipline has been made, but it
suffers a major "identity problem" (Diaz 1993, 183). Because it is at the crossroad of many
different applied knowledge, the interests and focus of which would change depending on
if real estate is considered as an economic and entrepreneurial activity, for its legal and
institutional mode of operation, or its architectural and environmental design. At the core of
this issue of definition is also its position between a scientific and engineering field, whether
respectively describing or prescribing, which makes it even harder to be a field. However,
studies on real estate values and pricing are the closest to our interests here (Cerutti, Dagher,
and Dell’ Ariccia 2015; Grether and Mieszkowski 1974; Walden 1990).

On the other hand, the sociology of housing, although a term employed by Foley
(1980) is not often referred to as an object of study (Clarke and Zavisca 2015), whether for
its effects (Zavisca and Gerber 2016) or for its manifestations (Pattillo 2013) in relation to
stratification (Conley 2001) or discrimination (Pager and Shepherd 2008). The ethnography
of eviction processes by Desmond (2017) is a good illustration of work focused primarily
on the black underclass, and not so much on the housing intermediaries, with some arguing
that Desmond actually does not address the issues to which he lays claim, i.e. social
structural oppression by landlords and government (Burawoy 2017).

Particular studies done on real estate agents from France (Bonneval 2011, 2014;

Bernard 2011a, 2017) and from the United States (House 1977; C. S. Wharton 1999) have
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addressed how real estate agents navigate between a service and a commercial world,
between finding good supply and understanding and redefining clients' needs. Very recently,
two young scholars have started empirical work on real estate intermediaries, respectively
in New York and Houston. Besbris (2016) demonstrates that housing professionals trigger
emotional reactions which in turn impact decision-making while (Korver-Glenn 2018c,
2018a) investigates the central role of agents in reproducing unequal racial outcomes. These
studies demonstrate that market intermediaries are an active part of the process to make the
transaction work, working mostly on the clients, proving the need for further empirical
investigation.

In sum, to lay the theoretical ground in which this study is based requires operating
a series of breaks leading to propositions. First, I propose to study the market not only as a
structure made up of economic interests but as social relations mediated by market
intermediaries conceptualized as brokers. Second, I break away from the rationality and
emotions of economic agents to analyze their dispositions. Third, I break away from the
functionalist and interactionist tradition of analyzing work and the professions by
considering the professional culture and the working practices of real estate agents. I operate
these breaks from classical market approaches to propose a pragmatic sociology of work
activities, a third way going beyond both the functionalist and interactionist antinomy,

integrating the literature on games and emotional labor.

2.1 From Markets to Brokers

Like other markets, real estate markets are social and political creations (Aspers 2007;
Fligstein 1996; Gottdiener 1985). Therefore, studying housing as a commodity does not
simply mean determining or predicting housing prices and thereby measuring the demand
for housing based on the characteristics of the house and its surroundings, or postulating
technical and informational bias which prevents markets from operating perfectly. Instead,
sociological investigation on real estate and housing should explore the “real estate
infrastructure made up of homebuilders, lenders, insurers, appraisers, real estate agents and

firms, and state activity at all levels” (Gotham 2002, 7).
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Markets cannot be seen as the form of organization of “economic interests,” as they
are also “social relations” (Swedberg 2003, 15) framed by a “system of meanings and
structures” (Zelizer 1988, 619). Markets are networks of exchanges and social arrangements,
which are both real while practically turning into a transaction with a fixed price, but also
imagined, referring to the expected state of demand and supply, and the expectations of
buyers and sellers. They connect experienced and potential participants and mediate their
relationships. Markets only exist within relatively stable and "peaceful" relationships
"transcending the boundaries of the neighborhood, kinship group, or tribe" (Weber 1978,
637) built on agreements recognizing specific trading conditions stabilized through
institutional and legal development (Fligstein 1996).

Institutional actors such as the State have a series of measures and laws that are
utilized to restrain competition and guarantee stability, making the State an important actor
on the market as well (Bourdieu 2005). Markets involve institutions, defined as "shared
rules” such as “laws or principles of collective agreement" put in place and validated by

e A4

states, and may be present in the form of “rights,” private property,” “governance
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structures,” “exchange rules” or "conceptions of control"(CoCs). Governed by the dynamics
of exchange and control, markets are also relations between private actors. Actors of these
markets use influences and reputation to convince other markets to adopt their CoCs. While
competition may favor one party over the other, it is often perceived as a nuisance. Actors
aim to establish strategies to address the negative effects of competition, foster economic
gains and create stability by routinizing and stabilizing the exchange (Fligstein 2001;
Fligstein and McAdam 2012). To mitigate uncertainty, these strategies enact market
coordination, conventions, and rules (Biggart and Beamish 2003).

Not only do markets involve relations between companies, but also interactions
between buyers, sellers and a variety of market intermediaries, as well as specific socio-
technical devices that help in the calculation process. In residential markets, agents are
located at the center of all interactions, between the buyers and the sellers, but they also
connect a vast network of professionals such as lenders, appraiser, and service companies
(such as cleaning, termite exterminations, roofing, home insurance, security services, pool

servicing).
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The real estate transaction is an act of anticipation of the potential number of buyers
and sellers referred to as "the law of supply and demand" and the potential representations
and actions of buyers and sellers in the market. It is eminently social in the sense that it
needs to rely on the predictions made about the behaviors of economic agents. A market
transaction "is always a social act insofar as potential partners are guided in their offers by
the potential action of an undetermined group of real or imagined competitors rather than
by their mere actions" (Weber 1978, 636). Economic actions in the market are not
automatically given to buyers and sellers, but are being guided by market intermediaries,
which make each buyer and seller access the reality of the market as both real and imagined,
making them see on the one hand the current state of supply and demand and realize
expected actions of buyers and sellers. Being communicated about the market being in a
particular state and acting on coordinated expectations, buyers and sellers are thus trained
to adapt and anticipate the positions of the other party, hence the highly interactional
dimensions of transactions, involving information, communication, and negotiation.

Markets can also be seen as network structures in which one participant may gain an
advantage in the competition through information (Burt 1980; Emirbayer and Goodwin
1994; Fine and Kleinman 1983; Galaskiewicz 1979; Galaskiewicz and Wasserman 1993;
Laumann, Galaskiewicz, and Marsden 1978; Powell 1990). By offering both information
and control, networks constitute a form of social capital, critical to navigate transactions.
Depending on the quality of connections within the network, the resources and ability to
seize them, individuals may obtain privileged entries on the market through access to
information which can be used or traded for coordination in the exchange; through time
getting the information before other market players receive it; and through referrals as
privileged connections or personal contacts may refer us to a third party (Burt 1992). Market
players involved in many networks can, therefore, select the contacts that bring them most
customers or information, according to its efficiency and the quality of the customers or
information communicated.

Not only the handling of information within network structures is thus of central
importance, but how reliable and trusted is the information communicated, the structure and

the connections in the network. A diverse and wide network guarantees the fact that the
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information is not redundant and that it multiplies the sources of activity and thus the
profitability of the network (Granovetter 1973; Erickson 2003), yielding to the structural
advantages of structural holes, a non-redundant relationship between two contacts (Burt
1992). Control of information brings comparative and competitive advantage to the "tertiary

nn

entrepreneur," "a person who generates profit from being between others" (Burt 1992, p.
34), a form of intermediary which serves as a device to coordinate.

Residential markets operate not only through intermediaries generating information
and trust but also with systems of control. The sale of a house is rarely a direct frontal
experience involving only the customers and the products (Canniford and Bajde 2016) and
cannot be reduced to advertising strategies that manipulate and act upon customers’ wishes
(McFall 2009). The “new” new economic sociologists according to the expression used by
McFall (2009) argue that the study of economic transactions should shift from the study of
consumers to the variety of “market agencements” (Callon and Muniesa 2005), including
human agents (friends, relatives), market actors (professionals, marketers, brokers, advisers)
and socio-technical devices like packaging, guides, price tags and retail shelves (Caliskan
and Callon 2010; Callon, Millo, and Muniesa 2007).

Markets do not operate on the automatic matching of supply and demand but are
brought to function by coordinators. The real estate agent is thus engaged in a form of
brokerage (a position between two parties), bringing together two entities that do not know
each other but want to complete a transaction. They are present in many different markets,
whether they are "boundary personnel" in the cultural industry (P. DiMaggio 1977; Hirsch
1972), insurance salespeople (Leidner 1993; McFall 2011), art gallery owners (Velthuis
2003), human resources managers (Rivera 2012), stockbrokers (Abolafia, 1996), relocation
service providers (Sigaud 2015) or trade fair organizers (Favre and Brailly 2016).

After breaking away from the market as organizations made up of economic interests
to study social relations mediated by market intermediaries, I introduce a second break by
getting away from both the rationality and the emotions of economic agents to analyze their

dispositions.
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2.2. From Rationality and Emotions to Dispositions and Practical Sense

After the financial crisis, Alan Greenspan, the former president of the US Federal Reserve,
pointed to the irrational exuberance that had inhabited economic agents. Sociology often
criticizes rational choice theory for considering a homo oeconomicus who acts to maximize
his interests by calculating the costs and benefits of all his actions. Sociologists claim to
distinguish themselves from this neo-classical version of rationality. In highly uncertain
environments such as residential real estate markets, information is not perfect and
individuals have specific constraints (timing for example), thus we could talk about limited
rationality (Simon 1957) or situated rationalities.

Additionally, individuals may act on_other grounds than their interests, including
belief, honor or duty (Weber 1920). Recent empirical studies emphasize a variety of
motives, whether financial, normative, coldly calculated, cultural or emotional*® (Abolafia
1996; Besbris 2016; Beunza and Stark 2004; Hassoun 2005; Mackenzie 2011). For example,
stock traders feel the “sacred” when they “enter the zone” (Zaloom 2006, 135) or act upon
their senses (Widick 2003), while real estate agents develop economic strategies aiming to
emotionally capture clients (Besbris 2016). The trap, however, would be to substitute
rationality with emotions, creating an artificial opposition between rational, economically-
oriented and emotionally-driven actions in which the new emotional turn seems to fall
(Bandelj 2009). If emotions are particularly vivid during housing transactions, they must be
studied sociologically, i.e. understanding the social categories they engage in. Sociologists
must go beyond the behavioral approach of many of the social sciences (among which
behavioral economics, decision theories or marketing studies), which envision economic
outcomes mostly as emotions and symbols.

Sociological analysis has powerful tools to understand the categorization of

individuals’ actions in relation to their economic dispositions and the logic of practice

18 Among economic sociologists, there has been a growing interest to study emotions as motives of economic
transactions (Hassoun 2005; Zaloom 2006; Bandelj 2009, Berezin 2003, Besbris 2016). These studies often
artificially oppose rational, economically-oriented and emotionally driven actions. One should not ignore (or
forget to mention) the influence of cognition and psychology into sociology and in the study of economic
behaviors. Look, for example, at the importance of the work of Paul DiMaggio in American cultural sociology,
or the way culture is envisioned as a resource or as a toolkit (Swidler 1986).
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(Bourdieu 1990) that individuals acquire. Individuals are thus neither emotional nor rational
but act within a diversity of motives and peculiar social and institutional environments.
Sociologists should thus consider "enlarged rationality, in which calculation mixes logic,
emotions, and intuitions with moral, social, and normative evaluations" (Gochechot 2016,
412). Arguing for a study of financial activities through a bourdieusian lense, Gochechot
(1990, 2016) draws on the departing positions of the actors, as of social, cultural and
educational background represented as habitus, and the positions of actors in the field to
analyze the ordinary reasoning of financiers.

Real estate agents cannot be reduced to "emotional facilitators" but act on various
social categorizations and spontaneous intuitions coming from their acquired socio-
professional dispositions and their practical sense. The adequate balance between economic
dispositions wrapped up in emotional display is what permits transactions to occur. The real
estate agent should also be systematically analyzed as a social actor (with his own social,
economic and cultural capital) and as a player in the field (his status and where he stands
within the real estate professional field). Specific attention should be dedicated to the newer
recruits because as trainees, they are learning (and required to acquire) a specific
professional and market disposition. While considering the diversity of the profiles, one
should also be conscious about the power dynamics in the field: what "modeled agents" are
of high rank in the field? What are the characteristics of the ones below, on the lower end of
the field?

The present study uses the logic of practice coming from Bourdieu’s work —
including on the Kabyle peasant linking work ethos and economic practices (Bourdieu
1990). Bourdieu conflicts with many sociologists (and even philosophers such as Sartre)
whose analysis is driven by a philosophy of the subject. They postulate that actors
reflexively know what they are doing, say it and act accordingly. For Bourdieu, the logic of
scholastic thought should be replaced by “practical logic,” which proposes a sociologically

grounded analysis of the relationship of economic agents to action. Individuals draw on felt
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experiences or what Bourdieu calls the “acquired experience in practice'®” guided by a
system of opposition (hot/ cold, high/ low, feminine, masculine for example).

If practical sense can lead actors to adopt behaviors close to the theory of rational
choice or which reproduce a pure and perfect market, it is because actors seek to act in a
practical way to the modes of organization they know, or as close as possible to the learned
model of economic efficiency or the pure and perfect market. In her classic article, Garcia-
Parpet (1986, 2007) shows that the dial of the French Sologne strawberry market was not
built out of preexistent rationality, but rather built to conform to a model of competition and
transparency resembling the postulates of neo-classical economic theory. The construction
of this pure and perfect market was established through a practical sense of the market,
resulting in alliances between various buyers and sellers, and not a spontaneous order.

Dispositions can be defined as a set of values understood as mental, social and
cognitive structures or modes of thought that influence the action and behavior of
individuals. This system of dispositions is inherited from the habitus, produced from a form
of internalization of social structures, making it possible to act and structuring the action: "it
is a propensity to act and organizing principle of the practices," the "exteriorization of the
interiority and a structuring structure.” It is both a state and a result as "it expresses first the
result of an organizing action, presenting then a similar sense with words such as structure;
it also indicates a way of being, a habitual state (in particular of the body) and, in particular,
a predisposition, a tendency, a propensity or an inclination” (Bourdieu 1972). These
provisions do not predispose to determined action, they are born practically in situ: "to have
a disposition is to be inclined to act in one way or another in such and such circumstances."
Dispositions are "revealed and accomplished only in appropriate circumstances and in the

relationship with a situation" (Bourdieu 1998; Bouveresse 1995).

19 "Observation shows that even in this universe where the means and ends of the action and their relationship
are brought explicitly, the agents orient themselves according to intuitions and anticipations of the practical
sense, which often leaves the essential to the implicit state and which commits itself, on the basis of the
acquired experience in practice, in "practical" strategies, in the double meaning of implicit, non-theoretical,
and convenient, adapted to the demands and urgencies of the action. "- Substitute the notions of habitus and
field" (Bourdieu, The Social Structures of the Economy, 2005, 18).
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I start from the premise that, for the operation of the housing market, there must be
dispositions and devices for the creation and maintenance of the valuation of these
dispositions. For an intermediary to do a market job that is consistent with the state of the
market, a market training is thus necessary: the training is not a pure product of technical
standards governing the organization of work but is acquired through specific provisions -
via both the personality of an economic agent and his ability to grasp the actions to be taken.
These dispositions that function as modes of thought and modes of action on the world are
enabled through a strong moral belief around the positive function of the market.

Returning to The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905), the thesis
defended by Weber is that the development of capitalism was so powerful because it was
sustained by religious beliefs around work and predestination. Economic dispositions
require that they are thought within the work context. I center most particularly on the role
of work socialization and training as a tool by which to acquire market-oriented dispositions.

I establish the third break by considering the professional culture and the working
practices enacted in the market. I thus depart from market approaches to propose a pragmatic
sociology of work activities, a third way going beyond both the functionalist and

interactionist antinomy, integrating the literature on games and emotional labor.

2.3. Neither Functionalist nor Interactionist: Professional Culture and

Work Practices

The sociology of the professions, largely coming from the heritage of American
functionalism and interactionism, has been largely debilitated nowadays, but it does offer
specific tools to study professional work enacted by real estate agents. The functionalists
such as Carr-Saunders (1928), Merton (1958, 1960) and Parsons (1939) postulate the unity
of professionals, their technical and functional necessity in society insisting on the unity of
the profession, and distinguish between real “professions” such as lawyers and doctors and
“crafts” which did not achieve the level of development of the professions.

Real estate offers a specific viewpoint on the professionalization of a craft, and the

performativity of the model of the professional. Far from behaving naturally as a
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"professionals," real estate agents use their professional development, based on mimicking
highly established and regarded fields such as lawyers, as a way to protect and control their
activities. In the case of real estate; I retain from the functionalist approach, the
categorization of a profession according to various elements (knowledge, skills, service to
society, ethical behaviors) and to see how much they vary from this “ideal-typical model”
inspired by the professional achievements of other professions like lawyers. Through the
creation and growth of their professional association, real estate agents delimited the
contours of their activity, what activities to carry on, how to behave (Code of Ethics) and
who to include, using both scientific and moral arguments to reach out to a large base of
members.

The interactionists such as Becker (1962), Bucher and Strauss (1961a); Freidson
(1988); and Hughes (1958) argue on the other side, that the study of professions should insist
on the diversity of practices and the constant struggles for recognition and legitimacy. The
ethnography of real estate agents offers also this realistic look at the variety of tasks and
practices in the field. An interactionist approach also permits uncovering legitimacy
struggles between lawyers and real estate professionals to retain and control working
activities and the creation of a “professional-like” bodies of government such as the National
Association of Realtors®.

While proposing to pay attention to both the dispositions to work — not only socio-
economic but also professional — and the working practices, I offer a third way aiming at
getting away from the apparent antinomies of these two traditions to understand the unity of
the professional culture while also considering the diversity of the practices (Champy 2011)
and the unequal distribution of professional capital (Schinkel and Noordegraaf 2011).

Not only should occupations be studied from the outside, assessing whether they
behave as professions or whether they lead relational struggles; but from the inside, looking
at the reasons, including the rewards, behind workers' engagement in work activities. As
evidenced by classical working-class ethnographies of Burawoy (1979) and Roy (1974,
2006), workers are not just passively absorbing rules but reconfigure managements’ orders
by playing games. If workers are following and even exceeding the production requirements,

it is not so much because they want to be valued by their managers, but rather because they
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play a game of “making out” which implies an informal yet organized competition for tokens
in the shop floor. Analyzing the games at play within work environments permits one to get
at the production of effort and consent.

In real estate, the engagement relies both on a personal commitment guided through
the belief in financial and symbolic rewards, but also the specific income structure. Agents
need to produce their own income, as there is no collective structure nor any company’s
capital investment to produce in the market, goods are already given within the market, and
value is generated only by the exchange of old and new goods which are not produced by
real estate intermediaries.

Long term ethnographic involvement enables observations on how labor processes
enfold, and notably how they evolve. Both in France and in the United States, the
ethnography of service work gave rise to a “pragmatic sociology of work activity” (Bidet
2006; Borzeix and Cochoy 2008; Ughetto 2007; Ughetto and Combes 2010), that consists
of looking at “work activities being performed at the moment” (Durand and Le Floch 2006).
Work relations are not only perceived as an imposition (top-down approach) of an employer
or manager to an employee but as a co-construction. Besides the various debates going on
in sociology about what can be classified as work (Grint 2005; Sallaz 2013), I consider a
broad definition of work activities, including those performed by real estate agents without
any direct financial retribution but are expected to be transformed into income in the future.

The transformation of work (from the working class to the service work and from
wages to new labor contracts) permits us to look at how work activities are both perceived
subjectively by workers and worked on through dispositions and devices put in place by
management teams. If factory work required a relation of the working class to the cadence
and the machine, service work brought workers to directly interact with clients, requiring
workers to control interactions through emotions’ management and relational competences
(Hochschild 1983; Leidner 1993). Work can thus be perceived as a system of interactions
(Hughes 1994) between workers, clients, and managers.

Hughes (1996, 66) reminds us that we should not assume what the boundaries of the

work activity we are studying are, but rather try to look at the varieties of situations in which
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work can be unfolding, looking at the myriad of actors involved in it (colleagues, clients for
example).

In the United States, seminal work has been conducted on the socialization of home
funeral directors (Barley 1983), medical students (HS Becker 2002; HS Becker et al. 1961)
or newer police recruits (Van Maanen 1973) or even traders, bankers, air traffic controllers
or consultants (Ibarra 1999; Vaughan 2004; Zaloom 2006). French ethnographers have, for
example, study the work at the “counter” involving interactions between workers and users
(Dubois 2000; Hanique 2004; Lacoste 1995; Weller 1999), and open up a series of debates
around skills, work constraints or work representations. In the case of residential markets,
the various relations in which agents are embedded truly requires one to heavily describe
the interactional system, between the brokers, the sales agents, but also with the clients (and
their characteristics), the companies and their managers, as well as the vast array of
professionals working on the market.

Sociologists and organizational scholars have made useful recommendations when
it comes to studying work. Anteby, Chan, and DiBenigno (2016) propose to study work and
the professions through “becoming,” “doing” and “relating.” “Becoming” refers to
understanding how workers are socialized (“becoming socialized”), controlled by
organizations (“becoming controlled”), and classified or ordered socially (“becoming
unequal”). “Doing” focuses on the way workers perform their activities including their tasks
and practices. “Relating” is defined by the interactions with other professions, including
jurisdictional struggles on control over work activities. Although our approach does not
systematize the third dimension, my empirical study encompasses the “becoming” and the
“doing” approaches.

I also rely on calls made by work sociologists in France. Avril, Cartier, and Serre
(2010) propose to study three dimensions: work situations (ways in which workers position
themselves in their working environment); work practices (what they do at work), and their
relation to work (how do they perceive and engage in it). Taking into account both workers’
practices and discourses (their ways of talking about their practices), their classification
permits to distinguish between expected or prescribed forms of work and the work itself in

its invisible and informal aspects.
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In my analysis, I distinguish the engagement of real estate agents into realty work
(relation to work), the specific positions adopted within the industry or if agents work in the
high, middle or lower end of the market, as a broker or a sales agent, if they are able to
specialize in the goods or neighborhoods (work situations) and the specific real estate
activities and task carried out while working on the residential market (work practices).

Adopting a similar approach to Sallaz (2005, xi) who shows how gambling workers,
the croupiers, manage the “emotional economy of blame and credit” in the casinos, I
combine Burawoy’s game metaphor (1979) to Hochschild’s theorization of emotional labor
(1983) to analyze the engagement of self in real estate work. To become market
professionals, real estate agents are required to make their social and professional identities
enter into coherence. Their work engagement is embedded in a system of financial and
symbolic rewards which function as a means to demonstrate the comparative superiority of
real estate work activities.

I also integrate a Bourdieusian lens of studying realty work. From the positions (and
struggles) of workers and the rules defining the organization of the professional field can be
drawn working practices and beliefs embedded into a professional habitus, analyzed as a
form of practical sense (Bourdieu 1980) that agents construct while being socialized into an
occupation. What thus becomes interesting is to displace the question of “what are the
workers doing” to the “what are they building in transforming socially acquired dispositions
into a professional habitus” (Proteau 2015, 290). Analyzing work practices requires one to
put them in relation to the broader functioning of the real estate field, its logic of struggles
and retributions. Therefore, researchers should not only look at “work as an activity” but
should “objectivize the conditions of possibility of work by observing simultaneously the
processes which associate internal constraints of the institutions (history, rules, laws...) to
the dispositions to submit to them (more or less) inscribed in individual trajectories.”

In this dissertation, I study concomitantly institutional socialization (“how the
institution produces its agents (formation, rewards...”), agents’ positions (how “its agents
inhabit it on the first degree”) and beliefs (how its agents inhabit it on a “second degree”).
For an agent to be “good” and “successful,” it is not enough to “belong,” agents “need to

adopt fitted manners of doing and of thinking” (Proteau 2015, 290). I get at the development
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of the ethos of the worker, the interiorization of practices, representations, and beliefs
specific to a certain position in the professional space.

Getting away from the distant theoretical look and the predetermined work
categories and professional classifications, ethnography avoids falling into the trap of the
professional ideology by proposing to integrate the discursive and spontaneous categories
of analysis established by the workers as well as to understand them in relation to
engagement and rewards. This empirical study inspired by the sociology of work and the
professions should look at both how workers and organizations co-construct the meanings
and the structure of the workplace. While understanding how working dispositions,
positions, and practices operate in the residential real estate market using the various
developments in sociology of work and the professions, I must then return to market
mechanisms, trying to analyze both the implications of the specific work activities of the
real estate agents for theorizing markets as well as to understand the production of

inequalities.

3. Making the Market, Shaping Inequality. Proposing a Relational

Sociology of Market Intermediation

The residential real estate market is not the result of a free exchange of goods, orchestrated
by prices and levels of supply and demand. Rather, it is the fruit of a work of matching or
intermediation done by market actors, who actively shape both the market and urban
territories. Based on the integration of economic sociology and sociology of work, as well
as the contribution of Bourdieu and Goffman, I propose the study of market work — whose
contribution is to bring economic sociology and sociology of work to a dialogue (Bandelj
2012) — to address empirically the social and relational fabric of markets. Developed by
Dubuisson-Quellier and Cochoy (2013, 2), market work refers to the activities that "create
the conditions for economic exchange (...) shape demand and consumers' preferences as

well as features of supply," as well as "organize the encounters between suppliers and
demanders, producers and customers, products and consumers.” Market intermediaries refer

thus to the market actors who perform market work. I conceptualize real estate agents as
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professional market intermediaries between buyers, sellers as well as many other market
professionals, constituting the human and emerged figure of the residential real estate and

housing industries.

3.1. Where Bourdieu Meets Goffman: Housing Transactions as

Interactions

I uncover the social fabrics of economic transactions not only conceiving them as the mere
reflection of the politics of the State and players’ social positions in the field as Bourdieu
implied in the Social Structure of the Economy (2000/2005) but as real and imagined
interactions. Goffman proves useful in this endeavor by allowing a sociological analysis at
the “infinitely small” level (Bourdieu on Goffman 1982, 112) without being reduced to an
analysis of the micro. A Durkheimian interpretation of Goffman suggests indeed that
Goffman analyzed “total institutions and punctual configurations” by integrating “macro-
sociological and global concepts, which overhand the punctual configurations” with “the
most pointillist analysis, the most immanent and particular situations” (Castel 1989, 31).
By integrating Bourdieu's logic of practice of the study of the Kabyle peasants with
Goffman's interaction rituals, I propose an original empirical and theoretical contribution to
the sociology of markets and work. The general question driving the research is the
construction of markets, i.e. what in Bourdieu and Goffman can help us to theorize as to the
construction of the residential real estate market. I propose to study economic actions
through pre-situational dispositions that are enacted in situations, in which individuals
entering in interactions perform depending on their social and professional roles and their
audiences, enact. This analysis reveals the structural and relational fabric of the social order,
eminently based on a sense of practice, a sense of the game or the sense of the performance.
In their conception of the social order, whether it is found in “interaction” or in
“structure,” it is not about individual characteristics possessed by individuals, but about the
relations between them that make them act in a certain way, i.e. in the practical logics
embedded in the social order. These relations must not be the core of the sociological

analysis, which should avoid falling into the hyper-empiricist trap, revealing only the
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subjective meanings that people attribute to their actions or the “analysis of discourse (...)
without studying the social conditions of its production” (Bourdieu 2014, 34).

Thus, “the truth of the interaction is never entirely to be found in interaction as it is
visible to observation” (Bourdieu 1977, 16:81; Bourdieu 1990, 127) but rather into the
analysis of the situations and moments that unfold, as Goffman (1989, 131) argued: “I don’t
give hardly any weight to what people say, but I try to triangulate what people are saying
with events.”

"There is no interaction that so well conceals its structural truth as the relationship
between buyer and seller in the property transaction" declares Bourdieu in the study of the
market for individual homes (2005, 11). In this analysis, he perceived interactions between
the salesman and the buyer as scripted around the broader functioning of the field: “the seller
must lose as little time as possible, he should thus anticipate to speed up the process”
(Bourdieu et al. 2014, 32). The unfolding of the interaction is thus expected, as it reveals the
structure of the field (positions and dispositions) and the housing and credit policies of the
State: if the buyer first thinks he is “testing” the salesman, after a few questions, the salesman
takes control of the buyer and evaluates his buying capacity: “the buyer will get the house
corresponding to its credit, i.e. to the social value measured by the bank” (Bourdieu 2014,
34) concluding that “In appearance, he is selling houses, but in reality, he is selling credit to
buy the house” (Bourdieu 2014, 14). For the salesman, the buyer is only a number within a
series and develops “generic anticipations sociologically formulated” that are “valid because
of his experience” (Bourdieu 2014, 33).

While the residential market is based on a system of exchanges between buyers,
sellers and market intermediaries, it seems that Bourdieu's analysis of the home market
remains static. The salesman only adopts a secondary role, as a pure relay of the state
authority or in the already organized social space of the developers. It appeared then that
there was no place to think about the role of market intermediaries on the market because
everything could finally be summarized in all the juridical and legal norms that organized
the transactions, as dispositions were already stabilized. If Bourdieu did not seem to care
much about interaction order, Goffman's work can help make the situation, the moment of

the interaction, the focal point of analysis, theorizing the social order as rather precarious
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and fragile, in which individuals try to protect themselves against embarrassment. They need
to "perform" by taking a line to "maintain face" (Goffman 1967, 6). Controlling the
interaction becomes central in housing transactions because there is a risk transactions can
fail at any time. Intuition and authority, playing honest and direct, enacting both deference
and demeanor through dispositions and skills (deference and demeanor) are at the core of
the brokerage role.

Because real estate agents often act as direct representatives of their clients or as a
temporary “coach,” they are the personal face of the transaction (personification process)
and need to perform specific work to make customers feel comfortable with them. As
Hughes (1928, 25) puts it, “the client places his interests more or less completely in the
hands of the dealer, and the broker must be careful of the handling of the property thus
entrusted to him.” The constant search of real estate agents for the trust of their clients is at
the core of real estate relational practice as they must convince a pool of customers to hire
them. The agent is required to clarify on which “side of the fence” he stands:

Is he acting for himself, or another? When he acts as an appraiser, has he any reason
to favor a higher rather than a lower valuation? If he holds the earnest money, has
he any motive, other than a desire to be fair, to tender that money to one person rather
than to another of those interested? (Hughes 1928, 23)

By separating their interests from the interests of their clients, they wish to get away
from the figure of the “con man”, a figure that was analyzed by Goffman in most of his
studies (Pettit 2011) and protect from the wrongdoings of any of their representatives, and
allowing clients to make decisions based on market data only. Behaviors can make an
impression upon others. Controlling the interactions is what assures the conclusion of the
housing transaction. Along with the fact that "the individual will have to act so that he
intentionally or unintentionally expresses himself, and the others will, in turn, have to be
impressed in some way by him", Goffman (1959, 2) describes how the expert or the
professional presents themselves and their product in a way that helps the audience (or the
client) to understand and position the desired object or action as something "positive."

Situations are thus defined and circumscribed by the role of each participant. The

role of each participant is eminently normative and constructed in the encounter between
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"face work," social status and organizational positioning. Status and positioning within a
social world are accompanied by a set of tasks or ways of behaving, which obliged their
recipient to carry (more or less) responsibilities. The holder must thus behave accordingly
to fulfill his role, which could very well vary according to the participants, the context, or
the social meanings of interactions and situations.

The agent is in a constant fight to demonstrate that he is not a con man and can be
trusted through the purchase of a good. Not only does he ensure trust, but also signify his
added value by providing information constructed as facts, an important contributor to
market operationalization and shape. Far from being free of interests, the work performed
under the umbrella of the organizational affiliation, such as a board or an association;
requires conveying an interest for the client that aligns with its interests. Goffman writes in
this respect: "When an individual appears in the presence of others, there will usually be
some reason for him to mobilize his activity so that it will convey an impression to others
which it is in his interests to convey” (Goffman 1959, 3). This form of work to promote their
interest is not necessarily performed consciously as their persona is created through
professional socialization around a set of norms, formal and informal rules.

The real estate agent, through the ambiguity of role definition between commercial
entity and service provider, is a particularly fertile terrain of investigation for revealing the
types of situations that Goffman talks about. The example of the waitress given by Hughes
and discussed by Goffman is thus edifying: she must control the interaction in the way she
appears both assertive and inferior to the client.

The work agents perform is imbued with symbolic meanings. One of the potential
conditions for the existence of intermediaries is the high symbolic fabric of the goods they
sell: they never sell a purely strategic and material investment, but the matching of a social
status and a good, representing at the same time the good itself and the space, the
neighborhood in which it is inserted. As Bourdieu shows in the market for individual homes,
salesmen strategize around the dispositions of the customer, to effectively "trap" them and
"orient different types of victims to their room of respective capture." The seller is only
effective if he is flattering preexisting dispositions to exploit them better, submitting the

consumer to its own goal in the appearance of serving the consumer (Bourdieu 2014, 38).
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Salesmen might mobilize a wide array of symbols such as “poetic style,” and family
vignettes associated with the house, or with estates and mansions (Augé 1989). The
consumer would pay a very high price for their desire for both symbolic and material
reproduction, shown as signs of authenticity and durable transmission. House is a
“placement” not only because of its economic cost but also because of the reproductive
strategies it involves: “The house is inseparable from the household as a sustainable sociable
group and the collective project of perpetuating it” (Bourdieu et al. 1990, 6). Not only the
house is a material product, but it is also valued as a family financial investment, and a
symbolic creation of art (Bourdieu 2005, 60).

The particularity of the housing transactions I observed is that they enact a ritualized
staging of a middle-class ethos, akin to the formatted "middle-class interaction" described
by Goffman (1959). To convey products' value, agents portray an idealized, stereotyped,
simplified and normative image of the home to appeal to the middle buyer and seller.

Taste emulation and anticipation thus function as an assertive and reassuring
mechanism to produce a “marker of class” as goods are the materiality in which status is
embedded. Symbolic is embodied in products like houses, which reveal the material
inscription of symbols into the material and physical: “the taste classifies, and classifies the
one who classifies” (“Le gout classe, et classe celui qui classe’). Those lines of distinctions
are operationalized as tools to calculate, to distinguish between the “beautiful” from the
“ugly”, the “distinguished” from the “vulgar” (Bourdieu 1984, VI). Middle taste refers to
the “good cultural will” relying on an imitation of the sense of distinction of the higher class,
but with the permanent tension produced by the fear of acting as the lower classes and to
appear vulgar; hence, the desire to elevate oneself in the social ladder and to show the proper
signs of distinction to integrate the higher classes.

Taste does not play out only as a form of “conspicuous consumption” designed to
convey social standing (Veblen 1909), but as an engagement into a struggle for the
acquisition of capitals by the middle class, especially the ones that are insecure in their
position (the petit-bourgeois and their "cultural goodwill" according to Bourdieu), from
which agents intuitively and practically draw. Taste not only relies on aesthetic judgments

on what is beautiful or the emotional engagement that makes the buyer see the value (Besbris
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2016) but acts through products as a comparative measure of worth. It is both a criterion for
reselling in the sense that the symbolic product as highly desirable would be transferable
into economic capital (Bourdieu 2011). Taste is thus embedded in a strategic, yet practical
sense of reasoning, transferred from the agent to the buyers, who are themselves projected
in the shoes of the seller aiming to maximize profit. The taste-rationale, often brought or
reinforced by real estate agents, becomes a central aspect of the operationalization of
markets. If the taste of the clients is too different from the "middle-range" taste, such that
they do not like any product, then the agent can also recommend them to start building their
own house, and carefully stage the valuable features they will have. Through taste, but also
expertise, it is a whole system of calculation that is put into place.

The calculation is thus the result of economically-oriented strategies mixed with
"intuitions, tastes and distastes" (Godechot 2016, 412). Value in the market is produced by
a collective definition of taste (what is thought after and that becomes trendy in a specific
market), on what are the desirable features (including location) that would be translated into
a specific lifestyle. To sell goods, agents have to sell a way of life. Houses are thus mobile
products in the sense that they are transformed by agents to convey appropriate social
standing. Lifestyle and distinctive habits are embodied through consumption and products
(Bourdieu 1984).

This stabilization of the conditions of exercise of the profession involves the
concealment of the economic principles of the organization of the activities. Professional
investments put at a distance the sphere of money and trade. By operation of denial of the
economy, the possible conditions of existence of the activity of the agent are made visible.
This "invisibilisation" is not trivial but refers to what Bourdieu called the economy of
symbolic goods (Bourdieu 1977b, 1980; Maguire and Matthews 2014). Similarly, in the
high priced homes’ market and the market for art, the market is put at a distance during the
transaction, and becomes all the more effective as it is not thought of as such, organized
rather around the belief in the magical added value of the product or the artist. The symbolic
level transforms the scope of the transaction: the act of buying in itself becomes stronger

than the modalities, the uncertainties and the risks surrounding it.

70



Markets are not static but formed through anticipated expectations, which are
recovered and exploited by real estate agents. A series of relational acts — whether
interactions, deliberations, discussions — collectively contribute to decisions (Beunza and
Stark 2004). Economic agents with the guidance of real estate agents learn to anticipate and
plan their actions in anticipation of what others might do (Beunza and Stark 2004; Godechot
2016), which can be linked to Goffman’s interaction form (1956) and what can be called
“coordinated expectations” (Carpenter 2003).

In the presence of others, individuals seek to acquire information about others and
to effectively mobilize it such as socio-economic standing or status, and expectations that
individuals have about themselves and others, such as honesty or competence. The seeking
of information is realized on practical grounds: it is intended to define the situation, as
participants will know what their partners expect from them and correspondingly what they
can expect of them. With this information being clarified, they would thus know how to
behave according to the responses they want to obtain. Anticipations and predictions thus
play a fundamental role in the fabric of the social order as each participant must thus “give,
intentionally or not, an expression of himself, and others should retrieve a certain
impression” (Goffman 1959, 11).

There exist also situations of simulation and cheating to transmit false information.
This leads also to understand why situations can be strategically maneuvered to obtain a
certain goal, such as the seller or the waitress in a specific professional or work context,
using a variety of available tools to control the interactions such as “tact, savoir-faire,
diplomacy or social skill.” Participants can either avoid contact by changing the topic of
conversation or the directionality of the interaction. In case of an offense, participants can
correct or repair to stabilize the relation.

What is at stake is to capture the social in the "misfires" of the interaction (for
example, expectations that are not satisfied) concerning categories of social classification,
as breaks or apparent exemptions from the norms serve to assert them. It is, for example,
not to risk a refusal that the buyers take special care not to make an offer that is below a
certain price because, at this level, the signal sent would lose the face of buyers, considered

as not serious or offensive. This system of anticipated expectations is not necessarily enacted
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directly in interaction but makes the interaction present while individuals make decisions,
as their economic actions would send signals to others.

Around the work of Bourdieu and Goffman, dispositions and configurations of
micro-situations of real or expected interactions permit us to understand the social relations
within the work context. Analyzing the social nature of spatial structures gets at the analysis
of the micro functioning while not forgetting the importance of "heavy concepts." The social
order and the interactional order are thus put in relation (Castel 1990). The theoretical
reasoning exposed above leads us to see that these market operations cannot be analyzed as
purely technical automatic acts of matching between supply and demand but as market work
is done in interaction using specific socially and symbolically located dispositions put at the

disposal of clients.

3.3 Housing Intermediation: Assessing Value, Producing Inequality
I postulate that the interactive work done by real estate agents has deep implications for the
production of markets. As Vatin (2008, 2009) argues, bringing together a theory of the
market and value and a theory of production and work present the advantage of deepening
the analysis of both working activities and market endeavors. The coordination system,
directed by real estate agents, is a social structure, that by bringing information to clients,
shapes judgments and decisions in the market. Real estate agents are not solely bringing
buyers and sellers to meet, but also strongly mediating this encounter, even encouraging
buyers and sellers to transact through agents and never to meet physically before the end of
the transaction. They also ensure that buyers and sellers do not meet to keep the control of
the sale and deal from agent to agent (the agent of the buyer on the one hand and the agent
of the seller on the other).

The broker as described in social-network analysis (Burt 2005) can play the role of
the “prescribers” holding “advantage in information or influence” (Stovel and Shaw 2012,
148) and shaping consumers’ choices by “establishing systems of judgment and control of
information and knowledge about quality, price, or any other characteristic related to the
market" (Karpik 2010). The agents transmit information on the property, the market and the

neighborhoods to clients, but also to a network of professionals within the real estate
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industry. They control information on quality, price, or any other market feature to address
the uncertainties faced by market participants (Hatchuel 1995; Karpik 2010; L’Benghozi
and Paris 2003).

By putting work at the center, the objective is to study the construction of value in
the market. Following Vatin (2013), I distinguish the process of evaluation of the value of
the good, i.e. to estimate, judge and appreciate) and the process of valuation, which would
consist in increasing the value and esteem towards the good, ultimately resulting in an
increase of its market value (the price). While evaluating is close to statistical reasoning,
"attributing a value to a good, a thing, a person,” valuing is intrinsically dynamic and means
“to increase value, to add value.” The analysis thus aims at “grasping the process of
valorization in its practical modalities embodied in acts of work” by "combining economic
sociology and sociology of work in the spirit of inter-fertilization between these two
research traditions" (Vatin 2013, 27). The study of market intermediation overcomes the
dichotomy often made between “the technical authority” and “the economic authority” as if
it was possible to separate on the one hand "a productive space, determined by a proper set
of norms" with "labor management techniques which would result in products" and on the
other hand "the question of the valuation of these products on the market scene," i.e. "the
establishment of the market price" (Vatin 2013, 27). In the dissertation, I show how
intermediation is a dynamic process that consists of the interrelations between producing
value (both at the material, social and symbolic level), working on shaping qualities of the
products and setting up prices.?

This approach also shifts away from seeing the broker as a pure vehicle of
information drawing on the social positions and the emotional state of consumers (anxiety
or excitement) about an already-defined “state” of the products (Cochoy, Trompette, and
Araujo 2016). In its real and imagined form, the market is equipped based on informational
tools, created by and for the agents as professionals, to judge, calculate and classify goods,

territories, and actions. Even if a product is not picked by the buyer, for example, the seller's

2% The question of prices is of central importance in all market transactions. As Ross, a New York real estate
investor (2015, p. XVI) claims in his sales advice book, "almost every problem has a price tag."
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agent can receive feedback from the buyer's agent on what was or not liked by the client.
The communication and the negotiation (if needed) happen only between the agent's buyer
and the agent's seller. Additionally, agents usually detain access to other market
professionals, which are connections that help them make future sales.

As brokers, real estate agents are indeed directly paid for the coordination functions,
bringing supply and demand to a match, introducing the central question of their economic
interests. While agents say they have no interest in the transaction, they are indeed propelled
into action in the market as independent workers to reward themselves financially, but also
to preserve the proper functioning of markets and the course of urban development. If they
should, theoretically, only represent their clients (servicing aspect), in practice, they are
required to make transactions happen (commercial aspect). As Stovel and Shaw (2012, 147)
put it: “when economic relationships are confounded with personal relations...brokers may
squirrel away their gains in order to maintain the illusion that they are status equals with
their clients.”

Protecting themselves from the consequences of their "opinions" on potential
liabilities, the agents work to give the illusion of presenting a plurality of information, a
guarantor of their neutrality. The agent ensures that market and neighborhood comments,
presented as neutral because they are based on statistics and inventory status, are passed on
to customers and that customers appropriate them, allowing agents to transfer judgments on
the value of a property to his client.

In the real estate market, the asymmetry of information and uncertainty about the
price and quality of homes hints at the work done by agents on preferences and value to both
render homes “transparent assets” and profit economically from transactions. As Gotham
(2006, 235) states:

The sociologically interesting problem concerns how a spatially fixed and opaque
commodity like real estate is transformed into a transparent asset that diverse buyers
and sellers, in different places, can easily understand and exchange. Determining a
property’s exchange value requires detailed knowledge of the local real estate
market, systems of financing, and networks of activity.
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Houses are the specific property of the technical appraisal and not agents. They are
working to pass this value to the means of their customers, to convince buyers or sellers that
the product they are buying or selling is valued at its fair value.

Although they say that everything is based on the "needs" of their customers, they
do constant social work to get their clients to match their needs or desires and their financial
means, by making the wishes of their customers conform to the needs of their clients. Agents
do not only rely on the economic capital of their clients but work to build trust, learn to read
and form the arguments that their customers will be sensitive to. This power is based on the
acquisition of a symbolic ("professional") capital that ensures their recognition and
legitimacy. Their training, socialization, and level of experience also go into the acquisition
of this symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1979).

Becoming intermediaries between the market and the goods (houses), the agents
have indeed a strong position to get buyers and sellers to buy or sell a property: they have
the function to "reassure" (Lambert 2015). Their job is to highlight the "value" of
commodities, having as a reference authority the market, as an "outside," legitimately
legitimizing. This matching of value and taste (reinforced or created by the agent) is
conditioned by the customer's borrowing possibilities, which establishes the customer's
economic value.

Using their exclusive access to information and technical resources such as the MLS
(Multiple Listing Service), agents are particularly active in fostering knowledge and
bringing tools to influence product features and transaction outcomes. They present the
market in a specific light engineered to make clients realize the potential of the products and
their prices. Agents’ work aims to “disinvest” the client from his or her own process of
calculation, leading agents as the only calculation device left to the seller or buyer.

Agents, therefore, act as "taste brokers" (Sherman 2011a) highlighting specific
features of a product to increase the value of the goods. They use symbolic and cultural clues
to assess the value gain from the product featured. They also make evaluative anticipations
about the reactions (and actions) of their clients depending on their social position and their

tastes. They draw on the social work realized to classify clients to learn what would suit
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them and what they would like. This work does not only rely on the amount of cultural
capital people already have but on the “cultural goodwill” (Bourdieu 1984) they perform.

As the intermediary acting either as the buyer or as the seller, the real estate agent
shows signs of compliance and anticipations to the other party to make sure the transaction
does happen. This is both governed by social rules of interactions including self-presentation
(Goffman 1959) and practical knowledge (Bourdieu 1980) inherited from the rules of
conduct and beliefs operating in the real estate industry. They become the only recipient or
holder of the informal yet gut-felt rules (Wallace 2008) and intuitions (Callon 1998b)
driving the market as a “thing”, an “outside legitimizing force” (S. J. Smith, Munro, and
Christie 20006).

The salesman (or real estate agent in this case) is in charge of disinvesting the client
and assigning him his place both socially and geographically: “here is your merchant value,
this is what you are worth, and then from what you are valued at, this is the house you can
get. If you want 200 square meters, it will be at 200 kilometers from the city center, if you
want 100 square meters, it will be at 100 kilometers” (Bourdieu 2014, 34).

Buying a good is thus not only selling a material structure but a lifestyle, specifically
embedded into its location. It is the convertibility of economic capital into symbolic capital
that is at stake here: a financial investment is an investment in the future that can be passed
on (Fligstein and Goldstein 2011). This transmission is based on all the resources attached
to real estate: spatial and physical resources, such as access to schools and the neighborhood,
the distinction made by having "a good lifestyle in a good neighborhood". The economic
value of a housing good is highly dependent on the value of the space in which the good is
inserted. As claimed by Wacquant (2018, 90) taking Bourdieu to "town," "the urban"
becomes "the domain of accumulation, differentiation, and contestation of manifold forms
of capital, which makes the city a central ground, product, and prize of historical struggles."

Market mediation is not neutral as the working practices of real estate agents act and
reinforces the socio-spatial and symbolic dimension of market value. Individual homes are

not only material goods but eminently symbolic. The legitimation and the acceptance of this
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market order are at the heart of strategies acting on the s** and belonging. These strategies
can be thus understood as financial (placement immobilier in French) as material resources
that can be passed on to heirs; spatial as physically situated resources or site effects
(Bourdieu 1999; Bourdieu and Passeron 1990), which are accessible to schools and access
to neighborhoods' structures; and symbolic, resting on the distinction inherited from having
“good lifestyle” in a “good neighborhood.”

Real estate agents are not external to the sense of place they are conveying to make
their living, they are themselves working to achieve financial, spatial and symbolic rewards.
The strategies are exploited to some extent not just by real estate agents but by the housing
industry composed of public and private actors that came to development in the 1920s.
Studying the construction of real estate as a market (or a network) which generates economic
value means thus to understand which are the specific drives for people sustaining it.

The social processes at stake in the intermediation act draw on and reproduce the
spatial distribution of individuals in a given territory, which is more commonly referred to
as urban, residential or housing inequalities. The dissertation thus brings together three
objects generally treated distinctly by the subfields in sociology: 1) market and value; 2)
production and work; 3) space and inequalities. To think about the unity of these domains,
I first ask the question of the market — which reveals the importance of the study of market
work, including the devices of quality and judgments put in place — and look at the relative
absence of an economic thought of space (both in classical economics and in economic
sociology.)

In this co-construction of the “sense of place,” the real estate agent is one important
holder of the appropriate ways in which the transaction should unfold. These appropriate
ways are based on the development of categories of perception in the social world; but also
in the world of real estate. The agent relays those perceptions to his clients. This permit to
assert the sense of place in a way that reifies the value of spatial structures — not because of

the “physical location” of those goods, but as the reflection of the social organization of

Lense of place can be understood as strategies of placement, which are always social but specifically,
residential as where we live and reflects who we are, that can be adapted in the popular proverb: tell me where
you live, and I will tell you who you are (Bourdieu, 1984).
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positions. For example, if a wealthy white family decides to live in South Tucson, they are
crossing a boundary, they are indeed mismatching with their expected actual status. By
living in South Tucson, the wealthy white gets over a moral boundary too. The physical and
the social spaces thus should be aligned as the daily space of life in its materiality and should
reflect the space of a social position. In this dissertation, I aim to show how this “sense of
place” operates differently according to goods, the buyers and the sellers that are met by the
real estate agents. The sense of place is present in a “service relation” or in “commercial
relationships™ as it is not just an adaptation to satisfy the market, but a form of reaffirmation
of the social “supposed” form (a form of social order) by which individuals must obey.

Although sociologists think of discrimination as a form of violence which must be
fought against, the market, like a black box, always appears in its most neutral and legitimate
form, and in fact, the principles of market organization through the acquisition of
dispositions and the action of putting them at the disposal of individuals (“mise a
disposition”)** refers to the organization of men in their space which at the same time is
social both in the material and the mental.

I contribute to the deconstruction of the idea of commodity and market, where the
study of the commodity itself and the establishment of prices via work is rendered complex
by integrating the study of the work of evaluation and valuation of goods, within a social,
political, cultural context of social acceptance of the market, its conditions of development,
as well as the work done around symbols, emotions and taste, and all the adjustments and
workarounds to standards created by the work of market intermediaries in interacting with
customers and the market. I put in the center of this analysis the dispositions acquired by the
agents and passed on to the customers, and the idea of “working the market.” A work of
matching is done using specific dispositions and the making available of supply and demand,
socially and symbolically located. This work is revealed in the interactions, where the

conventions, informal and formal socio-professional standards, the anticipations of the

I use 'mise a disposition' in relation to Bourdieu's 'dispositions.' With that, I claim that market intermediaries'
socio-professional dispositions acquired during training are being transferred, shared and even inculcated into
clients' rationale, motives, and beliefs.
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behaviors to be adopted, which justify the creation of tools and instruments of measurement
of the quality, the relation to the signals communicated by the prices.

After setting up the theories, literature, and background for this project, I now
provide the methodological settings of the research. I describe more in details my immersion

into the world of real estate agents.
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CHAPTER 2: An Immersion in the World of Real
Estate Agents

As scientific inquiries, sociological puzzles require empirical investigation. Embedding
one's self into a socio-professional world requires careful analytical steps, avid critical sense,
and a variety of sources that can nourish one's thinking, while not substituting the analysis
to mere empirical observations. Achieving this balance requires the construction of an object
of study that relies upon previous sociological theories and thinkers, as well as formulating
a contribution that can be answered with a specific methodology.

The construction of a research object is not a linear process, nor is the immersion
within a field site. In this chapter, I describe the research questions, the methods and the site
of inquiry. I then uncover the production of data, including interviews, fieldwork and
professional documents. I explain how I proceeded to analyze the data. Finally, I consider

the limits of the study.

1. Asking Questions

In Chapter 1, I presented the theoretical foundations of this research. I integrated
sociological literature on work and on markets as well as the developments of Bourdieu and
Goffman to propose a relational sociology of market mediation. Although the housing
market is one of the "most important engines of the U.S. economy" (Pattillo 2013), I showed
that there have been very few studies considering professionals' role in its construction. My
research responds to the calls that have been made to use a qualitative methodology to study
the micro-processes that makeup market transactions (Smith and Munro, 2008; Wallace,
2008; Watkins 2008).

As mentioned earlier, the research investigates the discourses, practices, and
strategies of real estate professionals as market intermediaries, as well as the structural and
relational forces operating through them. The main question I seek to answer is: how do real

estate agents — as professionals and intermediaries between demand and supply — contribute
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to creating the housing market and the value of the goods exchanged? I focus on three topical

parts and their associated questions:

1) Becoming a real estate professional

What is a real estate agent? How do real estate agents decide to become agents and acquire
identities as professionals? What are the norms and rules associated with the profession and
how do they shape agents’ activity? In this first part, I study the acquisition of professional
status through knowledge, training, and organizational features to better understand how
agents operate in the market, how they acquire rules and norms during professional training,

and the career trajectories that shape their behaviors.

2) Becoming a “successful” agent - the use of relationships

How do real estate agents find clients? How do clients find agents? What type of
relationships exists between the two? How do the relationships between intermediaries and
clients participate in the functioning of a local housing market? What are the characteristics
of especially successful agents? In this second part, I investigate how relationships between
agents and clients are constructed and maintained, hypothesizing that to be successful agents
have an interest in sustaining those relationships beyond initial transactions, and most

specifically in becoming "friends" with their clients.

3) Interacting with the market and with buyers and sellers - the influences on the creation
of value and inequalities

To what extent do real estate agents contribute to matching/redefining/revealing the original
demands of the homebuyers, considering the current state of supply or specificities of the
market? How do agents represent the expectations and constraints of future buyers during
these moments of interaction? How do they shape price and supply while interacting with
sellers? How, and to what extent, do agents foster the unequal distribution of people in a
territory? In this third part, I analyze closely the ongoing relationships between real estate
agents and their clients. I focus on how agents and clients interact, and whether and how

agents shape the nature of clients’ needs, transaction outcomes, and residential inequalities.
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2. Setting up an Empirical Investigation

Primary data collection included interviews with agents; observations made during active
participation in training—both at the real estate school and at two real estate companies—
and during various stages of interactions between real estate agents and their clients. I also
collected training and professional material (books on how to become an agent, codes of
ethics, and professional documents).

Ethnographic data permit the use of behavioral rather than simply declarative data,
as individuals are not conscious of their behaviors and often seek to present themselves in a
positive light (Jerolmack and Khan 2014). Rather than considering interviews as pieces of
comparable information, I relied on the practice of ethnographic interviewing considering
the social positions and trajectories of each interviewee to analyze their discourses and

practices (Beaud 1996).

2.1. Site

The study presented here addresses the working practices of real estate agents (brokers and
salespersons) in the city of Tucson and its surroundings, a medium Southwestern
Metropolitan Area of the United States of nearly 1 million inhabitants.

In the introduction, I presented the discovery of Tucson through real estate agents’
signs and the interest generated by the discovery of urban inequalities during my first field
trips. Additionally, Tucson represents a medium-sized American city where the housing
market is quite dynamic, which makes it a good site for observations and a good
counterpoint to the often taken in examples atypical markets around the country, such as
New York City (Besbris 2016) or Houston (Korven-Glenn 2018a, 2018b).

Tucson is the second-largest urban community in Arizona after Phoenix. Its
residential real estate market is representative of the country: the average medium-sized
house value and a homeownership rate are similar to those of the United States as a whole
(respectively $168,000 vs. $177,000 and 63% vs. 65%) according to the Census Bureau
(data 2009-2013).

Real estate agents are often “realtors,” which is a name granted to the members of
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the National Association of Realtors® (NAR), also represented at the local level by the
Tucson Association of Realtors® (TAR).

The NAR® is the largest trade association of the United States, with 1,368,530
members as of November 2018 and 1,165 local associations as of January 2018 (monthly
membership report and NAR® membership statistics, May 2018). The NAR has
experienced significant growth over the last century, from 1,646 members at its date of
foundation in 1908, to a record high of 52,921 members in 2017.

Created in 1921, the TAR®, which is a local association member of the NAR®, and
to which the vast majority of agents are affiliated, counts about 5,100 members as of 2018.
On the website of the Association, Tucson, more commonly known as the Old Pueblo, is
presented as "one of the most unique and beautiful cities in the world" enjoying "vibrant
culture, glorious weather and a spectacular natural setting”" allowing it to "attract new
residents and visitors at a growing rate." Tucson's real estate market, like many other local
markets, has suffered from the crisis of 2008. However, since the end of 2011, the market
gradually came back to the levels of activity before the crisis, with the volume of sales and

purchases generally returning to a balance.

3. The Production of Data

3.1. In-depth Interviews with Residential Real Estate Agents

I interviewed a total of 79 agents,”® which were all affiliated to the NAR® and the TAR®**,
My sample consisted of a mix between convenience and snowball for a total of 38 women
and 41 men. Interviewees were mostly college-educated, white or Hispanic, and between 21
to 72 years old. Interviews lasted between 90 to 120 minutes at real estate agents companies’
offices or homes. I recorded 75 interviews, which I transcribed, coded, and analyzed myself.
Interviews were semi-structured to allow emerging themes within the conversation. I asked

agents how they would go about finding clients, and how they conducted their real estate

23 I had a total of 76 interviews because three interviews took place with a team of two agents.

2% 1 tried to talk to agents that were not affiliated to the NAR® but I could not find any that were actively
practicing. One of the potential explanations is that there is little chance you can achieve activities if you are
not affiliated. I discuss that more in detail in Chapter 4.
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activities, what made for a good and “successful” real estate agent, and what their

interactions were with their clients.

3.1.1. Objective

Interviews were designed to understand each of my three specifying research questions (that
I called “parts” of the dissertation) in relation to the social characteristics of the interviewees,
including their basic socio-demographics (marital status, age, occupation, status, race) and
their social and professional trajectory (social class of origin, and education, residential,
professional, religious trajectory).

To uncover the construction of agents as economic actors and market professionals,
I focus on the trajectories of the agents - asking them about how they started, how they were
trained, how they talked about their business activity and career, how they defined what is
a “good agent,” and how they recognized a “successful agent.” The goal of the interviews
was to learn from agents about their discourses and beliefs relating to their work practices
and the boundaries they draw around good and appropriate work.

To investigate the constitution and maintenance of relationships between agents and
clients or the encounter with the client, 1 asked about how agents initiate and sustain
relationships with buyers and sellers. To help agents be more specific, I focused on the
current pool of clients the agent had and traced back how they met, how they entered in
contact, and how they defined their relationship. I paid attention to how agents classified
their relationships, including when they mentioned "friendship" with clients and social
interactions that were not merely oriented towards business purposes. Additionally, I
concentrated on labor performed by the agent to get and maintain their clientele. I asked
women more specifically about their experiences with clients, probed them on the meanings
of being a woman in the real estate field, whether it had helped or hindered them in their
professional development.

To learn about the interaction between agents and clients, and their influence in the
creation of value or the study of urban inequalities, 1 asked agents about their perceptions

on prices and value, and how they went about defining the “right” price, assessing the value
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of a house and a neighborhood, understanding the functioning of the market. Because my
focus was on the work of real estate agents, I did not formally interview clients—although
I had several encounters at coffee shops to discuss their real estate experiences. My focus
was on the agents’ perspectives, how they represented the nature of their interactions with
their clients, as well as how they went about finding goods and assessing prices and value.

I moved from the research questions in conceptual terms to the interview questions,
translating into non-sociological intelligible terms that were adapted to the vocabulary of
the interviewees. I tried to avoid the imposition of a problem, but sometimes my lack of
knowledge on the subject served as a revealing moment to advance my inquiry. The more I
became accustomed to the real estate world with its vocabulary and sayings, the further I
could question the interviewees and deepen my engagement in interviews. I placed the
questions into a logical order, trying to ask factual questions first to build confidence, and
questions that imposed a vision at the end.

In the interviews, insights were not gathered through direct questions, but through
opening a conversation to address specific moments of their trajectories (the occupation of
their parents, where they grew up, their entry into real estate) and specific transactions in
which they were involved. As suggested by Beaud and Weber (2010), I transformed an
“abstract question” into a “decomposed series of most ordinary social practices and events”
and paying attention to “the objects, places, moments” crystallized into social relations such
as their offices, the interactive routines in which they were embedded so that I could grasp
as well as gather information on the professional events they attended.

I listened carefully to the participants discursively "making sense" of their own social
world and their reality. I gained knowledge not only about the social and professional
trajectories of my interviewees but used them to deepen my understanding of the world (or
the game) the interviewees are embedded in, paying particular attention to the language used
and their description of their working activities.

The interview guide I designed around the three specifying research themes was
especially useful to start my interviewees, but I revised it as I went along. I provide an

interview guide in the appendix of this dissertation.

85



3.1.2. Sampling

While deciding on a sampling strategy, I asked myself about what I wanted to know and
how to accomplish it. The questions I asked tapped into “why particular people feel

2 <

particular ways,” “the processes by which these attitudes are constructed” and “the role”
played by individuals within organizations or groups (Palys 2008, 697).

I started pilot research in a qualitative method class designed for market research
taught by Melanie Wallendorf at the University of Arizona. She provided me with the
contact of three realtors® that helped me get started. Through them, I also became more
familiar with the discussions and the activities agents engage in, the vocabulary they use
and the structure of the real estate field. I asked each of them to provide me with other
contacts. After I realized the contacts they provide were mostly highly accomplished and in
dominant positions within the field, I actively sought out individuals with distinctive
characteristics. Distancing myself from random and representative sampling, I use purposive
sample strategies (HS. Becker 1998; Palys 2008; Stake 2010).

The first strategy adopted was the maximum variation sampling which consists of
choosing "cases or individuals who cover the spectrum of position and perspective
concerning the phenomenon one is studying" (Palys 2008, 697). One of my first strategies
was to rely on the overall composition of real estate agents through the demographics of
realtors® provided by the NAR® (2012), which are in the majority composed of sales agents
and brokers (65% percent of realtors® are licensed as sales agents, 21% hold broker
licenses, and 15% hold broker associate licenses). A proportion of 63% of all realtors® are
women, the most common realtors® being a white female of 54-year-old who attended
college and is a homeowner. The median transaction number is 11 per year on the residential
side for a median gross income of $39,800 in 2017, a decrease from $42,500 in 2016, for
realtors® with an experience of 10 years, of which 4 years at the same firm. Around 30% of
Realtors® have some college education, 30% hold a bachelor’s degree, 13% a graduate
degree and above, 13% an associate degree, 6% attended graduate school and 8% are high-
school graduate only. 86% of the realtors® are also classified as independent contractors,

while 5% are employees and 9% classified as neither. After pilot research, gathering
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information on the Multiple Listing Service and statistics from TAR® that my interviewees
informally provided, I got a sense of the real estate space in Tucson, and was able to establish
categorizations according to the following:

- Niche occupied: Based on what I observe, I expected the segmentation of the market
around niches: whether on goods’ prices and territories. I distinguished between the high-
end market (consistently above $500,000), the middle-high (between $250,000 and
$500,000), the middle-low (between $100,000 and $250,000) and the low market (under
$100,000). Most interviewees I came through contacts were either in the high and middle
high of the market, so I had to actively seek out agents that were on the lower ends by using
the information on agents' prices of current transactions on the Multiple Listing Service.
Because Tucson's population has a high percentage of Hispanics (above 40% of the
population as of 2010 Census), I also wanted to select realtors® who deal with Hispanic
buyers and sellers.

- The professional rank of agents and level of experience (associate brokers vs. simple
salespersons): Associate brokers have more experience and credentials than salespersons,
which gives them more legitimacy and credibility to operate in the market. I investigate this
difference as I expect that, within the world of agents, professional status matters. I also
over-sampled newly licensed real estate and followed them through their training
(observations). Observing new agents’ accomplishments and activities permitted me to
observe most particularly the classification and categorization of what the work of a real
estate agent is. Real estate agents benefit from an in-between position, made of trying to “fit
in,” and “master the game” as they try to emulate and copy their mentors, but also learning
what kind of agents they would be, learning the strategies and learned techniques of
positioning, the boundaries between what is good or expected of them and what is bad within
the world of agents.

- Socio-demographic characteristics of agents, including gender: NAR® statistics
demonstrate that there has been a massive entry of women into the profession. I made an
effort to have about 60 to 70% of women in the study to follow the national average of the
realtors®. However, I ended up having slightly lower than 50% and as I expected that gender

would play a role in the ways that agents accomplish their work. I tried, as much as possible,
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to attain a balanced sample between younger and older agents, of various social
backgrounds, to assess potential variation across gender, class or age lines.

I planned for about 60 interviews. I tried to obtain a balanced sample of agents
according to their ranks (associate broker vs. salespersons), gender (women vs. men) and
ethnicity (Hispanic vs. white) with more than 50% women, 50% brokers and 50%
salespersons, and at least 30% of high-end agents. Table I and Table 2 represent the
distribution of my interviewees according to their ranks, ethnicity, and gender. I finally
obtained 79 interviewees, for a total of 76 interviews.”> I was not able to find a Hispanic real
estate agent working in the high-end market while in the middle-low, I had more agents.
Even If I aimed to recruit about 60 to 70% women, I ended up with fewer women than men
(48% vs. 52%). The overall goal was to have about 35 to 40 women out of 60 interviews. In
the observations, I had slightly more women (53%).

Table 1: Distribution of Interviewees according to their Rank and Ethnicity (N= 78)*

Associate brokers Salespersons Total

Hispanic White Hispanic White
High 0 15 0 2 17
Middle high 4 8 2 4 18
Middle low 2 6 7 16 31
Low 0 0 | 3 4
None | 4 | 2 8
Total 7 33 11 27 78

Table 2: Distribution of Interviewees according to their Rank and their Gender (N=79)

Associate brokers Salespersons Total

Women Men Women Men
High 9 6 2 0 17
Middle high 5 7 2 4 18
Middle low 5 3 9 15 32
Low 0 0 2 2 4
None | 4 3 0 8
Total 20 20 18 21 79

25 I also interviewed three teams, so a total of 79 interviewees but 76 interviews. I included the characteristics
of both team members

2% I interviewed one black agent who worked in the middle-low range and that is not featured in the table. 8
agents did not have clients at the time, so I filled out "none."
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After conducting 79 interviews total, I decided I had gathered enough data on each
of my research themes and no new insights were emerging. The interviewees started to echo
what previous interviewees had said, by which stage I had gained a significant understanding
of the structure of real estate. In other words, I had reached theoretical saturation (Glaser
and Strauss 1967; Ragin and Becker 1992).

I used convenience and snowball sampling to recruit interviewees and drew on the
personal and professional networks that I developed through field research to complete the
sample. Because I did not achieve an adequate sample through my networks, I contacted a
random selection of realtors drawn from the publicly available list on the TAR® website. |
also contacted Hispanic agents through the professional lists The National Association of
Hispanic Real Estate Professionals (NAHREP). I sent an email to tell them more about the

study and arrange a time and place to meet.

3.1.3. Transcribing and Writing Notes

After each interview, I jotted a memo, which consisted of notes on the specific context of
the interview — elements that were talked about during greeting moments and relative to the
exploration of the real estate office — but also the interactions that took place while I was
there: between agents and their managers, between colleagues while making coffee or
chatting, or when I was introduced to agents. Because the presence of the interviewer often
acts as a revelator, I took seriously the interactions between the agent interviewed and his
colleagues and paid attention to small stories, gossip, and anecdotes that came out during
meetings. I looked at the vocabulary used and analyzed misunderstandings, especially
common in the first interviews. | was particularly careful in being attentive to such moments
before I turned on or after I turned off the recording device (Musante DeWalt and DeWalt
2002). I also made notes on what appeared to be ‘revealing moments’ of the interviewee,
and what I thought were the key highlights of the interviews. I then listened to the recordings
of the interviews specifically noting anecdotes that were particularly useful, serving as a

form of pre-coding. I also established an informal classification of the interview based on
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the “objective” and “subjective” quality of the data I had acquired (Beaud and Weber 2010).

The notes helped me to analyze and write up of the fieldwork and the research object.

3.2. Participation Observation

I conducted participant observation in different settings. The first stage of the observations
took place during the licensing at a certifying real estate school and the training of real estate
agents at two companies. The second stage of the observations was conducted exclusively

with real estate agents in their interaction with their clients.

3.2.1. 1 School and 2 Companies

As I wanted to understand agents’ entrance into the realtor world, I followed the path of an
aspiring real estate agent getting into real estate school through the licensing exam, and also
the training of real estate agents in two companies. The goal of the ethnographic data
gathered at the real estate school and training programs were to analyze the set of norms,
practices, and beliefs acquired through socialization within the real estate industry. I pay
specific attention to events and rituals signaling the integration of the agents such as
graduation ceremonies at the school and the real estate companies.

The first sets of ethnographic observations were made at the pre-licensing, training
and mentoring sessions received by real estate agents. One set of observations was made at
a local real estate school and other sets of observations at two real estate companies. Desert
Realty was, on the one hand, only present locally but partially owned by an investment
company managed by Warren Buffet (with a revenue of $242.1 billion in 2017). Real
Prosperity was on the other hand internationally present and claiming to be the “world's
largest real estate franchise by agent count” (with a sales volume of $303.4 billion in 2017
in the United States only), respectively in first (about 35% of realtors® as of 2016) and third
position (about 15%) in terms of agents’ numbers. The observations tackle my first
specifying research question about the construction of agents as market professionals.

I relied on the practice of organizational ethnography (Hodson, 1998; Zilber, 2015)
and workplace ethnographies (Burawoy 1979; Desmond 2008; D. Roy 1974; Sallaz 2009).
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At the real estate school, I took the courses (90 hours) required to pass the qualifying exam
to obtain a real estate license, which ranged from housing laws and contract writing and
pricing. I chose Star Realty School based on preliminary data gathered during interviews
with agents. About 90% of the interviewed agents trained in Tucson told me they took
licensing classes at this school and when asking informally at real estate companies, Star
Realty was always mentioned as the “only good school” in the area and fitted the
paradigmatic case sampling as an “exemplar for a certain class” (Palys 2008, p. 697).

During my observations at the school, I took the licensing class as I was going to
become an agent, but I did not hide I was studying sociology at the University of Arizona. I
disclosed to only some of my classmates I was doing a study of real estate agents. I stayed
purposefully pretty vague when I was asked about it. It did not pose an issue because
everyone was coming from a variety of backgrounds and it was assumed that by learning all
of this, I could myself become an agent. Indeed, a lot of my classmates encouraged me to
do so. The groups of students were composed of all age ranges, we were respectively 41 and
43 in each class, starting from the early 1920s to the late 1960s, there were a group of 9
instructors with different positions (appraisers, managers, or brokers), experience and
domains of expertise (laws, appraising, contracts).

The two real estate companies I chose offer extensive training for their new agents.
Each program was approximately of the same length (about 70 hours in 2 weeks for one,
and about 80 in four weeks for the other, plus active mentoring sessions). Instructors
included newer to experienced agents and general managers. Desert Realty, an independent
real estate firm, was created locally in 1926 and merged with a large national residential real
estate brokerage company in 1999. In 2013, the company claimed to have 1,300 licensed
real estate sales associates in 37 offices across Arizona and Mexico. It was ranked as the top
30 independent real estate companies in the United States, according to the Real Trends 500
Survey. Real Prosperity, an international real estate company, was founded by Franck N.
and Kyle B. in 1983 and claims to be agent-centered, a company “built by agents, for
agents.” Frank N. wrote several books about how to succeed in the business and has
developed a unique selling model based on the training of agents, profit sharing and local

involvements in communities. As of 2014, the company claims to have 110,000 sales
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associates and to be affiliated with "700 market centers" around the world, one of the largest
company by agent count.

In the school and companies, I observed how agents were trained, which character
and personality traits they were told to develop, which behaviors they were told to exhibit
both with their peers and in front of customers, and which tools with which they were
provided. During the interactions, I recorded at how agents behaved in front of customers,
and which personality and characteristics they displayed. I paid specific attention to
inconsistencies between what they were told to do, what they said they were doing, and what
they were actually doing. My fieldwork themes emerged from these observations. These
interviews and ethnographic observations allowed me to analyze the discursive and
behavioral aspects of market work for trust, as well as how agents both talk and act on the
market to create the conditions for market interactions such as selling and buying a house.

During training and mentoring, I also encountered various agents, such as trainers
and managers. I used elements of my interactions with them during the chapters, but do not

include them in the sample of agents I interviewed and followed.

Observing Pre-Licensing, Training, and Mentoring

Star Realty School was created in 1973 and has been a family business since its creation; it
claims to be ranked as the first or second school in Arizona. The school was created by John
Star, a realtor®, a lyricist, singer and folk musician whose additional interests were brought
into classes, notably singing after our class sessions. He has what might be described as a
"family owning spirit" and his wife Laura Star is now the owner and the school director.
Their daughter Beth is always at the school, providing coffee, chatting with the instructors,
making sure the classes run well and managing two staff members, Nancy (60-year-old) and
Jen (about 35). The school is located on the north side of Tucson and looks like a house
transformed into a business office. It has two classrooms (one with 60 and one with 40 seats)
and six instructors giving the pre-licensing classes. The instructors have more than 15 years
of experience in the real estate business: selling, managing properties, or being mortgage
brokers.

I participated in the licensing classes thanks to the funding of the Graduate and
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Professional Student Council at the University of Arizona. I followed classes both in the day
(8:45 am to 4:30 pm from Monday to Thursday) and in the night ((Monday till Friday 6:30
till 10:00 pm). Technically, I could have finished the required 90 hours in 3 to 6 weeks, but
I took over four months to complete the coursework. I repeated some classes as it was
allowed. This allowed me to be inserted in the field, but without being always there. The
combination of days and nights was also good as I mostly met workers and students in the
night, unemployed in the day.

Taking courses enabled me to observe interactions between instructors and future
agents, and to speak informally with future agents and develop relationships with them.
Although some of the course content is very technical, the classes are a space of socialization
for newer agents. The pedagogy and the constant insistence on the norms and rules of the
business may influence how future agents acquire a specific professional ethos. The classes
were also a good way to learn more about the history and the legal aspects of real estate in
the United States and Arizona. I was able to "analyze" what specific social dispositions the
instructors were talking about to become a "good agent." I observed the interaction between
agents and clients and acquired general knowledge on real estate, as well as moral
standpoints on how to comply with the law, how to behave properly and ethically, and what
"good" agents should do and should not do.

I also conducted interviews with newly licensed real estate agent to gain more
insights on how their socialization and integration process. I followed some agents after they
completed their licensing and joined a real estate company. This allowed me to compare
how the professional ethos acquired in licensing courses is deployed or changed through
work experience. It was also a way to observe more experienced agents, and mentor-mentee
relationships, within the firms that they join.

Additionally, as sites for observing training, I chose two real estate companies. The
first is a local-owned agency that is the biggest real estate company in Tucson, and the
second is a branch of a national company, which relies heavily on marketing and sales
methods. Both have extensive training programs and are known to recruit newer agents. |
secured access to the schools with preliminary interviews and informal talks with office

managers who agreed to let me sit in the training sessions. This allowed me to observe how
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younger agents are socialized into the world of real estate agents.

Desert Realty is an independent real estate firm that was created in 1926 by Jim L.,
who saw the potential of developing real estate in the Tucson community. The ownership
changed in 1980 and it merged with one of the largest residential real estate brokerage
companies in the United States in 1999. The company also has a long history of giving to
charity and has created a foundation in 2002 to help improve the living conditions of
Arizonans. In 2013, the company claimed to have 1,300 licensed real estate sales associates
in 37 offices across Arizona and Mexico. It was ranked as the top 30 independent real estate
companies in the United States according to the Real Trends 500 Survey.

Real Prosperity is an international real estate company founded by Franck N. and
Kyle B. in 1983. It is advertised as being agent-centered, "built by agents, for agents." Frank
B. wrote several books about how to succeed in the business and has developed a unique
selling model based on the training of agents and their local involvements in communities.
As of 2014, the company claims to have 110,000 sales associates and to be affiliated with
"700 market centers" around the world. The company is the largest company by agent count
in the United States.

These two companies offer an extensive training program (about 2 full weeks) and
each agent benefits from a mentor who guides them through their first transactions and helps
them with any questions they might have. I observed what the companies had to say about
how to become a “good” agent. This set of observations complemented the licensing classes,
as the agents learn about how to behave in front of clients. I investigated how instructors
and experienced agents taught new agents how to represent the company and themselves,
the norms and behaviors expected from them and emphasized by the company and the
trainers on the one hand, and as experts with tools and knowledge on the other hand, to

maintain their own reputation and that of the company.

Observing Interactions between Agents and their clients. Consistently with my third
specifying research question — the influence of agents in the creation of value — which
implies the study of the "interaction effect", I observed the interactions between real estate

agents and their clients unfolding during the transactions.
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As soon as I was done with observing the school and the training, I asked agents
with whom I developed a good relationship for permission to observe their meetings with
clients, whether through interviews or training observation. All the agents I shadowed were
either interviewed before, during or after the observations. I observed a total of 18 full-
length transactions between agents, 11 with buyers and 7 with sellers, plus 42 transactions
observed partially in different moments (open houses, clients' houses, house hunting rides).
Not all these interactions resulted in the buying or selling of the property.

Participant observation permitted me to observe the practices of agents and their
interactions with buyers and sellers. Observing these interactions allowed me to observe the
degree and nature of discrepancies between agents' discourses during the interviews versus
their practices with clients; as well as to compare training they received on how they are
supposed to behave, and how they indeed behaved in front of their clients. From preliminary
interviews, agents said that they are friends with their clients. Observing their interactions
with clients helped to tease out to what extent this was an aspect of their self-presentation
versus an actual business practice.

All the realtors® observed were also formally interviewed. The interactions with the
client are important moments for my research but often were the most difficult to “manage.”
These moments can be “tense” for the real estate agent. Including an external observer then
appeared to many realtors® to be a form of “distraction” or an additional transactional
difficulty. Those who allowed me to shadow them were pleased to be “riding along with

someone” and did not feel the inconvenience as we went along.

Fieldwork Table. The ficldwork table below (table 3) contain specific characteristic of
agents observed during interactions with clients. I include their pseudonym, socio-economic
background and level of education, gender, ethnicity or race, age and marital status, status
and level of experience, market segment in which they work (low, middle-low, middle high
or high), the types and numbers of transactions followed with them, for a total of 35 buyers'
transactions, 19 sellers' transactions and 7 open houses.

A more detailed table is included in the appendix section including all the agents

observed, with more detailed characteristics on the agents whether they had at least one
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parent in real estate or business. I was sometimes able to record interactions between agents
and clients. I wrote detailed field notes about the encounter in both cases, but the listening

of the recording helped to grasp additional elements.

Table 3: Agents Followed through Transactions (N=15)

Socio- Ethnicity Status and Market Transactions observed
economic Gender, Marital | experience Range Buyers | Sellers | Open
Background Status and Age houses
and Education
Ben Working class, | Hispanic man, 37, | Sales agent,4 | Middle High 0
MA married years
Pamela | Upper class, White woman, 52, | Broker, more High 0
MA married than 20 years
Rudy Working class, | Hispanic man, 27, | Sales’ agent, Middle Low 0
some BA single more than one
year
Kate Upper middle White woman, 33, | New sales’ Middle High 2
class, BA married agent, less
than 6 months
Kara Middle class, White woman, 37, | Sales’ agent,5 | Low 1
some BA single years
Patrick | Middle class, White man, 62, Broker, more Middle Low 0
high school married than 20 years
Corey Working class, | White man, 48, Sales’ agent, 5 | Middle Low 0
no degree divorced, years
Alex Middle class, White man, 28, New sales’ Middle Low 0
BA single agent, less
than 6 months
Nancy Upper class, White woman, 58, | Broker, more High 0
BA married than 20 years
Sonia Upper middle White woman, 59, | New sales’ Middle Low 1
class, BA divorced agent, less
than 6 months
Terri Upper class, White woman, 44, | Broker, about Middle High 1
BA single 10 years
Brian Working class, | Hispanic man, 39, | Sales’ agent, Middle High 1
high school married about 2 years
Thomas | Upper class, White man, 55, Broker, more High 1
MA married than 5 years
Donna Working class, | White woman, 60, | Broker, about Middle Low 0
high school widow 15 years
Bob Middle class, White man, 58, Broker, more Middle High 0
no degree married than 10 years
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Total 33% working, 80% White, 47% 53% sales’ 20% High, 35 19 727

27% middle, women; median agents 33% Middle

13% age 49,6; 53% Including 20% | High, 40%

upper middle married, 27% new, 47% Middle

27% upper single, 7% widow, | brokers Low, 7%
13% divorced. Low

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics of Interviews and Observations' Population

Interviews Observations

(N=79) (N=15)
% Married 39.24 53.33
Median age 48.43 49.60
% Women 48.10 46.67
% White 75.95 80.00
% One parent in real estate 20.25 20.00
% One parent in business 54.43 53.33
Total in % 100 18.99

I provide in table 4 above the basics socio-demographics of the realtors® I
interviewed and followed during my fieldwork. About 40% of the interviewees' sample was
married, with a median age of 50, 48% women, 77% white, and 20% who had at least one
parent in real estate and 54% that had at least one parent who was in the business-related
occupation. For observations, more than half were married, and the median age was slightly
lower, they had at 23% a parent in real estate and 45% in business. They were more than

half of women as well and 80% white, with 2 Hispanic.

Access. 1 made an effort to organize my entry into the field, and the questions I was going
to ask, but flexibility was key. Most participant observation data is produced at the time of
interactions and cannot be anticipated before. I use as often as possible an audio recorder
and a notebook. I was often told respondents that I wanted to learn more about real estate as
a future agent and as a resident, which helped put participating realtors at ease concerning

my notebook and note-taking. Ikept this activity limited though, as it also disrupts the flows

"1 did go to about 20 open houses total, even without disclosing my identity as a researcher to observe the
presentation of self of agents in front of clients and the relational labor. I did not include them here.
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of conversations and direct interactions, and does not allow the researcher to concentrate on

the gestures and expressions made by the participants.

Writing Field Notes. 1 wrote down detailed descriptions of the interactions taking place in
chronological order (Wolfinger 2002). I asked specific questions to the field and to the data
collected including the field notes revolving around what people were doing or trying to
accomplish paying particular attention to how they were trying to do this, the specific
strategies they adopted, their verbal and nonverbal cues and gestures, the way their talk
about, characterize and understand the situations in which they are taking part. I also
included what I learned from my observations and what I thought was at stake during the
interactions (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011, 146). The questions I asked following along
with some interpretations provided an analytical material for inferences. Besides including
reflexive personal feelings and thoughts, I tried to quantify and qualify the operations agents
as market intermediaries had to perform, such as "counting, calculating, and enumerating"
surging as "timekeeping, controls, and planning" (Peneff 1995, 122).

For each observation, I followed the same protocol as for interviews: I recorded some
parts of the interaction, but rely mostly on memos in which I detailed these interactions. I
usually recorded my field notes in a notebook and then scanned all the notes I had in order,
which then allowed me to organize and code them. I took field notes that detailed as much
as possible the interactions between the agents, the characteristics of the interaction
(members, duration, location, particular features), and my impressions on what was
happening.

At the real estate school, where I was not allowed to bring a computer, it was rather
easy to take field notes because many students had notebooks and were taking notes. I then
transcribed my field notes on my computer soon after the class ended. Additionally, I audio
recorded key moments or specific observed situations. I worked on, improved, and re-

worked my field notes immediately after each participant observation.
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3.3. Documents

Real estate agents sometimes referred to documents that would help me to understand better
an aspect of their activity. When available for me to take home, I asked to be provided with
such a document. Sometimes, there were documents that participants give to their clients
(questionnaire for the first visit), or documents that respondents read internally (ranking of
production among agents in the metropolitan area). The latter mostly consisted of training
material and tools agents use with their clients. More specifically in Chapters 3 and 4, I rely

on professional documents produced by the companies, the NAR®, and the TAR®.

4. Data Analysis
4.1. Analyzing Ethnographic Material

Rather than thinking about interviews in a quantitative logic as textual material per se as
pieces of comparable information and interviewees as “essentially interchangeable” (Palys
2008, 697), I envisioned the interview ethnographically and in relation to the acquisition of
broader knowledge around my object, and most specifically of my understanding of each of
the three specifying research questions.

Relying on the ethnographic practice of interviewing presented by Beaud (1996), 1
used interviews in two different ways. First, to get at what we can qualify as “objective data”
which designates certain facts we can assume to be true: the position of agents into the field,
their current transactions (which could be partly verified through the MLS), the specific
steps of their entry into real estate, the occupations of their parents and their entry into real
estate and their actual position. Second, to collect “subjective data” which constitute
“judgments on the facts” for example when agents say “we are here to help rather than to
sell.” I also gathered what I call information data which refers to the understanding of real
estate dynamics that I verified and crosschecked during various interviews.

More than just being embedded within a foreign world collecting information, the
sociologist has to adopt a specific position: a form of coming and going between the theory

and the field, between being close to her or his respondents and being removed from them.
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The sociologist is thus required to avoid falling into either the empiricist or the scholastic or
theoretical reasoning trap (Bourdieu 1990).

To avoid doing so, consecutive breaks are needed to discover and analyze the object
carefully (HS. Becker 1998; Bourdieu 1996). I experienced this first hand during my
fieldwork. The first moment consisted of falling into the professional ideology and the
discourses of the actors, which was required to be embedded and think like a "real estate
agent." I remembered being entirely devoted to hearing and buying their "we are here to
help" discourses. The second moment happened when I distanced myself from their
discourses to analyze their social and professional positioning, as real estate agents to a
specific external audience, but also as seeking professional status and reconsideration from
their colleagues. I discovered for example that the help discourse they use was partly
attributed to the figure of the salesmen and trying to build trust in the market.

I realized that postulating the non-consciousness of the agents did not mean to
discard at once their accounts and to get away from the positivist assumptions that social
actors were lying, dishonest or unaware. In this sense, "who a person is and where the person
is located within a group is important" (Palys 2008, 697). I considered interviewees’
responses as a potential explanation of their position rather than posing social desirability
issues (Tourangeau, Rips, and Rasinski 2000).

Once I considered their positions with more distance, I arrived at the third moment
in which to analyze what agents do and talk about: I had to return to what they say to explain
it fully and to observe instances of variation and breaks in their discourses. I thus tried to
classify more precisely who was saying what and in which context, towards which audience.
I discovered, for example, that they used rhetoric around "helping" in interviews with me
and with clients front stage, but backstage, they talked about profiting and classified clients
and goods on expected economic value.

I discovered what Becker (1998) calls the hierarchy of credibility as the first brokers
I met were all very experienced and considered successful in the field, they had won several
achievement awards and had acquired significant reputation in the community. They were
thus giving me their situated version of the real estate game. I was sympathetic and

empathetic to them to the point that their charismatic and relational capacities were perhaps
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obfuscating at first. As I realized the hierarchies through encountering the reality of agents'
transactions, discovering the professional status of each and meeting aspirant agents, I was
able to consider better "from where" they were speaking, and as Becker (1998, 91) says to
"doubt anything anyone in power tells you." At the same time, the tales are not only a
question of who is in power but also work because those who are not dominant believe them
as well: "from the point of view of a well-socialized participant in the system, any tale told
by those at the top intrinsically deserved to be regarded as the most credible account
obtainable of the organization's workings" (Becker 1970, 126-27). I discovered also that
most of the newer recruits were fascinated by the holders of the game and look up to them
to "develop their business." I realized then I did not thus have to be a naive believer but I
did not have to discard all of it at once.

The analysis of the discourses in relation to the structural organization of the field
could indeed inform on the discovery of “differential distribution of knowledge” and points
of view as Becker (1998, 100) analyzes through (Simmel’s essay on secrecy 1950, 307-76):
"The reason why they didn't know them was not that they were stupid or uneducated or
lacking sensibility, but that campus life was organized so as to prevent them from finding
out." The sociologist cannot afford to "ignore things that the people (he or she is) studying
do" (Becker 1998, 101) specifically because it runs the risk of missing the sociological
analysis of his or her object.

To analyze "subjective data," it was necessary to understand both the structure of
real estate and to consider the “entire socio-professional path of the individual as the
appreciation that the conditions of an apprenticeship can be very different, at the mature age
according to the path traveled since” (Zarca 1989, 9). I relied on Bourdieu’s analysis of the
double truth of social existence, “the truth of the actor, absorbed in the game” by
highlighting how they talk about what they were doing (discourses), and “the truth of the
observer”, examining the conditions of the game’s existence” (Burawoy 2018, 73), looking
at how real estate agents went about their practices. Cross-checking agents' narratives with
what I knew about their position in the real estate field allowed me to avoid the tendency of
"psychologizing" and to situate socially the lived experiences of the agents. These elements

were essential to then understand how they talked about their practices into the field.
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The fieldwork journal and then notes I jotted down served to analyze how agents
were behaving in front of clients versus how they were behaving when not in front of them,
on the specific actions they took during the transactions, on what they say to their clients,
and on how they try to work out deals and negotiate. I adopted the same overall analytical
strategy that I did with interviews, as I never took interviews per se as textual material but
as a situated discourse which informed on the practices of the agents, rather than treating it
separately from those practices.

Overall, I produced different types of data that I had to classify and order. First, I
gathered background data, which enables us to have a better knowledge of the world of the
respondents. The technical knowledge then allows understanding better the agents'
references during both conversations and interactions with the clients. The acquisition of
this knowledge came incrementally during and after my pilot research. This pilot research
allowed me to discuss and to bring theory back in, and I believe I led to more informed
ethnographic interviews and fieldwork after completing the pilot studies. This knowledge
was also confirmed (and even questioned at the time) during training programs or informal
conversations, in which a lot of additional topics arose that I had not previously encountered.
Besides gathering this background knowledge, I had to make sense of three types of
material: objective positions of the agents, practices, and subjective points of view and

adopted a plan to code them.

4.2. Coding Interviews and Fieldwork

With the interviews and field interactions transcribed and the fieldwork notes taken on both
the interviews and the participant observations, I constructed a first coding scheme that
evolved with what I had obtained in the preliminary data collection process. I coded both
my transcriptions and my field notes and wrote an analytical memo centered on the
established codes. I refine my coding scheme as I gathered more data.

From the fieldwork done at the school and the real estate companies, I obtained a
total of seven 96-pages notebooks of fieldwork notes that I scanned or reduced to themes,
plus all the training books that I used to supplement my analysis.

These cues operated as a proxy to situate each real estate agent I spoke with and
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followed. Some notes, notably recalling interactions with trainers and agents at the school
or the companies and encountered during the fieldwork at the school, were not as carefully
coded but may still appear during the narrative of the chapters. The following was thus
designed mostly to code the social background of the agents, the discourses they had on why
they decided to enter real estate, as well as their reflection on their practices. The fieldwork
notes were treated similarly allowing us to understand how the discourses on their activity
sometimes differ from the actual practices. I had thus a total of 68 codes in Atlas.ti. I include
a summary of the codes and sub-codes in the appendix section.

To code the interviews, the participant observations and the documents gathered during
training and meeting with agents, I used ATLAS. ti, a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data
Analysis (CAQDAS) software.

All the codes were generated based on specific cues given by interviewees and on
the interpretations, I made based on fieldwork observations. I aimed to use both interview
and fieldwork, signaling each interviewee with the letter I (Interview) and F (fieldwork) as
ethnographic data, to understand that interviews analyzed as texts have to be linked with the
specific social positioning of the agent talking.

Coding Positions

Each interview and fieldwork session also had a qualitative narrative specifically to note
insights not captured by any text and worked also as part of ethnographic data. Each
interview or fieldwork session also enabled the grasp of a structural position for each person
I encountered (how experienced and how much they sold in real estate). I position each
participant, to understand their primary and secondary socialization with their family
background, university degree, and their previous occupations, where they were born and
their age.

I thus first use a series of codes to assess agents' socio-professional backgrounds,
including whether or not their parents were in business-related fields or worked in real estate
as well as to generally which kind of education they received as well as their previous
occupations. I distinguish between sales/business, education/teaching, administrative and
others. Based on the conversations I had with agents, I assigned them also according to a

four-point scale of ++/4/-/-- on their economic and cultural capitals, defined through a proxy
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of where they live, what milieu they grew up and interacted in, and what activities they had
besides real estate. These codes were used to assess the socio-demographic profiles of the
agents, as well as the capitals of the real estate agents.

I also wanted to assess their specific position to the field so I created a code to assess
their level of experience, status, and position within the field. This was done by gathering
elements around the time they spent in real estate and assessing a code to whether they were
newly recruited, recently started (up to 2 years), with some experience (from 2 to 10) and
significant amount of expertise (superior to 10 years), and their actual status (whether broker
or sales' agent). I coded also in three categories the respondents' reasons for becoming a real
estate agent, whether it was influenced by family, friends or other and whether they had
been influenced by someone that was a realtor®. The other codes address most particularly

the activities that agents were carrying out or their points of view.

Coding Practices and Points of View
Although I thought about distinguishing between the interviews and in the fieldwork, I
realized that these are often mixed, so I relied on the I and F letter I assigned to each piece
of material so that I could know whether this was the practices that agents were telling me
about in the interviews or whether it was the practice I directly observed while in interaction
with a client. I created specific subcodes for the front stage/ backstage when I noted
discrepancies between what I had observed in terms of saying and doing in front of
colleagues or me and front of clients. To the same extent, points of view were also interesting
because they could inform and reflect on certain practices. I thus not only referred to my
codes but while coding the memo I wrote about each individual I interviewed and followed
to enrich the data. Although I coded fieldwork notes, I wanted to make sure I did not miss
any analytical element so I had separate files that were both memos on the full or partial
moments of transactions followed with each agent and themed memos specific for each type
of interactions followed.

For my interviewees, I followed the three themes I evoked in interviews, including
first understanding their entry and socialization into real estate that I evoked above; second,

by coding their relations to business and clients, for example the categories used to classify
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clients (socio-economic background, friends vs. business), how they describe what are the
sources of their business, whether marketing, colleagues, referrals; third to understand how
they go about working with buyers and sellers, find goods, assessing prices. I particularly
looked at the differences between how female agents socialize and use different resources
and strategies compared to their male counterparts, creating a code for gender and subcodes
around it. I also created codes that correspond to their points of view around good vs. bad
agents, which emerges notably in terms of expertise and relational skills. These codes serve
for example to create the argument in chapter 5, complemented by the types of work I had

observed while following agents.

5. Limits and Future Directions

Due to the time constraints and my sample strategies, the data produced exhibits several
limitations. By being aware of those limits is a way to address what the study can and cannot
achieve and proposing then future directions. I address the difficulties raised by conducting
such a study. I first highlight the issues of access and entry within the field, reflecting on the
constraints of qualitative research. I thus discuss the ambiguous status of sociological
endeavor, being torn in between deductive and inductive thinking, and more specifically of
qualitative data because of the contradictory injunctions felt within the academic field. I

finish by proposing ways to address these limitations for future work.

5.1. Gaining Access, Deciding Where to Observe
For the interview process and the school classes, I was able to gain access easily. I was
initially worried about gaining access and especially about how to explain my position
during the class. Sometimes I disclosed that I was a student at the University of Arizona and
that I was conducting research on real estate. Most of the time, agents seemed to be
genuinely excited about my project but not necessarily curious about knowing more about
the research itself.

For the ethnographic observations during the training in the real estate companies, I

concentrated on two real estate companies that are fairly established in the Tucson market,
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which might also overlook the homogeneity of training for all agents and skewed the
selection of agents. I had however confirmed hints from the choice of the companies that
these two companies represented the most popular for younger recruits as they provided
training.

At the companies, I had two contrasting experiences: at Desert Realty, doors were
wide open, the managing broker thought that the reputation of the company was to manage
good relations with people both in the industry and outside, holding well-regarded and high-
status positions. I played on the fact that I was doing a Ph.D. at the University of Arizona as
I had talked with branch managers who often were impressed by this, added to the fact that
I never lied about where I came from when asked: Paris acting as a signal of appurtenance
to a certain social class to most Americans. They gave me all the training material, accorded
me a similar status to other trainees, and I was not required to pay any fees. At Real
Prosperity, the integration was more complicated, I had talked first to instructors who were
completely fine with letting me participate in the class, I talked with the training manager
and she was fine too at first, but then talked to the general manager who raised the issue of
giving me access to the material studied in class. The training manager requested that I meet
with her to explain that she wanted full access to the written outputs. As I told her everything
would be anonymous and I became more integrated within the companies, she seemed to
gradually accept my presence.

My colleagues at the school or at the real estate companies that were not in direct
managing positions were friendly with me, and some of them even excited I was there, they
implied that I would make a good real estate agent because people "naturally come to me"
or "like me." I expected this double position to be hard to manage at times, but the most
difficult was to establish trustworthy relationships to be able to follow agents in any
interaction with their clients. For the shadowing, I contacted the agents I had developed
good relationships in the training process, as well as previous people I interviewed and asked
also the managers for agents they would know in their companies. I discovered that agents
were much more reluctant to have me observe them in their interactions with clients. I had
difficulty recruiting agents to shadow, as agents raised issues of confidentiality and trust.

With most, observing them constituted an intrusion into a highly intimate setting, in which
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they constantly expose themselves.

The easier task was then to find "willing" people that thought of me as a tool for their
development. If they were new to the business, they often saw my presence as a way to
improve. For more experienced realtors instead, I acted as a form of legitimation. Finally,
three of them never felt comfortable with my presence. I cannot discard here the risk of
survivor bias because I was able to only get two agents working specifically working on the
lower end of the market, although I did observe some lower end interactions. I felt that the
glamorous aspects of real estate were always what agents wanted to show. However, during
interactions, things were not as neat as agents wanted to present. Plus, I tried to balance that
by explicitly seeking lower end interactions. I did observe two interactions with an agent
after driving around in lower-priced areas and calling directly at the phone number written
in the advertisement sign.

I also tried to gain more understanding and closeness with real estate agents outside
of the professional setting, participating in events at restaurants or during short class breaks
for example. I went to lunch many times during lunch break at the school and the two real
estate companies. [ saw some friendships develop between classmates, as some of them met
outside the class. I was also aware that I could not be too "close." Playing on my mixed
foreign identity of French and Peruvian allow me to create proximity, specifically with high-
class agents and Hispanics' agents and also clients. Because of my foreign status, I sense I
was also kept at a certain distance, which had the benefit to make me appear different yet
inoffensive. I realized later that being naive could be transformed into an advantage in the
field. The position of the student, as eager to learn and not very threatening, was also very
comfortable. It allowed most of the agents I encounter being very reflexive about their

practices, to justify and explain to make me learn.

5.2. The Ambiguous Status of Sociological Endeavor

As Bourdieu, Chamboredon, and Passeron remind us in the Craft of Sociology (1991), there
is no greater disease for the sociologists than to consider data blindly, whether to rely on the
"sacro-saint data" as a proof that sociological endeavor is indeed scientific or sorely lacking

hindsight from the native world we study. After amassing such an amount of data, the goal
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is however to find a way to organize it, to make it coherent to the reader, but also to
administer proof that what we produced is both theoretically and empirically grounded. This
is probably the most difficult task in conducting good sociology first because of the tension
between what we distinguish as qualitative and quantitative production of data. Whereas
qualitative analysis should be comprehensive and detailed in its categorization, quantitative
data needs to be representative, systematic, comparable and quantified across cases. While
I tried to quantify some of my interactions and my interviews, I felt that the power of the
methodological tools I used was limited to do so. I could have better systematized the market
segments and the social classes of interactions, but that would have required a different
empirical design towards which my in-depth explorative and ethnographic approach
certainly did not allow on a fully satisfying scale. I also felt I was imposing quantitative
thinking on the methodology that was not designed for that.

One of the tensions emerging throughout the dissertation is the difficulty of
administering carefully the hierarchies happening within the real estate world. When I
started the dissertation, I had in mine Bourdieu's social space of distinction and I could have
probably with more systematization created a similar professional space of agents. Indeed,
I have several hints I could do that in a future study, as I learned so much more about the
lines of distinction in their work. However, even my questions did not first address the
hierarchies in the socio-professional world of agents, t they turned out to be essential
throughout Chapters 7 and 8, as the agent who works in the lower vs. the higher end of the
market is not adopting the same strategy. I was able to compensate for the skewed vision I
had towards the middle-high end of the market by looking at the lower end, but the protocol
and the decisions to study buyers and sellers rather than renters or investors also limited my
capacity to infer on those markets.

While I had moments in which I try to deeply go into describing the "modeled" real
estate agent, it was harder to systematize the variation across gender, social classes and
professional status. Instead, when I tried to do this, I felt like I was getting away from the
precise description of the case. Probably my focus was to some extent disturbed by
understanding the activities of coordination that agents have to undertake with the multiple

audiences and players in the field. Not only do they work to develop a relationship with their
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clients, but they also need to handle public representation and acquire potential customers,

and have relations with a lot of market professionals.

5.3. A Few Directions to Address Limitations

Neither Interviews nor observations address effectively the quantification of data. In 2012,
I participated in the GDA workshop organized by the Sociology department of Berkeley.
The mathematician of Bourdieu, Brigitte Leroux, trained practically a young group of
scholars on the method of multiple correspondence analysis (Leroux and Rouanet 2004,
2010), arguing that this approach does not force a model into data but adapts to it*®. I believe
I have the material to map out the field of my interviewees, but I would have to sample the
population of agents differently. Proposing to create a representation of the social space of
the market, similarly to what Bourdieu did with Distinction (1979), could be a potential rich
contribution for a sociology of market work, economic sociology and to think about new
forms of studying inequalities. Not all market workers are created equal. Thus, instead of
focusing only on the work activities, I would be set to observe consistent variations —
evidenced probably by classification struggles around the definition of work activities. It
could also help to establish more carefully how the processes of inequality can
systematically vary in the sub-segments of the market.

I am also aware that the organizational and regulatory elements describing the
operation of the market are sometimes missing. I did not wish to discard them completely
and I think Chapter 4 is trying to address some of this. Instead, while focusing on the work
activities, I sometimes dismissed the importance of housing laws, for example in shaping
how agents behave in front of clients. It is not my point here to claim they are not central in
the organization of the market and only parts of the "background picture." I am thinking of
better ways to integrate this in the development of my arguments, notably by relying on the

work done through the extended case method and the workplace and market ethnographies.

28 Indeed, several critics to regression analysis demonstrated that it tends to make variables compete and that
it is therefore not truthful to social logics, and proposing new methods (Melamed, Breiger, and Schoon 2013;
Rihoux and Ragin 2008; Shalev 2007). The classes taught by Ronald Breiger at the University of Arizona and
the multiple methods workshops were also a huge push towards relational analysis and using new
methodologies that seemed more fitted than regression analysis.
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Finally, the "interaction effect" I set to study is somewhat hinted at but lacks deep
systematization, in part because by focusing on developing the knowledge by looking in-
depth in each case, I did not foresee as much how to address it across cases. The data I
produced included mostly a range of middle to middle high-class individuals which I am not
sure [ am theoretically able to disentangle. Perhaps the case of study (Tucson) is most suited
to address the lower spectrum. With a study on renters and investors, I would have probably
been able to make reasonable hypotheses to test variation.

I now enter the empirical parts of the dissertation putting in evidence first the training
and socialization of real estate agents, and their professionalization at the organizational
level, structured by the trade association and the development of expert knowledge and

ethical claims.
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Part II. The Socialization of the Real Estate Agent:
Socio-professional Dispositions and Professional
Claims
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Chapter 3 and 4 consist of the second part of the first empirical part of the dissertation: the
acquisition of socio-professional dispositions and the ethos of the real estate agent. Chapter
3 considers the construction of a real estate ethos by the real estate companies and its relation
to a capitalist spirit. | investigate workers' motivation to enter a real estate career and discuss
the broad conditions in which real estate activity can become meaningful. I evidence the
specific appeals of real estate, combined with the broader context of labor investment:
independence and liberal freedom. I particularly draw on observations of training to assess
how trainees are told to behave and how companies convert trainees into real estate agents.
Chapter 4 investigates the creation of legitimacy in the market, and how professional and
ethical work is used to build a space for real estate work, building the professional and
market norms in which the agent acts. I look at how real estate agents claim expertise using
market knowledge but also how asserting their authority consists of denigrating the
economic aspects of their activity to highlight the symbolic dimensions.

In Chapter 3, I rely mostly on training materials and observations made at the school
and during companies’ training. I also use most sporadically the interviews I have
conducted. I rely on the codes of positions and entry into real estate,”® including guidance
received by friends or family, mentorship and integration into real estate. I draw also on
subjective perceptions of what are agents expecting of the profession, while in Chapter 4, I
use data from the professional association, both at the local and national levels, with the
framework of Spillman (2012) to address my case. I also explain the specific ethic and expert
work done by real estate agents. I move from the dispositions acquired the within world
between agents’ level of interaction, with peers, colleagues and other newer recruits to the
dispositions learned as external self-presentation modes co-constructed with a public

audience and to be accepted as a legitimate occupation.

29 Cf. the coding scheme providing in the appendix section.
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CHAPTER 3: Building a Real Estate Ethos. The
Conversion Process and the Construction of Socio-

Professional Dispositions

On the first day of the training course at Real Prosperity, every recruit is handed a physical
and a PDF version of their 600 pages long training book. Composed of 12 sessions, it is a
mix of lectures through bullets points and recaps, scripts, an online tracking-system, and
productivity-based exercises. The book explains to newer agents on how to begin and
succeed in real estate. Launched by Real Prosperity in 2011, the training course is designed,
according to the company's words, "to propel both newly licensed and experienced
Prosperity real estate agents into immediate productivity." During that first morning
training, the instructor tells us to open the book at Session 1 page 23 on the point "Don't Let
Myths Slow you Down." He asks one of the newer recruits to read:

Sadly, many good agents hold themselves back from ever realizing their full
potential because they hold on to old, negative beliefs about success. This can cause
self-doubt, which in turn limits one's success. We call these beliefs myths because
they are rarely, if ever, true. The source of most of our fears is a myth. I find it
extremely helpful to think of fears in terms of what generally creates them—myths—
and what sets us free from them—truths. It's about learning to look past your fears
to the truth of a situation, investigating the myths, and avoiding the
misunderstandings that hold us back.

Companies invest in the language of fear and failure when training their newer recruits. The
training material highlighted above is not a manifestation of a practical issue agents will
learn to deal with, but a repeated subtle inculcation that takes various forms: it is a mantra
that older agents repeat to newer recruits for them to assimilate but also an individual self-
reflection on their own decision to start “being in real estate.”

The discourse around the "anxieties of making it" is present in various moments of
the interactions at the companies or during informal conversations and interviews. As we

have seen in Chapter 2, the particular organization and the structure of work imply an
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insecure in-between position for many real estate agents who work under the umbrella of a
company but whose income is entirely dependent on the type of transactions they can secure.
Learning the craft not only requires handling transactions but also to find and recruit clients,
beforehand. While entering a real estate company, newer recruits are often drawn by a
professional ideology about, on the one hand, the insecurity and the difficulty of making it,
and on the other hand, the promises to do so if they rationally follow the steps towards
success.

The goal of real estate companies is to recruit and retain new members by motivating
and engaging the workers to commit to their organization by achieving "success." Similarly
to churches or to multi-level marketing organizations, they must also engage a particular
spirit, made of aspirations towards economic security and "big dreams" which aims at
bringing the "little guys" to feel excitement and commitment towards their activity. This
requires a specific preparation of the self, which needs to be modeled to develop the
supposed right personality for real estate activity. Companies thus aim to organize the belief
in prosperity and success through rationalized and practical training to achieve it.

As described in Chapter 2, data on training comes from ethnographic fieldwork at
Star Realty, a real estate school that offers training for passing the real estate salespersons
exam, and the training programs offered to newer recruits by two real estate companies. The
local company which I name Desert Realty, gets more than 30% of the local agents and the
international company, that I call Real Prosperity, gets about 15% of them. However, this
second one, which claims to be agent-centric, is fastly growing. For one year and a half, I
followed many aspirant agents entering real estate. I took the licensing classes, went to take
the state and national exam with them, followed them in the companies where they took
their training and observed them in their interactions. I also interviewed them to get a better
sense of their expectations as well as their fears.

What does make a worker engage and commit to real estate activity? To begin with,
an explanation could be offered by the development of an entrepreneurial spirit in the
context of neoliberalism (Foucault 2004; Fridman 2014). Considered as the antithesis of the
bureaucratic order or the corporation, real estate activity thrives on a proposition of

independent work, thus agents rationalize their entry into real estate by a desired sense of
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control, including flexibility (time control), autonomy (no hierarchy), and financial
incentives (money). Although useful to think about the transformation of capitalism, these
discourses only rest as so at the subjective level when real estate agents talk about their
commitment. In order to understand work, the sociologist must take into account the
“twofold truth of work” which means to first break from the “subjective truth” (“the truth of
the actor, absorbed in the game” Burawoy 2018, 73) to build the object of inquiry and then
to reintegrate it into the analysis (Bourdieu 1996a). In this perspective, the topic of inquiry
becomes the investment in work, which is common to both Bourdieu’s prescription on how
to study work and Burawoy’s empirical research around games, Manufacturing consent
(1979).

How specifically do the school and companies recruit and train new agents? What
methods do they employ? What type of dispositions do they teach agents to acquire?
Revisiting Burawoy’s original contribution of workers’ engagement into game playing
(1979), along with contemporary work (Sherman 2007; Sallaz 2009; Occhiuto 2017), I
investigate the construction of the real estate agent ethos through professional socialization
by looking at the dispositions that should be acquired by the agent and the organizational
system that generates both effort and consent. In this chapter, organized in four parts, I move
away from the explanation in terms of individual entrepreneurial spirit to study the
organizational discourses and practices around the management of self. This can be traced
back to legitimizing shifts in managerial ideology (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005), giving
rise to a newer “spirit of capitalism” defined as an “ideology that justifies people’s
commitment to capitalism” and “renders commitment attractive” (Chiapello and Fairclough
2002, 186).

I start by showing that real estate companies aim at disciplining the self of its
employees (or real estate agents) to overcome their fears and to develop an economically
rational ethos, through their training programs. Companies also organize the system of belief
required for conversion by sharing success stories, defining a common corporate culture and
invoking spirituality and community to their work environment. The management of self is
also praised in the companies' training, which aims to translate "personal lifestyle goals"

into economically oriented actions on the market. This new ethos reveals the required mental
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dispositions needed to act practically in the field of real estate, i.e. to sell houses and to make

the market reproduce itself.

1. Rationalizing and Controlling the Self

In the real estate industry, the worker's income — whether a broker or sales agent — is based
entirely on his production. The relationship between worker and capital thus appears to be
direct, i.e. the worker's income is based on the sales he makes. In reality, the employer
(referred to as managing broker) is "paid" for the transaction. He/she then gives a percentage
of the sales to the worker.

Becoming an agent also requires learning to manage the uncertainty of prospects, at
least for the first two years. Uncertainty in the outlook (commission payment, canvassing,
building a network of customers) reinforces the importance of the discourse around
commitment and conversion. At Real Prosperity, about 80% of the recruits surveyed came
from middle-class families or integrated white working classes, most of whom are shifting
occupations - bank and insurance employees, waiters, small business owners and or primary
and secondary teachers mainly - and must assume discursively their choice to "start in real
estate." During interviews, several agents evoked the fear of reconversion. Conversion is
not obvious. This "fear" must, therefore, be accompanied through professional socialization
and repeated inculcation during the various processes of integration and training of real
estate agents.

Both companies invest considerable resources in training. Training takes place
throughout 2 to 3 full weeks, in which new real estate agents are going to learn about a mix
of practical hand-on advice, along with detailed stories about real agents to clients'
experiences and a presentation of the technical and marketing tools the companies offer.
They learn how to behave properly to generate income and how to handle their transactions
including how to fill in a contract, how to write and present offers, what to do about the title

and what do to do when the house is in escrow.
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The moments of training are particularly interesting points of observation to reveal
the "models" agents are taught to adapt to become successful. It is both based on imitation
of more experienced agents and a repetition of a set of norms. Every agent has different
social capacities to "succeed", made of his capitals (economic, social, cultural) but also
illustrated in his practical dispositions.

These "network-centric" organizations are presented as a departure from the
corporate world, less vertical and more horizontal, a promise of work control of one's life
and autonomy. They aim to instill in recruits not only a set of practical competences but a
vision of the world with a working ethos that is aligned with a transformation of self to
achieve "success" through independence and autonomy. This requires inculcating discipline
but also relying on a strong belief system that is created and recreated during training
sessions, informal conversations and a series of interactions in which newer recruits interact

with experienced agents or trainers.

1.1. Gaining Control over their Work and their Professional Trajectories

In offering rationales for becoming a real estate agent, respondents often draw a contrast
with aversive aspects of previous occupations. About 80% of my interviewees demonstrated
ruptures within their occupational trajectories where they perceived a lack of control over
their work. The newer recruits I interviewed, as well as the most established ones,
highlighted their desire to break from the hierarchical model of the corporation. The reasons
for entering the real estate world are explained by a form of "dissatisfaction" with the “cold,”
"competitive" and "hierarchical" way in which labor relations are in big corporations. This
is the case of James, who used to work for an investment bank in New York. He highlighted
how “greed” takes over, it is a cold environment, fast-pasted, cut-throat and there is neither
control nor ownership of anything: “it is not your business, not your clients.” He claims real
estate is more human, it is driven by personal relationships. The agent has to be pro-active
to recruit clients: “you can’t just rely on things coming to you, you have to go out and make
it happen, things happen in this office because you're being proactive, you're not just sitting

around hoping that the phone rings”.
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The association between the corporation, the "bureaucracy," and the "politics" is a
theme that emerges in about 30% of the discussions and interviews I had with real estate
agents. For example, Jocelyn refers to what she calls "politics" in corporate careers, i.e. the
system of organization rewards, placements, and hierarchies within the corporation: “every
day you had to be there and I did not really like the politics, you know they were a lot of...
Politics, you know, positioning, bureaucracies, it just did not make me happy and I did not
want to engage.”

Despite previous professional trajectories - Carrie holds a Bachelor of Librarianship
and spent part of her career at the Congress Library in Washington; Nancy was a marketing
assistant for a large firm in a big city in the East Coast; Brian was a "loan agent" for a large
local bank; Amanda worked as a manager of a beauty salon; Rebecca was a single mother
with two children and a secretary; Rudy was employed at a bank— about 2/3 of the agents |
followed in training or during transactions attached to their previous work a form of
constraint. These imposed constraints are of three kinds: hierarchy, limited income and time.

This rejection of the conventional standards of the corporation or the hierarchical
form of exercising work is, on the one hand, listed as one of the reasons for the choice of
becoming a real estate agent. On the other hand, it is also remembered during their working
life as a reason to justify and reassure oneself of this decision that weighs heavily on family
and personal life.

If this rejection explains a part of the workers' engagement to real estate work, it
does not explain the whole process through which workers attain a vision of the
attractiveness of agent work. To develop a fuller understanding, we turn to observations of
training and interactions between agents. As the onset of a personal project, going to the
school of real estate agents, passing the license exam, and getting started in the business
allows agents to assert a chosen project rather than imposed wage work, and a form of
control over their professional life and more generally their moral capacities of really

making it, i.e. achieve by owning rather than working.

The possibility of control also implies the envisioned financial possibilities in real

estate, which are seen as "not limited": many agents employ the metaphor of ""growing (your)
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business" contrasting it with the high limitations of corporate careers. Rudy —a 27-year-old
agent, just about over 1 year into business, with Mexican parents of working-class
background, his dad was a carpenter in Mexico and died when he was 5, and his mom
worked cleaning houses — wants to run his own business and start working for himself while
given the opportunity to make "uncapped" money compared to corporation work. The
limited income is mostly highlighted by about 50% of the male agents; women are rarely
evoking their reason of involvement as "making more money."

Instead, women mention control of their schedules. About 1/3 of the agents
rationalize their choice by reflecting on how a schedule imposed as a Monday to Friday 9 to
5 job did not fit in what they had hoped for in their work lives and career trajectories,
especially concerning the sensation that they could control their own lives. The flexibility -
especially for women who say they can look after their families and have staggered
schedules - is presented as an attractive of the profession. Carrie describes how her work as
a librarian and the constraints of the working hours weighted on her: “I have had a previous
job at a library in Washington D.C. at the library of Congress and I loved the work but I
hated the schedule, I don’t like to be inside all day. I worked at Tucson Public, now it’s
called Tucson Pima, but once again, after 3 years, I could not stand the schedule.” Rebecca
has been raising two kids alone. She recalls how she benefited from the flexibility allowed
by the agent job to take care of her children: "I had kids, I needed a flexible schedule, you
know I had to be able to pick them up from school, it was a huge consideration because I
was a single parent."

Direct selling organizations foster similar motivation for women to engage, as they
can draw on a better sense of self by concealing their professional and familial identity,
being their boss and manage their time (Biggart 1989a). Interactive service jobs can also
generate consent by allowing a certain form of control during interactions (Hochschild 1979;

Leidner 1991).%°

1 Chapter 6, I demonstrate most particularly the work done by women and how they might both benefit
and encounter challenges while working as a Realtor®.
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Agents frequently invoke the sense of "being one's own boss." Carrie, 2 years into
the business, for example, recalls the reasons for entering real estate: "I did this job to have
the flexibility and to be my own boss and to have no accountability for anybody but myself.
So yeah, I think there's a fine line between being super busy and having a good life." While
observing agents during listing presentations, I noticed that out of 12 agents, 3 of the newer
agents used the rhetoric of "owning a business." For example, Alex, 28, who has been in the
business for less than 6 months at the time we met, was a business accountant in a small
firm, when he decided to "get into real estate": "I always wanted to run my own business
and work for myself and have that creative play into my business." For him, real estate can
be a way to get this higher sense of self through what it states as positive rewards for being
an entrepreneur:

I'm not saying I don't like showing up and doing work, but I want to do it my way.
What I'm trying to say is with that initial investment of a thousand bucks, you could
potentially make, in a matter of years, the same money that a frickin' CEO makes. In
like, a fraction of the time. I love the idea of opportunity. Of freedom. Of flexibility.
Of control. I think most entrepreneurs look at things that way, too. They look at how
I can control more of my life. How can I control more of my health? They want to
be in control of their relationships, their finances, their time, their freedom. That's
why most entrepreneurs start a business. It's a huge risk, but they're like 'l have
ownership of my life.' That's ultimately why so many people are unhappy with their
jobs. They just don't have ownership. It's not theirs. What I just did today. That's me.
That's Alex. No one else is doing that. I want to have at least one or two things that
separate me from all the other realtors here.

Similarly to what Sherman (2007) highlights about the strategic game played by
luxury hotel workers to assert their pride and sense of self, real estate agents take pride in
feeling independent and making the move of starting their own business. During fieldwork,
I heard the constant refrain: "We are all independent contractors running our own
businesses." Carrie, for example, is proud thinking that it is "her" money and that this is not
part of the money generated by the real estate company directly. Kim also tells how "getting
into real estate" was a personal and financial investment project, like setting up on her own
account. It gives her a form of worth and a rationalized work strategy, including setting goals
and make plans in all dimensions of her life. Real estate agents, like Occhiuto’s taxi drivers

(2017), say they find a sense of control over their schedule, specifically in investing in an

120



atypical form of work arrangement. Even though, this sense of control requires actions to

overcome their fears.

1.2. Transforming the « Weak Self »: Overcoming One’s Fears

In The Birth of Biopolitics (2004), Michel Foucault argues that the neo-liberal organization
of society reflects the expansion of the mechanism of the market in all spheres of social life,
which in turn requires market actors, individuals who are shaped into "homo economici who
calculate, compete, and invest in themselves" (Fridman 2014, 92). Neoliberal
governmentality is both the government of oneself and the government of others, the
transformation of subjects into responsible entrepreneurs, activating dispositions. In the real
estate world, agents need to control the weak self by overcoming their self-doubts and their
fears while they are also trained to become organized and efficient. Finally, to discipline the
self, one must personally commit to making sure one delivers.

Younger recruits express their fears of changing or switching their occupation. Alex,
who I have followed for several months in various transactions, was often trying to motivate
himself. The first time [ went with him, he was very worried I would judge him, worried he
would not act "properly" in front of clients while smiling and "keeping a good face." He was
often very anxious, ordering coping amounts of food after listing presentations and asking
me: "how did I do"?

The risk of "blowing it" though is almost as scary as not "making it". Ross, in
business for 20+ years, ranks each year with the highest GCI of the Tucson agents. He talks
about the pressure to not "blow" the chances you have in real estate, a pressure that is
consistent with the statements of over 60% of my interviewees: "when you quit a job where
you have a paycheck every two weeks to go into a job where you're not guaranteed anything,
you don't want to blow it."

These anxieties are the daily expressions of learning to “build up” within real estate,
i.e. having their clients, starting building their reputation, acquiring a form of respect and

starting “making it.” One of the constant fears is not having enough money saved up to “hold
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on” enough until the first transactions, and to risk having to face the possible decision of
quitting. Several times, he expressed his anxiety towards starting:

It’s tough. That first year was scary. You go from making a paycheck to not making

a paycheck. The only time you really get a paycheck is when you sell a house. These

people right here? I probably won’t get paid on them—Iet’s say they buy this house.

I won’t get paid on them for almost two months. You know? I did all the work but I

didn’t get paid for it right away. So that’s tough.

The absence of the paycheck occupies most of the discussions I had with agents, as
they talk about all the time they invest to learn how to do the job, to prepare listing
presentations, to reply to phone calls, emails, to visit houses without ever getting the
certainty that the transaction will go through and that they will indeed receive payment.

The decision of leaving a steady job with a paycheck to a rocky start without even
be sure that they are going to be able to make it is what I have heard a lot in the discourses
of the newer recruits. When I met Amanda, 36 years old, she had started real estate 7 months
ago. She had one transaction in escrow and was working with two buyers. She was the

manager of an upscale hairdressing salon when she decided to start real estate school:

I remember sitting in class at Star Realty, and say 'what am I doing, I'm leaving this
whole salary, I have this whole...I can't believe I'm gonna leave some company that
I've worked for a long time, and that has nurtured me and taken care of me, for
something new, and the opposite of what I've done, in a financial industry'...and our
instructor was like, if you're not nervous...if you're not afraid of something, it's not
worth it, and I was just (yelling) 'are you talking to me, because you must have been
reading my mind, because I'm seating here like what the hell am I doing,' and when
he said that I said, okay, I'm going down the right path.

While Amanda is afraid of the lack of security she is going to experience at the
beginning, the instructor is playing indeed a very important role of reassurance. During my
training at Star Realty, the class size was small and agents socialize, sit close by, talk, as
well as, share lunch with the instructors. These moments of informal conversation often give
rise to the instructors playing the card of the "fears" and trying to give to the agent the ethos
of a challenged self. I heard at least three instructors actively playing the card of the "fear".
One of them asking us to sit down and think deeply: "is real estate for you?", and if we think

we had the type of personality required, and two others telling us it was normal to be scared.
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If we were not willing to act upon those fears, then we didn't need to waste our money and
sit through the class.

Both Desert Realty and Real Prosperity surf on agents' anxiety by playing on two
registers: on the one hand, they acknowledge the anxieties faced by agents; on the other,
they motivate them by trying to get another perspective on their fears and to handle them
better, to overcome them. Companies acknowledge the internal struggles faced by agents by
reassuring them about their decision. If trainers often acknowledge that everyone has fears,
they praise one's greatness by the ability to go beyond their fears. The "conversion" into real
estate is associated with the form of superior choice. Becoming independent, an
entrepreneur, for what we were told, required faith and a positive mindset, which not only
made us happier but also superior beings.

At Desert Realty, Greg, 8 years into real estate, is giving the Friday morning class
on "open houses". Rob, manager, and head of the training program at Desert Realty has told
us before that Greg is "killing open houses" and jokes on how since his beginning he was
always holding houses open for all the senior agents in the company:

The lecture material is fast-paced, with lots of elements written on the billboard.
Greg makes students impressed, they are very concentrated and you can feel the
energy from his lecture. Steve, seated next to me, is even whispering to me: "Whaou,
what a guy, what a class! He's such a good speaker!" At the end of his lecture,
students are eager to ask questions. Matthew, a 34-year-old agent seated in the third
row asks: "What are the most common mistakes people make when starting in the
business?" Greg answers straightforwardly: "I would say fear. I'm not going to do
what makes me scared, don't come to grip with their relationship with fear, they don't
overcome that mentally, they do the nuts and bold, but don't focus on their best bet,
how do I make this week work? Rewards are for people that can do stuff or make it
happen. You have to be mentally strong." He goes on: "you know everybody is
afraid, the difference is what is your reaction towards fear, you can either not act
upon it, or just make it your motor, and deal with it. (field note)

The newer recruits present in the room are impressed by this very enthusiastic and
friendly figure whose motto is: “If you can get over your fears, you can make it.” It indeed
provides an argument of fairness that everyone can be compensated proportionally to the
efforts made, appearing in many of my interviewees’ discourse, in contradiction with the

corporate or employees’ mindset.
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When talking about prospecting, the textbook of Real Prosperity also draws on the
fear of a “no;” the fear of rejection and how to get another perspective on it; for agents not
to be discouraged in not seeking business or even to not stop doing business at once.

A Note on “No”. Many agents resist prospecting because they fear the word “no.”
Be prepared to hear it. Even mega agents hear “no.” The best way to cope with this
fear is to change your perspective. “No” is rarely, if ever, personal. It usually means
“not now,” “not without additional information,” or “not this one,” but it almost
never means “not you.” Think of it this way: Every “no” just brings you closer to a
“yes.” When you hear “no,” think of it as “know” and realize that the reason someone
has said it is that they need to know more. Keep gently probing to find out what they
need to know more about. And, in the end, if their “no” means “no” and that’s it,
then thank them pleasantly and positively move on.

The attitude towards the “no” reflects overall the needed ethos of the agent. The
training serves the companies, not only for the acquisition of practical knowledge by the
agents on real estate transactions but also as an incentive to transform the worker’s attitude
towards oneself, overcoming one’s fear and adopting this positive mindset. The acquisition
of this ethos is translated into a specific attitude towards the activity of real estate, which
means to be constantly relying on prospecting.

After the training at the companies, | interviewed 15 agents. With about half of them,
I had ongoing relationships, involving several informal conversations. When I asked them
about the difficulty of their new occupation, about two-thirds insisted on the necessity of
getting over their own fears. I met Matthew again about 5 months after the training, he had
decided to team up with another experienced agent to learn from her. Like Matthew, when
I asked him about the experiences of his few first months in real estate, he explained that it
was only him — himself — that could hold him back. He had to get away from his "comfort
zone":

My own demons. Fear. There’s always the fear of rejection. There’s always the fear
of ‘If I try to call them, why am I not reaching them? Why do I get their voicemail?
Do they have me on the block? Do they block my call because I’m that awful realtor
calling them back?' But you know what? I'm going to keep at it and I don't—it's
really funny, too, because when I'm outdoor hanging, the door hanging is almost an
exercise of getting rid of my demons because there's always that fear of rejection and
blablabla...and that's why I do it. I know when I'm out there I'm outside of my

124



comfort zone. That's the only way things happen. When you get outside of your
comfort zone.

The turn of the positive psychology and the recovery movement, which exhorts
individuals to take care of one's self and to get over their addictions, whether drugs, alcohol
or overeating, is indeed very present in the discourses of self-help adopted by real estate
agents. Individuals are encouraged to seek transformations, through getting away from their
fears and demons. In a blend with libertarianism, which posits external slavery, as
collectivity has made individuals lose their sense of actions by becoming weak, the recovery
movement has encouraged individuals to gain autonomy, and to free themselves from their
internal slavery. In this discourse, one must overcome one own weakness to become strong.

Real estate agents, because they are socialized to believe it all rests on them (their
selves), are constantly trained to be better people, not just being the typical salesman, but to
be willing to take up a challenge. This requires a specific personality that trainers and
successful agents are trying to communicate to the newcomers: "You don't have to sit and
wait, otherwise nothing is going to come to you. You have to be pro-active."

This uncertainty is associated with a form of positive praise for why people should
start a real estate career. For about 70% of my interviewees, the belief system takes them as
far as thinking about making this choice as a reflection of their great personality, as it
requires a leap of faith to get away from the stability of a paycheck (or what is associated
with it in terms of benefits) earned in the corporate world. What becomes important is which
is also to get away from the most unpaid service jobs or occupations, presented as the least
financially rewarding occupations well-off such as primary and middle school teachers.

Vocabulary around faith came out in more than 80% of my interviews and during
many accounts of the formal discussions. Workers voice their concerns along with a strong
belief system required to get into real estate. A 40-year-old agent, Bruce, director of a public
school before passing his real estate license, started 6 months before our interview. I
interviewed him after the 3 weeks training undertaken at Desert Realty. While stressing his
dislikes for his previous occupation, he expressed nervousness about “starting his business”

but also the “leap of faith:” “You know, it’s really weird. I thought I would lose a lot of
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sleep at night because this is a leap of faith, but I sleep a lot better. I think my quality of life
is a lot better.” The belief, that he could become “independent,” reassured him about his
decision and his prospects in real estate.

Later in the conversation though, he also reveals (without being conscious about it)
that the process of "conversion" is not as individual as one may want to show. He brings up
the relationships he had in real estate before his decision, especially one of his friends, who
has been a broker of another local real estate company for more than 10 years. This
friendship, along with other relationships coming from his previous occupation, strongly
played a part in shaping Bruce's confidence and belief. Schools and companies and their
training can act similarly for newer recruits who need to hold on to strong belief about their
capacity to succeed.

Experienced agents I interview (about 20) often take pride or praise others for being
pro-active, entrepreneurial and fearless. Edward, who has retired for the corporate world,
has started in the business 8 years ago. He has teamed up with his wife for 2 years now. Not
only does he praise her for being an exceptional real estate agent, but also for having the
right type of personality, being fearless, self-reliant and friendly.

Lenny, 69, retired from the air force and Southwest Airlines, stresses the excitement
of watching the business grow, along with his long-term objectives. In his discourse, the
commitment to the business is present, and the feeling that he is achieving a “form of
success” within what he has decided to do:

I think my goals are...I've kind of broken my mind in 20 years periods, 20 years as
I went to college, 20 years in the air force, 20 years in Southwest Airlines, hopefully,
I can do 20 years at this before I get too old, my goals are to be successful in this
business to allow me to have freedom for the rest of my life. I'll seat down with Janet,
my partner, and our team member and we'll set our goal for the next year, we'll say
I want to hold open houses which allows you to gain contacts, which allows you then
to grow your business by increasing your contacts, so by meeting people, you grow
your business.

Through this commitment to the business, Lenny reveals the metaphor of “growth”
in practical actions, designed to make his commitment come true. The vocabulary used by

the agents I followed is charged by figures of growth, whether they talk about developing,
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finding new clients or growing their business.” Along with the vocabulary of growth, agents
often refer to experiences of “transformation” or emotional commitment. Lester (1974)
connects the “leap of faith” to a conversion experience, what she describes as a
“transformation of their worldview and a concomitant sense of excitement, anticipation, and
commitment.”

It might explain why I did not see as many people quit. I saw some changing status,
going from lonely agents to teams, especially in Real Prosperity, or even changing
companies. But the pressures and the chances of making it are not equal among all real
agents. Those whose decision appears the most "secure" are the ones who have the
significant financial capital to be given the time to see if real estate would work for them.
Those who don't have the same opportunity or need to make a living out of it describe how
their decisions were associated with a form of "risk" of giving up a specific position where
they had made a stable earning and a paycheck. Those who did not have comparable
corporate work, typically younger, out of college or without any other opportunities, claimed
they were less aware of the challenges of starting a business, ending up downplaying their
fears and emphasizing the rewards they were expecting.

Along with the relational aspects of the personality, companies train agents to control
themselves. The self is not necessarily strong from nature, yet it has to be trained and
discipline to be so. Agents need to learn how to be empowered by managing their own time
and their finances. As agents in both companies repeat often during classes, "you need to
hold yourself accountable." Companies thus design programs to educate agents to hold

themselves accountable.

1.3. Educating the Self: Financially Responsible, Organized, and Efficient
In companies’ training, the agents receive several injunctions. One of the most common is
to be organized, efficient and responsible. During their integration and training at both
companies, real estate trainers insist that agents are now in charge of their own business and
need to set up both their goals and their financial capabilities. The training takes the form of

classes called “accountability”, “independent contractor” or “goal settings”, in-between

“financial empowerment” and “paternalist education.”
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Tony, a chief financial officer at Desert Realty, is "responsible for the company's
financial management activities, operations, facilities management, and information
technology which comprises telecommunications services, network infrastructure, and data
center management" according to its own website. He has long expertise in finances, notably
in Ventana Medical Systems and B/E Aerospace. He is part of several associations, both
charity and growth organizations, and participated in the 96th Arizona Town Hall "Building
Arizona's Future: Jobs Innovation and Competitiveness." He is very active in the Tucson
community teaching several classes on financial literacy on productivity and business tools
at the University of Arizona, Tucson Unified District, and Tucson Urban League. On the
first Thursday of my training (May 14th of 2015) at 1 pm, he is teaching the class:
"independent contractor: what do I do?"

When you are an independent contractor, you are responsible for everything, from
your taxes to your benefits, including managing your finances. After federal, state
and local taxes, you get only one-third of what you earned. You need to fill out self-
employed taxes with the IRS, plus the 1040 C and ES, plus medicare." My advice is
'find a good tax accountant who does not have real estate agents as clients' as this
will lead you to clients and generate business opportunities, you pick some business
along the way, it’s a win-win.

After developing on the problem of the timing of the commission check and the fact
that if the deal does not close, then the agent does not receive any income, Tony insists on
the necessity of having some goals and basic financial education:

First, getting out of debt is a good idea. Second, you will need financing planning,
with a financial planner or a book to educate yourself to achieve goals with your
existing resources. For example, let's say you want to buy a new car, you need to
calculate your asset, what you own, compared to your liabilities, what you owe,
which will give you your net worth, so you need to factor in your insurance, your
property taxes, your maintenance, your gasoline and then thinking how much you
can spend on that care. Well, a Mercedes is 60 000, a Honda 20 000, and maybe you
can buy a slightly used care, less than 10 000 miles with a full warranty because new
cars lose a lot of their value when they go out of the garage. You need a plan, and
then to set your goals. Let's say your short term goals could be to pay off your debts
off in 12 months, to build 3 months equity, or to save $10, 000. Instead, your long-
term goals could be to purchase a home, educate your children, or build wealth.

He then draws on the board the following:
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Budget Expenses

Commission income Debts
Could be variable (market forces) or base Contracted obligations
income (reasonably guaranteed) Savings (for long term goals)

“You have to differentiate needs and wants”, needs are for “survival such as food, shelters,
clothing”, he explains, whereas wants are “discretionary items that are optional.” He brings
up US bureau of statistics:

They provide the following model budget where housing should be 24% of your

budget, utilities 8%, food 14%, clothing 4%, transportation 14% and personal/debt

12%/. "You have to make investments to get wherever balance you want that fits

your budget and your expenses. The advice I'm giving you is: be conscious about

making a decision and thinking smart: how can you get what you want at a lower
cost, including lifestyle, retirement and big-ticket items, you can go to Cosco, or
maybe the coach you wanna buy is too expensive.

For Tony, the availability of cash should always be the priority. It is essential to
avoid unexpected liabilities on your house or your medical bills for example. He
recommends everybody to buy a good finance book (such as Dave Ramsey or Suze Orman)
and to also hire an accountant, an attorney, and a financial advisor. The training is less
complete in Real Prosperity but also covers managing and setting up goals, which I discuss
in part 4 of this chapter.

The companies are also socializing the newer agents to money management (Jacob,
Hudson, and Bush 2000) for them to acquire financial decision-making skills: they are
encouraged to draw a financial life plan, save for retirement and organize themselves to
careful budgeting from month to month. The agents in this sense bear the burden of
organizing their work activity and finances. These programs not only apply for agents but
are also available for first-time homebuyers. The education and discipline of the "self" are

also designed to improve the engagement of the self into work, and what I call the

organization of belief.
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2. Organizing the Belief in the Self

The concomitant development of positive psychology at the end of the 1990’s reflected by
the numerous publications by psychologists and economists (Frey and Stutzer 2010;
Kahneman et al. 1999; Seligman et al. 2002) backing up scientifically positive mindset, good
healthy habits and relationships goes hand in hand with new managerial discourses around
the worker. The vivacity of the business literature around job and company satisfaction is
highlighted in outlets such as the Harvard Business Review, which articles — "how to be a
company that employees love," "treat employees like business owners" or "how to make
employees feel like they own their work", "building a winning culture" to cite a few titles —
all underline the management of workers through the management of their happiness and
feelings suggesting that "psychological ownership" can "trigger a mindset of possession"”
which makes workers healthier, happier, more motivated and focused (Gino 2015).

But these economical injunctions are also rooted into the meeting of Pentecostalism
and the American gospel of pragmatism, individualism and upward mobility through the
gospel of prosperity, a theology preaching material well-being and wealth as the will of God
(Bowler 2013; Haynes 2013; Hladky 2012; Neubert et al. 2014; Schieman and Jung 2012).
More prevalent in the States of the Sun Belt (Coleman 2000; Van Biema and Chu 2006), the
partisans think that their physical, psychic and economic conditions (health, happiness,
success, wealth), often referred as “blessings”, are the results of the strength of their belief
and their hard work rather than divine intervention. In the manner of Benjamin Franklin in
The Protestant Ethic, the gospel of wealth and success professed by Andrew Carnegie or
Russell Conwell combines poverty with sin ensuring that everyone can become rich by
working hard (Bowler 2013).

The industry of happiness as Illouz (2007) calls it, may take various forms as well
as manifests in workers' professional and personal lives through different aspects. If
sociologists have investigated the managerial injunctions towards service workers to
carefully manage their emotional display (Hochschild 1983), not much is known about the
values and the ethics behind those transformations. Doing real estate, i.e. succeeding or

being able to make a consistent income from it, can be associated with a form of conversion,
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which requires to invest symbolically in a "new self," driven by the idea of business and
personal growth. Paying closer attention to the language used in these stories, we can find

nmn

theological thinking and sacred terminology: "be better people," "going down the right
path," "being committed," which represents the switch from a regular job to a form of
religious calling or a mission. Goals are important in trying not to "blow up" the chances:
the overall act of committing to the business is maintained through specific acts designed to
"make it grow" or to "feed into it."

The corporate discourses and practices are based on the need to "convert" recruits
who are often fragile when they enter the profession. In contrast to a religious conversion
that could appear to be "miraculous and immediate," professional conversion requires
"pedagogical work", which at the same time includes socialization to the "way of thinking"
and "the type of attitude" demanded by the institution. The system of representations
underlying transformation is based both on this "pedagogical work" and on "the social
conditions that made this inculcation work possible and effective." In its transition from a
simple worker to a real estate agent, the "conversion process" is a series of subjective
transformations that accompany and condition, in the illusion of freedom, the transformation
of the objective social status of recruits" (Suaud 1982, 10-11).

This individualization of success in real estate work is found in the mobilization of
commitment discourses around the "desire for success" and "self-belief" on the part of
managers and new converts. This process requires "discontinuous and extra-ordinary actions
of the prophet" but which must be continually prolonged in "a continuous inculcating action"
(Darmon 2011, 47). What is produced in the staging of this belief is an "invisibilisation" of
existing constraints (competitiveness between agents, the functioning of the real estate
market). In part 3, I argue that the new ethos inculcated to the real estate agent is sustained
by a system of belief in the self, armed in the companies by corporate culture and rhetoric

resting on organizational spirituality and building on the prosperity gospel.
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2.1. Staging the Belief in Growth: Ceremonies and Stories of Personal

Achievements

As I was reading through my field notes and listening to the recordings of the interviews, I
realized agents' discourses on commitment and emotional attachment to real estate were not
isolated. In many of the settings I have observed, the agents had to rationalize their choices
to enter real estate, and they were more often talking about it as a "real transformative
experience" where they had to be personally involved. Like Alex that I mentioned earlier,
many of the agents talk about a "revelatory moment" in which they decided to transform
their lives. Even if such a moment exists, the momentum needs to be maintained on the one
hand by a strong belief and on the other hand, by the continuing actions of a series of
professional trainers, managers and experienced colleagues who shape and reinforce the
commitment. By using the language of commitment, agents particularly try to value their
entry into the real estate business. Not only they changed their working activity, but they
also had to be personally involved and emotionally committed to becoming realtors®.

The language of commitment is present in most of my interactions with agents,
whether towards themselves and the activity they started or towards their clients. Many of
my interviewees express their commitment to a transaction and the business, not only as a
"professional activity" but towards a "strong personal commitment." Here are the words
used by Carrie, who mentions later in the interview the emotional labor she has to put into
the business:

I really care and I want it to work! I'm kind of one of those people, like, I want to
keep things together. I don't like it, I just like...if we're committed I want to make it
work. I don't want to jump ship. Let's try to keep it together. Let's try to come to a
compromise' kind of thing.

The ideological discourse around individual possibilities in Multi-Level Marketing
companies (MLM) or Direct Selling Organizations (DSO) are created and maintained
through frequent gatherings, weekly meetings, rallies, luncheons, and several on-going
pieces of training. In these meetings, they are mutually self-reinforcing each other, praising
their progress and their way of life (Juth-Gavasso 1985, 177-78). These ceremonies are

often the place of self-praise and reinforcement, where participants can sing songs, can
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scream a short simple motivational phrase or share their success stories. The apparent unity
of the meeting also erases the idea of a rat race or an individualistic competition, as profits
are not limited. The meetings can often resemble religious settings (Lester, 1974, p. 26). To
further legitimate their model, evacuating any structural discourses on why people are not
necessarily making it, they tell the stories of ordinary individuals who became incredibly
wealthy. They go against the corporation model in which the amount of capital and
educational credentials are necessary to get in. To succeed, individuals would only rely on
their belief, their effort, and their commitment.

Echoing the theology of prosperity, the training manual for new agents highlight
"abundance" in the professional achievement goals of agents. In speeches, pamphlets and
training programs, the company's experienced managers and agents aim to instill in new
recruits the precepts of individual development and theology of prosperity - "be better
people”, “grow your business,” “be engaged”, “stand out from your fears” - to solidify their
commitment to work.

The trainers evacuate any structural discourse by seeking individual reasons for the
lack of success. They tell stories of ordinary people who have become incredibly wealthy or
stories of people struck by an illness or natural disaster that succeeds. Based on the almost
permanent use of the blessing (Bowler 2013), these stories highlight the unshakeable faith
in God, the transformation of negative emotions into positive emotions or the incredible
generosity of the members and the support they receive by the members of the company.
These testimonies of agents all show falls followed by redemption, failures followed by
success, a promise of rebirth, suitable for conversion into Protestantism.

This prosperity theology grew in the 1990s. It relies on the promises of a "richer life"
whatever the participant past may have been. These ideologies vary in the emphasis on
community versus self-help. This ideology is sustained by the underlying idea that there
exist losers and winners in today's economic game, and some of these losers have been
abused by corporate work; they lose their capacity to create, to have initiatives,
imaginations, and dreams. What the ideology thrives on is a discourse of potential lives lying
ahead of you: agents can, if they work hard, desire it, apply our method for success, get to

be in the category of people who made it, in an image of the self-made people, what Conn
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(1982, 35) calls the "American way, the tradition of hungry, hard-working men and women

breaking out of the life of the have-nots, to take their places among the haves."

2.2. Real Prosperity, a Space for Organizational Spirituality?

In the two companies, the drive towards financial success and personal achievement is
strongly put forward but Real Prosperity offers a space for what is called "organizational
spirituality” that Desert Realty does not provide. As I came to know more of my
interviewees, I discovered that more than 80% were Christian, and about 40% revealed their
church affiliations were associated with Pentecostal movements. I did not realize the
connections between prosperity theology and real estate until I put together the position and
trajectory of the CEO of Real Prosperity and the discourses of some of my interviewees
about wealth and financial security.

Real Prosperity is at the head of a large franchise network - it grew from 70 associate
agents in 1986 to the largest franchise in the United States in 2013 with more than 180,000
associates spread over 975 sites, after a strong international expansion. Real Prosperity
claims to have "shared § 98 million in profit and sharing growth." To recruit and retain its
agents, Real Prosperity mobilizes a symbolic universe of beliefs and religious practices. It
uses at least strategically the encounter between spirituality, personal development and
economic profit in what might be called an "organizational spirituality".

In the display of the "big Real family" of Real Prosperity, the collective meetings
function not only based on a pooling of the opportunities of transactions but also around
testimonies. Each person is invited to share a problem of health or family, a work on oneself
in progress. The "packaged life" comes from a sacrifice of the relative mediocrity of one's
life, and to develop the apparatus to be working as one's boss, becoming a master of one's
life. In 2004, the CEO of Real Prosperity co-authored "The Millionaire Real Estate Agent,"
which became a national best-seller. The book states: "it's not about the money, it's about
being the best you can be."

Raised in a Protestant family in Texas, attending a Baptist church, Real Prosperity
CEO earned a BA from Baylor Baptist University. He claims to have founded his company

on "Christian values" around a "belief system" that operates for the "success of all". The
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motto of the company is indeed formally written in brochures and marketed on the website
as "God, family, then business." When I asked him about the relation between his faith,
religion, and business, he answered the following: "I am a Christian and Real Prosperity was
founded on Christian principles. It's as simple as that. As to God, family, business, that
means that we will never ask anyone to violate the order of these priorities"

Evangelical Christians believe in the importance of doing everything they can to
fulfill their mission on Earth. Even if workers (which often call themselves members) are
conscious that companies cannot self-defined as Christian, about 60% of the agents
interviewed see the values of Real Prosperity as the bedrock of a Christian commitment. Pat,
a coach and real estate agent for the last 3 years, believes he has a mission to fulfill:

In reality, theologically, there is no such thing as a Christian company as a company
can't commit its life to Christ. With that being said there can be Christian within a
company but a company can adopt Christians' values like (¢he CEO) said. I believe
every Christian is called to be a missionary, some are called overseas. Our mission
field happens to be called Real Prosperity. I believe we have a leg up based on our
values to have Gospel conversations.

The discourse on values is also mixed with a moral stand on happiness and greatness,
in which the condition of success also lies in the management of the self. For example, the
slogan God, family, business is evoked as the cornerstone of its values. "Real Prosperity
never wants us to do business to the point of forgetting our values, our families and our God.
If we are not happy and healthy, then we cannot and we will not do our best" tells Sarah, 29,
2 years into real estate, in an informal conversation on the values of the company. Another
catch slogan of the company that comes up during training programs is the "Be < Do <
Have". During an informal conversation during lunch break, Joe, 7 years in the company,
finds in Real Prosperity the overall values that he feels most aligned with:

I felt like I really agreed with the values of the company. I met great people with
whom I pray, who pray for me on a regular basis. Real Prosperity's order of priorities
"God, family, business" is in perfect accord with the way I lead my life. In training
programs, we are told the following order: to be <make <have (BE <DO <HAVE).
If we are good people, the best we can, then we do, we will have. As compared to
wanting to have in order to become something.
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Newer recruits also deliver this discourse. They emphasize the spiritual aspect of
their engagement in Real Prosperity. Here Rich, a white agent of 54, recalls why he “joined”:

One of the reasons that I personally joined was because I intended to align myself
with a company that shared the same core values that I do. This has caused great
connection to other professionals all over the country that I have become personal
friends with. I've met great people who I pray for and they pray for me on a regular
basis. The "God, Family, Business" belief has certainly impacted how I run my
business and lead my family.

The vocabulary of “joining” the company also reveals the personal decision of
choosing the company among a pool of others, as one would affiliate with an organization.
These organizations socialize their “members” to avoid the term “employee” and use the
language of free vertical affiliation such as “membership” or “sponsorship.”

As evoked by Joe and Sarah, the values of the company serve also as a community
of support during difficult times. About 20% of the real estate agents I talked to in Real
Prosperity brought up the praying moments as important. In an email thread of conversion
with Tom, one of the senior managers, he told me the following:

Regarding God's PRESENCE at office. Yes, god is invited/allowed at the office.
Agents openly discuss God working in their lives and families. We have prayed over
agents, families and life situations at the office in a team. Recently an evening Bible
Study has started, open to all agents. I'm not sure who led this, and clearly, not all
agents are Christ Followers, but the environment is positive and open and you don't
have to hide your belief (like in a strict office cubical environment) and are
encouraged to express your views.

Although not all agents are Christian, Real Prosperity might in the view of believers
like Tom, provide a friendly environment towards religious practice. Donna's brother, a 57-
year-old agent that has recently entered the real estate through the introduction of his sister,
evokes the prayers he made for a change in his career, and he enormous help he received
from the other agents at the office:

At a recent committee meeting, my wife was with me (long story: major auto
accident in March, both my wife and I still receiving treatment and recovering) due
to doctor's appointments. Before we started my fellow agents surrounded my wife
Jeanne, laid hands on her and prayed (powerfully) before we started talking business.
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Participants have declared often that in tough times, they could count on other agents'
support. Real Prosperity even created an emergency fund to help those in need, and the
charity sister organization they have also legitimate their sense of giving and caring for the
community they are in. One woman explains how going through the loss of their husband,
several agents helped her out, to sort her life out, and provide comfort and friendship to hold
on to.

The real estate industry thus presents similarity with the prosperity gospel. Real
estate companies can serve as a prolongation of the congregational ritualized church
community, providing a space for the gospel and a simple packaged life plan with an
economic network of support. It is presented as a transparent company and family operating
between associates more than a company with employees, redistributing all of its profits to
its real estate agents. It focuses on the central figure of the real estate agent, integrated into
a system of relations presented as non-hierarchical and non-competitive, where "everyone

works to the success of each."

2.3. From a Family to a Corporate Culture

The family model also works as a cohesive and redistributive one, where everyone can
"share the profit of the company." Some agents like Donna's brother rationalize their entry
based on the fact that "my sister and sponsor was an agent" and told me about "that little
thing called profit share." The profit share is also emphasized by Real Prosperity, as the
proof of the equal status of all the members, who are not hierarchically dependent on each
other, but co-dependent.

To recruit new agents, each company is trying to frame itself as "the best company,"
more a family than a company, providing a "friendly" environment, where everybody can
come as they are, "free" of "bringing their business where they want it to be." For example,
the motto of Real Prosperity, "God, family, and then business" means to employees that the
values of community and family supersede business. This calls to mind Biggart (1989) who
shows how direct sales organizations (DSOs) have embraced a discourse about the loss of
community values, and how their business model gained power. Real Prosperity often

emphasizes an idealized version of the community of support, an obvious technique of
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seduction towards the recruits. Training leaders in both companies emphasized during the
time of the training that real estate is a big family. For example, Joe, who gives us the class
on prospecting, repeated many times the rhetoric of asking help and being supportive:” Here
at Real Prosperity, we are like a family. There is nothing you cannot ask, and you can rely

on us, there’s always someone out there to help you out.”

Lenny, the retired pilot who works at Desert Realty, also stresses the importance of
the company being family-like, in contrast with the “cold” corporate world:

We're able to interact with the people very well, and we work as a team. It's such a
good group, it's a family type of feeling where everybody helps each other out and
that's kind of the way that this office, in particular, there isn't anyone here that is
unapproachable, that you can't ask questions, or find information for you, you don't
feel reluctant to talk to anybody, you walk into someplace and you get that feeling
right away.

Real estate companies also function well to bring anybody on board, as a form
enacting old familial types of small businesses, in which most often, the wife works with
her husband, or the son with his dad, as well as brother and sister like in the case of Donna
and her brother. I interview only 4 teams but I encountered about 15. The majority was
composed of "close kindships": husband with wife in 70% of the cases. There were also big
teams with more than 3 agents. This seems associated with a regain of control over their life,
and the capacity to bring "personal relationships" to the cold sphere of the economical,
something that has been separated in the corporate environment. Such familial sponsoring,
as well as familial metaphors for the company itself, is also observed in MLM and DSO
organizations (Biggart 1989; Morgan 1991; Roberts 2012).

The discourse of the "team" is very present. Indeed, both companies have meetings
called team-building where they share information and build a sense of collective. Matthew
explains that he signed up with Desert Realty because "I really liked the idea of a local,
family-owned company" while Virna, a Hispanic 42-years old agent, justified the choice she
made to switch to Desert Realty and implied a rejection for the corporate-like office setting:

"It wasn't this family-like office that we had any more. We had this corporate guy that
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wanted to change everything, and all of the agents started leaving and just the company went
down and close down but I left before, so then I moved with Desert Realty."

Real Prosperity has attracted attention from some of the leading business schools of
the country, including Yale and Stanford. Recent academic and new coverage praise the
company for their culture, and the impact it has on people's lives. The "culture" as
emphasized by the company consists of being interdependent and on "achieving success
through the efforts of others" (Larcker and Tayan 2015, 2). The company’s belief system is
represented by the WI4C2TS with the following principles: Win-win — or no deal; Integrity
— do the right thing; Customers — always come first; Commitment — in all things;
Communication — seek first to understand; Creativity — ideas before results; Teamwork —
together everyone achieves more; Trust — starts with honesty; Success — results through
people.

The claimed success — also confirmed through the increasing number of agents
enrolling in the company and the fact that the founder of the company has written best-
selling books on how to be successful in the business — is attributed to the specific
environment including cooperation and profit-sharing. The Stanford study argues that its
"operating model results in an organization that is essentially agent led. All major initiatives
are originated in the field, and agent initiatives are implemented in a market center only" (p.
3), suggesting this is the way an organization becomes more powerful, by being bottom-up
rather than top-down. Being powerful is interpreted as the lack of vertical organization, the
traditional corporate model but rather a form of the network of interdependence on
everybody relies on each other and is "free" to reach whatever level (financially) the
employee — which is never treated as such — would want.

This claimed "culture" also rests on the insertion of the neo-liberal project within
companies, where self-help is the pillar of success, and all workers need to be pro-active and
should be rewarded in the function of that, the "all entrepreneurs" model that is disseminated
in various spheres of social life. The individual does not fall into the trap of the employee
model — which is considered not stimulated and lazy — but can reveal him or herself into a

project in which he or she will be fully committed.
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This model of organization represents a blend between an old idealized vision
surrounding craftsmanship — a family producing and benefiting directly from the product of
their labor without intermediaries — and the new version of an entrepreneurial self — which
work is not dictated by a boss but where he or she can assume significant responsibility into
success as well as into failure. Led by two managers at the national level, the agent training
curriculum is based on the “prosperity gospel,” which puts forward a belief system based on
perpetual growth without limits - " the market does not dictate whether you will succeed or
not, it only tells you how you will succeed "," there is no limit to what you can achieve.”

Although I take examples mostly from Real Prosperity, Desert Realty is also among
the companies who surf on freedom and opportunities, presented as the pillars of the
American dream. Here the positive psychology indeed blends nicely with the organizational
spirituality preached in the gospel prosperity theology: what is limiting is not the structural
limits based on the state of demand and supply but one’s belief and commitment.

Another element of differentiation of a business cult and a normal business lies in
the blurring between working and personal time: “Normal businesses also draw boundaries
around work time, leaving personal, social and family life separate and protected from
commercial pressures or involvement. So, the boundaries around personal life limit a
legitimate business’ ability to influence and affect any individual at the level that a cult does”
(Bromley 1998). The blurring of boundaries between personal and professional lives
pervades neo-liberal capitalism and is not in itself sufficient to define a business cult.

In the case of real estate, as with MLM, companies thrive on offering unlimited
rewards to “the little guy” including financial salvation, happiness, dignity, freedom,
spirituality or community (Fitzpatrick and Reynolds 1997). The justification for such
blurring is a model of unlimited benefits, which are not limited to the financial benefits but
a form of overall individual salvation.

This model of salvation is built around relationship marketing (not direct branding)
which promises unlimited income. There are always people to be known, more clients to
recruit, and more referrals that can come through. Thus, both market limits and competitors

are completely erased. Finally, losses are hidden as organizations pretend it is only profits
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and nobody can ever lose money. Each worker is thus encouraged to go on, to have
confidence and hope, and to work hard at it to achieve it.

Recent work on the prosperity gospel explores how this form of religious identity is
as much a cultural production as it is a theological one. Religious identity is mixed with
rituals that enact practices and norms that are validated through various capitalist contexts,
especially within consumer society (Lofton 2011, 2012; Snarr 2011; K. D. Miller 2002; L.
J. Miller 2008). This can explain also why even in Desert Realty, that never engages in the
same rhetoric and tools (youtube channels and self-help books) nonetheless trains their
agents to a similar curriculum. The unity of real estate practices is also shaped by the
National Association of Realtors® and the competitive features of the field, in which this
mental system based on belief is organized towards practical goals, which is designed,

engineered, to make transactions happen or what I call: to engage practically the self.

3. Engaging Practically the Self: Framing Production as Self-Growth

I have demonstrated so far those real estate agents are trained to be disciplined and to believe
both in their work and in their company. If the management of the self is the first required
step, this management only has a purpose as it serves directly the market, i.e. the flows of
the transaction, the exchanges of supply and demand. To sell the market, real estate

companies train newer recruits to engage practically the self.

3.1. Fear as a Motor for Prospection

As we have seen in part two of this chapter, overcoming fears is one of the biggest struggles
real estate agents face. During the training at the companies, managers, trainers, and
experienced agents repeat that they need to make their fear a motor. They stress that if agents
are afraid to prospect, this will impede them to generate income, as the real estate business
is a highly relational one. How is the engagement of self required to sell the market?
Overcoming one's fear should be done as a signal for client capture. Indeed, real
estate agents might convey a form of trust by sounding and appearing to know what they are

doing and to be in charge of the transaction. Bruce, described earlier, refers to his newer
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practical experience where he feels like being direct, honest and confident in what is going
to bring transactions.

You need to inspire confidence and a form of authority (...) getting away from
shying to say something is the most important (...) take this example, I had a
situation where I’m not going to negotiate. It’s funny because in the negotiation
today with the listing agent, she asked—her clients want us to contribute $700 for
their roof repair, and I’'m like ‘Umm, I can’t do that. My hands are tied. Let me know
what you want to do.' What happens is five minutes later she knuckles under and she
says 'Well, can we only do this, this and this?' and I'm 'Sure!' I knew what the non-
negotiables were from my buyer. I'm not going to buy a house! I'm not going to pay
for the house!" (...) You need to have this straight and direct personality and be good
at relationships. I'm direct when I need to be direct. I think I'm personal when I need
to be personal.

The speech delivered by Greg about getting over one's fears is operationalized at
various stages of the transaction, but especially for prospecting. Agents need to own what
they are saying and try to convince people to work with them to generate income and foster
the flows of the transaction, i.e. render the market active:

On the second day of training at Real Prosperity, Lindsey is talking to newer recruits
about "energizing your business" and "prospecting": "don't worry about having it
perfect" she says" "go up there and figure out a way to go get it, go find people. A
day without prospecting is not a workday, you need to take the time to prospect, at
least 2 hours a day." "You are lucky to be here, we're being about practicing" Here,
she refers to how prospecting requires practicing with scripts before getting more in
detail all the ways you can prospect both buyers and sellers. (field note)

3.2. The Scientific Organization behind the Self-Producer

During the Desert Realty training, the manager of the professional development addresses
the agents by understanding that out of the 4,600 realtors® belonging to the TAR®, there
are only 500 that are out there. Real Prosperity also adopts similar reasoning when talking
about the competition: "you have to have your own proposition value" repeats one of the
experienced agents, ignoring most of the time the structural forces around real estate
practice, and letting the agents believe it is for them to get what they want from the business.
Rob, manager, and head of the professional development at Desert Realty states:

Competition is only 500 agents, there are officially about 4,600 but they are not
necessarily doing business, you count, there are 25 000 pieces of business. The Top
500 agents are (almost) all Desert Realty agents. There are a lot of opportunities that
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lie ahead of you, as 1/3 of the agents are going to exit business; 1/3 are new and 1/3
are working and being true professionals. You need to have core values and
distinguish yourself. What is your service to the customer? Service- integrated
experience for the customer. You're an independent contractor, you're the asset of
the company, and you go home and you decide where you want to work. Talk doesn't
cook rice. We are all about measurement, everything we do is measured, each tool,
and how it's utilized.

The speech delivered by Rob stresses the importance of arming the self with helpful
tools and measurements, which are going to translate agents' life goals into business
objectives. This works as a help for the self, which is validated with a scientifically and
professionally legitimized system that allows to "bring the business" towards where the
agent "wants it." In this operative model, the agent is not passively receiving a business (and
the related relationships) that he does not master — as the discourse of James highlighted in
part one — but he is controlling how it handles the business and where he wants to put it at.
Similarly, a set of tools that put into place to present one's self and to manage relationships
as | highlight specifically in Chapter 5.

The organization of real estate activity is also done through what agents call "team
meetings." Every Wednesday at the "team meeting" of Real Estate, all the agents of the
North East Office of Real Prosperity are coming together to talk about what is new in real
estate, what tips they can share for business, what listings they have on the market or even
more personally: who is celebrating a birthday, or talking about their involvement with
charity organizations. On Wednesday of the month, the award celebrations take place: who
has achieved the greatest gross income commission, who is selling the most upscale houses,
etc. Often, these activities take the form of games: riddles, or questions made to be guessed.
Most of the time, the powerpoint or the board serves to increase the energy of the room. At
the beginning of each meeting, the same rocky song is played, and each meeting is
punctuated by moments of self-praising with sentences sung such as "I can be successful"
or "I can achieve my goals." The praise of what it means to be a successful realtor® is the
collective reassurance that work is going in the right direction and that people should be
motivated to go on with their activity.

In the classes, the instructor is pumped up like he is going to teach a gym class: How
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are you guys today? All timidly reply, good. Yeah, yeah?!!! Great, good mood, good spirit,
let’s rock this. Gary is part of the Vanguard group which is comprised of 8 agents. It was
created in 2010. He states that the strategy of the group revolves around “innovation,” and
the creation of a-89-step home marketing system in which they are “providing advice to
sellers to sell their homes quickly for top dollars.” From 9 to noon, on Friday, March 6",
2015, Gary is teaching the business strategy class to coach agents to achieve the highest

financial rewards as it is what supposedly their main motivation should be.

Your business strategy, it’s all about numbers. For example, with 3 appointments,
you get one listing, in a week, you get 1.5 listings that equals 75 listings per year,
and the calls you make, you can do 200 calls in 7.5 hours. At the end of the day, if
you do that in a year, you can get $400 in profit, net. Let’s see how it works.

He writes on the board the following:
45 listing closed

78 buyers closed

165,000 average purchase price
4,950 GCI per close

$608,850

=> $ approx. 400,000 in profit

He follows the discussion on the accountability agents should rely on to comply with
their objectives and goals. During those ceremonies, agents are always encouraged to think
about their numbers. In each company, the strategy is fixed at the beginning of the year,
then, usually increased at each anniversary year. With the majority of my interviewees
(90%), the theme of setting goals with their managers came through. In the following
section, I evidence how goal settings are embedded in the management of self and how it

incentives workers to produce more.

3.3. Generating Business through Setting up Financial Goals

During a training session at Desert Realty, the trainer uses the booklet activity to describe
what agents are supposed to do to be accountable to their life goals. The session starts with

a demand for the agents to think about their Big Why defined as "a statement that drives,
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motivates, and inspires you. It’s a statement that reminds you why you’re here.” Agents are
presented with goals settings for their lives that need to translate precisely into “number of
transactions” per month. Sometimes, the goals can be set as precise daily activities that are
shared by the recruits. Kate, who started about 6 months ago at Desert Realty, which was
nervous about starting, is rationalizing her position and deciding whether she should set up
goals:

You know, I need to do that. I started and was like—I was going to do a manager
meeting where [—and then she had to reschedule and I never rescheduled because
at that point [ was so, like, I didn’t know. I felt like ‘Can I even close?’ I just had no
idea. Now that I have two under my belt I feel like maybe now I should plan goals
and get realistic about it. Like, now that I have this I think I can possibly do this. So
I don’t know. I started off saying ‘I want to close six deals this year.” But I don’t
know. Maybe I’ll try to make it a little harder. I don’t know. Then I also—I don’t
want to...I know that you can have like...things going and then it can be slow for
like four months.

These "transaction objectives" can feel pretty fuzzy to agents with non-commercial
professional backgrounds like Kate, who feels like, she has not acquired the practical
dispositions to act accordingly. On the contrary, agents like James, who has worked in
investment banking and whose dad is a high-end architect, are used to think in terms of
business plans. The training aims to provide a common ground, in which agents are taught
to think in terms of goals so that they can be productive at selling. Many new male recruits
were indeed much clearer about getting those transactions. Real Prosperity also provides a
collective system to make agents accountable for their objectives. At Desert Realty, they
started a weekly meeting, where everybody was supposed to talk about their progress during
the week.

Through their training programs, companies also present a system of goals and
rewards. Supposed to be followed by newer recruits, the step-by-step programs picture
financial and symbolic rewards obtained from the engagement into real estate activities. By
fostering enthusiasm in an individual project which is directly transferrable in applicable
goals for one’s lifestyle, real estate companies are generating the incentives to engage in the

market.
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Setting goals is part of the construction of the ethos that every newer recruit is
supposed to adopt. At Real Prosperity, the objectives set up can be reached through
“systems” that are provided to “achieve success.” The first section of the textbook “Energize
your business” states:

Our training puts you on track to make a minimum of 16 transactions a year and well
on your way to receiving 100 percent commissions. By deciding to embark on this
journey, you’ve shown that you already have the right mindset to succeed in real
estate. You have the motivation, drive, and passion to help people — all of the gear
you need to run a thriving real estate business.
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What Is Your Goal?

Whether it’s 16 transactions or many more is your choice. What's
important is that you have a goal, check in on it every day, and
always work at the right tasks to keep you moving toward the goal.

Calculation example

Annual Gross
A Income Goal $100,000
B Aver;ge Sales $200,000
rice
Commission
& Percentage s
Commission
Ol Dollar @x c) | 6090
Annual
E Transaction 6
Goal (A/ D)
STOP
and DO Your Goal

Fill in the blanks to calculate the number of transactions to attain
your personal income goal.

A Annual Gross $
Income Goal
Average Sales
B Price $
c Commission
Percentage
Commission
D Dollar (B x C) $
Annual
E Transaction
Goal (A /D)

Time: 5 minutes

Figure 1: What is Your Goal, Real Prosperity Training
The material presented in Real Prosperity's textbook is for example designed to make the
agent work on his transaction goals that have been previously defined as personal lifestyle
wanted achievements. No matter what the transaction goals are, they are achievable with

setting up daily objectives, such as a list of activities that need to be done at certain times.
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This has been also known as micro-management or time efficiency, to encourage oneself to
be productive. But in the case of the real estate agent, this needs to be rationalized within
certain production goals. For example, the 5 minutes' exercise is designed to make the agent
fix a "personal income goal" which is going to be transferrable into several transactions that
should be done.

Observations at the school and companies reveal the importance of financial
considerations - having succeeded is measured in terms of financial success and special
techniques are offered for agents to achieve their financial goals. The informal discussions
on how much they earn, how many transactions they do, how many buyers they encounter,
or how many listings they have got that inhabit the daily interactions make it possible to
detect the rapid insertion in the world of the agents where the success is measured in a
volume of transactions. Agents are indeed socialized by their trainers and their peers to know
what their financial goals are. There are also small talks around how many deals other agents
have to get to succeed. They talk about how many deals they want to get to make it in their
business and brag about their capacity to get some listings.

Tuesday 3 PM, after a training session at Desert Realty on the objectives to set to
achieve professional success. Agents discuss at the coffee break about their clients.
One says, "How many escrows do you have right now?" The other replies: "Well, I
do not have one" and the first replies: "I, one, and I hope two soon"; "You have to
meet clients and make sure they really want to materialize, it takes time when you're
new," says the second, "but I hope I have my first listing, To recover this by another
agent, he is too busy, he too has too much. (field note)

When prompted, agents are willing to talk about their inventory, and associate it
with pricing, and think about how much they can make at the end of the day:

How many listings do you have right now? I have many, these are great listings also,
like very high priced so that is an almost guaranteed income. This woman in my
office does tons of business. Her business is so admirable but I'm also like 'Do I want
that?' Maybe sometimes you don't invest in that because you don't want that. You
don't want so much of that. She sells something like fifty houses a year but a lot of
hers are like $300,000 and under. So it's like, quantity. I think ideally you'd want to
sell fewer houses, but more expensive houses. But getting into that market is harder.
I've met some high-end buyers but the sense of urgency isn't there. They're kind of
like, 'Maybe a year or two.' They have the time to kind of wait on stuff. Or they have
a house they need to sell before they want to buy a house. (informal conversation)
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Are financial rewards the end goal of agents? Rudy, whom I introduced earlier in
this chapter, stresses his desire to make money, but also to grow as much as possible,
envisioning and planning his future financial rewards. The financial uncapped possibilities
provide a sense of engagement for middle and lower-class workers. But Rudy is also
motivated by "being the best" at what he is doing, which also hints towards the desire of
status also within the field of real estate. After a few days of following him in his
transactions, he confesses the money attraction. During interviews though, agents are always
trying to downplay the monetary aspects of their involvement, almost like it would be dirty
to speak of wanting to be in real estate for the money. They often frame their endeavors as
helping people. It suggests a form of denegation of "making money’'”. If Rudy was one of
the few that acknowledged directly the pure drive for money, about 70% of my sample have
referred to a specific lifestyle they wanted to conduct.

During the training at companies, agents are highly encouraged to think about
financial goals in perspective of imagined material and symbolic retributions they can bring.
The real estate agents are inscribing their trajectories within the ascension of the lower-
middle class to their envisioned desired life achievements, which are principally derived
from materialistic desires such as financial success and lifestyle rewards (going to have
holidays inexpensive hotels, or buying an expensive home). The setting of financial goals is

thus part of a broader definition of the lifestyle and status they envision for themselves.

3.4. Achieving a Higher Lifestyle: the Symbolic Retributions

This desire to make money also reflects on a push towards interpersonal success and status
as well as how lower-middle America wants to become a high-class society. Individuals and
workers are subjects of injunctions not only of geographical mobility but more largely of
professional mobility. Additionally, it echoes the development of the positive psychology
movement, and the numerous books about self-help which often emphasize the "virtues" of

being self-reliant, goal-driven and getting what you want in life, including money, family

311 discuss in Chapter 4 the use of the discourses around helping.
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and lifestyle. The model of engagement in capitalism works through mental structures.
About half of my sample of agents belonged to the lower-middle class and envisioned to
behave like the upper-middle class. Rather than paying the bills, members of the upper-
middle classes must always make more money, achieve financial success and build material
wealth.

The companies are encouraging the goal-settings towards getting material and
symbolic rewards. The emphasis on the “Big Why” and the class led by Pete are designed
to provide the necessary skills to align the individual objectives and the professional

objectives that each newer recruit is supposed to acquired.

STOP
and DO Visualize Your Big Why

1. Begin your vision board today. Search for and print pictures from the
Internet or magazines.

2. Create your collage of pictures and words that depict your Big Why.

3. Be prepared to share your creation with the class.

Time: 20 minutes

Health

-
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Figure 2: Visualize your Big Why, Real Prosperity Training

150



For example, the Desert Realty booklet provided to agents emphasizes the capacity
of promoting their life objectives, through mental representations and pictures of material
possessions which symbolizes lifestyles such as a dream car or a dream house. They call

this the vision board:

The Power of a Vision Board

Countless successful people create vision boards (or vision books), which contain
pictures and words that visually represent their most important goals, aspirations,
and desired outcomes. These people know that in order to achieve their goals, they
must look at them all the time. A vision board accomplishes just that. It serves as a
constant reminder of your vision and goals and renews your energy and enthusiasm
for maintaining your focus on your Daily 10/4.

The pictures or words you put on your vision board might represent objects, such as
your dream car or house. It may include pictures of your family, places that you want
to visit, objects you wish to attain, or words that express the emotions and attitudes
you want to feel.

How to Create a Vision Board

1. Find a quiet, relaxing space with no distractions where you can work on your
vision board.

2. Go through magazines or browse the Internet to find pictures or words that
bring your Big Why to life. The images you choose should evoke emotions and
prompt you to think about how you would feel if YOU were in the picture.

3. Be careful not to think or judge too much. Let instinct be your guide.

4. Place your vision board where you will constantly see it.

Even if these goals can appear "neutral" as every agent might define their life goals
differently, most agents expressed during training sessions their desire to have bigger
houses, cars and being able to buy products that could fit with their new lifestyle. This
process is also observed in the coaching programs offered to agents.

Developed by one of Real Prosperity's senior executives, the CONQUER program
offers, for $900, a training delivered over 8 days (one day a week for two months) by a
charismatic coach using concepts, language techniques, and real exercises. It is intended to
generate real estate activity (lead generation) and improve the organization of the life of the
agent: how to increase productivity, how to become a better person, how to achieve these

professional and individual goals? CONQUER teaches techniques developed by the general

151



head of training at Real Prosperity, Kalia, who is believed to have based her method on the
Bible.

The program is presented on the flyers handed out to the agents at the end of the
training sessions as a "transformative experience", a " life by design” rather than “by default”
leading the agents to "go straight to their dreams". It advertises to “condition professionals
to adopt the mindset that will allow them to get out of their own way” and make them able
to “overcome their limiting beliefs, set goals, deliver powerful scripts to naturally influence
people” and “build an abundance of leads.”

I was invited to come to the training one day. The training, which takes place in a
church, goes on for a total of 8 Tuesdays during which we will learn the material, practice
and get away with some tips for handling better “our business”:

8:30 in the morning, about 120 people are present in the room and an important step
where the host, Kyle, shouts in his microphone "Hello everyone. Are you ready for
the ultimate experience, are you ready to CONQUER? ". It is much more like a sports
event or a TV set than a business meeting. There is also food, breakfast, lunch,
snacks. There is a good general mood, the agents know each other, exchange news
of each other's family, and look very excited to start. Kyle begins with a speech about
the objectives of the training, the scripts to learn, the practices to adopt, the songs
and the motto that will animate these 8 days. Indeed, throughout the day, people
repeat several currencies such as "I can do it" and "I will succeed." (field note)

The training manuals also encourage officers to understand the motivations behind

their work - this is to identify individual objectives that refer to the normative framework of
consumption related to the family unit and the household: The photos and keywords
presented in this excerpt emphasize success around the family, physical well-being (health)
and economic success (consumption of travel, purchase of a property ...).
Agents are encouraged to sign up as it will help them grow. Some agents have taken it
several times over their careers. For example, Donna, who has been in the business for 15
years, has taken Conquer 3 times already and says she is always getting "something new"
out of it. Conquer advertises than its graduates have "increased their closed transactions by
50%" and "income by 114%."

Located within the lower rank of occupations, real estate agents may deal with a

variety of clients, but most of them are looking at the higher-priced homes as a way to make
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higher commissions but also to be able to resemble their clients and to embody through the
display of the product of their envisioned personal lifestyle. I have interviewed 38 female
agents and went to 7 of them through their daily interactions, with 3 of them in high-end
transactions. Not only has real estate brought financial rewards but it has allowed (or made
them want to) for at least 15 women agents in my fieldwork to perceive themselves as "high

end," experiencing a transfer of capital from their clients.

They envision the product as a form of symbolic transfer, as houses can represent who they
are as a person and to which categories of people they belong. The "nicer homes" then are a
way for the agent to embody who they want to become in their lives and how they assert
their position within the social and occupational class. It highlights the incarnation of status
and the distinction acting in the market through the figure of the realtor®. Amanda for
example, the ex-hair dressing salon manager presented earlier in this chapter, is envisioning

her position both in the real estate industry as a reflection of her values and social status.”

Conclusion

How does one become a real estate agent? From what specific formation does one benefit?
After providing a first explanation related to the desires of agents to become independent,
to “own their selves,” I objectify the professional culture in which real estate agents are
socialized and the inculcation of professional dispositions. I discuss how they are socialized
and trained to be “thinking” like a real estate agent, which requires acquiring individual
dispositions to sell the market.

In this chapter, I describe the acquisition of socio-professional dispositions and the
ethos of the real estate agent through the process of conversion led by real estate companies.
The construction of the real estate ethos appears thus not as a magical operation of a
“convinced worker” but as the result of an inculcation process that includes the socialization

of agents through training programs and systems of rewards. I demonstrate the particularity

32 1 discuss this point more in detail in Chapter 5.
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of the imagined contours of the working self in real estate. This modeled worker should be
organized, efficient, responsible, and capable of overcoming his or her fears. The capitalist
ethos rests on the strong emotional involvement and belief in the rewards provided by this
system of competition which is presented as a win-win strategy that is presented as a "body

incarnation" of what the market should look like: unlimited and always growing.

Although there is a dissociation between religious beliefs and business practices, real estate
companies often function through the model of network and close community which stresses
the importance of family, community, church, and God as pillars of American life. Even if
real estate companies differ from quasi-religious organizations in terms of recruitment, they
present similar features, including the use of social networks through family and friends,
personal involvements to sell, the absence of barriers (unlimited profit, lack of competition
between agents etc...) which transforms working into an emotional commitment and a
believing engagement into capitalism.

The importance of the government of self as stressed out by Foucault is part of the
new neo-liberal modernity in which workers are embedded. The new valued “self” is pro-
active: “in order to survive the rat race, one has to become active, inventive and resourceful,
to develop ideas of one's own, to be faster, nimbler and more creative” (Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim 2002, 23). Individuals are caught in a new type of oppressive system, where they
must learn to see themselves as the “center of action” and put plans in place for actualizing
their biographies. The “assertion of self” becomes a practical necessity while retaining some
of the traditional ethics (caring for others).

However, the construction of the “figure” of the real estate agent can be related not
only to new techniques of management and the broader neo-liberal society (Amable 2011;
Foucault 2004; Fridman 2010) but also to the prosperity gospel and on the middle-class
financial path to status. I explore how workers' motivations come not just from the desire to
get away from "bad jobs" but from a process of conversion to the self-help cause, involving
material and symbolic dimensions. In line with workers' images and myths about the
activity, the management teams of real estate schools and companies work to maintain active

an image of what real estate activity is about, to generate both consent and effort. I contribute
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to the discussions on the strategies firms use to control workers, which are often "neither
negative sanctions nor positive incentives" (Sallaz 2015, 30). Besides having social
relationships such as colleagues, real estate work represents a realm for the affirmation of

self, for boundary work and for positioning one’s self into a social spectrum of occupations.

In Chapter 4, I show how professional claims and development came to construct
real estate as one of the most attractive occupations. After looking at the historical
development of the National Association of Realtors®, I discuss more particularly expert

knowledge and ethical claims.
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CHAPTER 4: Building Legitimacy and Control.
The Trade Association and the Professional Claims

around Expert Knowledge and Ethics

“Just as “lawyer,” “doctor,” “banker,” and “dentist” are professional titles referring to
specific vocations, so REALTOR refers to the real estate business. The professional title of
REALTOR stands for knowledge of property, current values, and real estate trends; years of
experience in handling all types of transactions; a high code of business ethics, and basic
integrity and fairness in all dealings. These qualities make up a REALTOR.”
(Advertisement for the Lansing Board of Realtors in Michigan, 1946)

Throughout the century, many commercial advertisements emphasized the professional
expertise and integrity detained by members of the National Associations of Realtors®
(NAR), the Realtor®. As opposed to the real estate agent which is only licensed by a national
and state-level exam, the Realtor® is a member of the NAR and subscriber to the Code of
Ethics, which obliges him or her to strict conduct and allegiance to its clients' interests.
While this may seem like pure ideological propaganda to serve the needs of a growing
business, one should pay attention to the agents' vocabulary of motives and meaning-making
actions to understand the purposive creation of the real estate residential market. I propose
here to investigate the claims around real estate "professionalism," through the creation and
development of a trade organization, the NAR. If the conception of business interests has
been often reduced to individual actions oriented toward rational and means-ends goals,
considering the "organization" informs the construction of a business, as it reintroduces
analytical history and empirical elements looking at the work achieved in and through the
trade association.

Due to the structural features organizing the business, the face of the real estate trade
was, and still is, represented to the public by the figure of the real estate agent. Since the
business comes only through clients, the real estate agent is particularly cautious about

managing his or her reputation and generating trust. Professional claims around the activit
ging 1Y g g Y
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during my fieldwork show that constant reinforcement of the professional real estate agent”
aimed to distance him/herself from the image of the “greedy salesman.”

Looking back historically to the development of real estate as an occupation, similar
stories arise around the suspicions of real estate to be “selling sharks” and to want to steal
to the public. The creation of the collective mark registered in the U.S. Patent Office in 1916
(which later became a trademark) illustrates the desire to appear morally and ethical
irreproachable, as evidenced by a cartoon story one can read in the NAR trade journal in
1960:

Realtor was coined to distinguish ethical practitioners. In 1915, Charles N.
Chadbourn, past president of the Minneapolis Real Estate Board, was distressed to
read a newspaper headline: real estate man swindles poor widow. Realizing that this
reflected on the board members, he coined the term Realtor to indicate those of repute
in the business.

The story told by the NAR®, for example, emphasizes the importance of trust in front of the
public to maintain both individual and collective interests. One of the challenges faced by
Realtors® has been to demonstrate both their honesty and the usefulness of their activities
to the public, all treated as potential customers. How does an occupation retain the exclusive
control over an activity in which its agents may not be considered useful?

My research considers the occupation of real estate agents, which has not
traditionally seen as a “profession” but whose workers constantly claim the “professional
ethos.” According to the General Social Survey (2012), real estate agents are perceived as a
service occupation which holds a relatively low level of prestige (4.8). Nevertheless, the
occupation is built internally around a strong set of training, people and business skills, and
a trade association which constantly reinforces claims around professional service. Because
of its contradiction — being at the same time located at the lower end of services, requiring
no formal education and at the same time, making the internal claim about a high-status
professional occupation — the study of real estate profession offers a good angle to discuss

the construction of legitimacy through both professional and ethic work.

157



Considered as the “voice of the industry”, trade organizations are believed to have a “unique
role in societies due to their level of resources and expertise at their disposal” (Rajwani,
Lawton, and Phillips 2015, 226). Yet, scholars point out the lack of empirical research
around them and the disproportional focus on non-profit organizations. Additionally, trade
associations are often analyzed as "non-profit" of "profit-making actors" (Lawton, Rajwani,
and Minto 2018; Marques 2017; Worth 2018).

Looking at that historical picture, one can consider that, to defend their interests, real
estate men understood the need to create an organization. While Swedberg (2005, p. 83)
highlights "the importance of institutions for the realization of interests," one may ask to
which extent trades can solve "coordination problems" (Chwe 2013), organize to settle
prices, limit the threats of regulation and competition (Aldrich and Fiol 1994; Barnett 2009;
Sine, Haveman, and Tolbert 2005) or even become represented as “social movements in the
market place” (Rao 2008; Esparza, Walker, and Rossman 2014). How to analyze the
“professionalization” of real estate? How does the occupation of the real estate agent
succeed to become an institutionalized occupation in the United States?**

By relying on work done in sociology of occupations and professional work as well
as on trade associations in the United States, I investigate how "professional claims to
jurisdictional control over work" are evidenced in accreditations or specialized training and
content, as professions become "carriers and creators of discursive authority" (A. Abbott
1988, 69-79).

In this chapter, I provide a background history around the development of the trade
association and the professionalization of real estate. I envision the trade association as a
form of collective organization to defend market interests. I more specifically develop the
professional abstract knowledge and ethical claims achieved through specific devices;

involving both discursive practices and programs developed by the NAR®.

33 According to (L. White 2006), the Association of Real Estate License Law Officials (ARELLO) estimates
about 2.1 million “active” salespersons and brokers in the United States, with about 360,000 additional
“inactive” salespersons and brokers as of the third quarter of 2005 (Association of Real Estate License Law
Officials (ARELLO) 2006, 5). In Arizona, real estate salespersons and brokers represented as of 2017
respectively 3,340 and 1,580, that one needs to add to 5,470 property or real estate managers, 1,020 appraisers
out of the 2,704,050 workers (www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes az.htm#00-0000).
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Relying on Anteby, Chan, and DiBenigno (2016), scholars can effectively address
the study of occupations and professions as "becoming," "doing" and "relating." If I
demonstrate in Chapter 3 how agents are "becoming socialized" to norms, rules, I rely here
on the study of the trade association as a form of legitimation for the profession, but also a
form of "control" in the learning of legal, ethical and accepted behaviors. I try to get a sense
of how the professional development of the agents has served the strengthening of agents'

engagement into the professions and as served their business interests as well.

1. The Professionalization of Real Estate and the Fabric of a Trade

Association

NAR® plays an important role in organizing residential and commercial real estate
activities. Not only does the association disseminate research and statistics about real estate
transactions, they foster real estate industry growth by offering real estate education through
designation and certifications, political advocacy at the federal, state, and local levels; and
a variety of knowledge (legal, financial, technological) through the association and its
related institutes, societies, councils, and a university's activities and events. Its members
are known as realtors® and it is the largest trade-industry in the United States with over 1.3
million members and 1,165 local associations. I first present the trade association as a new
organizational form to defend business interests. I thus investigate their professional claims
in light of their interests in the market place. Finally, I look at the creation of a collective

identity.

1.1. The Trade Association, a New Organizational Form to Defend

Business Interests?

Real estate markets emerged at the turn of the 20th century through the institutionalization
of a network of professionals who enacted laws and created local trade associations. The

exchange of land, titles, and buildings is primarily a matter of masculine elites. Encouraged
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by a network of economic elites and the increasing opportunities for urban development,
entrepreneurs (real estate agents, promoters, brokers and other traders) have created local
real estate boards since the early 1870s. Founded in Chicago in 1908 as the National
Association of Real Estate Exchanges (NAREE), it became in 1916 the National Association
of Real Estate Boards (NAREB) and the NAR® in 1972. The national association and the
local boards were instrumental in disseminating practices whose main objective was, as
NAREB describes "to unite the real estate men of America to effectively exert a combined
influence upon matters affecting real estate interests" (Weiss 2002; Glaeser 2013).

The association is composed of both individual and organizational members. NAR®
members are composed by a far majority of residential and commercial real estate brokers,
real estate salespeople®® (which are commonly referred to as real estate agents), but also by
a vast array of occupations such as property managers, appraisers, mortgage specialists, and
counselors, to name some. Individuals are also members of one of the 1,165 local boards or
associations in the country. They pledge to respect a Code of Ethics and Standards of
Practice.

Defined as "economically regulative organizations" in Weber's analysis, trade
associations transform the "simple pursuit of their economic purposes to a collectively
understood orientation to shared interests in managing their broader social context"
(Spillman 2012, 31). The development of American business organizations from the civil
war to the beginning of the 20" century — from the creation of Chambers of Commerce in
1768 in New York, to the early foundations of “club associations” and the development of
more formalized associations from the 1820’s to the 1880°s — illustrates how trade
associations “became part of the normal way of doing business in most American industries”
(Spillman 2012, 42).

This “organization revolution” was not indeed specific to real estate but has been
operating in other industries, especially in manufacturing, in which organizations became

“necessary means to achieve individual and collective goals of business” (Roy and Parker-

34 According to the 2018 statistics of the National Association of Realtors®, 65% percent of REALTORS®
are licensed as sales agents, 21% hold broker licenses, and 15% hold broker associate licenses.
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Gwin, 1999, 215). With the purpose of “managing markets to protect the performance of
their members” (Spillman 2012, 43), associations aimed to control both external threats of
other occupations trying to take over their business activities and internal conflict because
they were now a network of colleagues and friends more than competitors.>®

Through the membership of both companies and individuals, trade organizations
claim to defend the interest of both the industry and their members while contributing more
broadly to the advancement of society. While creating institutional legitimacy, the NAR®
organized around the defense of its members' interests. Transforming a business into an
organization served, on the one hand, to manage the uncertainty and create a set of tools to
control the market and on the other hand to be presented to the public, to achieve recognition
and build a reputation.

In his Ph.D. thesis on the development of the Chicago Real Estate Board, Everett
Hughes (1928; 1931) shows how real estate men organized to transform a business activity
into a formal organization. He recalls how real estate business shifted from:

an upstart, unscrupulous business to a settled, somewhat respectable one,” describing
the realtor as “the type who has been in the business longest” and the type that
“thinks, moves, and has his being in the world of real estate.” He is fairly well
assimilated to a code of real estate ethics or practice, supports the policies which the
leaders of the business conceive to be for the ultimate welfare of the trade. The real
estate board is his club, and generally his only downtown club. It is among his
fellows there that he has his professional or business status. (Hughes 1971, 336).

Hughes traces the transformation of the status of the business endeavors through the
belonging of the real estate agent to aboard. The standardization of discourse and practices,
including obeying strictly to a Code of Ethics, allows realtors® to unify their voice through

the board to support the fight against specific policies.

> Their primary goal of these early associations was thus clearly to control their operating market: create
stability in their business by controlling price and production so that they could manage the risks of
competition. For example, associations in the manufacturing and commercial sectors aim to "avoid price
warfare" and "mitigate the effects of over-capacity" by "organizing industry-wide price-fixing": they set
"production quotas" and obtained from their members "to produce at some fraction of capacity"; firms were
also given the "exclusive right to sell their output in a particular locale" (Schneiberg and Hollingsworth 1990,
325).
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Even with the development of corporate hierarchy and the antitrust law of 1890°°,
trade associations remained part of the business landscape. They kept growing. Over 100 of
associations formed between 1900 and 1909, 183 formed between 1910 and 1919, and 194
formed in the 1920s as actors reinvented associations (Berk and Schneiberg 2005, 73).
According to their account, the NAR® is arguably the biggest organization by members
count. It grew from 19 founding boards in 1908 to more than a thousand today, and from
120 founding members to 400,000 members in the early 1970's and 1,368,530 members as
of January 2018.

Trade associations do not only operate at the national level but the local level, with
local associations overseeing Multiple Listing Services (MLS). For example, the Tucson
Association of Realtors® (TAR) was created in 1921 with a handful of brokers. They
claimed 5,100 members as of December 2018.

Both the NAR® and the TAR® also became more formalized, with staff members
organized as a bureaucracy receiving wages and working full time and with activities
afferent to both political lobbying, and to the monitoring of the industry's economic
situation. The workforce employed by the association became at the center of a system
working "for its members” rather than “letting the members through their committees, do
all the work” (Galambos, 1966, 50-55).

Trade associations are based on memberships, their goal is to restrain competition
and operate as gatekeepers within the industry (Aldrich, Zimmer, Staber, & Beggs, 1994;
Spillman, 2012). They are can be similar to “market-oriented mutual benefit associations”
like professional associations or labor unions (Gazley, 2013; Haynes Gazley, 2010). They
define the normative institutionalization of professional practices (Aldrich and Fiol, 1994;

DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Sine et al., 2005) through “rules that introduce a prescriptive,

*® The antitrust law passed in 1890 aimed to control monopoly and economic concentration, by prohibiting
“every contract, combination or conspiracy in restraint of trade” fostering thus a decentralized and free
competition of market actors. The law did not act in the intended way as it was not given much presidential
interest and Republicans prevented enforcement. When Roosevelt finally acted on it at the beginning of the
20™ century, he would differentiate between the "bad" and the "good trusts”", and eventually limited the
capacity of organizations to set prices and control productions while legitimizing the large corporations and
the corporate hierarchy as a legitimate form of industry governance.
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evaluative, and obligatory dimension to social life" (Scott 2008, p. 54). They thus shape the
development of the industry, through the prescription of preferred conducts and actions, the
constitution of standards as well as the control of technical market tools.

But as Spillman (2012, 29) puts it, how can we understand trade associations: are
they “more like cartels, lobby groups or professional associations?” While thinking about
trade associations in their historical development, one should also consider how the
organization thrives on a series of claims, which pertains to the professionalization of its
members.

In the following part, I look at the National Association of Realtors® through the
lens of the sociology of professions, within both its external and internal logics, which
concur to make it both a system dedicated to exerting control and domination over other
professions, but also within a shared understanding of its interests, a common culture
rewarding specific members and emulating a particular "sense of the game."*” Both this

logic of influence and belonging define the industry.

1.2. Professional Claims and Market Interests

“Know them by this emblem. You will see this emblem everywhere in town.

It identifies the members of your Real Estate Board. It is the distinguishing mark of the real estate
broker who, because of his to the Realtor Code of Ethics, is privileged to display this seal. To him,
real estate is a business, yes — but a business to be transacted on a professional plane with the
highest professional ethics always in mind. So look for this Realtor emblem when considering any
real estate transaction. Let it serve as an assurance that you are dealing with a man experienced in
real estate and one who is ready and willing to give you the benefits of that experience"

(National Advertisement Campaign “Consult a Realtor” by the National Association of Real Estate
Boards in 1926)

While the creation of a trade association is mostly analyzed within organizational theory and
business and management research as an instrumental action to organize interests, the nature
of the members' claims and activities may be analyzed through the analytical framework of

the professions. The envisioned dichotomy between business occupations (profit-making)

37 I refer here to « sense of the game in the sense of Bourdieu when he draws on Wittgenstein Philosophical
Investigations, London, 1967, which means that agents not only learn rules of a socio-professional world, but
they learn to play the game and have acquired the sense of the specific rewards they can obtain from it. It is
developed in Bourdieu’s Logic of Practice, Stanford University Press, 1990.
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and the professions (public good) might explain this lack of attention. Indeed, Spillman
(2012, 226) notes that "few scholars have noticed that business associations are likely to
understand their strategies of action in terms of "professionalism" as to see them more
economically in terms of industry stability and profit." This vocabulary is mostly native as
profession and professional are terms that are constantly used by realtors® themselves.
Indeed, "profession is one of the many natural concepts, fraught with ideology, that social
science abstracts from everyday life" (Larson 1977, XI).

The rise of professionalism in the context of the increasing competitive phase of
corporate capitalism has hidden the "great transformation" in a world "being subverted and
reshaped" by "the utopian endeavor of economic liberalism to set up a self-regulating market
system" (Polanyi 1944). The noble endeavor of professionals (protection to the public,
interests of the clients instead of a profit motive) would potentially come as what Polanyi
(1944) calls the "countermovement" for "the protection of society."

However, professions emerge first as "means of earning an income based on
transacted services; in a society that was being reorganized around the centrality of the
market" in which the "sellers of services" had to "capture and control expanded markets."
The professional claims came thus as "new forms of eliciting and guaranteeing the buyers'
preference and trust" (Larson 1977, 9—10).

I propose to depart from the professional claims made by realtors® to understand
how these claims play out in the construction of real estate agents, mostly in their market
interests, both at the organizational level — through the actions of the NAR® and at the
individual level — through interactions between agents and customers.

The study of professions has traditionally been limited to the study of a set of
professionals such as managers (Grey 1998; Jackall 2001), physicians and doctors (Freidson
1960; Bucher and Strauss 1961b; Vollmer and Mills 1966; Dodier 1993) or lawyers (Hagan
and Kay 1995; Hawes, Rich, and Widmier 2004; Liu 2013) all of which hold considerable
status in society. However, since the 1990s, there has been growing attention to less
prestigious types of occupations such as nurses, technicians, firefighters, flight attendants,
insurance workers, traders or economists (Abolafia 1996; Barley 1996; Desmond 2008;

Faulconbridge 2006; Fourcade 2009; Hanlon 1994; Cameron L. Macdonald 1998). I pursue
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this endeavor by linking both the literature on a profession, on business and work focusing
specifically especially on the construction of realtors® via the ideal-typical figure of the
professional.

To understand the construction of realty as a profession or an occupation with
professional claims, I first distinguish between the realist and the constructivist approaches
in sociological research. Both are useful to understand the formation of real estate as an
occupation whose claim is to provide a professional status to its members. While the realists
argue that a profession is determined in part with formal requirements and characteristics,
the constructivists see is as a collective and historically situated enterprise to dominate a
field of activity (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). They argue that professionalism should not
be seen as determined by formal characteristics but rather by the collective construction of
what is to be a “good worker” (Schinkel and Noordegraaf 2011).

Intermediaries in the exchange of land, titles, and buildings such as real estate agents
seek to demonstrate trustworthiness through intended claims of professionalism. Blending
the realist and the constructivist approach, in a critical approach of the notion of profession,
the construction of professionalism can be analyzed through the development of a trade
association in which knowledge and skills are legitimized and institutionalized, in which
service ethic or calling function as a form of self-legitimation, consisting in making the
outsiders believe the professional always work for the higher good and the community
(Wilensky 1964; Freidson 2001). Indeed, the discursive and practical development of an
occupation into a profession with the construction of an “exclusive group” equipped with
specific devices, ethical behavior and “abstract knowledge” (Abbott 1988, 8) serves as a
form of symbolic capital that confers legitimacy and provides social closure and autonomy
(Bourdieu 1990, 112).

Professionalization can be used as an argument of “softening” and “humanizing” the
activity of selling, i.e. able to use knowledge, professional expertise as well as the morally
good person of the agent to rationalize markets and transactions. As Hawes, Rich, and
Widmier (2004, 27), who raise the question of "profession" in sales, contends: "most
salespeople usually exhibit what would be considered professional behavior, that alone does

not constitute what is necessary for the occupational group to be recognized as a profession
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by members of our society" i.e. "courteous, efficient, and productive manner." As an ideal-
typical figure, the professional sets aside his interest to indulge clients' interests and comply
with the duty imagined by a society of professionals.

But there are strong interests in presenting an occupation as a "profession:" the
benefits of being a profession generally include gaining status, trust and acquiring the power
of decision in corporate settings. The characterization of a commercial activity into a
professional one changes the normative frame of the relation between the buyer (and seller)
and the intermediary: "Unlike commercial relationships, where caveat emptor ('let the buyer
beware') is the predominant attitude, the relationship between a professional and his or her
client is supposed to be guided by the precept of credit emptor ('let the buyer trust')" (Volti
2012, 155).

In the United States, skills, knowledge, ethics, and entry requirements came to
construct real estate as a profession and to ultimately achieve legitimacy through their
professional capital (Schinkel and Noordegraaf 2011). Notions such as knowledge,
expertise, associations, closure, status, schooling, standards and codes should be then
understood within the dynamics of the real estate field, visible through the growth and the
role of trade associations. These claims of professional status are not operating by
themselves and rely on, not only on the real estate agents but are organized in various aspects
through the institutionalized legal framework of the trade associations which allows the
control over industry orientations and actions (Spillman 2012). Professional status is
institutionalized through NAR® which provides a Code of Ethics and is enforced by legal
entities. More than 95% of the real estate agents are affiliated with the NAR®. This
institutionalization is in contrast with the majority of sales occupations, which have no single
dominant professional association.

Besides its association, real estate agents are organized by national and federal
bodies of governments, such as State-departments of real estate, and federal laws, such as
the requirements to enter the profession that includes education and licensing. The State
accredits the schools that can deliver the classes to become a real estate agent. While medical
professions generally require a level of graduate education, realty has softer barriers to entry:

to become an agent, there is no need to have a specific college degree. A high school diploma
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and being 18 years old are the only requirements to take the licensing exam. It thus seems
that the entry through diplomas is not how the symbolic capital is acquired but rather during
the professional exercise. The role of NAR® in establishing the profession is largely
discursive—in naming the profession and providing models for success.

In addition to being organized around specific requirements for entry and education,
a profession also delivers and generates “a well-developed body of knowledge” (Hawes et
al. 2004, 30) through an institutionalized form embodied by the schools, the training, the
licensing, and the accreditations (Abbott 1988; Freidson 2001; Halliday 1985). This is the
case in US real estate, as Hawes et al. (2004, 34) argue: “Most people would agree that
commercial real estate agents require specific legal knowledge of their working environment
and the skills to negotiate in such climates” as well as a set of skills specific to sellers (Futrell
2002).

One crucial act of legitimation is the creation of a professional group associated with
a Code of Practice or Code of Ethics which rests on the idea that the action of one of the
members of the group affects the professional group and its activity as well. The regulation
of real estate behaviors by the standards of the NAR® is framed as the pursuit of the

moralization of real estate activity as agents face the need to legitimize their endeavors.

The “Profession” Criteria or How Real Estate can Use Professional Apparatus to Become
Accepted

In a realist approach, Hawes et al. (2004) ask whether sales occupations can be considered
as a profession. The attributes of a profession, according to their literature review of the
authors, include six criteria. I summarize these criteria below while highlighting how they
play out for realtors®:

1) Knowledgebase/ training school, relative to the mastering of selling which
comprises a specific body of knowledge acquired through an institution. In the case of
sellers, the mastering is done according to the authors around the art of selling, but in the
case of realtors®, and because they are selling real estate, the knowledge comes from selling
but also from knowing a complex product: real estate. The continuing education and classes
provided by the companies as well as the TAR® demonstrate this endeavor.

2) Autonomy/ public confidence: sales' people are considered rather autonomous
because they spend more time with customers than their hierarchy and as sales' people are
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shifting from "selling to serving customers": "salespeople are becoming independent of sales
managers and moving away from 'selling' toward 'serving' as costumer consultants and
business partners." (Anderson 1996, 17). They also control to some extent key elements to
the success of the transaction. Within sales' people, "manufacturer's representatives" receive
even more autonomy because they are "self-employed and earn commissions from their
principals only when sales revenue is generated. Manufacturer's representatives are
sometimes permitted to determine almost every aspect of sales policy except for setting the
product's price." (Hawkes et al. 2004, 32). The inclination towards service provide is
evidenced by the "common definition" on how real estate activities should be conducted.

As for public confidence, the licensing process is considered as an element to achieve
recognition in the community. For real estate agents, the licensing is the norm, with the
control of the local legislation: “For example, each commercial real estate agent in Ohio
needs to have an Ohio-issued license to conduct business in that state. States also have
respective governing boards setting rules to which those commercial real estate agents must
adhere.” (Hawkes et al. 2004, 32). Similarly to Ohio, Arizona has the requirements for
licensing, with certification programs and ongoing and renewed education to keep a license
active.

3) Service to society, because sales’ people are in contact with a variety of actors:
customers, other employees, investors, business partners, investors, resolving conflicts
among the many goals of the different actors and paying attention to each of these actors
allows them to be successful. Anderson (1996, 17) stresses the embracement of the "value-
added service" and the importance "to develop mutually-profitable, ongoing partnerships
with customers." This is not new as Brandeis (1914, 3) asserts that "the old idea of a good
bargain was a transaction in which one man got the better of another. The new idea of a
good contract is a transaction that is good for both parties." This is very present discursively
when questioning real estate agents about their endeavors and within the classes taken on
the Code of Ethics and their duty of service.

4) Culture/ organization of colleagues: it includes the values shared that contribute
to shape individual behaviors and codes of conduct, as “common vocabulary” such as
“closing, prospecting, gatekeepers, trial close, qualifying, cold calls, and sales pipeline” and
focus on the customer and the “underlying belief or value that the needs and wants of the
customer must be met to yield sales success.” The vivacity of meetings organized by the
TAR and the companies aims at creating this environment fostering the belief in what the
realtor® does, often a superior calling, reinforcing a positive culture and environment.

5) Ethical code, considered as "one of the major challenges sales faces on the road
to being viewed by society as a profession is the development and adherence to an ethical
code" (Hawes et al. 2004, 33-34) which, according to them, present benefits to buyers and
sellers, and especially permits accountability. Some authors argue that they are no possible
long- term relationships (Lagace, Dahlstrom, and Gassenheimer 1991). If sales' people
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behave illegally or unethically. In the case of sales, only 1% of sales' people are a member
of the international organization of sales whereas realtors are almost all affiliated to the
National Association of Realtors® which possess a Code of Ethics.

6) Necessary task/ exclusive skill: the basic definition of sales proposed by Daniels
et al. (1987, 1) is "the intermediary relationship between the holder of goods and one who
wants the goods from the holder," considering the central role played by the seller: "Without
the salesperson, production takes place and customers demand product, but in many
instances, especially in what has traditionally been known as an "order-getting" context, the
two groups may never meet." (Hawes et al. 2004: 34). Structurally acting as an intermediary,
the realtor® can control both clients, and organize the encounter and the negotiation. The
specific skill he holds is the first of cooperation and negotiation while keeping the two sides
(supply and demand) separated. He acts thus as a knowledge broker, which I discuss more
in detail in part 2.

1.3. The Creation of a Collective Identity

Spillman (2012, 20-21) challenges the assumption that "business associations are simply
organizational tools for the promotion of business interests" and stresses the importance of
"collective industry interests" which operate around an occupational cultural made of
identities, norms, status, and camaraderie. Business associations should not only be
perceived as self-interested, profit-driven or cutthroat but through their "sense of shared
ideas about collective interests" resting on "solidarity in strategy."

First, trade associations differ from bureaucratic organizations because rules are
defined as collective shared interests of everyone in the industry, rather than as an imposition
from experts into the workers. They provide a more legitimate form of industry governance
by emphasizing egalitarian decisions representing the whole of members rather than acting
as chiefs and unquestionable authorities. Rules found in the bureaucratic order are thus
replaced by technology or standardization of procedures and the professionalization of
workers so that they have rules built into them rather than external and the homogenization
of the professional culture so that the workforce adhere to collective identity, shared interests
and resulting norms promoted within the industry.

Trade associations thus operate under two logics: membership and influence.

Through the logic of membership, trade associations must unify members whose interests
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are divergent by “stabilizing relations among members” (Aldrich and Fiol 1994; Harris,
1998). They ensure that members maintain and renew their membership every year. Indeed,
they provide resources for the courses required to be actualized now and then to hold the
real estate license active. With the logic of influence, trade associations should effectively
bring their agenda to the table of other industries and the State. If the association claims to
treat each member fairly and similarly, a problem highlighted by scholars is that trade
associations are most often dominated by elite actors and benefit the most powerful actors
in the field allowing for both coercion and defense of well-established actors (Conti and
O’Neil 2007; Brady 2017; Galbraith 2017).

Under the membership logic, the stabilization of relations among members equates
to the creation of an internal sense of the game valued and embraced by all the realtors®.
Schinkel and Noordegraaf (2011) argue that the professional field can be drawn in the same
way, and particularly using the notion of symbolic capital and its scarcity. While the
functionalist vision of professions emphasized the association, ethical norms, and the
technical knowledge, professionalism is envisioned within the possession of symbolic
capital: "where tenants of nobility possessed social capital as symbolic capital, and where
the upcoming bourgeoisie possessed economic capital, professionalism was a third way, a
form of status or symbolic capital based on cultural capital" (Schinkel and Noordegraaf
2011, 86).

Professionalism as a symbolic capital permits to address social closure and the
autonomy vis-a-vis other social fields. The professional habitus lies in “predispositions that
simultaneously reproduce and manipulate the borders of an occupation both within a specific
professional field and within the larger field of power in which such a professional field is
situated” and “for professionalism to function as symbolic capital, its access needs to be
restricted on the basis of a submission of occupational fields lacking the symbolic status of
‘profession’” and “based on the shared recognition of the legitimacy of professionalism as
symbolic capital” (Schinkel and Noordegraaf 2011, 87).

Within this framework, professions are envisioned as "networks of positions that
successfully claim professional capital and that, in doing so, can dominate over occupations

unsuccessful in doing so." (Schinkel and Noordegraaf 2011, 87). The relation between
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lawyers and real estate agents, and notary and real estate agents is, in fact, illustrative of
field struggles: while in France, the notary holds significant power in the sales of real estate
where they are required, real estate agents are used in only half of all transactions (Bonneval
2012). The example of the professionalization of medical occupation is being achieved
through the requirements for entry through education and diplomas (the institutionalized
cultural capital according to Bourdieu (1984), and the medical habitus acquired during
education.

Additionally, a profession can also be seen as an "occupational culture" in which
workers develop a sense of solidarity and camaraderie, foster a collective identity that might
work to frame the most important issues to bring up as priorities for the actions of the trade
association. Associations such as bankers' association for example "call for better
acquaintance, for pleasure, for amusement, to get us away from home for a holiday — for a
good time generally."

Numerous events and activities are designed to produce and reproduce this sense of
the game. For example, every year the TAR® organizes a "Real Estate Expo" in which all
the companies are represented and guest speakers are invited. The last one, in September
2018, had over 100 booths with a lot of different companies of Southern Arizona, including
banks, credit unions, title agencies, service companies such as termite and pest control,
developers, loan companies and real estate brokerages. The expo this year featured Theresa
Barnabei, who offers what she calls "life success coaching" designed to "create an
environment that fosters continuous improvement and business growth." Before owning her
consulting firm, she graduated as a sociology major and became an instructor and a branch
manager at Desert Realty. She delivers a three-hour lecture course in which she teaches
cooperative marketing, learning the “neighborly way”, and how to be fair, friendly and work
in a “team spirit” and that fulfill with the requirements of all agents to renew the NAR®
Code of Ethics by the end of the year.

The TAR® constantly organizes classes and has ongoing education and training. For
example, on November 15", it provides a class counting for continuing education credit as
three hours of Agency Law, but that resembles a marketing class called “Providing

Millionnaire Service:”

171



Agency is all about protecting and promoting the interests of our clients. But what if
we do it in a Millionaire Service way when we exceed their expectations, grow our
business by serving more customers and develop systems that keep it all together
and streamlined. We will share with you proven success models used by top
producing agents all over the country who consistently close hundreds of
transactions with satisfied clients.

They often promote speakers to raise the motivation and productivity of the
realtors®, offering similar training that, as evidenced in Chapter 3 what the two real estate
companies we shadow, Real Prosperity and Desert Realty, do in their newer recruits'
training. At the TAR® Expo of 2017, they invited Matt Jones, who is a "national
inspirational speaker," to present latest book Happiness is a Marathon: 26.2 Ways to Stay
Happy at Work and in Life on redemption and success: "Matt was diagnosed with cancer on
September 11, 2002. He went from being a three-time cancer conqueror to relearning how
to walk, to surviving a bone marrow transplant, to completing seven marathons on seven
continents and yes, that includes Antarctica!"

Along with real estate brokerage firms, trade organizations disseminate what it
means to be a realtor® and the best way to “generate business.” Trade members must
acquire a sense of their market endeavors and learn practically which strategies to enact to
deal with legitimacy and competition. But these organizations are also the ones who directly
create, while shaping legislation, a set of norms, standards and collective identity, to help

reduce uncertainty and mitigate competition.

Along with the significant generalized growth of American trade associations during
the 20™ century,®® NAR® has grown to be the largest trade organization in the United States.
Its activities are both internal and external to the industry. Internal activities focus on
education, information sharing, networking, and accreditation, the development of
certification standards, marketing and research while external aim to influence both the

political through lobbying and making sure policies and regulations are not detrimental to

38 . oy . .

There are nowadays more than 4 000 business associations and thousands more regional or local which have
diffuse goals and carry out a vast array of economic and non-economic activities with only a few that are
publicly recognizable.
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the industry; and the public, through civil actions, dissemination of knowledge, research and
advice.

These activities materialize by a series of concrete productions such as the Code of
Ethics, newsletters, directories, guides, press releases. Besides having media centers, NAR®
organizes events such as conventions, expositions, trade shows and other meetings, such as
charity events. It also hosts a university and provides training and professional opportunities
for its members. The trade association highlights both the particularistic interests of their
members but and the collective shaping of an identity of excellence, acting for the public
good, fostering solidarity and technical expertise.

In the following part, I explore both the organizational level processes around expert
knowledge and ethical/ moral claims. First, I discuss the expert knowledge which played an
important part of the process of legitimation of the real estate agent. Second, I discuss the
ethical work needed to validate the professional ethos and legitimacy. I also show a sense
of the game is developed which contributes to developing internal forms of reproduction

and status.

2. Expert Knowledge Claims

“A Realtor knows today’s market. He handles hundreds of similar transactions. He can get you a
fair price, quick sale. A Realtor has a list of prospects who are honestly interested in finding a
home. He shows by appointment, eliminating the stream of casual lookers who otherwise would
troop through your house. A Realtor screens out the prospects who are financially unable to meet
your price. No wasting valuable time showing your home to those unqualified to buy. A Realtor is
prepared to arrange the intricacies of financing to complete the deals. A Realtor has the technique
and “know-how” necessary to close the transaction properly.”

(Advertisement for the realtor week hold April 13 to April 19 of 1956)

"Did you know that many REALTORS® can and often do act as consultants in the areas of
financing, real estate investment and taxation, design, and construction, value appraisal, and energy
efficiency assessment? Realtors® are experienced businessmen and women who have access to the

most current information in the real estate industry. They're familiar with home values and the
housing market in your area"
(Advertisement by the National Association of Realtors® in 1984)

In Chapter 3, I looked at the training provided by real estate companies to transform the

worker into a real estate agent and to motivate engagement. Here I depart from research on
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sales occupations to discuss expert knowledge claims made by real estate agents. If research
on sales occupations has demonstrated that salespeople need individual characteristics and
self-motivation, effective time management, feeling of self-worth and perception to be
successful at selling, it has not been very attentive to the role played by trade associations
to increase sales' performances. The argument I make here is that NAR® and TAR®, as
trade associations developed a set of tools, programs, and events to create and disseminate
a body of knowledge both to the public and to the real estate agent, strengthening both its

structural and cultural force on the market.

2.1. From the Knowledge of the Salesmen to the Organizational Claims to

Expert Knowledge

Since the seminal study by Ford et al. (1987), scholars in sales management and marketing
research have investigated the determinants of sales performance (Leigh et al. 2001). They
take into account both micro and macro factors affecting transactions. In the increasingly
developed knowledge-intensive (Verbeke, Dietz, and Verwaal 2011) and science-based
economy (Stremersch and Van Dyck 2009), these scholars argue that salespeople are not
only service workers performing emotional labor (Horschild 1979) but "knowledge brokers"
whose job is to transfer knowledge to customers. Their brokering role includes a transfer of
the "know-why", or the science behind products and services and the "know-how," referring
to the uses of products and services by their customers.

The efficiency of the transfer rests on the cognitive abilities necessary to the
assimilation of knowledge and the capacity to tailor it to a variety of customers), working
thus to "shape the minds of their customers" (Verbeke, Dietz and Verwaal 2011). Within
this framework, salespeople need to develop both selling-relating knowledge (macro selling)
and interpersonal skills (micro selling). The selling-related knowledge includes specific
knowledge on sales: the knowledge around sales situations, classification of prospect and
appropriate sales strategies (Leong, Busch, and John 1989, 164) but also technical
knowledge about finance and economics, knowledge about customers, prices and the

products.

174



Many scholars argue that in the current knowledge economy, knowledge is
endogenous to the creation of value and intervene at all stages of production and marketing
(Achrol and Kotler 1999; Vargo and Lusch 2004). Additionally, and since the customers are
more tech-savvy and go on the internet to search for knowledge of the products, salespeople
are pressured to "possess knowledge that is scarce and unavailable to the customer"
(Verbeke, Dietz and Verwaal, 2011, 422). The capacity to own and control knowledge
becomes even more central and is thus essential to the production and reproduction of
salespeople (Hauser, Tellis, and Griffin 2006).

The transfer is done through interactions between salespeople and customers, in
conservations about prices and products in which the salesperson must make the customers
discover how the solutions provided solve an issue or cater to their needs. The needs are
created through the framing of a problem by market and state actors; and the highlighted
value of a particular solution. For example, the goal of the 1920's national campaign
conducted by the NAR® was to develop homeownership by advocating the benefits of
homeownership over renting. Knowledge does not need to be seen as an "all-time truth about
prices and products" but as a common shared-understanding of a situation and the concrete
best options to act "rationally" in a market. Real estate agents are most often the ones in
charge of bringing knowledge and transferring it to their clients.

On the other hand, salespeople are also social actors possessing their specific
characteristics, including demographics such as race, class, gender, marital status and
experiences. As a function of social characteristics, work engagement (Sonnentag 2003)
and workers’ motivation (Walker Jr, Churchill Jr, and Ford 1977), interpersonal skills refer
to the “understanding, persuading and getting along with other people such as customers”
(Ford et al. 1987, 104).

For researchers, sales performances depend both on the personal traits of salespeople
entrepreneurial and optimist, flexible, and motivated and on the organizational environment
in which they operate: colleagues, training, coaching and goal-setting programs provided by
managers can benefit the transaction (Ford et al. 1987; Lam et al. 2010) which was

extensively discussed in Chapter 3.
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The blending of these organizational and individual elements® around a specific
salesman ethos permits salespeople to be reactive, adapt to the customer, and cope with
uncertainty, according to this stream of research. I continue by addressing how
organizational programs and tools are designed to equip real estate agents as salespeople, as
well as how on the individual and practical level, agents work on their knowledge and on

their capacity to transfer it.

2.2. Programs and Tools Generating Knowledge (Organizational Level)

Beginning in the 1920s, there has been a progressive acceptation of the idea that science and
knowledge were necessary for modern real estate (Weiss 2002, Hornstein 2005). "Realogy"
was thus set to encompass a wide variety of knowledge including "city and regional
planning, architecture, housing reform, demography, sanitation engineering, and road
surveying." As recalled by Hornstein (2005, 110-111), the discourse of Nichols, a successful
realtor and community builder of the 1920s, illustrates the framing of particular competence,
using the model of other occupational groups claiming professionalism: "Any man who
wants to know anything about law must go to a lawyer. Any man who wants to know
anything about medicine must go to a physician. If he wants to know anything about real
estate or land he must go to a real estate man." This knowledge claims served partly as a
legitimation to the public: "If we simply serve as a medium for the mere exchange of real
estate, we are not a profession; the world does not recognize any calling as a profession
unless its members intelligently work to add knowledge and betterment to the world."

Real estate advertisements compare the REALTOR to the doctor or the lawyer,
stating both the expert knowledge acquired and the ethical aspects of the endeavors. The
archived pictures and documents from the NAR® give access to the advertisements
published between 1920 and 1960. I provide here the example of the of John Sorrentino and
Son Realtors' advertisement in 1946:

Just as the degree M.D. identified members of the medical profession who have spent
years in study qualifying themselves to treat your physical health, so the term
REALTOR designates members of the Real Estate Profession who have qualified to

391 discuss these expert claims at the individual level in chapter 5.
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competently serve you in real estate matters. The term “REALTOR” is not another
name for “Real Estate Agent.” It is a name which can be used ONLY by persons in
the real estate professions who have qualified as members of the National
Association of Real Estate Boards, through their membership in the Chicago Real
Estate Boards. This means that: 1) They have personal standards and business
competence to warrant entrusting them with important matters involved in real estate
transactions; 2) They must abide in their business by a Code of Ethics; 3)
REALTORS are active in initiating and supervising local, state, and national
legislation protecting the interests of everyone interested in real estate.

These advertisements usually communicate to the public, framed as potential clients,
the integrity of the realtors®, the legitimacy of their activity, and the desire to become as
“commonly” accepted and used as doctors.

Today, contemporary realtors justify their role by their amount of knowledge and
expertise about the local housing market, the city, and the community. Expert knowledge is
not only discursive but is available through the development of statistics and technology,
which as the association develops with a full-time staff and more members, can work for its

members and create what Muniesa, Millo, and Callon (2007) call "market devices."

Beyond the dichotomy of humans and machines, blending Bourdieu’s dispositions and
Foucault’s dispositifs*® into economic agencements rendering "things, behaviours, and
processes economic," market devices are socio-technical agencements which allow to bring
about economic exchange and to create value. By owning for-profit The Multiple Listing
Service of Southern Arizona (MLSSAZ), the TAR® created its system of cooperation based
on the exclusive access to supply information. Thus, real estate agents are almost required
to subscribe to membership if they want to exercise real estate activity. It is the only existing
platform for exchanging information on goods available on the market; neither Trulia nor
Zillow have access to such information. The association claims to have permitted in 2018

over $2.6 billion in real estate transactions last year.

%9 The “market device” blends dispositions in Bourdieu’s sense (Outline for a Theory of Practice, 1977) as
cognitive structures guiding individuals in their actions and Foucault 's dispositifs (2012), as heterogeneous
spoken (speeches) and unspoken devices (institutional, architectural forms), with a strategic function related
to power (Discipline and Punish, 1977).
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As a market device, the Multiple Listing Service (MLS), operated through local
boards, restricts access to the members of the NAR® to information and resources about
available supply. This type of technological innovation contributes to the institutionalization
of the real estate occupation while encouraging everyone to become a member of the trade
association. With the claimed objective of improving the face of business activities while
serving the higher good of their clients, and the community as a whole (Freidson 2001;
Wilensky 1964), by detaining exclusive access to the supply, real estate agents control and
shape market structure and outcomes.

The programs and actions sponsored or organized directly by the NAR are part of
constant actions to maintain people engage in the industry as well as to attract people to buy
and sell houses with the goal of “managing markets to protect the performance of their
members” (Spillman 2012, 43). But as Bradley (1965) shows, the goals of a trade association
like the NAR® were not only to manage price and production but to engage with
"information sharing, education, and sociability." The American Iron and Steel Institute for
example provided for "the mutual interchange of information and experience, both scientific
and practical," established "trade statistics, making collections of books and mineral
samples" and encouraged schools to offer a "proper and thorough scientific training" of
young "ironmasters."

The NAR® and the TAR® provide research and statistics on buyers’ and sellers’
demographics. These studies are made available to the members to help them manage the
market and operate their business based on client classifications. Companies also play a role
in helping agents to categorize their customers, through providing examples of the types of
consumers they will encounter or management tools to classify them. Trade associations
also write articles drawing on statistics about the generations of homeowners, supported by
data made in conjunction for example between the NAR® and Harris Interactive in which
they surveyed 3,372 Americans across generations: X ranging from ages 35 to 50,
Millennials or Y ranging from 25 to 34, and Z from 18 to 24, in which they compare their
responses towards homeownership, housing features, and real estate investment.

Trade associations also follow buying and selling trends to understand why and how

they care about homeownership, for example by showing that student debt is a "roadblock
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to homeownership" through articles on their platform that takes on their analysis of the
situation: for example, this article by Anthony SanFilippo which is titled "Low inventory,
rising interest rates, and student loan debt are all factors contributing to the suppression of
first-time homebuyers." A network of statisticians, consultants, and experts working and
speaking under the umbrella of the NAR® are closely monitoring homeownership rates and
perceptions, seeing how they can impact the trends. These articles published on their website
or their trade journal are designed to produce knowledge that is directly available to real
estate agents and designed to be shared with customers. For example, a self-designed real
estate consultant or expert declares that "even with poor credit, one can buy a house" or that
"this is the best time to invest in real estate as interest rates are the lowest they have ever
been." This vast network of experts and consultants produces and shares financial and
technical knowledge daily.

Not only does NAR® provide information to agents, but it also works towards the
education of its members, and deliver a series of accreditations (designations and
certifications) which are obtained by agents after they take a variety of courses offered by
local real estate boards affiliated with the NAR®. They range from relocation, resort and
second home specialist, foreclosure, pricing strategy, buyer's specialist, negotiation expert
or short sales and foreclosure resource.

The National Association of Realtors® produce knowledge on a variety of topic such
as 1) Legal: Real estate laws such as land uses and property rights (curriculum at the real
estate school and handled by the Arizona Department of Real Estate); 2) Financial:
Financing, credit, insurance, taxes; 3) Marketing; 4) Technology: related to the new
technology available and its use and mastering; 5) Housing statistics and demographics,
including research reports and articles; 6) Market, product, and transaction-related
knowledge such as neighborhoods, pricing, negotiation.

The National Association of Realtors is partnering with local associations to provide
classes and resources. The Tucson Association of Realtors® is directly providing locally
most of the programs that the NAR implements, the accreditations but also, for example, the
Graduate REALTOR® Institute (GRI) which courses claim to bring cutting-edge

knowledge about real estate standards and practices, including the sales process, legal and
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regulatory information, technology and professional standards. These classes are designed
to be a mix between Statistics also present the increase of income among realtors® who took
the course. Part of the courses is taught by other realtors® either practicing locally or in
other parts of the country.

The development of the REALTOR® University with a specific degree came
according to the NAR® from an "Advisory Group on Professionalism in the industry" in
which members agreed that, to "improve the practice of real estate", was to "ensure" that
"the REALTOR® mark" was "perceived as an assurance of experience and professional
service." They thus developed a roadmap to offer academic degrees and educational training
for members. The key challenge is to offer relevant courses that can "reflect the evolving
nature of the real estate industry, technology influences, public policy demands, and
encourage lifelong learning" and as well as produce "high-quality research" and make
"public policy recommendations" that "supports broader social and societal goals."

Not only do the national and local associations help agents with marketing and
transactions-related information but they also do provide a variety of monthly statistics
about the situation of the market. The Tucson Association of Realtors® provides what they
call a “statistics library” in which they bring month and yearly statistics coming from the
Multiple Listing Service, including “sales and active inventory, averages, medians, pending
sales, listing price information, days on market.” Tucson Association of Realtors® also
provides courses for agents to navigate the Multiple Listing Service (MLS) that they run
locally.

The construction of the real estate activity into a profession makes it the basis for
realtors® legitimation and importance in the market. Studying real estate activity as a socio-
historical construct permits us to see how professional competence is both operationalized
and appropriated by real estate agents in their day-to-day activities. Looking at the research
on sales — traditionally high in the post-Fordist organization of labor (no direct control but
incentives through financial rewards and commission-based structure of pay) — permits an
understanding of how sales' occupations were constructed and understands the relationship

between lower level of acceptance — selling is seen as morally reprehensive because there is
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a suspicion of favoring their advantage to the detriment of the buyer — and high level of
professionalization (or at least, push towards professionalization).

The display of expertise is one of the ways the market work of agents generates trust.
If it is a necessary condition, it is not a sufficient one because of the specific status of sales
occupations, a point that I discuss specifically in chapter 5. According to the real estate
companies, the trust existing between clients and agents — implied in the idea that people do
business with you because they know you and like you — can be established through different
means. Alongside the traditional and “needed” professional competence, the agent presents

himself as a “good man” who is liked and whose clients can easily identify with.

3. Ethical and Moral claims

“The Golden Rule I will apply

In everything I do;

In all I sell and all I buy,

To clients I’ll be true;

With my competitor I’ll be
Forever fair and square,

My honor and integrity

I’1l guard with zealous care.

Our Code of Ethics I’ll uphold

In every act and deed,

My word I’ll keep as good as gold
This is my daily creed”

(The Realtor Creed, NAREB, 1930)

3.1. A Social Movement in the Marketplace?

On the NAR® website, one can read the following: “From city hall to the U.S. Capitol,
REALTORS® are actively involved in a wide range of issues related to the health and well-
being of the communities where they work and live. Through their membership in the
National Association of REALTORS®, they are a powerful voice in support of the dream
of homeownership and work to build strong communities and a vibrant business
environment that benefits everyone.”

According to the Center for Responsible Politics (2012), the NAR has ranked as the
2™ Jarger top spender in lobbying after the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. They spent
$64,821,111 in 2016, with 46% to Republicans and 30.8% to Democrats. They advocate for
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the defense of private property rights, taxation, and deregulation of financial services. NAR
is also a member of the Real Estate Roundtable, a lobbying group in Washington, D.C. Some
examples of their activities and programs include for example "Home Ownership Matters:
Have your voice heard at the local, state and national levels of government on core tax and
property issues." In which the public is invited to make their voice heard about these topics
with advice and guideline on: "Equity Buildup: Owning a home is a good investment"; "Tax
Incentives: Mortgage Interest and Real Estate Property Tax Deductions are a financial
benefit"; "Neighborhood Pride: Homeowners form the bedrock of successful communities:
Homeownership Matters offers a unique platform to engage your representatives on

important homeownership and property issues.

Trade organizations have been recently conceptualized as social movements in the
marketplace (Rao 2009, Esparza et al. 2014). The social movement theory of resource
mobilization (McCarthy and Zald 1977) analyses organizations in their coordinated and
strategic efforts to produce and appropriate specific resources to pursue collective actions
outside of the institutional and organizational channels (Edwards and McCarthy 2004). But
trade organizations as interest groups could also be analyzed through the same lens, even if
they act within already existing institutional channels. They can contribute to managing
organizational legitimacy (Snow, Soule, and Kriesi 2008), to building sociopolitical
legitimacy allowing to exploit political opportunity (Aldrich and Fiol 1994), and to
mitigating reputational risks (King and Lenox 2000).

Although the NAR® is now well-established to defend the interests of real estate
actors, thinking in that frame allows an understanding of how the trade association supports
both the internal creation of shared interests and the representation of collective interests
that might be challenged by the State regulators or by other industries. In this sense, the
trade association aim to both improves the conditions of business for the good of the
members by pursuit changes in public policies and reforms while managing its legitimacy
and reputation. It contributes to influence and trust in the political realm (Schaefer and

Kerrigan 2008; Tucker 2008). They are granted access to policymakers while developing
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strong political resources and capabilities to lobby and engage in political advocacy (Minto
2016).

3.2. Programs and Tools Drawing on the Defense of American Values of

Ownership and the Public Good (Organizational Level)

The lobbying, programs, and events sponsored through institutes or councils or organized
directly by the NAR around homeownership and financial wealth foster the attraction to the
industry, both for newer recruits, for buyers, and sellers. Specially, at the beginning of the
century, the trade journals "intermingled discourses about business identities, manufacturing
identities (republican virtues of productivity), nationality, family, masculinity and
Christianity” in which “speakers frequently raised their collectivity above interest to a
calling” (W. G. Roy and Parker-Gwin 1999, 223-24).

Besides being "property professions," real estate agents are often portrayed by the
NAR® as "community champions." Stories about discrimination and community struggles
are also put at a stage to portray agents bringing possibilities to the community members by
educating them and making them see the benefits of homeownership while becoming
financially responsible. Brenda, who portrays herself as an educator and a guide in
Mississippi for example, says:

She realized this community needed help. There were good people out there in
Vicksburg. Hard-working families whose banks wouldn't touch with a ten-foot pole
if approached for a loan. These folks were living paycheck-to-paycheck renting
properties rather than owning them. It was a vicious cycle, and one Love decided she
wanted to fix. So, she went back to the licensing class in 2002, and this time she took
the test — and passed (...) She's been helping the people of Vicksburg ever since. She
focuses her efforts on the underprivileged, the poor. The uneducated and uninformed.
It's a segment of the population too often forgotten by the hustle and bustle of
everyday America.*'

The legitimation of real estate not only came from the organization of their interests

but also both a capacity to draw on middle-class values in the early 20th century and the

M http://homeownershipmatters.realtor/mississippi/vicksburg-realtor-goes-the-extra-mile/
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promotion of homeownership by the State and a variety of private actors. For historian
Jeffrey Hornstein (2005), the successful organizational development of real estate agents
was the product of their ability to make the group's formation coincide with the values of
the American middle class, entrepreneurial spirit and the ideology of property at the end of
the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century.

Real estate agents developed an entrepreneurial identity by merging individual
ownership and social success in the iconography of financial stability and the "American
dream". The 1920s saw the emergence of the "American House" as the object of knowledge
and intervention of experts and professionals: domestic economists, planners, architects and
reformers of housing. Everett Hughes, in his thesis on the development of the Chicago real
estate chamber (Hughes 1928) sees the creation of the chamber as the primary objective of
legitimizing the existence of real estate agents, and transforming a negative occupation (real
estate sharks) into a "respected and respectable” one by the multiplication of elements
affirming of their "good practices" represented in the codes of conduct and ethics, programs
supporting private property and narratives of educational value.

The preamble of the Code of Ethics also illustrates besides the strong integrity and
honesty realtors® should obey the moral endeavor in which real estate agents should submit.

Under all is the land. Upon its wise utilization and widely allocated ownership
depend the survival and growth of free institutions and our civilization.
REALTORS® should recognize that the interests of the nation and its citizens
require the highest and best use of the land and the widest distribution of land
ownership. They require the creation of adequate housing, the building of
functioning cities, the development of productive industries and farms, and the
preservation of a healthful environment. Such interests impose obligations beyond
those of ordinary commerce. They impose grave social responsibility and patriotic
duty to which REALTORS® should dedicate themselves, and for which they should
be diligent in preparing themselves. REALTORS®, therefore, are zealous to
maintain and improve the standards of their calling and share with their fellow
REALTORS® a common responsibility for its integrity and honor. (Preamble of the
2019 Code of Ethics, NAR®)

Although this can be easily discarded as a professional ideology, on can look more
precisely at the actions taken, the programs developed, and the individual practices of real

estate agents., All these emphasize specific perceptions and discourses around
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homeownership and American values. The preservation of homeownership, through the
framing of American moral and cultural values, is being transferred by a set of tools,
documents, training, articles which maintain and reinforce these core values. These articles
portray the agent as the "good guys" bringing the dream of homeownership through various
portraits of these modeled agents that try to make people build equity. In this case, the agents
are seen as facilitators of these transactions.

The NAR®, for example, has several online platforms designed to communicate
what they frame as information and knowledge to the public. For example, the platform
HomeOwnership Matters exhibits the following title: "Have your voice heard at the local,
state and national levels of government on core tax and property issues" and is defined in
the following way:

HomeOwnership Matters is an education and advocacy campaign committed to
protecting the dream of homeownership. This initiative provides useful information
on real estate, tax, and property policies to inspire homeowners to take action,
protecting homeownership now — and for generations to come.

Homeownership Matters provides an ideal platform for current and prospective
homeowners to have their voice heard at the local, state and national levels of
government on core tax and property issues. With proposed policy changes
happening in communities across the country, it is more important than ever to stand-
up for homeowner rights.

Programs such as "Neighborhood Pride" encourage homeowners to lead "successful
communities" and to engage representatives on the issues, for example by taking the pledge
and sign the homeowner bill of rights. The platform REALTOR® Party provides grants,
financial supports, and training for potential candidates who want to run for offices,
providing that they are friendly to realtors. The NAR® provides booklets and materials for
the training, which is run by state or local associations. The material contains sets of
knowledge on the reasons to run for office, the planning and budgeting of a campaign, the
research and the targeting, the navigation of the internet, of volunteers and grassroots. The
goals of the training are stated as:

Assess whether they possess the basic traits necessary to run for office; State (in 30
seconds) why they are running for office; Describe the elements necessary for
developing a campaign plan and begin the planning process; Discuss their research needs
based on their target audience and their budget estimates; Based on their individual
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campaign’s strengths, plan for the fundraising methods that can prove most effective and
lucrative; Determine the best methods for contacting their constituents, based on voter
demographics and budget; Analyze the electronic campaign options available and
determine which, if any, will prove most effective for their outreach; Assess the multiple
avenues to approach a get-out-the-vote plan and determine which elements would be
useful to their campaign planning.

The developed strategic plans to run for office through the NAR® resources demonstrate
the desire to influence political decisions and to support core values and interests defined by
the National Association of Realtor®. Dissemination is also conducted at the local level.
Associations also confer actors' authority (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) and reward those
who play by their book or standards while engaging in the soft retaliation of those who do
not (Baum and Oliver 1991). The Tucson Association of Realtors® ensures, through a series
of actions, that realtors® are protected and highlighted as guarantees of the protection of the
public.

Besides their ethical claims, the association also defends political interests based on
their real estate expert knowledge. TAR intervenes on political issues such as endorsing
local political candidates or their support on specific voting propositions, such as
Proposition 126 of October 2018 in which they organized campaigns to vote "Yes" as fear
of taxing services and in the claimed defense of small businesses.

In terms of community investment, they provide documents such as the “Better
Block Guide" which are designed to "empower communities and their leaders to reshape
built environments to promote the growth of healthy and vibrant neighborhoods." The book
also presents potential actions to add value to a neighborhood such as "temporary treatments
(i.e., painting, bike lanes, and parklets) to vacant buildings, underused streets and public
spaces." There are presented as ways to foster solidarity within the community and allow
neighbors to participate. The other aim is to "convince public officials, stakeholders, lenders
and property owners" of the area's potential." What is interesting in this presentation of
Better Block is that it is described as an alternative to "traditional long and boring planning
processes" involving "endless public and committee meetings," causing "a strife among

stakeholders and residents."
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The National Association of Realtors® praise homeownership as well through
publishing articles and new-reports highlighting statistics and scientists backing positive
news for the real estate market, for example writing in a November 20" online article that
“Mortgage Debt Nears a Pre-Crash High, but That's No Cause for Concern” and why we
should be concerned mostly about “asset” rather than “debts” or articles such as the
following one who highlights optimistic prospects:

New findings from a survey from the National Association of REALTORS ® show
that 77 percent of Americans think that now is a good time to sell a home, a new
record high. Respondents in the West were the most likely to believe that now is a
good time to sell (85 percent) as well as those who currently home a home (82
percent). Much of this optimism comes from several successive years of robust home
price growth.

NAR Chief Economist Lawrence Yun has this to say about why property owners feel
ready to list their homes. “Though the vast majority of consumers believe home
prices will continue to increase or hold steady, they understand the days of easy, fast
gains could be coming to an end. Therefore, more are indicating that it is a good time
to sell, which is a healthy shift in the market.”

Story Springboard

Read NAR'’s third quarter Housing Opportunities and Market Experience (HOME)
Survey for more information on consumer housing preferences from July to
September 2018. Speak with some REALTORS® in your area about consumer
sentiments about the housing market. Ask someone in your community who recently
listed their home why they chose to do so now (News reports: October 8, 2018)

At the local level, TAR® also advertises on its website to "forget the newspapers"
as "Homeownership is in your reach starting now." Although the association acknowledges
a series of problems that could impede to buy (down payments, closing costs, and loan
qualification standards), it seems to have organized bureaucratically as it advertises "people,
groups, and programs that work full time to help make homeownership a reality." They
provide information on the improvement of credit score, programs to help put the down
payment claiming to bring "educational resources to prepare (you) to become a home
owner."

The education is offered usually in partnership with other companies or websites
directing potential candidates to wuse them such as annualcreditreport.com or

moneymanagement.org in which are highlighted stories about individuals who came out of
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debt. These stories also resemble what we have highlighted in the training of the real estate
companies in chapter 3 (overcoming one’s fear to be walking on the path of success).
Programs are designed to educate and discipline people to be financially responsible and
organize planning. Financial education is also in partnership with FreddieMac
CreditSmart® program designed to:

help consumers build and maintain better credit, make sound financial decisions,
and understand the steps to sustainable homeownership” as well as “increase
consumers' financial understanding by teaching life-long money management skills
and showing consumers how to avoid foreclosure and keep their home.

On the one hand, these programs praise homeownership and on the other hand sound
financial decisions, to help people get on their feet by then allowing them to take large
mortgages. Some scholars and news reports have allegedly claimed that realtors® were at
least partially responsible for the subprime mortgage crisis but when I was at the school, an
instructor showed a video that highlighted the practices of Wall Street and on some mortgage
companies but never pointed out anything concerning the realtor (cf. The Sub-Prime Blame
Game: Where Were the Realtors?). What I observe in the field was that there was a strong
push to make people buy and sell properties as only these transactions are bringing income
to the realtors®. This situation might not have significantly changed from the recession and
with the prices being high again, some analysts believe the crash is going to happen (Is the
real estate market going to crash?). This strong push to buy and sell is encouraged
structurally because of how the agent exclusively generates income from transactions, thus

needs to act as a "good man," an advisor rather than a salesperson.
9

3.3. Being a “Good Agent”: the Advisor Rather than the Salesperson
(Individual Level)

The invisible but harsh competition takes place among agents, whereby specific techniques
and instruments are used to get clients and to generate trust. The strategic investment in the
professionalization, standards, values, and ethics; crucial for communicating with
customers, is still held against the common image of the realtor® as a greedy salesman. Due

to the ambiguous status of sales' occupations in the world of professions, sales'
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intermediaries try to break from the moral ambiguity of sales, epitomized in the image of
the unscrupulous "car-salesman type" whose only objective is financial gain at the expense
of customers' financial and social well-being.

To combat this image, the sales agents I observed seek to demonstrate they are "good
people" who want to represent and help rather than take advantage or exploit the
vulnerability of people (McFall 2011; Mullaney and Shope 2012). Self-presentation
techniques include distancing themselves from the idea of a "greedy salesman" and its
personification of a "cool" and "likable helping identity." The figure of the agent is
nourished on the one hand by the myth of the individual entrepreneur or the self-made man,
and on the other hand by the masculine gallant figure, presented as a man of integrity, of
honesty or educator at the service of the weakest. Similarly to what McFall (2012) observes
in her work on the insurance agent, "the good guy" is family-driven and pays specific
attention to not display a "higher status" than their clients, embodying a form of middle-
class identity. To relate to customers, he or she deemphasizes the economic dimension of
their actions by framing their work not as pure selling but as service for a higher good
(financial stability, homeownership dreams).

By giving the illusion that their interests disappear behind the interests of their
clients, the 15 top producer agents I interviewed discuss their desires to get away from the
figure of the "con-man" by "cooling the mark out" (Goffman 1952). Jessica, a 57-year-old
agent is within the top 1% most Gross Commissionable Income of all real estate agents in
the community according to statistics furnished by the local real estate board. Distancing
herself from the “greedy agents,” she explains being genuinely interested in fulfilling her
clients’ needs:

I have a client who has some friends. They’re very scared to sell and they’re elderly.
She wants them to talk with me because she knows that I will not be aggressive, and
I will not make them feel pressured and cornered, that I was going to sit down with
them and explain the process. I’ll probably get the listing, but I’'m really doing it to
help them. A lot of real estate agents are aggressive and hungry, they live from check
to check. I have a different perspective than a lot of agents, because I do it as a choice,
not because that I have to.
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Other agents also downplay their role as salespersons. Intuitively, they know they
must hide away from the image of the salesman, which is seen as forcing people into making
a decision or choosing something they do not want to. Instead, presenting the market relation
between the intermediary and the buyer or seller as a “relationship” makes it appear softer
and fits agents’ representations. Terri, a 44-year-old agent, 10 years into the business,
stresses the role of a counselor rather than a sales agent:

I'm pretty shy, I mean not hide in-the-corner shy but I just, I don't like to promote
myself, I always thought that you had to be a salesperson, but I'm not just a
salesperson, but I was more, with my business, [ was in charge of customer service,
and that's what I believe in, I never thought, nobody can sell me anything, talk me
into buying something I don't want to buy, I hated people that were really brushed
like that, not hated them, cause my partner is the best salesperson I ever met in my
life, it's not about how you talk somebody into something, it's about relationships,
building relationships and being genuine, not fake because you won't sell them
something, and she rolls. I just have a philosophy, I really like helping people and
meet their own goals, trying to help them solve a problem, because sometimes, it can
be really overwhelming, let's say you have a house that is underwater, it's you know,
you buy it for more than you can sell it now, and you're trying to transition to a new
job, you have to sell, you have to figure out, what do you do, a lot of people are just
paralyzed, it feels good to be able to consult them, and help them to get where they
can finally meet their goals.

Less-established agents also stress the same discourse, although their lack of
stabilized income makes them often very uncomfortable because they know they need to
secure transactions to at least get some revenue while still protecting the clients, which does
not necessarily, implies to finalize the transaction and certainty not necessarily quickly. The
real estate agents are thus always trying to balance a difficult structurally-constraining
position. Sonia, 59 years old, who started about 6 months ago in the business, is talking
about the ambiguous relation between making money and providing the best care to the
client. There is a seeming opposition in her discourse between taking care and making
money:

It's hard to not look at people and see dollar signs at the beginning. I'm somebody
who wants to build relationships. I want to help people, but at the same time, there
were little points in June and July where I was like 'l need to eat! I need to get paid!’
So it's tough to not—you have to keep that separate. You have to look at the money
at the end of it. At the end of a sale. Before that, you have to look at it as 'l need to
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take care of these people and make sure they are getting what they need. You can't
even think about the money. At least that's what works for me. I can't even think
about the money. The only money thing that I need to think about is holding open
houses at $300,000 homes instead of $150,000 homes, because in the long run that
will get me clients that are higher buyers and that will make me more money at the
end of the day.

Sonia is strategically reasoning about how to generate transactions. One of the
arguments repeated during training at the real estate school and the real estate companies is
that by being the best you can be and friendly, transactions are going to flow naturally.
Matthew, a 32-year-old agent who started about a year ago, is even going as far as not
wanting to be "known" as the "realtor" because it represents the role of someone trying to
profit from the sale of a piece of property. He prefers to be seen as a facilitator or a guide
and to be able to build a connection with his clients. When I asked him about presenting
himself, he declared:

Yeah, I don't think that being an agent should define you. I don't want to be...I don't
want to be known as a realtor. I want those people—I want those people that I help
to remember that I helped them. I want to build a valuable relationship with them
forever.

In this specific example, Matthew tries to downplay the realtor and reframe his status
as an advisor or counselor who aims to make people achieve their goals having control over
very specific and fine knowledge on what to do, which steps to take to achieve them. The
goal per se of this advising is beside the act of buying to frame it more globally to the
economic benefits of the clients, by highlighting the financial advantages of owning versus
renting, the building of equity and financial freedom, and the grasp on the community
(homeownership makes better neighbors).

Even fairly establish agents like Suzy, 30-year-old, are trying to downplay the
importance of money over the service:

I don't want this to be about money. Ever. I want to get a paycheck and be like 'Whoa!
Look what I've made for just helping somebody!' That would be a wonderful benefit.
But at the end of the day what I really want to do is just make sure that people are
being taken care of. My main selling point of me is I want people that I've worked
with to sit there with their friends, family, whoever...and for their friends and family
to be like 'Oh real estate agents are— 'blah, blah, blah...' they're just out to get you'
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or whatever, and for those people to be like 'Actually, we had an amazing experience.
Here's his card. If you ever need anything, call him. He will make sure you are taken
care of.' That's what I want. I want to be an exception. I want to be somebody that is
known for 'Client comes first.' That's it. Because I don't want to be—that's the thing.
It's like—this can't get back to my boss---

To discursively build a sense of the value of their occupation, the vast majority of
agents try on the ground (11 out of the 12 I followed evidenced degree of control) to put
incoherence the transaction outcome (money) and the needs (and wants of the clients).
Without ever being conscious of it, their knowledge of real estate matters is engaged in the
enterprise of showing the value of buying and selling no matter what**.

The stories about the "bad agents" were a very common subject in my interviews.
Without asking questions about specific agents, when prompted about "good agents" and
stories, they often drifted to talk about those "lousy" agents that were only here to "get the
money" and were not servicing the whole community of realtors. Cynthia, 55 years-old, with
significant status in the industry and 18 years of practice, is describing the "bad" agent:

A lot of real estate agents are aggressive and hungry, and you know, they live from
check to check, so we all practice differently. We’ve very strange animals [laughter].
We are. | mean my husband calls it the cult. [laughter]. He’s like, “How is the cult
today?” And I have a different perspective than a lot of agents. Some are aggressive.
You know, you’re in an open house. They walk in. “Are you working with an agent?
Are you prequalified?” I would never do that to a person. I would walk in and say,
“How are you? What brought you to Tucson? Are you from here? You lived on this
street? Great. How long have you lived here?” It’s never about immediately trying
to close people.

This vision of the “aggressive” and “pushy” agent is a common figure among the
real estate agents I interviewed and shadowed. Mentioned by 70% of the agents in the
interviews, it is used to further reinforce the boundary between the “bad” and the “good

ones” which are always the category in which the agent interviewed is placing him or

2 With the acquisition of professional status, agents would have thus more choices on which clients they can
choose to accept or to refuse, without downgrading significantly their income. But they drop clients often
because they anticipate that their investment in time and energy would not traduce well in commission, thus
as they grow in status, they learn to decipher "good" vs. "bad" clients. I discuss this in Chapter 7.
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herself. Matthew, who just started four months ago, talks about being uncomfortable about
how his mentoring agent handles her business:

There are times when she is pushing for a sale and I kind of lit there like that's not
how I would handle it. Maybe that's why she's making the money she's making and
I've made the money I've made <Laughs>. She's like, really pushing for a sale to go
through. She'll tell her clients it'll be fine. And I'm just like I don't know. I wouldn't
say that because I don't know for a fact that it's going to be fine. What I would say
is—I don't want to put pressure on my client. I want to put pressure on the other
agent. Be like 'Hey, we need to get this done without making your seller hate you
and without making my buyer hate me. I want to do what's right for them. If
canceling is the right thing, so be it. There are a bunch of other houses out there.

But Matthew, as a newer recruit, also stresses the pressures to get a transaction go
through, which is one of the "grey areas" agents sometimes evoke. After investing a lot of
time working on a transaction, recognizing and guiding clients through canceling a
transaction is the equivalent of losing money, or at least not getting any income for the time
invested into serving those clients.

Since the transaction goes exclusively to the agent, the management of reputation is
crucial for newer agents. Lenny, who is teaming with a more experienced real estate partner,
discusses the importance of appearing as a good person. A good person is not forcing you
to behave a certain way, but that behaves as a friend, showing a degree of understanding and
reciprocity. In that model, the real estate agent needs to be somewhat laid-back and leave
people feeling in charge while he is carefully making them feel emotionally convinced by
the agent:

I try not to push. The last thing that I want is—the first impression is the biggest
thing. That’s going to decide whether they spend more time with you or not. It’s the
same as a house. Having good pictures on the listing. If they look at the pictures—it
could be the best house ever but if you took pictures on your phone, odds are it’s not
going to work out. If you got a professional photographer to take pictures of that
terrible house, the listing could look great and people will want to get inside the door.
I have the same thought when it comes to meeting people at open houses. I need to
make the most—well, okay. Truthfully, I need to make the least negative...I don’t
want to be the guy who is like ‘Hey! What’s your name?? What’s your email
address?? What’s your phone number??’ Nobody wants to give that stuff out to some
stranger! When you go to Sears and you buy—you can just be buying a little tiny
thing—a little trinket for your mom and set it down and they’re like “What’s your
phone number?’ and it’s ‘Why...?” and ‘Oh, because we need it.’...’No you don’t.
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You don’t need my phone number!” So I try to just ease my way. I introduce myself,
I give them a little spiel about the home and say ‘You guys are more than welcome
to go on through.

Professional roles entitle individuals to act in a certain way. Even if agents can enact
personal styles, they have to obey a certain image that the public has of the role the
individual is fulfilling. As they are required to please their audience, expectations can
become "scripted" (Goffman 1967). In interacting with the public and the customers, agents
are required to signal competence. To acquire professional recognition and success, they
had to respond carefully to those expectations. Not being pushy goes hand by hand with
behaving well, in an ethical manner. Being ethical for Tim, who has seven years of
experience as a business agent, means that you should state everything that is going on in
the house, you should not “steal” clients from another agent. There are indeed rules of
behaviors to respect, that are not necessarily law and order, but are ethical and a matter of
fairness, competence, integrity:

I don’t want to B.S. anybody. I don’t want to be the guy who is like “Yeah, well the
air conditioning vents are more apparent in here than in the last room and that’s why
there is a cooler temperature in here.” I’'m not going to make stuff up along the way,
you know? I’'m just there to...I’ll answer your questions if you have any. If you have
little comments, I’ll just...”Mmm-hmm!’ Like I said, I want to—it’s kind of a glass-
half-empty way of looking at it but I want to have the least negative perception of
me. I’ll just say ‘Do you already live in the area?’ That’s a question that always starts
a conversation. I’ll say ‘How long have you been looking?’ and then I’ll say ‘Who
is your agent?’ That is a great question because if they have an answer, then ‘Okay,
great!” and it’s like ‘Awesome’ and that’s it. If they say ‘I don’t have one’ it’s like
‘Okay...” and then at the end I give a little sell on the app. That’s how I get their info
without being like ‘“What’s your phone number?’ and writing it down. Coming off
as pushy is like, the worst. At least for me, that’s the worst way to come off. Just
from my personal perspective. I want to deal with people the way I want to be dealt
with. Don’t get in my face, don’t ask me for all of my information. You don’t need
to know my birthday, you know? So it kind of goes back to when you’re a kid and
the whole ‘Treat people the way you want to be treated. I treat the people who walk
into the house exactly how I would want to be dealt with.

This is also a way of managing the expectation of the clients and holding some core
values in the definition of the interactions. The ethic relationship to work is discussed in

detail during training when talking about the "value-added" of the agent, and how to be a
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good "agent" rather than a greedy salesman — which is often represented with the image of
the car salesman. Using the relationships and the excellence in servicing, leaders and coach
agents often teach the agents to be model of exemplary business, which is personified by a
form of success which never lies into an objective of making a lot of money.

Real Prosperity is also talking about framing a value proposition, for example Ben,
a four year into the business agent, 37 years old, emphasize the importance of a value
proposition that can take the form of a "motto" or "find something that people know about
you and will always associate you and that thing." "Of course, it's about relationships,
handing out cards, meet people, do the research, but you have to make yourself noticeable,
make a brand out of you," he says.

In both Real Prosperity and Desert Realty, the training programs are designed to
teach agents to be relatable. Barry, branch manager at Desert Realty, 10 years into the

9 ¢¢

business, acknowledged by his colleagues as a “great guy,” “an exceptional public speaker”

and a “fantastic team leader,” is teaching a class to newer recruits on how to develop their
activity:

Why are you in this business? Your purpose statement is I am in this business
because I want to "positively impact people's lives," or because I want to "learn from
them and me," or "how can I make their lives better." These are good versus saying
"l am gonna make money off of you." You know market leadership is about
compassion, innovation, collaboration, passions. Where are the gaps? Well, not
everybody has that culture of excellence. Mission, production, and will are all good,
politics is bad. Don't forget to ask them questions, don't talk, talk, talk at them, get
them to talk and exchange with you, what are they do they want, or why are they
selling, what's their dream experience in a home? It's not about business, it's about
relationships, so you just need to put yourself out there, and not sit in the office, but
go to preview properties, do open houses, meet people at the bar, at the restaurant,
at the supermarket.

This holding into core values of improving people’s lives serves the legitimacy of
the agent but not only; it permits to create a sense of worth in the lives of the real estate
agents, and also draw a sense of similarity with their clients, to define how they make sense
of their utility and pride in their occupation.

Barry is also describing the important relational work that goes on in the everyday

lives of realtors®. They must continually engage with potential clients and adopt also certain
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strategies. The relational work carried out by agents attempts to manage self-presentation,
to appear as friendly, understanding, caring and listening. If they do not want to be perceived
at pushy, it is also because it is envisioned as the worth selling technique, as the salesman
should work at invisibilizing the commercial relationship that goes on between him and his
client and aim to build up a normal relationship. The next part of the dissertation addresses

the construction of the "successful" agent by relational work.

Conclusion

How to make sense of the "professionalism" of real estate? I have provided historical
background in the development of the trade association and more specifically about the
National Association of Realtors® and its local trade association, the Tucson National
Associations of Realtors®. Interestingly enough, the focus on inquiry shifted from the
"agent" itself, which during interviews made important claims about expert knowledge and
ethics, to the more organizational fabric of this discourse. The discourses around
"professionalism" did not emerge out of now where but are part of a history in which
professionals organized the monopoly of expertise and knowledge tended to symbolize
power.

A careful analysis of this work deconstructs the claims of higher service to society
and increased knowledge of the realtors® and in the worlds of Hughes to "start the study of
any social phenomenon at the point of least prestige. For since prestige is so much a matter
of symbols, and even of pretensions...there goes a tendency to preserve a front which hides
the inside of things" (Hughes 1971, 341-42). If I had first access (as highlighted in Chapter
2) at the most prestigious face of real estate, these "professional ideologies" suggested a
hidden sociological truth that lies beyond. By first uncovering these "ideologies" and where
they came from, I can look at the least prestigious and most contradictory practices in the
follow-up chapters of the present dissertation. I provide in the third part or second empirical
part of the dissertation a discussion on the expert, relational and taste work done concerning

the clients as well as the complex gender dynamics.
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Part III. The Discovery of the Client: The
Relational Mechanisms of Trust and Client
Capture
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The third part, and second empirical part, of the dissertation, is composed of Chapters 5 and
6: The discovery of the client or the relational mechanisms of trust and client capture. I ask
the following research questions: How do real estate agents find clients? How do clients find
agents? What type of relationships exists between the two? How do the relationships
between intermediaries and clients participate in the functioning of a local housing market?
What are the characteristics of especially successful agents? In this second part, I investigate
how relationships between agents and clients are constructed and maintained, hypothesizing
that agents to be successful have an interest in sustaining those relationships beyond initial
transactions, and most specifically in becoming "friends" with their clients. The presentation
of self occurs not only in interaction but beforehand. Agents routinize their work while
confronting themselves with the client's social figure. The work carried out during actual
encounters requires thus to be anticipated, planned, worked on before the exchange itself.

In Chapter 3, I showed that real estate agents acquire specific dispositions, a real
estate ethos, embedded into playing the professional game of real estate. In Chapter 4, I
demonstrated that agents acquire a form of legitimacy in front of the public by the
institutional building of expertise and knowledge through their professional association. In
chapters 5 and 6, I consider most specifically the discovery of the client, in which agents are
prompted to sell themselves to gain clients.

Chapter 5 enters the specific labor that is done on relationships to get clients, and to
maintain their activity. [ review the literature on networks, brokerage, and homophily and
present a blended theoretical version of social relations for trust, including the role of
different types of labor. I identify two interrelated types of labor done by real estate agent:
1) expert labor used to assert clients their specific knowledge make them competent to lead
transactions; 2) relational labor using relationships and 3) taste labor or the social and
cultural investments done by agents to demonstrate similarity to the clients, and to create a
successful matching.

Chapter 6 is specifically dedicated to gender issues, and how gender is used
symbolically and as a skill within the real work environment. I trace the use of gender
through the early days of the creation of real estate as a business and an industry and show

how the use of “women natural skills" served as a moral validation to make the
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marketization of real estate acceptable. In the field, I observe an injection towards a careful
use of emotions, in between the feminine display of caring and the authority and toughness
required to be a salesperson. I also uncover the logic of positioning that goes on in the field
of real estate, and that are produced in interaction: women's bodies are used as commodities,
women need to adopt masculine traits of behaviors while men profit from feminine skills.

In Chapter 5, I establish codes around what I saw was the specific work of real estate
agents playing in the field. Drawing on work on services, sales, and network analysis, I first
evidenced the importance of capturing clients and dispositive to work on it. I saw expertise,
relational and taste work going on while I follow clients in interaction. I also draw on the
narratives gathered during interviews to explain how agents make sense of the work they
are doing.

In Chapter 6, I specifically code for the way agents are talking about their activities:
how they frame their work, and how they go about mobilizing certain vocabularies, motives
of actions. I did not specifically ask about gender unless I found no answer within their
narratives or actions. This code did thus emerge much later in my coding scheme. I just
started to see that the work was framed differently. I also evidence a tension around “making
it” and the financial pressures and obsessions agents expressed backstage. I develop the
“commodification of the agent” in a published paper (Benites-Gambirazio 2017). Then the
class component became evident as some women were making much more money than men,

and that there was a tension there as well.
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CHAPTER 5. Selling Themselves to Capture
Clients: Expert, Relational and Taste Work

Economic relations are a vehicle for creating trust, meaning, and values. Relations between
buyers and sellers do not form as an automatic process of matching between supply and
demand but are brought about by coordinators or market intermediaries (Bessy and Chauvin
2013; Callon 1998a; Kalleberg and Marsden 2005; Rivera 2012). Besides working on-
demand, consumers' preferences and supply, market intermediaries create "the conditions
for economic exchange by "organiz(ing) the encounters between suppliers and demanders,
producers and customers, products and consumers." (Dubuisson-Quellier and Cochoy 2013,
2). To organize the matching between demand and supply, workers acting in residential real
estate markets are first required to find and capture clients (Trompette and Boissin 2000).
As intermediaries, their work aims to bring supply and demand to align, but also to establish
a relationship with potential buyers and sellers through a process of matching (clients with
houses, but also themselves to clients).

In this chapter, I study the market work performed by real estate agents to establish
trust and to capture clients. If agents ultimately need to sell products, one of their main
activities is to individually attract and retain their customers, in a way that makes people
hire, recommend, and reuse them based on the quality of the service they provide. I argue
thus that to sell the market, workers first need to sell themselves to customers. These market
intermediaries are in a constant quest for demonstrating trustworthiness to their customers,
placing them at the center of the social construction of trust and confidence in the market.
Located halfway between the world of sales and services (Bernard 2012), an important part
of agents’ performance can be attributed to self-presentation (Goffman 1959), through the

display of individual attributes and behaviors aimed to fulfill the ultimate goal of matching.

I discuss the building of trust to capture clients by reviewing the literature on brokerage and

referrals; relationships, homophily and matching; and on niches before highlighting the main
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contribution of this chapter. I present the results in three empirical parts: 1) expert work, in
which I respectively show how agents claim authority through market knowledge, organize
clients' capture via expert tools; 2) relational work, in which I look at how agents show they
care about people, their work is organized around a scientific system of getting clients
through relationships and how agents work on self-presentation and likeability; 3) taste
work, in which I demonstrate how to taste work is done through demonstrating socio-

demographic and cultural similarity with both clients and products.

1. Building Trust to Capture Clients

Trust is central to the unfolding of economic transactions and market outcomes. Companies
and customers seeking partners for commercial transactions often rely on someone they trust
or recommended by a trusted party (Granovetter 1995; Macaulay 1963). Prior research on
the use of networks by firms and in job searches demonstrates that networks lower
information costs through a trust mechanism (Portes 1998; Bourdieu 2011). While economic
sociologists contend that interpersonal ties are key in securing information and trust
(Granovetter 1985; Uzzi 1999), there has been less attention to the actual work of creating
a trust to facilitate market transactions (Bandelj 2009; Cochoy and Dubuisson-Quellier

2000a).

1.1. Brokerage and Referrals

In organizational theory and in social network analysis, intermediaries appear in the form of
the “broker” (Burt 2005; Fernandez and Gould 1994; Obstfeld, Borgatti, and Davis 2014),
a “type of catalyst brokerage that rests on the intermediaries’ advantage in information or
influence” (Stovel and Shaw 2012, 148). In economic contexts, these brokers bring together
two entities who do not know each other but want to complete a transaction. They can be
“boundary personnel” in the cultural industry (DiMaggio, 1977; Hirsch, 1972), insurance
salespeople (Chan 2012; Leidner 1993; McFall 2011), art gallery owners (Velthuis 2003),
human resources managers (Rivera 2012), stockbrokers (Abolafia 1996) or real estate agents

in the housing market (Bernard 2011b; Besbris 2016; Bonneval 2011).
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Realty work shares features of brokerage, that is, the capacity of an actor to make
two parties meet and come together (Stovel and Shaw 2012). In economic contexts, brokers
bring together two entities who do not know each other but who want to complete a
transaction. The difference between brokers and real estate agents is that agents represent
one side of the transaction (the buyer or the seller) whereas brokers do not represent any.
Brokers are paid thus for their “coordination function.” In practice, brokerage deviates from
the ideal in which it “has no residual effect on actors’ subsequent decision making” and
especially “when economic relationships are confounded with personal relations...brokers
may squirrel away their gains in order to maintain the illusion that they are status equals
with their clients” (Stovel and Shaw 2012, 147). Realtors might reduce their commission or
offer extra additional service to make their clients believe that they are equal in the
transaction.

A specific form of brokerage important to realty is referrals, a “type of catalyst
brokerage that rests on the intermediaries’ advantage in information or influence” (Stovel
and Shaw 2012, 148). In labor markets, “referral hiring” is a well-documented process
(Fernandez and Castilla 2001; Fernandez-Mateo 2007). Workers who successfully
recommend hires to companies might be rewarded; however, if the referral does not work,
the intermediary can suffer reputation damage. Referrals are common practice in many
business industries, including the real estate industry. To keep up with the market, agents
must find sellers or buyers that are willing to hire them. How do realtors obtain and manage
their clients? Based on my observations, many real estate agents use their social circles to
gain clients and refer to clients as "friends," which is also used as a strategy to claim trust.
This particular relationship between agents and clients is possible only in the intermediary
position — buyers and sellers do not even come into contact as it is both the agent of the
seller and the agent of the buyer who comes into contact.

DiMaggio and Louch (1998) assert that sellers prefer to avoid selling within their
social network because of the expected detriment within the transaction. This should limit
the number of transactions made by sellers and buyers that are "friends" as their interests
are antagonistic: the seller wants the most out of his house, the buyer wants to pay less. This

offers a space for agents to become the broker between two parties, rather than "friends" or
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"friends of friends" exchanging goods together. 1t also opens up the possibility for the
framing of realtor ties to clients as friendships.

As realtors® operate through referrals, the quantity and the quality of the relationship
is central in how many transactions they will be involved in. Although buying or selling a
house is commonly considered as a one-time transaction where there is no "repeat business,"
a powerful process of recommendations arises through social networks. Agents are active
in the process of establishing ties, but also need to maintain and reactivate these ties often
to get listings. Agents consider their work as "repeat business" as they do not consider that
the relationship with a customer stops when the transaction is over, rather they maintain the
relationship through regular contact using emails, phone calls or even invitations to social
gatherings or restaurants. One of the realtors I interviewed explained the elaborated system
that she has to classify customers by type and the way she contacts them personally for their
birthday, sending them useful documentation related to their hobbies or just an email to
"keep in touch." Many interviewees describe these ongoing relationships with their clients
as friendships. This needs to be explored further as it can be seen as a strategy to "maintain

the illusion they are status equals with their clients" (Stovel and Shaw 2012, 147).

1.2. Relationships, Homophily, and Matching

To generate trust (and sales), the market intermediary has to sell himself. In direct sales and
marketing, this takes the form of “relationship selling,” including “securing, developing, and
maintaining long-term relationships with profitable customers” (Beverland 2001; Johnston
and Marshall 2005, 5). Research has found that sales are more likely to happen if clients see
salespeople as similar (real or perceived, demographic and ideological), likable (such as
being friendly, supportive, and empathetic), or relatable (sharing of personal information)
(Evans 1963; Gadel 1964; O’Shaughenessy 1971; Koppman 2016). As “similarity breeds
connection,” these relationships are built on the basis on homophily — the bounding of people
with similar characteristics whether on the basis of status or values (Lazarsfeld and Merton
1954; Rogers and Bhowmik 1970) — as social psychology findings demonstrate that
exchanges and interactions are more frequent with people who share similar features and

present similar “sociodemographic, behavioral, and intrapersonal characteristics*
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(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001, 415). Homophily is occupying a central role in
the process of matching (J. S. Coleman 1990), “the process by which social actors form
mutually exclusive pairs from a pool of potential partners” (Stovel and Fountain 2009, 365).
Forming partnerships is at the core of specific market activities as intermediaries use social
categories to establish trust and bring supply and demand to concord.

“Homophilous matching” is seen as mean by which social structure drives
individuals’ and organizations’ behaviors (Coleman 1990) while "cultural matching" refers
to how employers hire their recruits based on cultural and social similarities such as hobbies,
experiences, and self-presentation (Rivera 2012). Homophily is not necessarily based on
real similarities but also on "perceived" ones, arguing that the latter is ultimately more
beneficial to the transaction (Rogers and Bhowmik 1970). I argue that agents rely on a form
of "business homophily" to resemble their clients. They do so by investing in aspects of their
personalities or hobbies that suit the clientele they want to target. Another way to think
about homophily and matching is in the process by which agents specialize in one sector of
the market, whether socio-demographics, geographical area, or types of goods.

In practice, matching is realized through the presentation of expertise (Gay and
Zhang 2014), the acquisition of a professional “savoir” (Stroobants 1993) but, most
importantly, through the display of homophily (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001),
with socio-cultural investments aimed to demonstrating likeability and similarity with
clients. I argue that real estate agent market work to establish trust consists of selling
themselves to sell products by realizing a triple matching between them, the product, and
their clients, a form of association between lifestyle, status, and products (Thye 2000). I
evidence a form of constructed homophily that permits agents to attract and retain their

clients.

1.3. Niches

From the organizational literature, we know that organizations that specialized are more
“successful,” because they have a more “coherent” identity (audience perceive them better
because getting information is costly) (Hsu and Hannan 2005). Having a “coherent” identity

is perceived positively by audiences as it gives them certainty, and is seen as an advantage
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for producers as it is less costly to specialize than to do everything. Not all agents specialize
in one niche, but one hypothesis is that when they do, they become more successful by either
increasing their clients’ recruitment, by investing less into network expansion and easily
transferring reputation between clients’ network contacts*. Reading the real estate business
literature, I identify three broad types of niches based on 1) customers and demographics
(first-time homebuyers, relocated buyers, single, Hispanics, low end vs. high end...), 2)
geographical location (northwest, downtown, specific neighborhood/ zip code), 3) type of
goods or properties (golf, gated, ranches, condos...).

Business investment is done at the level of the individual framing of himself or
herself and is designed to increase business activity. Therefore, I argue that there is a form
of constructed business homophily that permits clients to trust better their agents. The
common characteristic serves a signal on how trustworthy and interesting the agent is.
Realtors might thus invest in one characteristic. An example of this process would be a
Hispanic agent who specializes in Hispanic first-time homebuyers, or an agent living in the
Northwest area of Tucson specializing in it, or a fan of architecture who specializes in
historic properties. Agents often invest in one personal characteristic of themselves, which
often match the personal characteristic of their client. They tend to mimic their clients'
attractions and repulsions.

If the formation of niches works through real estate, niches may operate on the basis
of personality specialization, and how agents frame themselves by acquiring reputation and
by associating themselves with specific clients and products™. I outline below the types of

market work they establish to sell themselves.

* The work of Erin Leahey and colleagues (Leahey 2006, 2007; Leahey and Hunter 2012; Leahey and
Reikowsky 2008) might help develop better hypotheses on why.

% Even if the paragraph does not clearly demonstrate nor systematize this claim, this is a hypothesis I can
investigate in future work. Hispanics and Luxury/High-End Real Estate are two particular niches worth
exploring.
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1.4. Expert, Relational and Taste Work

Because of the ambiguous status of sales’ occupation in the world of professions, sales’
intermediaries have to perform extra labor to produce trust, as opposed to doctors or lawyers
for example. It requires a break from the moral ambiguity of sales, epitomized in the image
of the unscrupulous salesman whose only objective is to financial gain. Research has shown
how salespersons seek to demonstrate they are “good people” who want to represent and
help rather than take advantage of people (McFall 2011; Mullaney and Shope 2012). They
deemphasize the economic dimension of their actions by framing their work not as selling
but as service for a higher good (financial stability, homeownership, helping clients achieve
their dream). In service occupations, workers are also required to engage in satisfying the
customers, provide them with comfort and ease, by performing emotional (A. Hochschild
1983) or interactive work (Leidner 1993; A. Wharton 2009), but their work is much less
attached to specific customers and consists in a series of non-personalized deference acts
rather than acts of significant bounding. In sales, the demonstration of “being a good person”
through likeability and relatability is a central path to trust.

I contribute to the literature by showing how the building of trust in economic
relations is achieved through specific market work on expertise, relationships and taste to
present themselves as trustworthy and capture clients. I summarize below the three

dimensions of market work operated by real estate agents to establish trust.

Table S: Conceptualization and Operationalization of Market Work Forms

Type of work Concept Specific Investments Trust mechanism
Expert Market Formal (trends, figures, Qualification (agent is
knowledge interest  rates), Intuitive perceived as
(future state of the market) “qualified”)

Relational Likeability Relationships  and  self- Bounding at  the
presentation (personality, individual level (agent
style) is perceived as “good”)

Taste Similarity Common attributes (socio- Bounding at the socio-

demographic or cultural)

cultural level (agent is
perceived as a
"superior" person)
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Drawing on the preliminary work conducted, I also propose to shift from "Why do
people engage in economic exchanges with people they know?" (DiMaggio and Louch
1998, 620) to the question "why do people engage in economic exchanges via professionals
that have been recommended by referrals or who they know personally?" What are the roles
of agents in the referral process? I contribute to the understanding of why and how
relationships are central to the functioning of market activity, not as in labor markets for the

job candidates but for agents that work on the market.

2. Expert Work: Claiming Market Knowledge and Using Expert

Tools

In Chapter 4, I saw how market intermediaries seek to demonstrate trustworthiness through
intended claims of professionalism. If the use of real estate agent permits in many cases to
have access to precious information and resources, realtors® have claimed their
professionalism through the development of their occupational association in which
knowledge and skills become legitimized and institutionalized. They also signal their
purpose of serving the higher good of their clients, and the community as a whole (Wilensky
1964; Freidson 1988, 2001). The discursive and practical development of an occupation into
a profession with the construction of an “exclusive group” equipped with specific devices,
ethical behavior and “abstract knowledge” (A. Abbott 1988, 8) serves as a form of symbolic
capital that confers legitimacy and provides social closure and autonomy (Bourdieu 1990,
112). Displaying market expertise — through learning and mastering statistics and local real
estate trends (average price, price development, construction in progress, interest rates, etc.)

— 1is thus used to legitimize the agent and to generate trust.

2.1. Claiming Authority through Market Knowledge

The knowledge of the housing market — including basic trends and few key numbers —
confers a position of authority to the agent, who claims to know and understand the market.
Real estate training at the two companies insists in the ability to know several features

relating to the market such as to know if we are currently in a “demand” or “supply market,”
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the interest rate or any type of information that would influence the housing prices and the
value of a community or neighborhoods.

Trainers in both companies insist on the necessity to be ready to talk about the market
with clients as well as random people, explaining for example the financial advantages of
owning vs. renting, the advantages of the lower interest rates or any type of information that
would influence the housing prices and the value of a community or a neighborhood.

“I gained people like that at the grocery store. They saw my badge and asked me
how was the market. Just be prepared to provide answers” recalls Brandon an agent with 3
years of experience at Desert Realty. Recommendations made by the trainer include always
wearing a badge with name and affiliation. A supermarket is a great place as it is a place of
great movements, and according to most agents interviewed, random people stop to ask and
say: “how is the market?” Agents are encouraged to be "scripted" and to recite a set formula.
The aim is that agents need to be ready to give a specific speech on the current state of the
market, for example, the financial advantages of owning vs. renting, or the mortgage deals
because of lower interest rates.

Real estate agents' investments are formalized through the knowledge of trends,
figures or interest rates, and the capacity to talk about the state of the real estate market.
During training at Real Prosperity and Desert Realty, agents are encouraged to learn a few
economic figures. Trainers insist on the ability to know several features relating to the
market such as to know if we are currently in a "demand" or "supply market," the interest
rate or any type of information that would influence the housing prices and the value of a
community or neighborhoods.

The work of Wallace (2008) on the York housing market looks at how real estate
agents and developers talk about "knowing the market" and use it in their transactions.
Agents make professional claims on their knowledge of the housing market, the products
they sell, and the prospects of the housing market in the future through expert work. These
claims are also supported by the use of high-tech tools and a variety of applications aimed
at convincing customers that they will receive a worthy service. The display of knowledge
on the housing market — including basic trends and few key numbers — confers a position of

authority to the agent, who can give specific advice regarding economic and financial
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decisions. Market intermediaries use "gut feelings" (Wallace, 2008) and intuitions about the
functioning of a market (Callon, 1998) often through assumptions about economics that
format the economy (MacKenzie and Millo, 2003).

Although value ultimately comes from an aggregation of opinions on value, about
two-thirds of agents believe they adapt to the market and do not drive it. They make clients
revise their "options" through scripted statements such as: "If they are not willing to decrease
their price, then their house will not sell quickly" or "I show them what the market says, the
market doesn't lie." All the agents I followed during transactions aimed to be both assertive
and reassuring by making buyers and sellers realize that what they did was the "only good
thing to do." They use the MLS and the "comps™" to assert their power, and smoothly bring
clients to admit that they are wrong, for example, that they cannot get as much as they want
for their property, making them realize what the market is like.

Displaying market expertise — through learning and mastering statistics and local
real estate trends (average price, price development, construction in progress, interest rates,
etc.) — is thus used to legitimize the agent, and to convey trust to future clients. Presenting
data — which both tells the seller and the buyer that it is a good time to sell or invest — is seen
as a neutral activity whereas it is designed essentially to influence choices or active
behaviors in the market. I observe to this extent that data presentation techniques (and the
discourse around it is) do not include any direct sales components. Knowing and conveying
the market serves to deemphasize the actual economic transaction, viewed somewhat
negatively by the clients, and acts as a tool for trust.

In the field, I observed that market knowledge is an important theme for agents who
need to work on the demand side, and "bring it in line with the market" which I describe
most particularly in Chapter 7. Market knowledge is also embedded in professional expert

tools that agents use to capture clients.

%> This refers to a method of assessing the value of a good through comparison of similar products within the
neighborhood over the last six months.
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2.2. Organizing Client Capture through Expert Tools

Agents make professional claims on their knowledge of the housing market, the products
they sell and the prospects of the housing market in the future through expert labor. These
claims are reinforced by the use of high-tech tools such as the Multiple Listing Service, a
variety of apps to convince customers that they would provide a worthy service. Agents also
use statistical reports on the state of the market, their company app' to convey to their clients
this is a good time to invest or to start selling or buying. Data presentation techniques are
used to undermine the importance of the act of buying and selling and act as tools to assert
market authority. One of the managers at Desert Realty argues that the system at the
company is designed to "bring everything to the agent himself": even the report or the app'
is branded towards the agent, for agents' branding and ensuring clients' fidelity.

The daily interactions with clients not only occur in supermarkets but in
neighborhoods, agents chose to invest in, where they also often live in and are involved in
the neighborhood management through the Homeowners Association (HOA). They try to
establish themselves as "neighborhood specialists." Techniques of geo farming can be used
to gain clients by showing attachment to the neighborhood and the knowledge of the
inventory.

The formal and intuitive level of expertise and knowledge of the agents — in addition
to function as tools to build trust through association with capacities and experience (being
perceived as the best experts by their clients) — serve the higher purpose of making clients
realize reality (break unreasonable expectations) and let them be more aware of their
possibilities, and thus close the transaction, seal the deal. If expertise is a necessary
condition, because of the specific status of sales occupations, it is not sufficient to resolve

the problem of trust in home buying and selling.

3. Relational Work: Relationships, Self-Presentation, and Likeability
3.1. The Figure of the Agent: Showing Care

Despite their attempts to legitimize themselves as a profession, real estate agents are

consistently ranked with a lower prestige score (4.9) than most professionalized occupation,
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such as lawyers (6.4) and surgeons (7.7), but still more than the used car salesman (3.5)
(General Social Survey 2012; Smith and Son 2014). Indeed, salespersons, in general, are
often accused of being untrustworthy and deploy a variety of techniques to influence
transaction outcomes and to accomplish their financial goals (Prus 1989). The common
public figure of salesmen is car dealers, who are seen as favoring their own best interests,
trying to take advantage of the customer by fooling him on the product. Because real estate
sales are a commission only-based activity (Kalleberg 2000), one rationale is to
simplistically assume that agents only care about “the art of the deal” and how to get the
commission out of the transaction.

Commercial transactions rest upon the capacity of market players to judge the
“good” character of the purchase; and specifically, on the trust given to the person in charge
of asserting the quality of the purchase. To generate trust, agents must work to demonstrate
that they care only about their clients’ best interests, while secretly working on their own,
as Hughes states in his thesis about the world of real estate men.

By giving the illusion they separate their interests from the interests of their clients,
they wish to get away from the figure of the “con-man” by “cooling the mark out” (Goffman
1952). Jessica, a 57-year-old agent who is selling half million to multi-million dollar houses
is within the top 1% most Gross Commissionable Income of all real estate agents in the
community according to statistics furnished by the local real estate board.*® Distancing
herself from the “greedy agents*’,” she explains that she is genuinely interested in fulfilling
her clients’ needs.

I have a client who has some friends. They’re very scared to sell and they’re elderly.
And she wants them to talk with me because she knows that I will not be aggressive,
and I will not make them feel pressured and cornered, that I was going to sit down
with them and explain the process “When you sell your house, here’s what you need
to do.” I’ll probably get the listing, but I’'m really doing it to help them...A lot of
real estate agents are aggressive and hungry, they live from check to check. I have a

* The GCI or Gross Commissionable Income, which is the commission received by the agent after the
brokerage split-up fees, which varies significantly between brokerages. For example, if the broker takes a
20% commission fee for each transaction, the agent who sells a $100,000 house with a 3% commission would
ultimately get $2,400 (- $600 in fees).

7, In fact, none of my interviewees present themselves as greedy and working for their interests, as they have
internalized the professional discourse surrounding their occupation: "you are helping rather than selling."
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different perspective than a lot of agents. I think I do because I do it as a choice, not
because that I have to.

The precise management of self-presentation, as the socially constituted ways the
agents present themselves to their customers, through a system of signs such as
pronunciations, clothing, postures (Bourdieu 1984), is adapted to the audience and the stakes
of the interaction (Goffman 1959). In the context of real estate sales, the “successful” self-
presentation should first rely on building friendly relationships. Repeated contacts with
customers can lead agents to even claim that they develop strong ties and friendships. Many
female agents claim they met great friends, friends that they won’t have met otherwise.

If agents need to demonstrate that they are “good persons” who do not want to take
advantage and are representing the best interest of their clients, they also have to be good at
developing meaningful relationships that will serve their business (Lamont 2012). Besides,
they work on constructing socio-demographic and cultural similarity — a form of homophily

— to establish their authority and support market operations.

3.2. The Science of Relationships

“People do business with you because they know and like you” repeats Tom during each
morning session. During the new agent training at real estate companies, trainers and
managers insist on the necessity to invest in “warm techniques of selling.” Real estate
companies dedicate about 40% of their training sessions to the techniques and tips to develop
and maintain relationships. In the training material used in Real Prosperity, the chapter “the
power of prospecting vs. the slow burn of marketing” emphasized the benefits of “working
on people” to find clients.

The power of prospecting vs. the slow burn of marketing. Although lead generation
is a combination of both marketing and prospecting, productive action in ninety days
requires you spend most of your energy prospecting rather than marketing. Many
agents try to kick-start their career with marketing rather than prospecting because
of their fear they will hear the word “no.” People are so much less predictable than
logos and business cards, aren’t they? But hear this: People are also much more
profitable than any professionally designed marketing piece ever will be. Every
“yes” you hear will easily pay for the time you spend collecting some “nos.” The
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time and expense that marketing requires, however, will take much longer to cash in
on.

The concept of Sphere of Influence (SOI) is highlighted as the safest and most
profitable investment for the success of the realtor®. It consists of knowing people and
getting referrals from people who know each other, whether acquaintances, family or
friends*®. Jerry, who has been training new agents for five years, and has himself been an
agent for 9 years, lead the session "grow your SOI" at Desert Realty.

You have to meet people, your goal is to meet people, you’ve got to grow your SOI
to 300 people (...) Approaching people, it’s a blessing, but it’s more than that, it’s
business generating, every single event your kid does, wear the badge, wear the
badge when you go to the grocery store. Some people call it networking, it’s just
about talking to people, about real estate, but also about what they might like or need.

Real Prosperity booklet also provides guidance on how to handle meeting people to get
business:

You’ve learned how critical it is that every one of your Mets* knows—and
continues to be reminded—that you are a real estate agent. Your goal is for your
Mets to have you top of mind when they or anyone they know has a real estate need.
This is why every time you’re in contact with your Mets, you give them a quick
reminder and instructions on how to refer business to you. When someone you know
refers potential business to you, that potential client is a referral.

Specific relationship techniques are developed by real estate companies, and enhanced with
technological tools, to put the agents in the best conditions to create and maintain
relationships with people. At Desert Realty, the system is perceived as “scientifically
proven,” and technological software is used to vary the means of contact. The SOI is
necessary to create the desired level of activity and the agent must “manage” it. Bill, who
trains and leads the technology services in the Desert Realty, shows to newer agents how to

maintain their sphere.

8 Referrals are a common practice within the world of business. Because there exist uncertainty and risk
around a market transaction, "actors seek a referral from those in their network when they believe that others
have more knowledge or experience evaluating a particular type of product (or candidate) or if they believe
that someone may be able to advocate on their behalf" (Stovel and Shaw 2012, 148).

% Mets refer to the people agents had previous contacts with independently of the deepness of the tie.
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Where do you meet people? What do you say? How do you act? It's all part of a
management system. If you manage your SOI, straight line of business, more
important than taking people, look at 48, 49 or 50 homes, and they might not even
be buyers. Each of your SOl is getting 24 points of contact from you, that's necessary,
so you gonna do 2 calls, 4 newsletters, 6 My property alerts, and 12 housing reports.
If you go meet people, and be in touch 24 times a year, then, it's going to happen, it
works, it's meaningful. You will get 12 to 15 deals a year.

Desert Realty advises agents to be in touch 24 times a year in various ways, and most
particularly, to provide a "housing report" that relays customizable statistics on average
prices by neighborhood or subdivision sent to customers every month by email. The formal
side of the report adds that the newsletter allows the agent to "make the relationship less
cold" and to position themselves as an information relay of the town or the neighborhood.
The agent should also customize according to the audience, including the calendar of sports
events, cooking recipes from the best restaurants in town. Real Prosperity recommends an
"8 by 8 touch campaign" which includes a touch every week for 8 weeks, with written notes,
emails and phone calls, to remind the person about the agent, and ask for referrals As Rob,
director of training in Real Prosperity, points out, it is a way to make it "soft" and to be
closer to the sphere:

We need to warm it a little bit, you cannot just send housing reports, people figure
out it's a robot sending them stuff, it's not you. For example, in the newsletter, you
can personalize it depending on your sphere. You know, I have Kate, she's an
attorney, Erica is an architect and Dan is a dentist, do what works for your sphere.
My sphere they are very professional so I wouldn't want to send them a cooking
recipe or a photo of my cat, but if your sphere likes that, you can do it. I usually put
stuff on real estate mortgage, I also like to thank people who referred me (...) It's a
soft thing, you present lifestyle, from local attractions to sports events or schedules.
You can present day trips, downtown events, UofA football or basketball schedule,
helpful links for the community they live in, whatever works for your sphere and
you want to convey.

3.3. Working on Self-presentation and Likeability

The presentation of self is seen as a signal of professional competence. Goffman (1959)
emphasized the changing nature of presentation formats depending on the interaction and
the context. Here, I define “self-presentation” as socially constituted ways that the agents

present themselves to the customers. Bourdieu (1984) has shown how the social world
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consists of a system of signs that are mutually reinforcing - pronunciations, clothing,
postures and ways of being - which unconsciously define affinity or repulsion.

Agents are told during training sessions to adopt specific forms of self-presentation:
being likable and warm and invest in something you like. Trainers insist agents need to
invest in their person: "You're your greatest asset, clients need to like you." Through several
techniques (letters, being in the board of the HOA, organizing events or parties), agents put
in conformity their professional and social identity. As one of the top agent of Desert Realty,
Ben, 3 years of experience, argues for a process of personal identification to real estate:
“think and be real estate”: “When people talk to me, they know I’'m in real estate, I don’t
have to say it, they know they can ask me about real estate, I’'m not just Ben, real estate is
my identity.”

The agents also believe that their "style" of personality allows them to be able to get
more customers. Betty, 55 years old, who has a long reputation as a top agent in the
community, suggests that agents must positively present themselves, be friendly and honest
as basic requirements. Paul, a 42-year-old agent I met during an open house underlines how
a sales and teacher background is useful to become a "good realtor®," as they are used to
and able to talk and interact with different audiences. However, they cannot satisfy
everyone. Carrie suggests she gets along better with certain types of clients and argues that
there are as many "styles" of agents as "styles" of customers. The agents must positively
present themselves, be friendly and honest. These are elements of real estate agents use to
distinguish between a "good" and a "bad" realtor®. The personality of the real estate agent
is strongly influenced by secondary socialization learned through their training and their
mentors, important figures in the success of the agent. It is not only a standard of behavior
but also a form of self-presentation that the agent is supposed to incorporate and reproduce
in its professionalization. To what extent this form of self-presentation varies from one agent
to another?

Christine, a 64-year-old agent who has been teaming with her husband for 2 years
talks about being “really straightforward about everything” and that her customers often

praise her honesty. She refers to how her style is perceived by customers:
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Yeah, and that someone trusts me enough to call me again, and say, hey, you know,
we want to work with you again, great, because you already know each other, you
know their style, they know your style (...) I'm really straightforward about
everything, and that's pretty much my style. If you want to know what I think about
a color, should you change those window coverings, trust me, I'd tell you (laugh) but
some people, they don't like that, they need, they do however they do it, you know,
and I don't know (...) I think it is, I mean, some people are as upfront with me as I
need them to be...

It is important for agents to be presentable in a professional situation during an "open
house" or in front of customers but also in any kind of social interaction. According to Brian,
the ability to be present and to speak easily to all types of people turns out to be a particularly
important quality for an agent, but that can only arise with experience.

Yeah, at 18 you can start to be an agent but then you need to have a specific
personality, I mean, sales and teacher background is good but also, go to talk to
different persons, be present.

Agents, by a set of practices, can create and maintain social relationships. Although
they are strategically focused on maintaining their activity, they claim that is why makes
them like their activity and help maintain the attractiveness of the profession, because they
can "learn about people," and eventually find a space for socialization and friendships. Not
only do they work their self-presentation and their likeability when they meet people, but

they also work on finding similarities between them, their clients and the houses.

4. Taste Work: Demonstrating Socio-Demographic and Cultural
Similarity

4.1. Establishing Similarity with Clients

The formation of networks operates through a signaling process of socio-demographic and
cultural characteristics, particularly in the way actors present these characteristics and the
associated norms, values, and attitudes that are expressed through "style." DiMaggio (1992,
127) refers to “the assessment of sympathy as a cultural matching process, in which

participants rely subliminally on the verbal and nonverbal cues to estimate cultural overlap,

experienced as comfort/discomfort, and confidence/unease." McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and
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Cook (2001) demonstrate the existing homophily in social networks while (Vaisey and
Lizardo 2010) show how the similarities of "cultural worldviews" are important drivers in
networking. At a level of equal skills, employers are more likely to choose candidates with
whom they have one or more socio-demographic and cultural characteristics in common
(Rivera 2012).

The observations reveal how agents construct their personality and social being as
fitting within niches, even as they constantly adapt to the types of clients they encounter,
developing activities and hobbies that are most likely to fit with their clients'. The advice
given by experienced agents during training activities is to specialize in something that
either the agent has interests in or in a specific characteristic of themselves that might help
them find clients (ex: ethnicity, business owner). Attracting the "right kinds of customers"
is also what will supposedly bring the business any agent would dream of. This can also be
found in training material. One of the books assigned to agents in their training states the
following: "your clients will match well with your expertise and abilities, and service will
become an easier and more natural offering. If you attract the right type of customers, you'll
also reap greater quantity and quality of referrals" (Zeller 2011, 15).

Many agents may specialize in one sector of the market, whether based on socio-
demographics, geographical area or types of good>’. Many agents enter particular niches
that they see themselves being “successful in” because of their experience, personality,
social background or because they share a salient characteristic of the people or goods in the
niche. While agents claim to enter niches because they “feel” that they “fit” with the niche,
observations show that agents also construct their personality and social being as fitting with
the niche and constantly adapt to the types of clients they encounter, develop activities and
hobbies that are most likely to fit with their clients’. I reveal how this operates by asking
questions about how agents came to develop this specialization, as well as observing in

interactions, how they present themselves and interact with clients.

50 . . . R . .

An example of this process would be a Hispanic agent who specializes in Hispanic first-time homebuyers,
an agent living in the Northwest area of Tucson specializing in it, or a fan of architecture who specializes in
historic properties.
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The goal is to transform passions, interests, hobbies, and personal characteristics into
a usable resource for business. Being in coherence with the sphere by conveying the specific
attributes of the clients is similar to how Leidner (1991, p. 162) describes the work of
insurance agents who had to be chameleon-like to do their job, a form of investment and
control of their self-presentation.

Agents sense that their work consists of establishing bounding with people: they
claim to be often able to establish an even stronger connection if they have common socio-
demographic or cultural characteristics with their clients. As James declared: "A lot of it is
bounding, yeah, it's relationships, it's all about relationships and you can't have a relationship

with someone if you don't have anything in common with them."

One technique to find clients is joining a club where participants will have some
common hobby or passion. James, a 38-year-old agent, who started real estate after working
in the fashion industry in Japan and New York, recalls what he did when he started in real
estate.

The first thing I did when I moved here, is that I join La Bonita (a golf course), and
I went and played tennis, not that I really enjoyed playing Tennis but I was just trying
to meet people, I would go to like social events that they have, and sometimes, I felt
like an idiot doing it because that was so not my style, I don't like going to this kind
of like organized mixer or something like that, what are you gonna do, you have to
meet people somehow.

James also believes that finding common interests matter to develop relationships
and ultimately being successful as a realtor®:

I think it's good to be able to talk sharp to your clients because if you think about
your clients and what their interests are (...) With clients who are working in the
money environment you can walk in and then say what do you think about this and
you say I don't know, you know, they are gonna say what do you mean you don't
know. You have to be a little bit of a chameleon in this business, I was never really
a basketball fan, but I came here and Arizona Basketball is huge, and I remember
somebody asking me about Arizona Basketball and they were talking about it and I
had no idea what they were talking about, nothing, and I felt like an idiot so I started
watching basketball, now I'm a season ticket holder and I enjoy it, I really do
genuinely but you have to be interested in what people are interested in (...) You
have to have commonality between you and your clients, and I'm specifically looking
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at what my clients are doing and I try to gain interest in these things, [ mean I really
do, and often, I find that I'm interested.

The presentation of similar characteristics is perceived to operate as a signal on how
reliable the agent is. Sometimes, the bounding is less strategically formatted but allows for
some opening. Brian, 39, who works in a team with his wife, gives the example of a client
that her wife "won" when she realized she was from the same town.

My wife, one time met the owner of a house, they discovered they were from the
same town in Illinois, so then, the woman owner said that she didn’t like the listing
agent, she was never around, and she asks my wife to be the listing agent, and then
she told me “yeah, yeah, we got a new listing honey.”

He also stresses a form of capital — being of Mexican origin and speaking Spanish —
that allows him to invest in a "Hispanic niche." On the other hand, his wife, who was project
manager at the local observatory before becoming a real estate agent, is in contact with more
affluent customers due to her professional networks.

I grew up in Nogales, my wife does more pricey houses, 600,000 and above whereas
I work with all price range, and so I have worked also with Hispanic families, with
houses about 80,000, and it’s different, you have to walk them through, they don’t
know much, and the whole family will come out and see the house, you work with
people.

As a former business owner, Maria, 48, believes that her experience allows her to
easily get along and understand business owners. She feels like she is better able to respond
effectively to their needs because besides her expertise, and has developed an "intuitive
understanding and identification" to her clients, a majority of business executives. Other
agents use socio-demographic salient characteristics to build their network of clients.

Kate, which self-denominated as the "reading realtor®" is passionate about reading,
she was a librarian before becoming a realtor® and has a passion for "quilting." Her activity
mainly comes from her social circles and networks of socialization, whether academic or
professional socialization (networks of librarians) or a leisure club or association (quilters)
to which she belongs. She also underlines her mission to help single mothers to become

homeowners, believing she can understand them better because she was one and knows how
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"hard" it was to be one. She reports frequently using that "characteristic" to "attract clients."
Her network of customers, which blinds with her social network, is composed of people
having at least one socio-demographic or cultural common characteristic.

For Kate, the discovery of a common socio-demographic characteristic with some
of her customers, allowed her to develop a deeper emotional connection with them. With a
mission to help single women to realize their dreams by becoming homeowners, she believes
that she can understand single mothers because she was a single woman and knows how
hard it was to be one.

Years ago, when [ was younger, I really had a mission to help single women because
I was single and had two little kids, to help single women buy houses because it gives
you a lot of financial security, and a lot of them were afraid because of this
obligation, the financial obligation, and I got a lot of personal satisfaction, that
sounds so selfish but it's true, out of helping these women understanding, yes, they
could afford to buy their house.

According to Kate, buying a house and becoming a homeowner is vital for a woman
alone because it is a way for her to ensure financial security for their children. This indeed
demonstrates the presence of reproductive strategies ingrained in the purchase of real estate
(Bourdieu 2000a). Kate makes a comparison with her personal life when she "goes out" with
single people rather than married ones.

If in fact they could if they could qualify for a loan and felt comfortable enough with
it and it will give them and their children security, because renting never would and
it will also help them financially help their acuity build and the tax rate for
homeownership etc, and even if they were just single women I related because I was
a single woman, most of my friends were not married people. Married people and
single people don't really hang out a whole lot together. I mean they do, some but
your closest friends are usually more like you or you know what I mean.

Agents can stand out from one another in the forms of self-presentation, but they all
follow a controlled form of presentation, used both in their personal and professional
interactions and that they mobilize unconsciously for creating and maintaining social
relationships. While self-presentations represent accepted ways of conveying the identity of
a realtor®, the discovery of common socio-demographic and cultural characteristics

transforms the nature of the relationship and introduces an intuitive form of trust resulting
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in increased chances of completing a transaction and activating referrals. Agents also rely

on building similarities between them and the products, the houses they showcase.

4.2. Establishing Similarity with Products

In residential real estate, transactions are highly dependent on the strategies of presentations
of the houses. Real estate agents aim to match their self-presentation to the products. The
house symbolizes good taste and manner, essential to the maintenance of social status. |
demonstrate that there is an active work that goes into signaling trustworthiness through
taste and lifestyle. Agents rely on a form of homophily to resemble their clients. They do so
by investing in aspects of their personalities or hobbies that suit the clientele they want to
target. The relation between the product, the taste and the type of client does also function
as a taste job and the creation of commonalities between clients, products and agents. Real
estate agents in the middle-high and the higher end market perform taste work. They are not
selling a house, but a lifestyle.

Nancy has been a licensed real estate agent since 1998, she is 58, and works for an
international luxury real estate company in a medium city of the Southwestern
United States. When I met her in 2014, Nancy immediately stood up from the laid-
back crowd of the West, blond and tall, high heels and sophisticated style. She was
selling multiple millions of dollars' houses a year she was proud to showcase. It was
like she owned them herself, she had cared about them, chose the best stager and
photographer to make them look "stunning." She also had her pool of clients she
dearly cared for, send emails, postcards, place phone call them depending on how
"friends" or good clients they were. She believed she understood her clients because
she "knew their style" and had a similar taste for "fine architecture." (field note)

The story of Nancy illustrates how many agents in the middle and high priced
residential market go about selling goods; they invest the products (staging, photographing
houses) and most importantly in themselves making the lifestyle and taste a central
component of their work, as status and products are often associated. Agents I followed
during their interactions with clients, most commonly during house hunting rides, and listing
presentations, are using specific spaces and components of the house as a symbolic vehicle

to convey lifestyle, taste, and meaning to their clients.
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Another agent I followed through the course of a transaction, Sonia, 59, new in the
business, has been referred to new clients by one of her friends. She never met them before,
but already knows something about them. Jessica, pregnant with their first child, is a college
professor and Matthew is a baseball coach in a local team. They want to sell their house to
buy a bigger one. She brings me along to set up her listing presentation to preview the house.
She has researched the house title and the comps before the meeting. While walking to the
house and chatting with Jessica, she is referring to the cleanliness and the space of the
bedroom, envisioning specific features to highlight the value of the home, and especially
envisioning specific lifestyle markers to the product ("huge master bedroom," "beautiful
newly redone kitchen"), she probes "ideal for a young new couple" while referring to the
"great dining minutes away from the house."

Agents are thus trying to convey status through both the representation of the goods
and their presentation of self, that needs to align to the "worth" of the goods. They put the
forefront of symbolic elements while showing houses with their clients or discussing listing
preparation. This is most particularly true with houses whose prices are in the middle and
high price range.

Women interviewed are most invested in the product itself as they feel they know
more about the house. Besides the argument of "making money" in selling higher-priced
houses — which is both used in men and women discourses — women seem to be excited by
getting in the nicer houses with the nice appliances and furniture®". For many women agents,
housing a "feminine" matter, as women know "how to feel" when they are in a kitchen or
looking at a yard. If men want the practicality and the formal characteristics (2 bedrooms,
facing north, great view...), women say they have a comparative advantage in "feeling" the
house, not just seating it and describing it. They can convey their "feel good" mind towards
their clients and make them feel better about what they are being. Women agents invest the
space of the house and their emotional naturalized state of mind to explain why they are
more successful at what they do and make a space for themselves, as Nancy states:

The more likable you are, the better you'll be in it. You notice that there are more
women are top producers than men because. I think we're more perhaps empathetic,

> I discuss this point more in details in Chapter 6.
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relatable. Manner terrific, and the negotiation, the feel-good, you know, the fuzzy.
The woman, you know, lightening up and, you know, being relatable about how
fabulous a kitchen is or view or a yard or, you know, of course, the personality is
paramount (...) if you look at the top you know 50 agents, I'll say, that's it'
predominantly more women than men, and if there are men, they're probably doing
more foreclosures and short sales and working with asset managers, you know, more
business. But, the women are working with the actual end-user (...) We — Most
women have just a different vantage point of, you know, being mothers. And [ mean,
really empathy is the only thing that comes top of my mind is that women are so
empathetic, really, don't you love your girlfriends, I love my girlfriends [laughter]
and my clients like the women, I just, yeah we end up becoming good friends because
you go through this like very intense process.

To compete in front of other goods and to sell, the projection must appeal to the
"wants" of the customer (taste), make it look good on photographs and present specific
amenities to fit an "average adequate taste." The photographs and the features described (3
bedrooms house, fireplace, terrace, pool, etc.) aim at projecting buyers into the house. The
moment of the physical visit is of crucial importance for the self-realization of the client, to
bring clients to envision themselves living in the house.

The presentation of the agent thus matches a specific lifestyle that is embedded
within the object meaning. The "appeal" to buyers' taste is reflected in the suggested uses
for each feature that agents are trying to communicate to clients via their socio-economic
dispositions emulating idealized projections: a big kitchen space conveys the importance of
moments spent cooking while the room colors designate which specific members of the
household will go in each (the pink room for the girl, the blue room for the boy, the white
"parental suite" for the parents).

It is also important that the house appears “depersonalized” taking away all the
personal family pictures so that the clients can project themselves. Agents I followed during
their interactions with clients thus use both the features of the houses (spaces and
components) and their personal stories and experiences as symbolic tools to convey lifestyle,
taste, and meaning to their clients.

Pamela, a former marketing director, 52, who has raised two sons, is showing three
bedrooms two bathrooms’ homes to Steve and Ana, a couple with two kids who
recently moved from California. They want to upsize and care about a “nice outdoor
space” with a “functional yet stylish living room.” Referring both to the product and
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her personal experience to draw taste similarity to her clients, she mentioned how
the kitchen is at the same time practical and stylish, insisting on the granite
countertop and the color or reflecting on the magnificent light it brings during the
day. She reinforces the status of her clients that she senses by the quality of the
clothes they wear and the fact they come from California, probing the outdoor space,
and describing how much of a “great fit” it would be for a family like them (field
note).

Agents also talk to undecided clients about desirable features of the house by praising
also the economic rationality, demonstrating to clients that they do not only buy but manage
and value their property assets. For example, a granite counter-top kitchen is thought to be
the most desirable kind of kitchen, automatically sending a "desirability signal." It would
thus raise the price of the whole product and create an advantage in comparison with other
products without it. On the other side, sellers are encouraged to highlight the value of their
house by reorganization the decoration or disposition of amenities or by starting to work on
the house. That can mean for example redoing the kitchen to increase the value of the good.

Much of what goes on in the interaction is the “adequate” reproduction of a form of
distinction, embedded into the aesthetic judgments on what is beautiful or not, appropriate
or not as features of the house.”” Taste does not play out only as a form of "conspicuous
consumption" designed to convey social standing (Veblen 1909), but as an engagement into
a struggle for the acquisition of capitals by the middle class, especially the ones that are
insecure in their position (the petit-bourgeois and their "cultural goodwill" according to
Bourdieu). Through products, taste acts as a comparable measure of worth, which allow the
convertibility of a symbolic capital into economic capital (Bourdieu 1986). Taste is thus
embedded into the strategic but practical sense of reasoning transferred from the agent to
the buyers, who are themselves projected in the shoes of the seller aiming to maximize profit.

The taste-rationale, brought or reinforced by the embodiment by real estate agents of a

2 1t operates specifically in the middle and high-priced market and does not necessarily hold in the lower-end
of transactions where the product's lack of qualities is euphemized or the product is targeted to a specific
audience, whether poorer clients ("proximity to bus stops" signals that it is destined to bus users or people
without a car) or investors ("ideal investors" signals that they would will be able to rent it high and take the
most advantage of their investments). I develop more on this work and how it impacts products' features in
Chapter 7.
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specific lifestyle, becomes a central aspect of the operationalization of markets. Thus, agents
draw on their taste and socio-economic dispositions on products' components to convey

appropriate social standing.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I contribute to the literature on work by showing how real estate work is
performed to capture clients. I have assessed how expert work, relational work, and taste
work operates in the real estate world. Selling does not come with a frontal aggressive
performance but rather but findings ways to build trust through the use of socio-cultural
tools to match taste and status with products. They do so by creating relationships to provide
a warm and reassuring context to make clients feel good about their decision. They balance
the "cold reality of the market" with "warmer relationships" to ease people and allow them
to feel good about what they retroactively and discursively construct as "their choice."

A permanent tension among agents though is observed between "economic success"
and constant distancing from the economic sphere (“we're here to help,” “it’s not about
money, it’s about finding what the clients need”). The "good agent" contrasts the figure of
the "car salesman" who wants to complete a transaction as quickly as possible and only cares
about its financial retribution. Sociological research has shown that economic activities are
embedded in social relations. By reversing the questioning, one may question the use of
social relations for market purposes. In Chapter 6, I expand on the hypothesis by exploring
how gender is used for commodification purposes. Work activities carried out by the agents
are not neutral, and they involve a gendered performance that acts differently for men and
women.

In Chapter 7, I investigate more thoroughly the social classification of clients and
the work done on products. I demonstrate that the market work performed by real estate
agents does not only results in outcomes (customers buying and selling housing products)
but actively shape local residential real estate markets. Real estate agents seek understanding

and similarity with their clients, which in return helps clients to align with the proposed
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match (good and neighborhood) made by the agent, or what Besbris (2016) calls the process
of individualized matching.

The exchanges between customers and intermediaries are not only a way to match
but also to produce particular preferences in customers. In markets for symbolic goods, the
high level of uncertainty makes the work of market intermediaries even more crucial to
mediate relationships between customer preferences and the market (Velthuis 2003).
Chapter 7 looks most particularly at how pricing and preference might be impacted by the
work of agents on a residential market. Agents act as “taste brokers” (Sherman 2011, 202)
highlighting specific features of a product to increase value. They use symbolic and cultural
clues to assess the value gain from product features. They also make evaluative anticipations
about the reactions (and actions) of their clients depending on their social position and their
tastes. They draw on the social work realized to classify clients to learn what would suit
them and what they would like. This work does not only rely on the amount of cultural
capital people already have but on the "cultural goodwill" (Bourdieu 1984) they perform.
Although this chapter focuses mostly on the middle-high end of the real estate market, I
address in Chapter 7 and 8 the dynamics in the lower end of the market, where status and
taste are less prevalent, and where pricing and timing are key.

In the following chapter, I address gender issues in the real estate field, by
specifically focusing on how gender is used as a skill or commodified within the real estate
work environment. I trace the development of gender from the early days of the creation of
real estate as a business and an industry and show how the use of women’s natural and
domestic skills served as a moral validation to make the marketization of real estate
acceptable. In the fieldwork, I observe an injunction towards a careful use of emotions, in
between the feminine display of caring and the authority and toughness required to be a
salesperson. The discourses around female and male investments are also different: while
men say they invest in technical skills to favor the transmission of the market, women focus
much more on the domestic skills and the investment in the house as a product. These
differences in discourses cannot hide the several logics of positioning that goes on into the

field of real estate, and that are produced in interaction: women’s bodies are used as
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commodities, women need to adopt masculine traits of behaviors, while men profit from

feminine skills.
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CHAPTER 6. Market through Symbols: Enacting
Gender to Sell Homes. Gender Commodification

for Market Use

"Every woman should have a real estate license. Be a referral agent, or just do a one deal; it's
always worth it. Even if you never thought once about this business, a real estate license can
change your life. Many times, the value comes when you'd least expect it. And by that, I mean when
a woman is on her own, unexpectedly, that's when the real estate can be a life-saver. In our
business, we meet a lot of people who are buying a house because they found the person they want
to share their life with and dream of a home where they can raise a family. But the statistics don't
lie. Between 40 and 50 percent of us won't be married forever, and, inevitably, that real estate
asset is going to get in the middle of a divorce, messy or neat (..)I see real estate as female
empowerment at its finest. It's a way of taking control of your life, especially if you've been out of
the workforce for a while, or if your first career has plateaued. The kids are grown up and you
want a business to fill your days? Or you're a single mom and need a bigger source of income for
all the expenses? It's worth it, even for one transaction. A real estate license is something you can
always fall back on, even if you do a deal just once a year. If you're great at relationships, real
estate is a way to capitalize on your natural abilities for empathy, listening for what's between the
lines and helping people find what they are looking for. If you're good at it, there's no limit to how
far you can go. Depending on the brokerage model, a one million dollar deal in Manhattan could
mean a 329,000 or so check for a real estate agent, and that can be a lot of money for a family.
That's one story I hear a lot at my firm: "I'm a single mom and made double this year than last
year when I was working at another company, and I now I can spend more time with my daughter"
or "I'm taking care of my son, and the extra commission is paying for his private school." The most
inspiring stories we hear are from women who spent the first part of their careers in another
industry, and then wandered into real estate to knock our socks off! For all you sociable women
out there who are longing for a profession where you can enjoy meeting new people and have the
ability to earn a little bit of a lot, from the bottom of my heart, I very much recommend looking into
the business of real estate and taking the first step to study for a license. Becoming a real estate
agent can change your life.”

(Stefani Markowitz Berkin, 28 years old, president of Charles Rutenberg Realty New York, 2017)

In Chapter 4 and 5, I have shown that real estate agents conduct three forms of work - expert
work which consists in mastering and demonstrating expertise and knowledge on the
housing market and on houses, relational work with professional tools to create and manage
the relationship with the customer and presenting themselves in a friendly way and finally
taste work to match homes and customers. This aspect of real estate work emphasizes the

socio-cultural congruence and the lifestyle that the product and the agent emulate - which
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are prescribed by the organizations which train them in the real estate profession, in
particular by a mentoring system and the advice given by their peers during their training.

In this chapter, I most particularly draw on gender scholarship to see how
“masculine” and “feminine” stereotypical role performances, combined with socio-
professional norms, influence working activities in the real estate world. Gender scholarship
launched important theoretical concerns and extensive empirical studies to assess the
gendering of certain professions, and how women navigate between personal and
professional space, and inequality within the workplace (Hagan and Kay 1995; Mandel and
Semyonov 2005; Morgan and Martin 2006). In the vein of interactionist work, social
scientists have proven that gender is a primary frame for interactions as we spontaneously
use sexual categorizations to relate to each other (Acker 1990; Ridgeway 2011). Beliefs we
hold on gender, through stereotypes and cultural understandings about what is appropriate
or not to do, are the basis for actions (Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1999). They can be
operationalized in many settings including work environments (J. Lester 2008).

While much of the recent work investigates the relationship between emotional,
aesthetic and sexualized labor (Bolton 2004; Mears 2014; Warhurst and Nickson 2009),
there have been relatively few studies addressing how a particular work setting can influence
sales workers to develop salient gendered characteristics to fit expectations during key
moments of economic transactions (Goffman 1951, 1976). In interpersonal sales jobs,
workers are particularly encouraged to use their persona as their main labor tool. To sell
homes, real estate agents are prompted to invest in the products —through the staging,
photographing of houses— but most importantly in themselves (Leidner 1991), using
gendered attributes to both justify their advantage to perform well on the job (Milkman
1987) and to serve market purposes (Biggart 1989b).

In the above quote, Stephani Markowitz encourages the entry of women into real
estate occupations, drawing on the idealized vision of the authentic modern American high-
class woman, represented in the domestic space as the primary caregiver for her children,
and in the professional world as a manager of a highly-ranked position. Outlining the natural

capacities of women to be both caring moms and successful entrepreneurs, Markowitz
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envisions how women can effectively earn financial rewards while participating in work
activities considered naturally “feminine” such as socializing and care work.

Real estate agents are located at the intersection of several working spheres. While
real estate work is classified by the Labor Bureau as a sales profession, they also exhibit
various features of service and care occupations. Real estate activity has to do with selling
as real estate workers are intermediaries within the market whose jobs is to make a sale of a
house happen; but also with services, as agents provide a service as customers are seen as
the ones who are selling their commodities, and agents frame their involvement as offering
a service (their fiduciary duty). The entrepreneurial features of real estate activity provide a
good arena to analyze the claimed space of opportunities to better reconcile women's
personal and professional lives. Away from the precarious service sector and corporate
work, women would then be able to combine independence, flexibility, and security at the
same time.

Although I draw on literature of service work (Bernard 2012; Bulan, Erickson, and
Wharton 1997; Fortino 2015; Hanser 2012; Jeantet 2003; Cameron Lynne Macdonald 2011;
Sallaz 2009), I contribute to a burgeoning literature on independence in feminine
occupations located between the world of services and of selling (Bruni, Gherardi, and
Poggio 2004b), notably market intermediaries whose work on the customer is central (Bessy
and Chauvin 2013). I argue that real estate work activities serve as an ideal research site to
study how gender operates within commercial relations. First, in the United States, the
historical shift from an exclusive male profession at the beginning of the 20" century to a
slight majority of women at the turn of the 21% century makes it a good case study to observe
the current professional development of women. Second, the synergy between the
commercial product and the normative naturalized feminine place of predilection —
represented by the meeting of a professional and a personal space embodied in the American
home — allows me to investigate the gendered construction of real estate as a woman’s area
of expertise (B. J. Thomas and Reskin 1990). Third, Residential real estate as a professional
activity is also at the intersection between domestic and entrepreneurial work, making it a
good site to explore the intersection of gender, organization, and work (Bruni, Gherardi, and

Poggio 2004a; Henry, Foss, and Ahl 2015).
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Many of the agents I followed and interviewed during my fieldwork believe they are
suited to become good agents because they are “naturally good with people” and like to
“help.” Their caring nature would thus make them disinterested service performers rather
than “greedy salesmen.” While this justification is used by both men and women during
front stage performances in which agents work hard to distance themselves from their
necessity to make money, men and women use proper gender enactment to do so: men invest
in technical skills to favor the transmission of the market while women focus on domestic
skills and the presentation of the home as a product.

However, gendered professional and market roles are also produced in interactions
within a specific organizational context. Gender stereotypical behaviors might become
irrelevant or disruptive to specific situations within real estate work. As Leidner advocates
in her classic study on insurance salespersons (1991), we ought to look at how men and
women are prompted to use their selves in their work to become professional or integrate
themselves into a profession.

Gender enactments can also vary in professional and commercial interactions along
class lines: if the feminine body works as a resource during moments of the transaction, it
can only transform in the acquisition of masculine traits within professional and commercial
relations. The capacity to transform bodily capital should be thought within the dialectic
between gender and social class because only women of the middle and upper classes can
mobilize a "masculine" presentation. Men mostly from the middle and high class can also
profit from acting with deference and empathy in key moments and from partnering with
women. | demonstrate that real estate agents use gender in interaction as a resource, but
women and men can appropriate behavior that is not associated with their proper gender
enactment.

I start by offering a perspective on the historical and current gendering of real estate,
proposing to analyze it as a form of gender commodification. I then present the prescription
of self-investment acting in real estate. I uncover the gendered differential investments in
work activities while discussing potential opportunities for the professional development of
women. Finally, I look at how masculine and feminine behaviors are enacted both by men

and women agents who retrieve differential benefits.
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1. The Gendering of Real Estate
1.1. The Development of the Real Estate Business: A Matter of Men

The profession of the real estate agent is an invention of the late nineteenth century. The
occupation and status of the land are transforming the organization and functioning of
communities. Owned by the federal government, the state or the first occupiers in a capacity
to exchange it on a market, the land has become the center of investment and major stakes
in the twentieth-century United States (Chapralis 1988; P. J. Davies 1963; Hornstein 2002).
The transformation of land into commodities has been and is primarily a matter for men
(Hornstein 2005). Encouraged by a network of economic elites and increasing opportunities
for urban development, entrepreneurs (real estate agents, promoters, brokers and other
traders) have worked to create local real estate boards since the early 1870s, New rules and
the creation in Chicago on May 12, 1908 of a professional association to defend their
interests, which later became the National Association of Realtors® (Weiss 2002; Glaeser
2013).

For historian Jeffrey Hornstein (2005), the successful professional development of
real estate agents was the product of their ability to make the group's formation coincide
with the entrepreneurial spirit and values of the American middle class, evidenced by the
ideology of property at the end of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century.
Real estate agents developed an entrepreneurial and professional identity by comparing
individual ownership and social success in the iconography of financial stability and the
"American dream". The 1920s saw the emergence of the "American House" as the object of
knowledge and intervention of experts and professionals: domestic economists, planners,
architects and reformers of housing. The house became a scientific object serving public
policy and is built on a variety of professional fields, such as social work, home economics
or housing reform. Everett Hughes, in his thesis on the development of the Chicago real
estate chamber (Hughes 1928) sees the creation of the chamber as the primary objective of
legitimizing the existence of real estate agents, and transforming a negative occupation (i.e.

real estate sharks) into a "respected and respectable" profession by the multiplication of
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elements affirming of their "good practices" represented in the codes of conduct and ethics,
programs of support in accessing property and narratives of educational value. The figure
of the agent is nourished on the one hand by the myth of the individual entrepreneur or the
self-made man, and on the other hand by the masculine gallant figure, presented as a man

of integrity, honesty, educator, at the service of the weakest, the “good guy” (McFall 2012).

1.2. From the “Masculine” Figure to the Moral and Symbolic Validation

of the “Feminine”

According to recent NAR® statistics, the typical realtor is a 58-year-old woman (National
Association of Realtors 2016). If real estate occupations were exclusively dominated by
men in its beginning, women gradually assumed a growing role. They accounted for only
2% of agents in 1910, but in 1930 they were 14%. The massive entry of women dates back
to the 1940s when the number of male agents rose by 19% while that of women by 97% in
ten years. Between 1950 and 1960, the number of male agents increased by 24% compared
with 130% for women (B. J. Thomas and Reskin 1990).

The post-war residential real estate boom created new opportunities for women
(Hornstein 2002) partly because the "discourse on masculinity” was “a problematic source
of cultural support for the professionalization of real estate" (Hornstein 2005, 322). If men
wanted to legitimize their vocation in real estate as a heroic and virile impulse, they had first
to acquire the support of women, whose “natural endeavor” was to embody the goods that
they sell, the family home.

The gendering of real estate activity partly rests on the reproduction of the areas of
predilection in the domestic space revolving around the perceived natural capacities of
women to occupy certain social positions based on their "feminine nature". According to
historical accounts, women real estate agents asserted themselves in the public sphere by
claiming their traditional role in the family and in the home (ideology of domesticity) and
in the private sphere thanks to Nancy Cott's "republican womanhood" concept (Hornstein
2005, 323) based on the belief in moral influence in the social and political world. Women

have used sophisticated differentiated strategies to enter the realm of real estate by exploiting
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their skills associated with "womanhood", including what Hornstein calls their motherhood
business model which he defines as the belief in the special role of knowledge in the
household economy. In the newspapers of real estate agents' association, women highlight
their gendered expertise and moral qualities associated with their social positions as
caretakers and guardians of the home.

Articles in the 1920s such as Louise Slocomb's "Women in the Real Estate
Profession" emphasized the natural advantage of women in selling real estate due to "special
qualities" such as "female intuition, ability to have a sense of detail, or to understand
women" (often in charge of household decisions). Given that women are perceived as
"housekeepers by nature", these domestic qualities transfer to the sphere of residential real
estate. Selling a house becomes more than just a business deal: the female agent has "a
personal interest in every home" that she sells, her enthusiasm is "contagious" and is
"transferred to her client". This use of stereotypically gendered performances as a resource
has proven to be a subtle strategy for these women, whose efforts were influenced from the
1920s by a liberal and individualistic trend advocating that women could exercise any
employment, even those dominated by men.

The story of Laura Gordon, the first woman to sit on the Women's Council of the
National Association of Real Estate Board in 1931, also illustrates this commonly held belief
in women's "natural ability" to sell a place they know and within a community in which they
believe, to a family looking for a home in a “good” neighborhood to raise children. This
investment in residential real estate was coupled with a moral ambition to combat the
deterioration of American values which surfaced in the 1940s in opposition to the
construction of social housing.

The encouragement of private property and the moral qualities of owning and living
in one's own home is also very present in the speeches of women agents, especially through
the figure of the mother who guides children in the right path:

I believe in my America, the land of freedom, and houses for all those who seek the
comfort inherited from the pursuit of freedom to undertake ... I would encourage
every mother to infuse in the heads of her children the joys and the privileges of
living in one's own home (Creed for Women Realtors, 1950).
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The qualities presented as "feminine" ("being alert, sympathetic", "being visionary
and having intuition") do not present themselves as a form of competition with men but as
natural capacities of women to help with the professionalization of real estate. This
essentialist argument allows women to take a place in the male-dominated world of real
estate agents, notably thanks to the Women's Council which touts the advantages of women
agents.

Another rhetoric that has been advanced by women realtors® is also that it is
pleasing to men to be served by women, as the service relationship around the house for sale
mimics the relationship in the domestic sphere. Women would then be expected to please,
serve, understand and help men while being able to understand them as wives:

The man likes to deal with a woman in real estate for several reasons. If he has a
wife or female relative, he assumes that a woman will know better what they would
like. Then, he's made your acquaintance, he's amazed and delighted to find someone
who can handle business like a man, and still make him feel like a superior being
(Real estate agent Mary Amelia Warren, 1941).
Even in my observations, I noted how service relationships were often marked by the image
of service and subordination of women towards men. This allows a male client to maintain

an impression of superiority while benefiting from sound advice in good company:

Amanda is visiting the third house with Sasha, a male client and his male friend,
Amanda is asking from far: "So? what do you think about it so far?" He replies by
talking to his friend: "ah, I like this one, and it's true that she has good arguments,
it's so much more pleasant to work with women, they know what can please us. (field
note)

Sasha's commentary is part of a rationale for selling female agents, highlighting the
naturalization of gendered skills and the pleasure of getting a man to work with a female
agent. The model of the "secretary" (Goffman 1977, 83) makes it possible to legitimize a
power relationship in a sphere of work that prolongs the division between men and women
in the domestic sphere. The man confides, gives details without being in a position of
inferiority.

The importance of traditional gender relations is also due to the peculiarity of the

sales situation: the agent must maintain "face" by behaving by normative expectations hoped
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for by his or her client(s) (Goffman 1967). The course of market interaction is thus based on
the creation of confidence created in hyper-ritualized situations by projections about what
the house should be in the middle and upper classes and the roles assigned to them.

The woman agent thus leaves an impression of superiority to the man, for example,
that he is in charge of a decision at a given moment. She must also pay attention not to break
the order of the couple so as not to arouse the suspicions of misplaced intentions, such as by
putting in danger the marriage by seductive behavior towards the husband, or by playing too
much the femininity card.

Not only should we think about women's development in real estate as a historical
process but also as ongoing, expected behaviors along gendered lines. To understand how
gender operates in real estate work, I use the framework of emotional labor to speak about

gender commodification, as gender is rendered profitable in market interactions.

1.3. Emotional Labor, Gender Commodification and Dualisms

Coined by Hochschild (1983), emotional labor refers to employees’ work practices such as
calmness and deference to provide customers comfort and ease and above all to comply with
requests from the company (Leidner 1993; A. Wharton 2009). Emotions can also serve
strategic purposes, for example in activism (Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 2001), and
operate as “rules of feeling” in work settings, which are not gratuitous but commodified
(Hochschild 1983), sold as services or as commercial relationships (Lhuillier 2006; Pinna
2015). Feelings expressed in the workplace are not only produced through “private acts” but
they are guided by management’s formal and informal rules. At the basis of exchanges,
feelings are an indication of “what’s due in each relation” (Hochschild 1983, 34).
Emotions can be thus exploited in market transaction, through what Hochschild

99 66

(1983) defines as the “transmutation of an emotional system:” “a link between a private act,
such as attempting to enjoy a party, and a public act, such as summoning up good feeling
for a customer” blurring the envisioned private and public spheres as “what it is that we do
privately, often unconsciously, leads to feelings that nowadays often fall under the sway of

large organizations, social engineering, and the profit motive.” Gender plays a central role
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as she points out the existence of a “womanly art of living up to private emotional

conventions” (Hochschild 1983, 34- 35).

To follow up on the blurriness of the public and the private, I develop the concept of
gender commodification to describe how gender is employed as a strategy>® to access and
maintain a position within the field of real estate. Based on my fieldwork, I establish that
gender is commodified in four ways:

1) Historically, the real estate started as a men's business, but as women increasingly started
to work in society, a reified form of business maternalism emerged to bridge the
masculine domain of real estate, using domestic skills as a justification for women to get
access to this milieu.

2) Real estate agents face organizational and collective injunctions to invest the self to build
their business. Exaggerating characteristics associated with a particular gender becomes
thus a sales technique as the identity becomes even more salient to market products.

3) They develop discourses around their gender and enact those discourses in practice
within two different modes: on the one hand, men invest the domain of the market,
enacting technical skills and thoroughness, which provides them with legitimacy and
authority while women invest the domain of the home, with a proper alignment with
adequate taste and knowledge about a highly symbolic matter. These practices come in
contradiction as both male and female agents must go against their proper gender
enactment to make their business work.

4) Women and men in real estate end up in differential portions of the market, and even if
there are more women, men occupy higher-ranked occupations and make more money.
I argue that within work relations, gender dynamics do not disappear but are produced

through various gender enactments which are exaggerated for the search purpose (i.e.

convince someone to do something). As an important part of real estate workers’ activity

consists of self-presentation to clients, they have fashioned themselves according to

particular traits rooted in gender roles and stereotypes.

53 . . . . .
I use strategy as Bourdieu (1977) as it is not conscious but embedded in a practical sense and feel for the
game, aimed at the achievement of professional and socioeconomic status.
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In real estate, gender lies at the intersection of symbolic dualisms which operate to
produce gendered discourses and behaviors in the real estate industry. These dualisms
operate as symbols or prescriptive ideals towards where men and women should be or tend
to be (fable 4). These are not meant to be real positions but symbols that are attached to
gender norms. Based on those dualisms, I study how specific characteristics are exhibited

by agents within contexts of real estate work.

Table 6: Symbolic Dualisms Operating in Work Relationships

Masculine Feminine
Typical dedication Making money Making the house
Arena of expression Corporation Family
Type of work Professional work Domestic work
Adjective for duality Hard Soft
Traits exhibited Aggressiveness Empathy
Thoroughness Caring
Detachment Pleasing
Most associated occupations Entrepreneurship & Sales Services & Care Work

2. Differential Investments Operating on Dualisms

Goffman (1959) distinguishes the front stage and backstage. Front stage work is viewed as
the publicly visible display of behaviors to a specific audience, and backstage work entails
the representation of these characteristics in the absence of an audience. These
representations might differ or conflict with front stage work. Within the settings of an
interaction with a performer and an audience (front stage), the performance rests on the
control of the images and the information performers give away to their audience.
Performers are thus doing what Goffman calls impression management. While they ought
to convey a specific image of themselves, they have to gain and/or maintain their social
position in the field (Bourdieu’s interpretation of Goffman (1982)) by complying with the
“social role” attached to a “given status.”

By listening women talk about their work as well as by uncovering mechanisms or
"sign vehicles" used by real estate agents to present themselves to others — including

appearance, forms of interaction through body expression, and language — I distinguish
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between gendered discourses and gendered practices. I show how women and men agents
present their work at the front and backstage, and how they operate and place themselves
within the occupational field of real estate, showing the production of inequalities in situ.

I first present how agents are advised to “show themselves, their personality and
their tastes,” a strategy used to capture the customer. This work of investing in one’s
gendered self takes the form of relational investment work that is organized differentially
for men and women real estate agents: the first insisting on a work of expertise and
knowledge of the market while the latter capitalizes on their “feminine” qualities and an
“emotional ability” to understand a family and their home. This work of self-sales as
Goffman (1959, 1967) had been able to study in his research on service and self-presentation

is based on the idea that gender is a salient feature of the real estate agent.

2.1. Prescribing Self-Investment: Proper Gender Enactments as a Sales’
Technique

With the growth of the service sector, working arrangements have changed, especially in
repeated contacts with users or clients, which require interactional skills, self-presentation,
and mastery of face-to-face interactions. These workers range from bus drivers (Schwartz
2011), home helpers (Avril 2014), to insurance agents, or McDonald's employees (Leidner
1991).

As most of the work in sales consists of a “warming up phase,” it requires the display
of “flattering enthusiasm” and aims at hiding true feelings to comply with the client’s sense
of self or perspective of things (Leidner 1991, 166). Salespersons “try to change prospective
customers’ minds while never seeming to argue with them,” remaining “pleasant even when
rudely dismissed.” Sales jobs are based on the building and maintaining of a rapport, a social
relation, and this type of job is considered exclusively the domain of women as “drawing
people out, bolstering their egos, displaying interest in their interests, and carefully
monitoring one’s own behavior so as not to offend — are usually considered womanly arts”
(Leidner 1991, 166). On the “feminine” space of real estate service, salesmen thus run a

threatening risk of improper gender enactment:
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The job of a salesman, which is one on the lower end of the white-collar hierarchy,
would seem especially degrading from this point of view. Since success is largely
dependent on ingratiating oneself with customers, playing up to others is an essential
part of the agent's job, rather than just a demand of the social milieu. Salesmen must
swallow insults, treat even social inferiors with deference and keep smiling (Leidner
1991, 165).

The salesperson cannot lose his/her temper and needs to maintain the appearance of
being calm as Whyte (1946, 132-133) emphasizes in the following example of a waitress:

The first point that stands out is that the waitress who bears up under pressure does
not simply respond to her customers. She acts with some skill to control their
behavior. The first question to ask when we look at the customer relationship is,
“Does the waitress get the jump on the customer, or does the customer get the jump
on the waitress?” The skilled waitress realizes the crucial nature of this
question...The skilled waitress tackles the customer with confidence and without
hesitation. For example, she may find that a new customer has seated himself before
she could clear off the dirty dishes and change the cloth. He is now leaning on the
table studying the menu. She greets him, says, “May I change the cover, please?”
and, without waiting for an answer, takes his menu away from him so that he moves
back from the table, and the goes about her work. The relationship is handled politely
but firmly, and there is never any question as to who is in charge.

In sales jobs, workers are particularly encouraged to use their persona as their main
labor tool. The work consists then in investing in oneself, or in selling oneself to sell a home,
hence a form of exaggeration of certain traits or fashioning one's public image to market
products. Leidner describes how insurance sales workers were "called on to use much more
their selves" (1991, 162) than the McDonald's workers she studied.

Even when gender component is less obvious, workers in all kinds of jobs need to
consider how their work relates to their own identities, including their gender
identities...the job can be interpreted as honorable, worthwhile, and suitable for
persons of their gender.

As demonstrated in Chapter 4 and 5, alongside the knowledge and technical skills
presented by the agents as a set of resources necessary to the success of a transaction, the
work of the real estate agent consists in making contact, creating and maintaining social
relations. If the agent’s work is not without evoking the emotional labor described by

Hochschild (1983), it has the peculiarity of having to attract and retain customers, making
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investments on the person of the agent central. At realtor school, trainers insist on the need
to meet customers more than worrying about selling homes:

Do not worry about your sales, go meet people” repeats the trainer at the training
session on sales techniques, “it is not about worrying about sales, it is useless, we
must meet as many people as possible, use your family, friends, all the places where
you have links or an affiliation, the school of your children, the soccer club and even
the supermarket and give the figures: “contact 5 people per day and your business is
guaranteed (Field note, training session at Desert Realty).

My observations show that agents are predominantly trained to invest in personal
relations to manage their sphere of influence. Trainers do not directly refer to gendered
classifications of social investment, but they do encourage agents to "find" and use to their
advantage their most salient "inherent" qualities, which can be expressed as preference
system for a way of life, expressed under the prism of gender. For example, a woman
showing the interior decoration of her house and her love for architecture, a man relaying
the statistics of the real estate market on his Facebook page.

If the real estate advice given online emphasizes the need to find the "right" real
estate agent to secure the "right" home, women often present themselves with an advantage
that they describe as "natural". According to about 2/3 of the agents interviewed, women are
better able to capitalize on their emotions because of their special place in a society tied to
the domestic sphere as mother and wife. Marina explains this gendered division of emotional
labor:

Buying a home is an emotional decision, a process that engages emotions. Women,
I think, can capitalize on this a little better. They have more empathy, can better get
in touch with people, while men look at numbers, structure. Women pay more
attention to appearance and what suits the family. Men, they are more on the practical
side while women are more on the emotional side. (interview)

The ability to “open people” seems therefore crucial and the conversation allows Hannah to
better know her potential customers. Having empathy, a perceived “feminine” trait and
putting yourself in the other person’s shoes, as Hannah explains, is a plus:

My clients will soon sign but it was hard, I love them, they are great but they had a
very small budget, and with that, it's hard to find a good home, but you know, when
you fall in love with people. You feel things, I take it personally and seriously,
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besides with my personality, I probably showed them all the possible houses of the
south-west of the city. (interview)

The relationship of trust is established on the one hand by the agent’s ability to convey the
market, and to present expertise and market knowledge necessary for the smooth running of
the transaction. On the other hand, confidence is driven by the mobilization of salient
personal qualities, especially for women agents who exploit their perceived ability to
understand family and home to establish proximity. This entails prescriptive work
established through the prism of gender, which is superimposed on the gendered division of

labor that exists within the real estate market.

2.2. Differential Investments: “Masculine” vs. “Feminine” Work

If in many blue-collar trades, men are expected to respond to images of “harshness,
roughness and pride” (Johnston and Marshall, 2005); in the trades of service and sales, work
is often associated with servility, deferential behavior and “enforced amiability” as opposed
to “a cool pose, which associates masculinity with rigor and detachment” (Leidner, 1991,
165-166). In sum, this requires attitudes and behaviors that conflict with masculine
dispositions, manifested in the rejection of emotional labor (Nixon 2009). To align their
gender and their professional identity, insurance agents transform the nature of their
activities by distancing themselves from the feminine, and by preserving non-mixed spaces
of male sociability (Lupton 2000).

While the object of the agent's work, the house, is firmly associated with the female
register, the coping strategies associated with its acquisition may also include forms of
valuation of an investment and a profitable financial investment. These forms most
particularly resonate with an entrepreneurial ethos, associated with the image of a virile man
in control of himself, more in line with the socialization of the American lower middle
classes. The house as symbolic good (reproduction and social status through taste) is
therefore put in the background and is presented as an economic good (a financial

investment, a profitable commodity). Through operations of the requalification of the
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symbolic domain of activity, these "defensive behaviors" seek the valorization of a male
virility (Molinier 2000).

During a house visit with Jason, a 49-year-old, and one of his clients, the interior and
style of the house are barely mentioned, while most of the conversation is driven by the
search for profitability by 15 years of ownership, and the question of interest rates. While
Paul buys a house to settle there, he transforms the residential property into a purely financial
operation:

“You see," said Paul, "I wish I had something that will last for a long time, a good
that I can easily sell, knowing that now we will have the best rates, right?" "Yes,"
Jason replies, "if you wait too much, you are sure you will not be able to benefit from
it anymore." "You just have to compare, see if this one is worth more, is that really
the ideal place". The ideal location is also materialized by Jason by what he calls the
locational equilibrium that involves the housing situation concerning utilities,
commercial establishments, transportation costs, and taxes. Jason then reinvests a
whole technical argument, presenting successively the impact of cash flow,
appraised value and cap rate, as if the knowledge of these arguments allowed him to
acquire the authority and the confidence necessary for his customer agrees and
follows his advice. The vocabulary of these interactions is strongly marked by the
register of risk-taking, knowledge of the market and mechanisms of operation of the
investment. (field note)

For men coming from a lower-class background like Jason, it is an opportunity to value a
male ethos associated with the sense of good business and cognitive skills deployed to "make
money." These masculine interactions are associated with technical and financial vocabulary
associated with investment, speculation, and risk. Although they are often condemned by
real estate companies in that they encourage speculation, flipping practices consist of
investing to renovate a property to sell it for a higher price, maintain the image of a “savvy
and smart man” who can make money easily. An agent like Rudy, 27, reflects the revival of
popular dignity gained by valuing ambition and financial success:

Of Mexican parents, Rudy was born in the United States but did not pursue higher
education. His father is a construction worker while his mother is a house worker.
He worked in a hotel as a receptionist before obtaining his agent's license. I followed
him for three months in his interactions with clients. He acts as he is sure of himself,
and takes his "personal" skills for granted. During our first meeting, he says: "I am
very charismatic, rather nice, people, it pleases them and they open naturally to me."
His model transaction is quick and highly financially rewarding: "20 homes sold last
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year" he says proudly. I observe a conversation with Dan during a house visit. Rudy
teamed up with him for several transactions. They try to convince a 70 years old
woman to give them the house for sale. By investing in the price of the work and
selling it, they could then split the profits in half. The lady hesitates, she would rather
sell right away, but the dated layout and style of the house make it a rather
unattractive property. The two colleagues who know "guys in the building" see in
particular a way to extract a surplus of value: up to 30,000 jobs, it would remain
almost 70,000 if they can sell 300,000. aside, the use of a language of "strategy" and
"expected financial expectations", the desire to make the right calculations to extract
this surplus (field note).

These moments of male sociability emphasize the interest of profit-oriented activities in line
with the figure of the breadwinner who "must demonstrate a remunerative work skill and
have more financial resources than women" (Goffman 1977, 94), thus becoming a symbolic
and financial reward for agents, a form of positive masculinity. Many men, for example,
register at a golf club to get contacts, allowing them to discuss investment projects and
potential transactions. It is about semi-professional relations where the art of the game
adapts to business projects or deals and the development of friendly sociability ("buddy-
buddy") based on the instrumentalization of strategic relations. While men can benefit from
the presupposition of their authority at work, they reaffirm their masculinity in interactions,
distancing themselves from the feminine and practicing a form of re-labeling or status
enhancement (Simpson 2004). They thus perform what West and Fenstermaker (1995)
characterize as doing difference, a practice of differentiation from activities considered to

be feminine Pullen and Simpson (2009)

Knowledge of the market™ also confers a position of authority by the association between
expertise and utility of the services of the agent. Training in real estate companies insists on
the ability to know interest rates, the market, as well as any type of information attached to
new construction projects, the associative, sports and cultural life of the city or community
of specialization. One of the recommendations of the trainers is always to wear the real

estate badge with their name and affiliation, whether in the restaurant or the supermarket. A

> Chapter 4 has shown that knowledge of the market is an important topic for agents who need to work
demand, as chapter 7 will also demonstrate.
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supermarket is a privileged place because displacements are made and the trainers say they
are often questioned: "how is the market?" Agents are also encouraged to recite ready-made
formulas, to prepare agents to at any time provide a precise statement of market conditions,
such as the financial benefits of a real estate investment, i.e. very low-interest rates. The
agent does not sell, but presents itself as the relay of information, using available technology
(statistical report on the state of the market, mobile application particularly) as a tool of
confidence.

While men and women agents do not appear socialized to differential qualitative
investments, in my ethnographic observations I have seen how men exploit this technical
dimension much more easily than women and that they make an asset of their “personality:”
they know and listen to the market. Ben, a real estate agent, explains that it is necessary to
“think and be real”, be sympathetic, and also be recognized as a legitimate authority in the
milieu: “When people talk to me, they know that I am in real estate, I do not have to say it.
They know they can ask me anything about real estate, I'm not just Ben, real estate is my
identity.” I also observe that marketing techniques of men involve much more often than
women the use of geofarming (20% of women while 70% of men used it).”> Women were
most likely to hold open houses closer to the homes as a product.

Women envisioned the house as a product as their domain of competence. How do
female agents use gender as a resource? Two third of the women interviewed felt like
women could identify much more easily than a man at home. Kate, for example, argued for
women's natural abilities to feel the house: they can see "what's missing in the kitchen" or
"imagine themselves the bathroom and in the kids' room." While 60% of the women
interviewed mentioned their knowledge of the home as a draw to start a career, men never
mentioned it.

Among the women real estate agents I encountered during my fieldwork, Nancy
illustrates the work of style, decoration done for the staging of a house. It is a place that must

be loaded with symbols by setting professional photographs and the use of simple gender

55 . . . . . . . .

Geo farming designates a market technique to gain a specific neighborhood clientele by playing on the
knowledge of local territory and inventory. Geofarming involves several techniques: letters, presence in the
board of a co-ownership, organization of meetings or evenings of districts.
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codes (blue for a boy's room, pink for a girl’s room). Identification with a particular home
as a symbolic object conveying a social position and a status is also at the heart of the
gendered representations of young women agents who want, like Amanda, to be able to
identify with their product and convey an image of themselves through their product:

This house in Star Pass was surely my biggest commission, yes these checks are very
different from the ones I had before, there are big numbers, and it's nice. I set goals
to achieve in 1 year, but also, mentally, I want to have a luxury listing, I want to
introduce myself like this, I want to sell houses above average I want the customer
who tells me, I want to buy a house at § 500,000, let me show you these, they are a
little bit nicer than the one that has undergone the foreclosure and has not had any
AC for years (laughs), Yes, sometimes, you come in, and you say to yourself: Oh
my God! (interview)

Betty is also working on "staging" as a technique to highlight the product and present
it in a way that attracts customers. She uses a professional stager to prepare the house,
decorates it and makes it "sublime" according to its terms:

Presenting a house means highlighting it. I work a lot with the presentation of my
listings, it requires a lot of work but it pays, many agents only show the entrance of
the house, but it is the least important, I always choose what attracts the most. A
photo that will make them want to see the property in reality, either the view or the
kitchen or something unique in the house, and that is what makes people come.
(interview)

In this sense, gender is used unconsciously to serve market purposes. What I
observed with real estate agents is similar to what Kang shows in her study of nail bars in
New York (2003), in this type of aesthetic work women thus treat aesthetics and taste as a
commodity, trying to exchange it for rewards.

The homology between the house, the object of real estate agents' work, and the
symbolic register of the feminine has been and often remains exploited in the speeches of
women estate agents. Some women say they prefer, because of their emotional abilities
(empathy, listening) and their taste for the household, to work with families and in
residential real estate, but they rarely talk about their relationship to the body. The entry of

women into real estate has transformed the relationship of men to their practices: men now

246



import commercial real estate practices in the residential world to distance themselves from
the domestic sphere and get closer to the register of investment, risk, and profitability.

However, if sales work involves building and maintaining a rapport - a warm up
phase that displays a flattering enthusiasm and hides the nature of true feelings to conform
to the customer and his perspective, this type of skill is associated with the female figure,
which refers to a bourgeoisie conception associated with the white woman of the middle and
upper classes, “a property of women of the upper classes who can prove their respectability
through their conduct and their appearance” (Skeggs 2015, 195).

These discourses of women's natural qualities to feel the house are most apparent in
the interviews I conducted and observed during the open houses of high-end homes, where
they are used to validate the choice of being a real estate agent and to present themselves to
high-class clients. The discourses appear subjected to strong tensions when audiences vary
in terms of professional status. Unlike what I witnessed in interactions with clients, as
discussed above, in training classes I saw that women are men are rather socialized to behave
strategically to get clients, invest in their selves through relational and taste work (chapter
5) while retaining the highest purpose of financial gains.

While these claimed differential investments may appear problematic, one can
argue that unlike feminized occupations such as the secretariat, residential real estate
remains for some financially much more lucrative, and provides significant opportunities

for women.

2.3. Differential Investments but Equal Opportunities?

The traditional corporate environment is depicted as a man’s world (Biggart 1989) and the
majority of women interviewed (about 70%) see in real estate the opportunity to escape a
male dominated corporate environment. In the case of Christine, she asserts the following:

I got tired of—in the corporate world, it is still male-dominated. It was very male-
dominated. My husband and I were working — we met in the hallways of this defense
contractor. He was with the international group and I was electronic warfare. I just
got tired of the men always getting the promotions and always getting the money
and me doing all the work. (interview)
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Even if business worlds are often associated with stereotypical “masculine” traits
(De Bruin, Brush, and Welter 2007; Welter 2011; Zahra 2007), women can feel a certain
pride if they have their own space to develop: they become “hard”, “independent”, “take
risks” and become “ambitious” (C. S. Wharton 2004, 103). A justification for entering real
estate is the seemingly flexible nature of agent work. Women argue they have control over
their place of work, and the distribution of their working time. It allows them to feel free to
organize their time and their personal and family life at their own pace. Nancy, for example,
insists on the importance of flexibility which a career in real estate provides such as being
able to have lunch with a friend, or go where she likes during the day:

Yesterday I had to do a lot of paperwork, generally, I do it on Monday, so I did 3
hours of paperwork at my office, then I took my car, I'm so used to going out. This
morning, for example, office meeting at 9:00 am, turn house for sale with 40 office
agents until noon, then I go back to the office, I make calls, and there I'm here for
this interview, so my day is organized but if someone calls me at the last minute and
asks me if [ want to go out lunch, I can go, I have much more flexibility to do what
I did not do before. (interview)

Agents are not generally considered as employees and present themselves as
entrepreneurs’®. They perceive themselves as small business owners, as entrepreneurs
starting from scratch. Indeed, I observed an aversion to employee work, which would be to
separate oneself from any ability to control his or her time at work. Flexibility, especially
for women employees with a family, is one of the major attractions of the real estate training,
Maria, mother of two children, shows how she could benefit from the work of an agent to
manage her time and take care of her children:

I was able to have some free time and be flexible, so if I had to work on the week-
ends and my husband was home, he could actually watch the children, and I could
go out with the clients, it is flexible so you can you know adjust your schedule to
your needs, most of the time, I mean they are some time that will come up, you need
to do it immediately, generally it was very good because I was able to still be home
when the children came home and help at the school when I needed to and go to the

*® While real estate workers are not direct owners of the inventory, they are paid entirely by commission
claiming to work only for themselves as they build their business and their social circles. Agents thus receive
minimum help from their employing broker (companies) to either find clients or maintained sustained
activities.
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soccer games and you know, be able to still have my job as a mom but yeah, also
you know starting in real estate... (interview).

Michelle describes how her work allows her to reconcile work and family life:

Other fields are much more restrictive for women in terms of scheduling and
flexibility. In real estate, you might pick more, make your menu, in a way, because
much of your work is done on weekends, whereas other fields...so if you’re trying
to raise your children, and your husband has a regular job from Monday to Friday, it
could possibly free you up to work on the weekends. (interview)

The integration of women in real estate agents’ space helps to render gender issues
either natural or invisible. Many interviewees share the idea of a happy mix: the unisex
nature of the profession and the fair distribution of tasks according to the knowledge and
skills of each. The female agents interviewed do not describe their experiences as
harassment or even painful situations. The situation of diversity has imported pre-existing
inequalities in relations between men and women (Boni-Le Goff 2012), unlike in the fields
of health and school where it could be perceived as a promise of equality (Duru-Bella 2010;
Ravelli 2017).

I draw on gender scholarship (Acker 1990; Amott and Matthaei 1996; Fernandez
and Sosa 2005; P. Y. Martin 2003) to hypothesize that women ought to develop in
interactions some behavioral traits that are perceived as "masculine" (being tough and
making money) in the sales of homes. I rely on recent ethnomethodological and cultural
approaches that frame gender as a practice of doing gender (Fenstermaker and West 2002;
Bruni, Gherardi, and Poggio 2004b). Gender is thus enacted in situations where both men
and women position themselves and render their actions intelligible to others. They act to
conform to expectations or what is called proper gender enactment.

The multiplicity of relationships and interaction frameworks invites us to consider
the interactive moment rather than postulate the pre-existence of gender and class and to
grasp how social characteristics are presented and exploited differently according to the
audience, participants and the situation. Interactions with customers are characterized by a
"stage" work that only captures the particular characteristics of the interaction. To sell the

housekeeper and the style of the house, a feminized demonstration will then be privileged

249



while interacting with an investor, the highlighting of authority and expertise will prevail.
In behind-the-scenes work with peers or collaborators, agents behave both according to the
norms of the profession of an agent, sometimes trying to euphemize sexual differentiation,
and according to patterns of behavior that govern relationships between the sexes: courtesy,
seduction, etc.

Because their job is to master face-to-face situations with their clients, service and
sales companies encourage their employees to be flexible and adaptable, to "use their selves"
and to act as "chameleon" (Leidner 1991) to embrace a customer's expectations. This work
of "chameleon" is less mastered by the lower classes as they are less skillfully prepared to
switch gender modes, using feminine or masculine characteristics according to the moments
of interaction. To succeed in the agent trade, as in the profession of the student in which "the
brightest students are girls a little 'masculine' and the boys a little 'feminine" (Duru-Bella
2010, 205), women are encouraged to masculinize themselves and men to feminize
themselves wisely in interactions. Hence the importance of mixing the perspectives of doing
gender and doing entrepreneurship along class lines to see how it operates in interaction as
Ahl (2002, 346) suggests:

This perspective views gender as an accomplishment, something that happens within
interactions. It denaturalizes the association of masculinity with men and femininity
with women, showing the ways that sex (typically thought to be biological), sex
category (group membership as a man or woman) and gender (social categories of
masculine and feminine) come together in a multiplicity of configurations.
Importantly, individuals do gender within interactions with others (and the self).
These interactions are shaped by the larger social context. To fully understand how
gender fuses with feeling rules, the interactional context must be examined alongside
the actions of individual actors.

My purpose is not to make raw observations of the interactions at work or the
discursive positions of women and men agents but to understand how, as Arnal (2015) points
out, "the interactionist approach to emotional labor gains an insight into the processes of
distribution of roles and the conflicts of perspectives associated with them." Thus, the
behaviors of female agents are the product of professional socialization that puts forward
professional capital belonging to stereotypical "feminine" categories of understanding -

gentleness, empathy, understanding, listening. Gendered knowledge also plays a role, with
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women knowing the things of the house, especially kitchen and decoration, and men the
technical specificities of the market.

Far from asserting, as Wharton (2004, 104) does in her study of real estate agents,
that women "listen to the stories of their clients and are less concerned with their success
than with choosing a house that best suits them to their clients", it is necessary to see how
women live in the tension between serving and helping and internal competition for success,
as women are integrated into a system of professional positioning as much as men. This
analysis helps to explain how real estate agents make gender one of the first aspects of their
success at work, thus becoming one of the organizing principles of the market.

When thinking about gender as an accomplishment rather than a naturalized innate
trait, it becomes something that can be challenged, redone, undone or done differently during
interaction (Butler 2004; Risman 2009). Two ways are discussed by Kelan (2010) to undo
gender: by making gender irrelevant for the situation, or by disrupting the mapping of
masculinity to men and femininity to women. I show how gender enactments interact with

class in different moments of the transactions.

3. The Rewards of Masculinity and Feminity in Market Interactions

3.1. Women as Commodities: Marketing the Feminine Body to Sell

While differential investments are talked about and observed in specific settings, they also
have specific effects on the actual distribution of work within real estate teams. Brian, who
works with his wife, saw the distribution of "naturalized” capacities as an asset, which makes
it easily exploitable for profit:

She knows a lot of people in the community, she is beautiful, everybody loves her
and wants to deal with her, me, I’'m only good for the inventory and to understand
market trends (observation during an open house).

There are many teams of agents, which often include a man at the head of a team or
a couple of agents. The logic of positioning within the real estate industry is often translated
on the ground by men occupying positions of leadership (much more than women, about

2/3 of my male sample vs. 1/5 of my women sample). Women, on the other hand, are more
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often relegated to the role of a simple seller, subordinated by a male broker, in interaction
with the client and more in charge of relational labor. About 2/3 of my sample justify this
distribution by the variations of natural capacities between men and women.

Agents’ teams are organized along with classic family gendered norms — a male team
leader with an army of young women or a couple — which can be used as a marketing
strategy. A 27 year-old-agent, Spencer, tells me the story of an older agent, a team leader
within Real Prosperity who uses his female agents as selling points:

He is prolific, he has his very own harem of women. I think about that as a strategy.
I do not like him too much, I made a few deals with him, he is not very professional
and I think he is successful thanks to his team and all these women, blond and
voluptuous, who work for him. Specially, all the men from the Foothills (upper-class
neighborhood) say: "I want to work with him, so I can work with all these women"
if you know what I mean (informal discussion during an open house).

The body of women, especially of lower status in the field and with lower economic and
social capital, is also used to attract customers and sell houses. Real estate teams composed
of a man acting as a team leader and several women working as salespersons are a good
entry for observations. Observing Bob's team in several types of interactions - team meetings
in company offices or restaurants for lunches or parties - illustrates the nature of
relationships to the body:

Bob is a broker, he has a superior hierarchical status to the simple salesperson, he is
58 years old, uses botox to “stay young” and always wears a shirt, a suit trousers
without a tie, which gives him a chic yet casual look. His team is made up of 9
women between the ages of 22 and 32, and a 28-year-old man who looks after
investors. Their clientele is well off, buying homes between $250,000 and $1
million. I particularly observe the relationships of team members with their clients.
One of them, Laeticia, 26, dropped out of high school, did some childcare jobs, and
also worked as a secretary in a building company for a few years. She met Bob
through a mutual friend, he hired her after she had her exam. In the car, Laeticia,
wearing a summer dress with flowers, about 1m70, wedge sandals, makeup, studies
the four houses she is set to visit with Sasha. He is in his fifties, is “divorced, but has
a girlfriend” according to Laeticia. He wants to buy a house in an upscale
neighborhood of the city, at the foot of the mountains. After finding himself in the
parking lot of the company’s northern offices, he follows us by car. If the interactions
are cordial at first, the imposition of Sasha's authority over Laeticia is felt quite
quickly, both in the forms of courtesy that he shows, always passing behind him in
the house, in him asking questions that could highlight “his knowledge of women”
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including the organization of space. Making several allusions to his concubine, he
asks: “Would you like it”? It makes Laeticia smile. He also tries to make jokes to
reaffirm his status on her, and comments that easily go from courtesy to aggression:
“yes, pretty women like you, you have to please them”. The looks and gestures
towards him are also visibly interested, without being explicit, which maintains a
form of ambiguity (field note).

Most male clients know the women on Bob's team and see them at some point in the
transaction: they are the ones who take customers to visit houses, organize open houses or
establish staging or the listing of a house. In the interactions, the young women invest
themselves in the "staging of femininity" (makeup, dresses or skirts, smooth hair, wedge
heels or heels). The women agents in real estate teams are mostly young and from lower
class backgrounds. They do not, unlike their colleagues from the upper-middle class, choose
real estate as a second career - to move away from the tumult of professional responsibilities
or escape the world of business - but as an opportunity to invest their body as a working
asset. This capital of physical attractiveness is intended to be transformed into symbolic
capital, by association with women and men of the upper middle class:

After missing the exam for the hairdressing school, Mia, 24, was a sales clerk at a
clothing store before joining Bob's team about 6 months ago. At the agency, Bob is
with Mia and a customer in his fifties, Patrick, a respected business leader in the city
that Bob knows personally. As she is scheduled to go along with Patrick for the visit
of houses, she seems quite nervous because she tells me that this is the first time she
finds herself in charge of showing houses with "a client of this importance." Bob
slips in discreetly while the customer is absent: "don't worry, you do what we've said,
and then you smile, you nod, you go in his direction, we've already talked about
homes, it's just that he will want to feel good, it's better for him to go with a woman,
he lost his wife a year ago, it's hard to be alone, he has to look." When Patrick returns,
he exchanges glances with Bob, and in front of Mia, remarked with a smile: "Yes,
she is good, she has many qualities and she will put you at ease" which gives the
impression of judgment on her physical appearance and emotional qualities rather
than her professional skills. Mia corresponds to a valued female body (tall, slim, blue
dress, heels of 5 centimeters, with makeup, smooth hair). If Mia is just laughing, she
does not seem to be annoyed by his remarks. She tells me later that Patrick was
adorable as he did not stop complimenting her, and that the houses were splendid, "a
nice moment" in which she was able to "make herself helpful and useful".

For young and unqualified women from the lower classes, clothing investment and

stylized self-representation can function as a small capital, especially in meals and parties

253



organized by their leader as they can withdraw from office jobs (Siblot 2006). Gender is
thus commodified, not directly in the form of a strategy by individuals themselves but as a
means to sell and stand out, integrated within the very market they find themselves in. Does
this constitute a form of emancipation of women at work or a form of exploitation of the

exclusively instrumental nature of the market?

3.2. Acting Like a Man: To Be “Masculinized” to Win

The women I followed feel a strong tension between “selling” and “serving” but position
themselves in a professional space driven by the search for profit and the number of houses
sold. Discussions between agents that I highlighted in Chapter 3 reveal these dynamics.

Stephany had just started with Desert Realty 3 months ago. During the lunch break,
after a 9 to noon open house, she put me in her confidence: she is worried about approaching
people. The seeming oppositions between genuinely caring about people and producing to
"make it" are introducing tension while working. She does not want to appear "pushy" but
she also needs to "make it."

You know, I need to meet with my manager. I started and was like—I was going to
do a manager meeting every week, and then she had to reschedule and I never
rescheduled because at that point I was so, like, I didn’t know. I felt like ‘Can I even
close?’ I just had no idea. Now that I have two under my belt I feel like maybe now
I should plan goals and get realistic about it. Like, now that I have this I think I can
possibly do this. So I don’t know. I started off saying ‘I want to close six deals this
year.” But I don’t know. Maybe I'll try to make it a little harder. I don’t know. Then
I also—I don’t want to...I know that you can have like...things going and then it can
be slow for like four months.

Ultimately, Stephany struggles to find strategies to combine both attitudes into a
coherent competitive self, which would align with the ideal typical figure of the realtor®, a
managed caring self but also an authoritative and virile figure.

As for hostesses and receptionists (Louey and Schiitz 2014), the body and the sense
of the relations are often put forward during the transactions with female agents, while the
capacity to provide an expert position, to play detachment by taking a step back and humor
are most often attributed to male agents. Certain modes of presentation - in particular by the

body - which may be useful in specific moments of interaction, will not be useful in others.
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In particular, women must adopt contradictory attitudes and behaviors, made of "conformity
to the female role (seduction and passivity in particular)" and "academic and professional
involvement" (Duru-Bella 2010, 207).

Playing on femininity can, therefore, turn against women of the lower classes even
though they are perceived as "just beautiful" and that the relation to a female body maintains
suspicion and reduces the whole image of the woman to her physical attributes. Her
intellectual abilities, her negotiating skills, especially during real estate transactions, would
then be diminished. Without the knowledge of the real estate market, including all the
knowledge associated with the investment of a property (geographic location, technical
element, market condition), highlighting a "nice house" by a "pretty woman agent" Does not
allow the acquisition of a lasting professional legitimacy. Some women thus adopt male
modes of presentation during interactions with their clients that symbolize authority, power,

or emotional harshness.

It is this difficulty in holding onto this tension that two realtors, Maria and Terri evoke in
their interactions with their clients. In their speeches, they emulate the image of an honest
and well-intentioned agent at the service of the customer, but in backstage, they admit a
form of sincerity controlled according to commercial strategies: they laugh at their
respective customers and put them at a distance with ceremonies that are similar to gossiping
around the vagaries of their transactions and their problems. This ability to distance oneself
is observed in older women, whose age, status and seniority give them professional
legitimacy.

Maria and Terri are part of the same group of agents who organize house visits
every other Friday: “Oh, I did not tell you, the client the other day, we had to fight to make

nn

him understand the price, often they do not want to know anything" "says Maria, before
explaining how she managed to impose herself "in the end, he was indeed obliged to admit
he was wrong" before congratulating herself: "you and I, we are strong gals". Maria and
Terri both finished their bachelor's degree, one in business administration and the other in

creative writing. Despite their respective difficulties to show authority, they have benefited
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from a network of relational relationships at the beginning and now rely to a large extent on
the local prestige they have been able to acquire.

Transactions, then, bring not only financial gains but also rewards around the
ability to perform and exceed one's gender. The ability to carry out its transactions depends
largely on the home environment, with the middle and upper classes better trained to exploit
industrial relations and to use chameleon techniques. If it is to exhibit male characters, it is
not a question of completely detaching oneself from one’s gender. Empathy is strategically
made while demonstrating the necessary authority to take control of the interaction.

A relationship between seniority in real estate and age (which often goes hand in
hand) is introduced here. At least 1/3 of the young real estate agents recruited will leave
after 1 year, and still a significant part (1/5) after 3 years. From our field, we have seen in
many women - often with higher degrees of success among women over 50 years old and
with the most seniority - a transformation of their relationship to emotions and femininity to
be taken seriously.

Maria, who has worked in real estate for 20 years, says she always felt she had to
fight to prove she could do “as good a job as a man”. The difference between young women
like Kate, who oscillate between the presentation of empathy and softness, a form of classic
femininity that allows them to match the sale of a domestic space, can prevent them from
concluding crucial moments of the transaction. Terri remembers transactions in which it was
difficult for her to win against negotiators who did not think she could “conclude”:

It must have been almost five years ago, I was really struggling with this client, he
wanted to sell his house at an exorbitant price, it made me feel uncomfortable, he
always questioned what I said he doubted my skills. One day, I find myself
discussing an offer on his house, I explain that it is a substantial offer (the first in
two months) and that we must see what we can reasonably do, I also have the letter
of interested, honest people ... I think that the current does not pass, and he said to
me: "Oh yes, you still consider that people are sincere, but they do pirouettes to have
what they want, he must be harder, that's not how we negotiate. I was not used to
"man-up", and then after that, I learned, I'm more cash, I say right away, I take
another tone, I changed too, the way I dress, trust me. (interview)

Women from lower-class backgrounds can claim investment in tasks perceived as

masculine (Avril, 2014), such as completing the transaction, not letting go, and fighting
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during the negotiation. The "man-up" used by Terri reflects the understanding of her client's
expectations in terms of harshness and authority, but her status as a woman also refers to
her supposed incompetence in business.

Studying the employees in car sales, Lawson (2000) highlights the difficulty that
salesgirls have in knowing how to manage interaction situations: the humor that is close to
harassment mixed with forms of gallantry, the inequalities to be attributed to them, areas of
intervention or concealment of their emotions. Their male colleagues recommend that they
“harden” by demanding the display of masculine characteristics. When a benefit is worn by
a woman, she runs the risk of disavowing for incompetence, referring to her hysteria and
lack of control over her emotions. The virile culture encourages the promotion of hyper
competition and relational hardship at the expense of empathy and attention to the other.

In the world of real estate, the tension between the untouchable woman and the
tempting woman (the mother and the whore) takes place especially during the interactions
between colleagues and between agents and customers. Unlike the assistant whose body is
sexualized, the term lady usually refers to a mother figure of an elderly woman who loses
their sexual availability. Some women may also lose their status through their attitude or
appearance: they dress and talk about men so much that they become “one of the guys” in

the words of Lawson (2000).

3.3. Using the “Feminine” Advantages: Make Femininity Profitable

To gain professional legitimacy, real estate men often behave according to the modeled
middle-class figure of the gentleman. About half of the men I followed invest empathy and
emotions during interactions with clients, as in the case of Brian. They can also use women
within teams like Bob or Brian. During real estate transactions, the conjugal model
particularly serves the simultaneous profitability of the symbolic domains of the “feminine”
and the “masculine.” Although there are no statistics on the number of couples engaged in
real estate, this is a common practice in both companies that I studied. I conducted interviews
and met at different times in the investigation several couples, including Brian and Cindy,

in an open house and a transaction with a couple of buyers:
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I observe two transactions with very different stamps: One, conducted mainly by
Cindy with a retired couple, Paul and Linda, whom she met via a colleague from her
former job. According to Brian Cindy is "beautiful", "smiling" and "comely", what
he does that "she get along with everyone", and most importantly, what he says half-
heartedly, "those who have money." This capital allows Brian to focus on the
relationships with he feels more comfortable with, "I do not like complicated people,
who do fuss", "I'm often not comfortable with the relational." "I prefer to be in touch
with people who need it." After an interaction with a forty-something Chicano
couple, Pedro and Rosario: "I like to show houses of $60,000-100,000, these are
different, you have to accompany... you work with simple people, honest...these
people come from where I come from, it comes naturally." When handing over the
keys, Brian struggles to contain his excitement, he has developed a personal
relationship with them, he says that he "sees his parents" (field note)

Brian's Hispanic identity allows him to connect with clients from the same
background. However, he partially left this social background by marrying a white woman
from the upper-middle class: she invests her relationships in school to recruit new clients:

On a Friday, I went with them on a fair at the school of their children. In front of
other parents, they appear as “a family of realtors™: “yes, do not forget, if you have
a friend ...” said Brian, distributing sodas and oranges. On the other hand, Cindy
talks with a group of moms and organizes the play dates of the following week. The
agents are also encouraged in the training to establish social relations in their circles
of belonging. Brian goes to the motorcycle club where he is registered, responsible
for handling relations to other parents in the soccer club of his daughter, and his wife
volunteers at the school to update the listings of parents, allowing them to have

access to all email addresses (field note)
An appearance is also a form of anticipation of the expectations of the role of
professional. Even if there are no fixed dates, there is always the possibility of an interaction.

That is why agents get into "interactive mode" in many of their outings:

I wear my pin when I go jogging when I go to the supermarket, I must also wear nice
clothes, who would like an agent wearing shorts and flip flops? (informal
conversation)

The couple teams work in a recreation of the family and conjugal unit in the world
of work, based in particular on the naturalization of skills and the “ritual of
complementarity” (Goffman 1977, 11). This is a case of adherence to middle and higher

class norms in an interaction with the body and the feminine ideal that provides a status, a
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modern parallel to the adherence of “fashion workers” the bourgeois ideal of clothing, a
model of suburban housing and a strong interweaving of status and economic capital
(Zylberberg-Hocquard 2002). The use of the couple is used to legitimize a position and to
refer to the reassuring family form, symbolic legitimation necessary to better pass heavy
transactions, complex and sometimes risky. The typified configuration of the interaction,

therefore, consists of being able to adapt to the one who makes the decision, often couples.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I demonstrated how women realtors have created a space in the real estate
market and how through trust mechanisms (market, social proximity, and gender skills)
these women real estate agents work the market to align supply with demand. How do agents
mobilize gendered resources and how do they try to erase the economic nature of their
interactions? The first is to build trust and to "create the relationship": techniques are also
put in place for the management of social relations. The relationship of trust is established
around differentiated gendered skills that affect the self-presentation, discourses, and
practices of real estate agents. As shown, women tend to present themselves as house experts
while men tend to present themselves as market experts.

For women to excel in the real estate world, they have to exhibit characteristics
that are labeled as masculine while using and negotiating the feminine work (Arnal 2015).
It requires, therefore, that these women do double labor, which is particularly difficult to
juggle, in which they have to exhibit so-called "feminine" characteristics — to be astonished
by the beauty of a kitchen - and so-called masculine characteristics —be aggressive in the
conclusion of a case".

The management of contradictory gender regimes produces internal tension for
women who juggle between the “feminine side” of the “devouring service” relationship
(Monchatre 2010) and the “masculine side” of the aggressive salesperson. Besides the
injunctions to take gender as an opportunity for professional women to succeed outside of
the corporate environment, the relationships of women to this opportunity is ambiguous: it

can on the one hand bring substantial financial revenues to support families, but it also
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cannot hide the specific gendered dynamics at stake within the real estate work environment
in which they come to be: the unequal situation characterized by financial rewards and
positions cannot be dismissed so easily as merely an assumed gender-neutral or naturalized
differences between men and women.

This research contributes to deepening our understanding of the sociology of work
and the market from a gender perspective. Numerous studies have shown that economic
activities are embedded in social relations (Granovetter 1985; DiMaggio and Louch 1998).
By reversing this question, one can explore the use of social relations for market purposes,
including the place of social and demographic characteristics constructed as gendered
resources on the market. I show here that the market players use social relations to “erase”
market relationships and thereby the market itself, which in turn renders market violence
more acceptable.

Specific questions arise concerning the commodification of emotions. Pacifying a
client or bringing empathy, care and comfort during the real estate transaction serve to justify
the state of market relations, to "smooth out" the assignation done within the market, and to
ultimately hide economic elements from the transactions.

For Hochschild (1983), the concerns do not resolve specifically about "emotional
labor" but about the "costs of having it within a system of recompense" (33) as "it affects
the degree to which we listen to feeling and sometimes our very capacity to feel. Managing
to feel is an art fundamental to civilized living, and I assume in broad terms the cost is
usually worth the fundamental benefit." (35). Are feelings mere instruments to be
commodified on the market? Are we risking their "spontaneity" and "importance"? We may
interrogate the operations of manipulation of feelings to produce more value in the market
(Illouz 2007). These are important questions for economic sociologists and sociology of
work scholars as to the recent attention between the relations between markets and emotions
(Besbris 2016).

Borgerson and Rehn (2004) invite us to examine the mechanisms of production of
gendered dualisms, particularly through the barriers existing in the economy of particular
organizations. As Davies (1996) suggests, we must take an interest in the "underlying

gendered structure". If women feel strong pressure to do emotional "service" work, they are
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also urged, like their male counterparts, to make money and achieve their goal: they seek to
establish their place and obtain recognition from their peers. They can find themselves
deprived of the real estate environment where they should adopt norms of "dominant
masculinity" (aggressive individualism, independence, competition, the strength of
character), particularly valued to climb the hierarchical ladder within real estate.

Future research should examine the effects of “gender” dynamics (McGuire 2002),
care labor economy and the “job polarization” (Dwyer 2013) on the structure of the market.
Does not this supposed proximity between the feminine and the individual house have any
real consequences for the distribution of agents? Does the promotion of gendered skills
serve as justification for the sexual division of labor? How do we explain that there are only
1/5 of women in commercial real estate and yet women dominate residential property? On
average, women earn much less than men and are much more present than men in the
residential markets, not to mention the division of domestic tasks and their greater difficulty
in reconciling work life and personal life.

In the profession of a real estate agent, the integration of women into real estate has
brought divisions in working practices to work, especially in the forms of positioning and
relationships between one sex to the other. Women and men engage in multiple gendered
interactional registers to gain professional legitimacy. I have discussed how gender
interactions produce gender on the premise that gender is a modality of social interactions
more than fixed qualities in itself. Men and women can use gender as an interactional
resource, but it requires a mastering, of when they should demonstrate proper gender
enactments and when they can use "feminine" and "masculine" traits. This mobilization of
previously acquired skills depends partly on their social background, which is hinted at in
this chapter but not systematically discussed.

In the next part, I discuss more particularly the work done on matching supply and
demand, including classifying clients, shaping prices and products qualities. I highlight the
role of realtors® in defining values of neighborhood and their contributions to unequal

residential outcomes.
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Part IV. The Matching of Supply and Demand:
Agents’ Contributions to Clients’ Preferences,
Pricing, Location and Inequalities
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The third and final empirical part of the dissertation, Chapters 7 and 8 — The production of
a match between supply and demand or the contribution to clients' preferences, pricing, and
location of the goods — investigates market processes that shape housing inequalities.

In these chapters, I rely almost exclusively on ethnographic material produced while
shadowing agents in their interactive work with clients. I also include training material from
Desert Realty and Real Prosperity. I discuss the several ways in which intermediation
produces inequality and segregation through spatializing (desirable or undesirable areas)
and assigning (specific targeting), especially by 1) putting supply on the market from
assessing its state to producing it and 2) working the demand from collecting aspirations to
translate them into criteria.

In Chapter 8, I most specifically address the “urban” dimension of this process. I
include here the territorial dimension and the symbolic and moral component included with
the land. I start by presenting several hypotheses on segregation and inequalities in the
context of housing markets around institutional racism and market inequality to then address

specific mechanisms shaping socio-spatial inequalities.

Introduction Part IV.

At the Salon de la Maison Individuelle in Paris, a buyer arrives, a little embarrassed,
accompanied by his wife and two kids; he asks about a house. He is spoken to politely
because he has a wife and two kids, he’s a serious customer (...) he says to the couple:

“Come and sit down.” (...) for a few minutes, the buyer, going by what his friends have
said or his mother-in-law on lending him money, asks the salesman a few questions, and
try and make him compete with other possible sellers, to try and get information and see if
there are any hidden defects. The situation turns round fairly quickly; sometimes, by the
third question, the buyer is already hooked. It’s then the salesman’s turn to ask questions:
he makes the potential buyer pass a regular examination as to his payment capacities.”
(Bourdieu 2014, 14)

While describing the interaction between home buyers and a salesman, Bourdieu makes a
valid epistemological point. While looking at interactions, sociologists need to break away
from the truth of the actor and the empirical bias consisting of finding an analysis in merely

recorded and observed interactions. In Bourdieu's analysis of the French market for
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individual homes, what was at stake in the buying of new homes was mostly embedded
within institutional rules shaped by the State, in which the salesmen, instead of selling
houses were selling credit to buy houses, based on the social evaluation of clients. In his
analysis thus, it seems almost that Bourdieu dismissed the advantages of looking at the micro
level.

Why should we even look at how interactions unfold as we already know that
specific decisions about buying and selling are shaped by bigger structural and social forces?
I take a rather different perspective here by using the contributions of interactionist
approaches and especially Goffman. If interactionists have often been regarded as theorists
of the micro sociological order, they show that situations envisioned at the micro level are
often an expression of a macro-social dimension of social life (Goffman 1967; S. E. Martin
1978; D. Roy 1974). In this Durkheimian interpretation of Goffman, interactions are not
mere punctual configurations, but they are closely intertwined with the social order: they are
shaped by it, they contribute to produce and to reproduce it (Castel 1990). Goffman offers
to think about the social world as a dramaturgy in which everyone plays its role, acquires a
"sense of place", which is built around situations and constructed with the repetition of
interactions. This can also explain why inequalities based on race and class persist.

Within the residential real estate market in Tucson, the purpose of Chapter 7 and 8
is to look at the interactions between real estate agents, buyers, and sellers in the light of the
professional market practices of the real estate agents, having revealed earlier the
socialization process of the real estate agents. This aims thus at considering the social order
and the interactional order as interrelated. For that, it seems crucial to think about the values
agents assess to certain actions and the “categories” arising in the “misfires” of the
interaction (for example, expectations that are not satisfied) in relation to the categories of
social classification, as “dispensations to the norms” serve to assert them. We should thus
considerate the importance of the social and professional positions of the agents, both
evidenced in material and symbolic elements, the interplay of economic, social and cultural
logic acting in reproducing or disturbing social categories of classification.

If positions matter, it is also because they give rise to specific practices or

investments within work, by which agents are trying to increase or maintain their amounts
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of capital, economic but also social and cultural. The proposition of this last part of the
dissertation is to look specifically at the practices of real estate agents by the window of
interactions, and the available tools at agents' disposal to shape and control those
interactions, as well as the game they are embedded in to maintain or change their position
within the social and professional fields in which they act.

The market is not considered as an external element to their practices. It is used both
performatively as agents intuitively rely on what is the right thing to be done in the market
context and strongly believe the market exists ("the market does not lie") and are very
precautious and worried about "disturbing it." Because their ultimate goal is to bring demand
and supply to match, they are economically driven to shape the behaviors of market
participants (buyers and sellers) with signals on price and definitions of qualities. The
seeking of information is realized on practical grounds: it is intended to define the situation,
as participants will know what their partners expect from them and correspondingly what
they can expect of them. The control of the interactions and the signals the agents send by
defining the prices and the quality are thus what they discursively defined as the "right things
to do" for the market. Agents also rely on calculations and intuitions to sense how to make
money. This is subject to the ambiguous control of the interactions in the market to make
money while showing that they are invested in the best interests of their clients, and not of
their own.

The specificity of the residential real estate market is also that it is organized and
segmented spatially, meaning that similarly shaped and formatted goods will have enormous
differences in value based on where they are located in the territory. This place-based value
should be also taken seriously as market mechanisms, embedded and reified by real estate
agents' work practices, contribute to produce and reproduce market segmentation, and thus
urban segregation and inequalities.

I show most particularly on agents are acting on specific socio-professional
dispositions that made them produce and reproduce inequalities in two ways: first, they learn
to match supply and demand through the calculation of value, how to read, understand and
work with specific market tools such as the MLS to make clients embrace a specific action

which impacts the quality and price of products. Second, they drive residential inequalities
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by specific actions based on socio-professional practices that tend to homogenize
neighborhoods, control prices and steer people away from some areas.

Most of the recent scholarly discussion in the United States about the production of
residential inequalities has been framed by an individualistic approach, in which inequalities
are the results of individual residential preferences for homogeneity (DiMaggio and Louch
1998; Pager and Shepherd 2008; Sampson 2012; Sharkey 2013). This unbalanced attention
towards the customer rather than the producer has been theoretically and empirically driven
by the analysis of the rationales and motives behind acts of consumption. Though the
rationality of the homo economicus portrayed by neo-classical economics has lost ground
in the last 20 years, behavioral economics through the notable work of Kahneman (2002))
and others and the influence of experimental psychology, has entirely focused on individual
characteristics, showing how cognitive biases, social norms, emotions enacted at the
consumer level impact decision-making processes.

Although these studies have provided valuable insights into actors’ constraints in
decision-making processes and the perpetuation of inequalities, they do not consider directly
the role of housing markets and professionals such as real estate agents. In the 1980s and
the 1990s, studies focused on the role of the real estate agent have evidenced processes of
discrimination of minority homebuyers, through the steering, preventing minorities to access
certain neighborhoods (Foley 1980; Galster 1990; Galster 1991; Yinger 1995, 1998). But
these studies are often quantitative and do not get at the specific triggers and mechanisms
that might happen as “real estate” are embedded in a socio-professional world. Korven-
Glenn (2017; 2018) investigates the production of inequalities through the overt racialized
practices operated by real estate professionals. Overall, many forces in interaction shape
cities and segregation from household preferences, discrimination practices or institutional
racism in public and private sectors (Choi, Ondrich, and Yinger 2005; Clark and Blue 2004).
One promising way of looking at racial inequalities is to consider the framework of “racism
without racists” (Bonilla-Silva 2010) as well as differentiating between the intentionality of
the actions, the actions themselves and the institutional and legal framework in which they
operate. I depart from the individual level to get at the practices implied within a certain

categorization of the social world in which real estate agents are embedded.
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This last part of the dissertation proposes thus to get away from the individual
explanations of residential inequalities to focus to rely both on socio-spatial and socio-
professional or market approaches of residential inequalities. These approaches permit to
focus specifically on the real estate agents’ practices to see how they might contribute to
increase (and sometimes reduce) the unequal distribution of people in a territory. I pay
attention to the interrelations between race and class explaining the unfolding of practices.
I most specifically use Goffman in this theory of expected behaviors to understand the stakes
within the interactions between real estate agents and clients.

In Chapters 7 and 8, I discuss most particularly the ethnographic work I conducted
while observing agents with clients, whether buyers and sellers. I present here a table of the

transactions I follow.
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CHAPTER 7. Matching Clients with Products:

Classifying Clients, Prices, and Qualities

Drawing on a “sociology of market work™ originally coined by Cochoy and Dubuisson-
Quellier (2013), this chapter proposes to look specifically at the practical dimensions of the
professional activities carried out by real estate agents. It carries three principal ambitions:
1) to study the practices and the actors implicated within the act of consumption rather than
to focus on the consumer; 2) to understand markets not only as networks, organizations or
merely as shared understanding or shared knowledge but to consider them as an
institutionalized relational system in which professionalized workers and devices interact ;
3) to address the dimension and the effects of performativity in the creation of markets
(Callon 1998; MacKenzie, Muniesa, and Siu 2007).

I aim to uncover the practical operations done to establish value and to arrive at a
"match" between supply and demand. With these objectives in mind, I most specifically
look at “qualculation activities,” including both the “literary work (qualification) and the
“computational work (calculation)” done on valuation, with the help a variety of devices
(professional and technological tools) which serve to “equip economic cognition” to create
“empirical calculating agents” (Cochoy and Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013).

Buyers and sellers do not hold significant knowledge nor experience of the
residential market, hence their “difficulty in gathering all the necessary information to make
a fully informed decision,” because they “only occasionally interact with a given market”
and ‘“cannot reap the benefits of accumulated knowledge and experience” (Beckert and
Musselin 2013). Becoming intermediaries between the market and the products, I argue that
agents as workers must "reassure" (Lambert 2015) and make their clients "discover market
reality” (Sigaud 2015) to "disinvest" them (Bourdieu 2012). They not only impact the
outcome of a transaction but shape the products and the decision-making process, becoming
themselves a market device on which calculation must be made (Caliskan and Callon, 2010;

Cochoy, 2013; Dubuisson-Quellier, 2010).
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I look more specifically at how real estate agents shape clients' preferences, how they work
on demand and supply, with pricing strategies and qualities presentation and adjustments. I
contribute to shifting the analysis from how market intermediaries encourage consumers
through emotions (Besbris 2016) to how the specific work they perform and the reasoning
on which they draw contribute to organize and define the market.

Products are not fixed and defined before the interactional encounter but are part of
a work undertaken by agents to classify products and shape their values, acting thus as a
device for calculation (Callon and Law 2005). Real estate agents not only shape market
outcomes (the act of selling and buying) but actively work to transform both the clients and
the products (price and qualities or features). More than using “gut-feelings” (Wallace 2008)
and intuitions (Callon 1998), agents embody and transmit the market, which is viewed as a
real actor and can serve as an “outside legitimizing force” (Smith, Munro and Christie 2006),

making real estate agents, as economists, performative.

1. Managing Clients or Shaping Preferences

1.1. Classifying Clients
To handle transactions, real estate agents are required to identify clients' socio-professional
and familial situations. For about 90% of the agents I followed, the work on buyers required
to understand both their present characteristics and constraints as well as to draw on their
aspirations, what I call "the discovery of the client." Both formal and informal methods are
adopted to classify clients: some agents use in-office interviews with their clients to ask
specific questions, others hand them a quick survey in which clients need to answer a set of
questions.

Through these techniques, they learn to decipher and understand elements about their
clients (their professional occupations, their family, their activities and taste) helping them

to “localize” them socially. I conducted about 15 fieldwork observations involving first-time
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in office meetings between real estate agents and potential buyers.”’ Agents I followed
during transactions often refer to this type of assessment as an evaluation of the personality
and lifestyle characteristics of their clients.

Armed in more than 80% of the meetings with a questionnaire, agents strategically
focus on specific elements that will help them to target the search. Ben, of Hispanic origin,
37, who is an ex Spanish teacher in a public high school, is familiar with buyers. During his
two first years, he started as the “open house killer” as he says: “I needed to make money so
that was my best bet.” He claimed he had probably done about 120+ buyers in his 5 years.

I followed Ben through a transaction with buyers Sarah and Matt for about 1 month
starting with the first meeting. Ben told me he had previously spoken with them on the
phone, they were a referral from another agent who was good friends with them, but claimed
not to have time to “take care of them.” Before the meeting, Ben has shown me the
questionnaire handed to his clients - the questionnaire asks about their overall social — asking
about lifestyle, family, work, leisure — and financial standing and expectations. The answers
given to agents can be somewhat very vague, especially with the younger buyers, the newly
relocated in town or the clients with less economic capital: I want a “good neighborhood”,

99 ¢

a “three bedrooms’ house,” “something nice.” Because of Ben’s experience, the ways he
deals with buyers is quite standardized. I have also witnessed him handle two other buyers
Sarah and Matt and Mariana. He tries to close them as soon as possible without seeming like
he is, a strategy that previously worked in two transactions but not with Mariana.>®

Indeed, the discovery of the client engages mostly the social skills acquired by agents
to evaluate quickly the social standing, the seriousness and the decisiveness of the clients.
Agents do not rationalize such operation as a social classification; they instead establish an
informal yet practical useful distinction between clients. They may assess their level of

decisiveness, as explained by Pamela, a 52-year-old broker, of an upper class background

with more than 20 years of experience in the business: "Some do know what they are looking

>’ I had both access to the interactions, but also the comments provided by the agents while we had some
breaks, for example, to print paperwork for the clients, before or after the interviews. I analyzed more
specifically the order, the types of questions, the distribution of speech between the agent and the clients, and
the overall course of the meeting.

58 . .. s . . L
I discuss Ben’s transaction with Mariana in Chapter 8.
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for, some don't, and some really will tell you that they really don't know, especially if coming
from another part of the country,” which often translated as “the clients who know what they
want” and “the ones who don’t.” With Pamela, I had experience with two types of clients,
John and Magali, who were in their late 20’s, and with Sally and Harold in their late 50’s.
In the first case, the clients were unsure about where and what to buy, and Pamela was able
to classify them right away: “don’t know” vs. “know.”

Classification operates mostly to assess the strategies and the work required from the
agents to make the transaction happen. Nancy, Pamela, and Kate benefit from a professional
software backing them up in their informal classification, allowing to classify into files.
Since Kate has recently started, she is very eager to fill out her list of contacts while Pamela
and Nancy do not always use it, but still, have a system of classification up and running to
send Christmas cards or birthday wishes. The A buyers as "ready, willing and able to
purchase (...) that will be under contract in a matter of weeks" while the B buyers are "ready
and willing but who cannot buy now, they have to get their existing home under contract,
wait for their lease to expire, or get the cash from their tax refund, etc." At the end of the
spectrum, we have the C buyers: "those have no immediate needs. They may have a very
exacting situation. For example, if they can sell their property for a specific price, or get a
house on a street they have always loved" Ben says at the company's session reserved to
trained agents to use this professional software. Agents must then adopt a whole set of
strategies and reminders to follow up with their clients, for example, the software sends Kate
a reminder for each stellar clients’ birthday so that she can send out a birthday card.>

Similarly, agents from Real Prosperity such as Rudy and Corey are both using the
DISC assessment in order to assess the "personalities" of their clients as a way to not only
set up a plan of communication but also rely on interactive scripts corresponding to each:
for example, Corey used it to show them homes. Depending on its clients’ personalities,

Corey strategizes differently on how to preview homes, how many to show and what to start

>% As seen in Chapter 5, agents are trying to get control over their clientele by finding people with common
interests or to create forms of bonding that goes beyond the strict framework of commercial interactions. These
systems not only imply to classify clients during a transaction but to create a system to control clients, which
clients would be considered for the entire course of one's career, and not as a onetime shot.
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with. For example, with Andy, a single man of 35, he had jotted down that he mostly liked
to have a good practical kitchen and a dining room, but he also cared for the outdoor
environment. He assessed he was a yes or no type of person, so he selected more houses
than he normally does for the first preview (about 7) to be sure there was enough to see.
With Lisa and Rami, a couple in their early 30's, he was on the contrary, he found out Lisa
was mostly very indecisive and that they needed to take time, so he also intuitively told me
that he would be a harder transaction, and decided to let them decide first three houses out
of about 6 he selected. Not only do agents need to classify clients, but they also need to

assess clients’ social class.

1.2. Assessing Clients’ Social Classes

“Not all clients are created equal," said Kara, a 37-year-old middle-class agent whose mother
was a realtor®. During a meeting at an open house, Kara was commenting on people passing
by. I witness her trying to assess, a sociologist would do, what would be the "background"
of people walking by. When I asked her more about what she meant by "background," she
includes a series of clues about who people are, where do they come from geographically
but also socially. Clues would be answered with a series of questions: "Are they urban or
rural folk?" "What kind of lifestyle do they have" "are they going to go to the restaurant or
stay at home?" "What are their activities?" and mostly "what jobs or careers do they have."

With those elements, Kara understood that Anton comes from a rural town of eastern
Europe and has limited means, he also lives in Spain and loves the proximity with Hispanics.
On the contrary, with Samantha and Will, white buyers from Minnesota, she clearly
understood they were very worried about security and did not go out as much, were more
interested in local events once in a while, like very "quiet" and average. The agents need to
decipher not only the position of their clients on the economic scale of their clients but also
their taste, what they sometimes refer to as their "personality" or "profile." Similarly to what
Bourdieu distinguishes between the "vulgar,” the “middle” and “the highbrow" tastes,
agents acquire a very practical hands-on understanding of where their clients stand in terms

of economic, social and even symbolic capital.
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Although clients with higher social status are often considered more difficult, many
agents do not establish any sort of relation between status and clients’ style: whether they
are “easy” or “difficult.” Certain clients are very difficult to handle at times for the agents I
followed. Ben, for example, adapted his strategies depending on which types of clients he
was dealing with. Sarah and Matt both had a master’s degree and were looking to buy a
$300,000 house. He addressed point by point their questions, bringing up detailed
knowledge while praising their choices and their "successful careers" and trying to create
commonality.

Terry and Kate had similar experiences. In both cases, transactions happened with a
male customer of higher social class who knew better than them. In one case, the buyer
dismissed the work of selection of the agent, and wanted to make offers that were totally
extravagant to Terri, a 44-year-old agent, from upper middle class, arts majors at UCLA.
Although I had only met them together once, I sense that Terri was not feeling very
comfortable with him, he was very assertive and questioned her ability to select the right
properties, and to know about the prices. Henri, the buyer, ended up looking for another
agent and not replying to her at all. Kate, 33, who had just started less than 6 months ago,
was on the other hand worried about handling the transaction correctly, and Max was not
particularly dismissive of her but was undecided. Because of her lack of experience, Kate
was not aware of the "tricks" that agents like Ben can play with. I assisted in their first
meeting, and Kate felt like it was a waste of time, when she got out of the interview.*

The client still decided he wanted to buy houses and they went on the following
Saturday afternoon visiting properties she had selected. He said he wanted to wait, and he
called her about a month later because he had found a house, they met for coffee. They went
to see the house, but he wanted to check for more. I followed them on their ride along, it
was awkward for her, she was not interested at that point to “make the transaction.” She told

me she could not say “no” to him because she was young. But as we were looking at houses,

®0 1 was initially scheduled to participate in the meeting, but at the last moment, she did not feel comfortable
to bring me in. I had the chance though to briefly hear them chatting at the end of the meeting in the hallway
and to have her reactions to the meeting.
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the client, Max, started to get annoyed, he went even more disengaged as he discovered the
state of the market, and ended up “bailing on her” after that.

Due to her new status, she felt bad about the transaction, because she had hoped she
would intuitively grasp the "correct" way of acting with him, but could not relate personally
which creates a form of distance and then was not able to reply to his objections to each
good she presented him with. Instead, she understood later through talking through the
situation at the office with more experienced agents, that she could have been more direct
with him, and offer him to pick houses himself after they looked at it together, and
addressing all the points he was unhappy with, as he could come down to a realization.

Instead, with lower-middle-class clients, and especially during the transactions I
followed with more experienced agents — Ben, Corey, Thomas, Terri, Kara, and Rudy — the
assertive figure was used as agents seemed to control to a large extent the interaction, asking
much fewer questions than trying to go fast into the plan to set up the transaction. The buyers'
transaction I followed with Rudy,”* Abbo and Kintu, a black couple from Uganda, with 4
kids, exemplified this dynamic: The buyers have an appointment at 10 am. At 10:02, we
hear the crying baby, voices in the hallway, Abbo and Kintu arrive with their two months
old baby, “Hello, how are you, sit down, you want a bottle of water? Yes, thank you” and
Rudy starts: “We will see the questionnaire after, first I would like to tell you about the
purchase, the process.” Rudy takes out its workbook that he shows to Abbo and Kintu but
only uses a few pages, the rest being taken by the buyers to consult once they leave the room.
After introducing the course of the transaction with the listing packet in hand, he leaves
them in the room asking them to fill out a questionnaire and he leaves them alone for this
after all full details about the fact that he already has a mortgage and about the place where
they want to live, what they want in the house, trying to find out what they are looking for
to be able to go as quickly as possible in the interview "1 hour max, I don't want to spend

my whole morning with them.”

® I have already interviewed him before and followed him during open houses and with a seller in which he
tried to get the woman to work with the company of a friend to remodel the house and sell it for a higher price
(which is called “flipping houses”). I describe this transaction more in detail in Chapter 8.
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I was surprised to realize how quick Rudy went through the questionnaire after then
only highlighting the absence of a loan agent and that they were looking for a 5 bedroom
house within the price range of $160 to 180 000. During the presentation of the transaction
process, Rudy appears very confident brining up detailed information on the steps of buying.
Abbo and Kintu both have some issues of comprehension with English. They try vaguely to
ask questions, but Rudy speaks pretty fast that they do not understand anything, so they end
up nodding at what he says. He talks about the buying process, in eight steps and the costs
associated with buying a house while reassuring his buyers that we can help them payj, it's
okay and everything will work out.

He seems like rushing by telling them how the process works like he is delivering a
script to control the interaction. In this case, the observation permits to reveal that the trust
operating within the middle-high class clients, mostly disappear as agents take in charge the
transaction, as guiding figures. Even if buyers seem somewhat confused, Rudy tells me
while getting out of the meeting: “Did you see how reassured they were at the end?” as if he
aims to signify, “all good, they are under control.”

While it does not seem to go badly, I was surprised by the low level of understanding
of the stakes of the transaction within the buyers, and the confidence of Rudy that the buyers
were okay. I realized Rudy strategized a plan or a specific game to talk a lot and not to listen
to them, contrary to what I observe with the handling of middle and higher class clients by
Pamela. Because of their socio-economic status, he had also assumed that either it was not
a problem to lose these clients or that they were less confident about their ability to impose
during a transaction, and that he would impress them easily. This interaction, which appears
to me so unbalanced as the clients did not express much of what they wanted, is the first

step towards seeing the house.
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1.3. Setting up the Stage: the Importance of Controlling the Interaction

The capacities of agents to handle transactions is thus a factor of both clients’ social class,
agents’ social class and previous socio-professional dispositions®”, which accounts for
experiences with working with clients enabling them to develop a practical sense allowing
them to effectively handle the interactions. Agents, with a teacher background like Ben, can
draw on their capacity to convince, educate or convey. On the contrary, the ones who did
not enact relational skills from their previous occupations, such as Corey and Alex, are more
likely to have difficulties handling transactions. Indeed, the social class from which the
agents come from may determine how they can talk and emulate middle-class taste. The
agents with the most social and cultural capital are better equipped. Additionally, if the
interaction is perceived as awkward or the agent is perceived through a series of negative
characteristics, the transaction may become uncomfortable and may stall all the progressive
steps required to go through the transaction. That would thus lead to the fall of a deal.

In the first meeting, the buyers consult as a crucial interactional moment setting the
stage for the whole transaction. "To be able to get a buyer, you would need to get them into
your office to schedule an appointment," says Martin, a 20-years into the business agent,
who is teaching the class "working with buyers" at Desert Realty. "When you get the first
appointment for the buyer consultation, you are very likely to get that buyer. So this is a
moment where you need to establish control of the conversation, by asking questions around

nmn

different topics" he writes down on the board: "price" "okay what price range are they

nn

comfortable with?" "motivation" "what is driving their decision to buy a home," "location"

nn nn

"what neighborhood if any are they interested in," "wants vs. needs" "what are their

nmn nmn

criteria?" "timeline" "when would you like to move," "finances" "are they paying cash or
obtaining a loan;" and finally "availability": are they already working with an agent?" "These
questions are going to be crucial to determine the steps of action. If they need a loan, there

will be needs for prequalification." "But these distinctions," he says "should not hold you

62 Although I did not particularly look at the gender effect, it might also be worth to look at it in further
research. More experienced men with less experienced buyers are less problematic indeed, as demonstrate the
case of Thomas from which I follow in an open house and that asserted his power over me.
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back, you will schedule the first consult, and manage them electronically after, you just need
to be really clear on their timeline, and reach out to them in the proper moment.”

On the selling side, similar mastering of the interaction is required. During the listing
presentation, “One of your key messages is that the entire session is about them and their
needs, not about you.” An important part of the interaction is the mastering of “when to
talk.” To hide a form of stress, agents often would try to talk more, rather than let the seller
talk. Entering in contact and warming up the relationship, which as many agents anticipate
but rarely talk about, can be “awkward.” One of the tools agents learn is also to be able to
probe the sellers and to listen what they say, rather than investing too much the time to talk.
The agents framed thus their role only as guides, hired to fulfill the desires of their clients.
They thus emphasize their role as psychologists or coaches, listing listening for 2/3 of my
interviewees as the required quality to be a “good agent.”

The first meeting at the office or their house is indeed generally the first face to face,
one on one contact with the sellers, and even if he/she demonstrates great expertise, the
agent does have to come distant, he/she has to personally build something with the client,
which I explain in Chapter 4, so the most important thing is "to make them feel comfortable"
or what the trainer calls to "get them in a receptive frame of mind." That is why the
interaction agent-client is going to determine the whole decision-making process. In this
case, it goes beyond the specific demonstration of expertise: "You are an expert, but to get
them in a receptive frame of mind usually includes having some basis for a relationship

beyond the facts about the market, or the features of their home.”

2. Bring Clients in Line with the Market

At first sight, one could think it is quite easy to match supply and demand. Indeed, buyers
and sellers often question the necessity of intermediaries since they know the value of their
investment or what they might be looking for. But in real estate markets, the informal
asymmetries are particularly vivid. Realtors® are embedded in a socio-professional network
that created tools and systems of necessary use to search the market. Agents' professional
system is designed to create a differential between them and their clients' access to

information or a gap between what the agents know and what their clients know. As
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demonstrated in chapter 4, this system of closure, though hidden and often rephrased within
the professional and ethical vocabularies of “helping” rather than “selling.”

Rather than playing the salesmen, agents take on the role of psychologists or
counselors by giving the illusion that clients had the entire control on their choices while, in
fact, their work consists in orienting them to discover specific options that can take while
confronted to the market, which I call the "discovery of the market." Without realizing it,
agents are engaged in a system of disinvestment of the client (Bourdieu 2014).

Rather than the result of an invisible hand (Amir-ud-Din and Zaman 2016; Fligstein
and Habinek 2014; A. Smith 1776), market exchange is activated through the agent and a
socio-technical professional system meant to retain control of the transactions and to
stabilize prices. While clients lack the competence to collect the information they need to
read and act in the market, agents acquire socio-professional dispositions through their
training and peer' mentoring to act as the "hand" of the market. Even if they hold
contradictory beliefs and rely on vague understandings on what the market is, all frame their
work as the "educators" or "guides" to enter, acknowledge and understand the shape of the
market. Training sessions are moments in which agents are encouraged to communicate on
the current state of the market with their clients, for example, if the market is favorable to
buyers or sellers. During a training session at Real Prosperity, one of the experienced agents
Sam suggests that having few statistics in mind and scripted sentences are designed to make
the client embrace the “proper decision:”

You can't lie, the market doesn't lie, it is what it is, either you have to accept that or
you have to be irrational put your home in the market seat and be frustrated by the
fact that your home is not selling because everyone else has access to that same data
that we talked about, but that usually if you can do that in a way that is not abrasive,
you can usually talk the client off the cliff and get them to accept reality (...) I think
if you have confidence in what you do, and you can convey that confidence to the
respective client, you can bring him from the dark side into reality.

Trainers in both companies insist on the necessity to be ready to talk about the market
with clients as well as random people, explaining for example the financial advantages of
owning vs. renting, the advantages of the lower interest rates or any type of information that

would influence the housing prices and the value of a community or a neighborhood.
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This belief in the market as a “thing” echoes the work done on performativity®® but
with the difference that real estate agents are neither economists nor advisors making
predictions on the market. In this case, they act less as salesmen showing products than as
advisors anticipating on the market, shaping to the same extent the proper actions that clients
should adopt to benefit from the market. In a seminal study of a Strawberries' market in
France, Garcia-Papet (1986) has demonstrated how a "perfect market" operating under the
conditions of atomicity, homogeneity, fluidity, and transparency was the result of collective
work in which the members of an organization to restore the "efficacy of the trade" had
vested interests in creating the "conditions of competition between the buyers." Indeed, what
Bourdieu (2000) stressed is that actors placed in an economic field, embedded within a
"sense of the game" through socialization might adopt behaviors which are close to those
postulated by the rational choice theory, even if their actors cannot be deemed rational.

Rather than having an invisible hand shaping market exchange, my approach
demonstrates that real estate agents shared understandings or beliefs, about what the market
is, create the scope of possible actions upon which clients can act without disturbing the
efficiency of the market. In this sense, agents act on a shared understanding of markets and
economic theory, which is acquired during their training and professional socialization, a
form of knowledge drawn on economic reasoning that they aim to transmit to their clients.
Being at the center of reasonable judgments to act in the residential market, they thus
become a device by bringing to technological, professional and social tools to value goods

exchange in the market.

2.1. Professional Tools
Alex is a 28-year-old from a middle-class background, he graduated from the University of
Arizona is business administration. His father had a small business. I met him through a

friend and started to go with him in many of his first few outings as he had just started less

®3 The term "performativity" coined by Michel Callon (1998) and developed by MacKenzie (2006) and
MacKenzie, Muniesa and Siu (2007) was proposed to refer to the participation of economics and economists
to the construction of the facts — by “saying what markets are doing, what they should do, and what they will
do” — that they claim to only study.
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than 6 months ago. The recruits have a variety of techniques to get clients; from what I
explained in chapter 5 about the social networking to holding open houses to meet buyers
or to call FSBO (For Sale By Owner), properties whose sellers decide to sell without agents.
These are particularly reached out by experienced agents listing agents hold a “higher
reputation” than buyers’ agents. The seller is the one who pays the 6% and then the listing
agent redistributes to the buyer's agent. Alex had told me he needed to "get out there" and
"make it." I went with Alex for the first listing presentation he had with Karine, in her late
40's. While giving a listing presentation, Alex used the housing report as a tool to make the
clients understand the strategies around pricing around what is available in the market:

Here's the housing report. So I just wanted to show you guys. We're a really low
inventory market now. What that means for you is you can see you're right here in
85741. We're seeing price increases in these zip codes. The reason being is because
we have—we can see your price range in your price racket here. It's a seller's market,
easily. The lower the number of months of inventory, the more of a seller's market it
is. What does that mean? It means how fast stuff is turning over. Obviously, anything
below six months is a seller's market. Stuff is selling fast. Above six months, it's
lagging. You can see these high price ranges. In the northwest and specifically in this
area, it's a buyer's market. You can see right there that it's a really good time to sell.
So you do this and this, you will sell quickly. Lastly, I have a kind of a thing that
appraisers use (...) You have to sell the house two or three times. You have to sell it
to the buyers, the buyers' agents, and the appraisers because the appraisers determine
the value. Two out of three homes I've sold I've used financing. That's why you don't
price it at half a million dollars because it's going to come back at $170,000 or
something. This is what appraisers use to adjust the price.

Like a consumer report, the housing report serves as to classify and define market
goods through a “criterialization activity” establishing a ranking, rating or ordering of goods
underlining specific features and attributes upon which the client is going to build

preferences (Mallard 2000; Cochoy and Dubuisson-Quellier 2013, 5)

Agents also rely on the development of professional and technological tools for
which real estate professionals retained exclusive control. Through their affiliation with the
NAR®), realtors® can access a more detailed MLS sheet providing valuable information to

select goods. Websites such as Trulia and Zillow also have information, but it is rarely
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accurate and up to date. Without the hiring of an agent then, customers are restricted in their
use and understanding of technology.

Discerning good and bad elements of quality in the house based on an MLS list sheet
is quite impossible for a regular buyer. The wording, for example, can deceive the client:
“cozy” usually meaning “small” and beautiful stunning pictures might deform product
quality. Agents use the MLS as a “database” and a signaling device to foster the interests of
other agents and their clients to physically visit the house. The MLS serves more as a
packaging or marketing tool (Cochoy 2002a) than an actual dispositive to assess the quality
of the house (Karpik 2010).

Agents also benefit special access to the Multiple Listing Service (MLS) and have
developed applications that permit buyers and sellers to navigate supply and demand.
Besides, both the seller and the buyer are not an expert in the product they sell or purchase,
so thus they rely on a market intermediary to attest to the quality and the conformity of the
purchase. There is an important amount of uncertainty as the buyer is concerned the seller
is hiding part of the issue with the good to hope to get the best value out of it. The seller is
concerned by the buyer wanting to decrease the price to its advantage. The “smoothing” of
the transaction, thus rests on the acceptance of the “correct value” to the paid for the “amount
of quality” that the good offers.

What real estate agents are trained to do is to operate a match between buyers and
sellers, but they have to develop an understanding of the current market situation. Besides
the technical tools such as the MLS, the market search is made possible by the informal
knowledge of the inventory (which houses are available and where) given both by their
continuous search for goods (sometimes gathered through office mates during team
meetings in which they advocate for the goods they sell).** Keeping a very detailed
knowledge of the inventory helps real estate get a very detailed grasp of what is currently

going on in the market.

o4 By observing techniques of selection through the MLS, I find that to search for goods, agents most often
use the location (tracing a specific geographical area on the screen), the price (a range) and the size (evocated
in the number of bedrooms). This work requires specific localized knowledge about the territory, its
neighborhoods, and its submarkets. I describe more in detail in Chapter 8.
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Using the MLS and the "comps" (comparable goods that have sold in the
neighborhood over the past 3 months), to assert their power, agents such as Rich are also
aiming to smoothly bring clients to admit that they are wrong, for example, that they cannot
get as much as they want for their property and that there is only one good option. Clients'
wants must be brought in line with the market. The work of agents consists thus in
transforming the client, to "disinvest him" as he "discovers that what is measured out of him

is his social value, he arrives with dreams and leaves with reality" (Bourdieu 2014, 34).

2.2. Shaping Preferences

This close monitoring of the preferences, that are scrutinized and hierarchized with the
guidance of the agent, permits the agent to translate practically in criteria operationalized in
the market. One challenge is always to make sure the clients feel and appear at the center of
a decision, and that they feel significantly engaged in their project. This is particularly
touchy as they could be accused of driving the outcomes of transactions by the regulators.®
During interviews, about 40% my interviewees mentioned it as a real issue using the
following sentences: "You should never appear as the source of the decision, they have to
make their own," "I don't want to advise or be the advice giver," "it's your decision." The
expectations should be set up for both parties, what I expect from my clients, and the work
they have to do.” But as Pamela did with some of her clients, agents indeed guide clients

through the specificities of the market, always regional, as if they were “out of town buyers”:

They really don't know, especially if coming from another part of the country, they
don't know, because our style of home is a lot different than other places in the

6> Agents I interviewed about the relations with clients’ decisions discursive underlined the primacy of clients’
desires and projects, while often talking about people’s inconsistencies in having clear thoughts about their
decisions. While this could be dismissed as professional ideology, it comes from a prohibition to steer
established by the 1968 federal fair housing laws. At the real estate school, agents mostly learn not to
discriminate around the protected classes on the bases of race, color, gender/ sex, handicap, religion, familial
status, and national origin. Instructors exemplified cases of steering and lawsuits. However, they also know
they cannot prohibit access to neighborhoods or give racial statistics because HUD can blindly call agents
pretending they are looking to buy in an area "free of Mexicans" for example. They can have their license
taken away if they do not answer properly. Mostly because of HUD control and frequent lawsuits, agents are
aware that they should be careful in giving information about neighborhoods. In less obvious settings, such as
friendly direct conversations, they also walk on a thin line, seeming that they do not orient choices while they
are at least partly doing so because of the professional expertise they claim to hold. I discuss steering more in
detail in Chapter 8.
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country. People say, I don't want a flat roof, well, if you take care of the flat roof,
there's nothing wrong with it, you know, there are not always going to find another
type of roof, because, in the 50s, 60s or 70s, they were so many flat roofs, you just
have to make sure it's been maintained, so those are just really just to inform people.

Agents are also supposed to make clients conform to the specific context of a social
and geographical environment. For example, being in Arizona is not like being in the
Midwest in terms of constructions, styles, requirements. When talking about the styles of
the roofs or the specific natural conditions of the region, Kara tells me about the desires of
people to get grass:

People want grass, people don't understand why there is no grass here. people from
another part of the country, they want grass, but I tell them, well, this is how much
it will cost for your water bills if you had grass, and then you have to explain that it
needs to be over-seeded or you have to have your winter grass, and summer
grass...people will realize quickly that they don't want grass or they get fake
grass...it's artificial turf but it looks real (laugh), some of them are bad and they glitter
and some are very good.

Indeed, I observed interaction with a snowbird wanting to buy a house, he explained
he wanted grass, and she taught him into changing his mind, or thinking about it, based on
the incredible amount of costs it represents. While giving this information, she is also
shaping the decision process of these particular clients. Indeed, if at the beginning, it was
one of its most important criteria, he finally came to realize that she was probably right and

he had to end up his idea of having grass.

When working with people who could not decide on a house after Pamela did all the
work required to understand what would most likely "fit their needs," she told them to start
building their own house. While other clients, John and Magali, who are in their late 20's
and wanted to buy a mid-size house in the Foothills, Pamela draws on the restrictions in
certain neighborhoods as people cannot do what they wish but have to comply with certain

norms, very common in Arizona subdivisions.
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Similarly, Kara explained Lucy and Ryan as they express they do not know anything
about the “type” of communities they are eventually attracted to. In this case, Kara brought
specific elements to help Lucy and Ryan navigate their decisions:

Even with minor changes or some minor changes, because you will never find the
perfect house, the pink color isn't going to be right or the plants are not going to be
right or the floor isn't going to be right, but if the bones are good and the floor plan
is right, you can make those changes at minimal cost, they are lots of things you can
do. So that's the other thing you need to be well advised in a lot of those areas of
what you can do, and what you cannot do in some subdivisions, like if you're in a
cooking cutter division, if everybody has to tear blue doors, you're not gonna be
getting a red door hahaha.

Many agents during the transaction informally discuss with their clients if the market
is a seller or a buyer’s market at their price range. The discovery of the market needs to be
carefully handled by agents because they thus risk losing the transaction: if buyers are not
prepared for seeing houses of those particular features in a particular neighborhood at this
price range, the agent might end up “wasting” a significant amount of time and energy
showing houses that are not fitting the “wants” of the buyers. As Pamela highlights based
on the recalled experiences of her beginnings in real estate:

You need to ask, cause otherwise you will just start showing them things and hear
those people, up to a hundred houses and why isn't finding what they're looking for,
that does not make sense to me, so if you're looking at hundred properties you're
obviously not ready to buy cause if you've looked at a hundred homes, there’s gonna
be something.

While following Kate in her first transaction, she was able to convey the “room of
possibilities” to her clients only by showing them what is possible to purchase. In one
transaction, the clients have very detailed opinions on what was good or not for them, and
Kate had to progressively educate them to the reality of the market. Laura and Andre, who
are from Brazil, contacted her through her husband’s boss who is Brazilian as well. As they
were new to the city, Kate had to explain a little bit the “vibes of Tucson” although she tried
to share this commonality of “outsider” as she also recently moved from Chicago. After she
started to get to address their specific needs, they wanted at least 4 bedrooms and something

in a “nice part of town.” They had about $300,000 to spend. Kate was happy because she
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knew the check would also be nice. While at the coffee shop where Kate and I met Laura
and Andre for the first time, they mostly talked about the city and started to create
abounding. She said she had an idea of what they were looking for, and provided some
directions. After chatting with them, we went back to the car, she told me: “they don’t know
the place, so I need to show them what's available, help them understand where their
compromise point is so you start out with a very wide funnel and you go down.” She wanted
to go look at different parts of town with them, so she quickly looked at a few places in the
East, where we were to show them, and we went there with them. Although she did not
directly shape their preferences, she oriented and pushed for the houses' visit.

Like about 2/3 of the agents I interviewed, Kate believes that buyers often cannot
really pinpoint what their wants are, until you practically show them: “sometimes people
think they know what they want and you show them exactly what they want, and this isn't
what they want, but they did not know that." The process of discovery includes a sort of
journey that starts with a dream, continues with compromises while faced with reality. As
Kara once pointed out after buyers Lucy and Ryan were disappointed: "Well, what their
dream is, where reality is, and where is the compromise. And hey, we didn't think of this,

and maybe this is better."

2.3. Finding and Showing Homes

In the observations I conducted about transactions, in 18 instances, I observed agents search
homes for clients. I distinguish two approaches to finding homes. One is encouraged by the
most successful agents and emphasizes a strategic outlook to voluntarily restrict to 3 or 4
homes shown to clients.

When Rudy explains his technique for showing homes, I can see that he does not
want to lose time so it effectively factors in time management. There should be a selection
of three homes, especially if the buyers are not interested in looking by themselves. If they
are, and they are trying to get passed the agent, the task is more difficult, but the agent should
always be able to make sure he is in charge, without making it seem like it. A prototypical

form in which that can happen is to make people go down from their selection. “So, you
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went to see all these houses, and select. You’ve told me this and that, how would those fit
exactly? Okay, so we are down to 3 houses now...”

Another approach which is not rationalized time-wise is to show all the homes that
might fit with the clients’ desires, and as many as 8 in one preview tour. This was the case
of Corey when we went touring condos with his friend Emiliano. The friend selected 3 and
Corey 4. It ended up being so much time waste that both were so tired and could not
remember the features of the first one when they got to the 5™ condo.

While observing Donna, a 60-year-old broker of working-class background with 15
years of experience, a similar scenario came up with these out of town buyers. As they
visited one Saturday, she had printed a list of 8, completely unable to shortlist the houses.
The disorganization did not seem to be helping. Her sheets were getting all over the car, and
she seemed quite nervous about getting them in the right direction. While she was driving,
and the buyers were following her, she tells me: "well, they are out of town buyers, and I do
that as a favor for a friend of mine, but I feel like they are not ready."

By telling me that, she acknowledged it was a form of favor that she could not refuse,
but she still in the car on a Saturday to drive them to 7 different houses, one was not on the
market anymore. Visiting a house is quite a time consuming, with the driving plus the time
to look at the house, it takes about 45 minutes minimum so viewing seven houses might take
anywhere from 4 to 5 hours where the agent is not getting paid, nor given any guarantee of
any transaction. Also, it is very exhausting and requires cognitive capacities to retain
information and to be able to compare all the goods.

For Rudy, proceeding this way is inconceivable: "It's excluded I would do that for
anyone, this is my time, it's precious if you don't respect that, I don't want to serve you. Too
many agents are not putting those boundaries he tells me. But while I followed Rudy in
many transactions, | realized he did not care much about the income that people make. If
they wanted to buy something, there was always a way around if they were working
specifically, they would have to assess their income in 2 years but did not need a proof of a
stable income as much as I originally thought when I started this research.

Additionally, Rudy was dedicated to making transactions happen fast, and tried to

draw lines between business and friendship. He would not take much time to listen and chat
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with the buyers. But Rudy had built a pool of clients, while it is often blurred for the younger
agents who are in desperate needs of clients and do not know how to handle them, or from
older female agents, who feel like real estate is both a professional activity and at leisure,
and get some rewards out of visiting homes, especially for the fancy ones.

The challenge thus for the agents is to assess how much they are going to show about
the supply. The strategic move is to manage clients in anticipation and to streamline in
advance to pinpoint to goods that clients are going to like. Not only do they need to deal
with the amount of supply or goods they are going to show, but agents need to encourage
buyers to make "decent offers" as the price is considered a signal of the buyers’ interest in
the property.

While sellers are getting ready to list comes a moment of realization and
confrontation with the market, in terms of price, competition, location, condition, and
timing. These five elements are part of the essential strategies that the agent need to make
sure the seller understands, in order to what I am going to discuss more in details below, the
fact of “pricing right” and how to get to a certain price, based on the knowledge — which is
disseminated by the agent — of the market: knowing the statistics and the inventory then
comes as a great “tool” for agents to thrive in appearing competent and knowledgeable.

In all the transactions I observed, with Patrick and Rudy, for example, agents used
this moment of realization to their advantage. After the first buyer's meeting, they scheduled
a second meeting where the agent shows the clients' houses that will meet the defined
expectations addressed in the first meeting. The clients will look at them and try to rate them
before discovering the price range. The discovery of the price range acted as a medium of
comparison between the different houses. The agent's work consisted of highlighting the
different features, characteristics (location of the house included) that will make the value
change, and little by little, force the client to rate on a practical level what it would sacrifice
to get to a deal.

Clients are thus offered two possibilities: 1) they should either lower or tone down
their level of expectations, by ordering/ classifying what is the most important and non-
negotiable for them and what is not as important as initially thought of; or 2) they should
revise the price they are willing to put to get as close to what they initially thought of. I did
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not expect that, but in the 9 times the price range had gone up from the prequal, agents were

able to negotiable with the lender to get their price range approved.

2.4. Handling Tensions and Uncertainties

However, clients’ perceived lack of information about the state of the market may foster
tension and uncertainty. In the case of a transaction with agent Patrick and clients Samantha
and Eric, very assertive in their project, the couple wanted to buy a 4 bedroom house. Patrick
discussed during the first and the second meetings how it would be impossible to find out
something that fits their "wants" with their "price range." Only to the extent that they can
sacrifice on the good' features or the price, they will be able to make the transaction work.
With the guidance of an agent, they learn to discover the market, what are the prices in
certain areas, or they are willing to get less in a nicer area or they are willing to get more in
a much less nicer area.

The reality check thus comes better when you make them realize the market is
exterior and cannot be changed, as Patrick says. It has nothing to do with them or with the
agent, but with a state that no one can change has to be accepted within the process of the
transaction:

Most people are great and appreciative and fun and there's a lot of obstacles in a real
estate transaction and you really have to be able to negotiate and compromise, and
people react emotionally, and you have to be able to give them space but still keep
guiding them or making sure they are aware of what their alternatives are, you know,
it can be really bearing on the realtor, because you hear from the client, from the
other agent, you're trying to work it out.

The management of expectations while discovering the market is crucial for the
entire course of the transaction. The discovery of the market can indeed have drastic
consequences into the clients’ certainties about their original plans which include finding
the “dream house” or “selling for the highest price." How do then agents transform the
uncertainty inherited from the transaction to their advantages? How do they turn people's
clues and expectations into a specific mindset, turning into practical actions, making the
transaction go through? If the "good agents" have a "feel" for what can suit people, they can

also orient them straightforwardly, asserting their authority without appearing to do so and
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close on them fairly quickly. Half of the agents I interviewed pride themselves for being as
assertive and questions-oriented, as they believe they care about their clients that way,
priding themselves to provide the best service. They develop also intuitive feelings about
how clients are going to behave following social likes and dislikes.

Training programs are specifically designed to handle clients’ negative perceptions,
which manifests into what real estate companies call “clients’ objections.” 75% of the
exercises are designed and focused on getting agents more confident about their knowledge
and their convincing arguments to make their clients feel reassured and confident. At the
Real Prosperity training, agents are provided with scripts to handle objections and to make
the clients change their minds. As was Alex doing with FSBOs, there are often moments
were the agent need to sell agents' service, what is indeed the value-added?

Agents should prepare to confront and handle clients by anticipating and elaborating
specific responses to the objections made by clients. For example, if your clients feel like
they need someone more experienced, says one of the trainers, you respond something along
those lines: "Agents who have been in the business a long time have already made it. They
don't keep the hours that I do. Your business is way more important to me. [ can give you
all the attention you deserve, and if I don't know the answer, I am smart enough to get it for
you."

During the interactions I followed, I had about 10 instances in which the buyers did
not like the houses are shown by the agents, felt desperate about continuing to look. At those
moments, the agents I follow either play a crucial role in motivating the buyers again or did
not handle it that well and out of 3 times, 2 transactions fell apart.

Kara, who now claims to "hold significant self-confidence", does a sort of check:
"Are youreally into it? I don't see you convinced...because we can do differently, you would
have the same choices, but we can look anyway." Like Pamela, Rudy, Patrick, Thomas,
Donna, Sonia, Kara portraits in the course of the conversation the different options that
buyers have. They frame the unfolding of the transaction, not just by understanding what is
acceptable for their buyer but why conveying this acceptability in regards to needs and

wants.
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Ifthere is a lack of control of the interaction from the agent, transactions may become
draining for the buyers, even risking the completion of the transaction. For example, Kate is
not sure about how to lead, she is often stressed out about what to do, but her caring
presentation of self conveys a sense of sympathy. It might work for less experienced buyers,
but not for others, so that is also highly dependent on the stakes of the transaction, and thus
the type of market and populating involved within the transactions.

If the buyers are not necessarily convinced of their purchase, then, the agent may be
at risk of a last-minute cancellation or later on complaints. Corey for example, could not
handle Martina and Stephy very well. These two single women wanted to buy a house with
separate living spaces so that they could invite people over. They had high expectations
while starting the search, but it turns out the house they had in mind never really existed in
reality. Despite his trying to explain to them that this type of house did not exist, his answers
in front of them felt pretty short and did not have many arguments (mixed of market
knowledge and seeing the "bright side" of the market), and they ended up not buying from
it, after he showed them about 20 houses. In this case, Corey then was making comments
about the fact that he did not handle them correctly. Corey was one of the agents I met that
later went to work on a team. He often complained about the difficulty he had to be good or

to have good "people's skills" which to me explain part of why this transaction failed.

In the other 7 instances, buyers started with a lot of apprehensions and had very low
confidence in their capacities of buying something they would like. In these instances, the
development of interactions was positive. As the clients feeling pretty much not very
confident at the beginning, they discovered little by little neighborhoods and goods that they
felt confident they could buy. The real estate agent played an important role in fostering
their desire to buy this specific good in this specific neighborhood. For example, Brian, 39-
year-old, born of Mexican parents of working-class background, had these Hispanic buyers
that were not sure they could even afford something and ended up in a middle-class
neighborhood in the South where they felt they could not even end up. In this case, both the

coming from the clients and the handling of the agents, guiding them and playing a "father"
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or "mother" figure, reassuring when they were doubting help significantly about making
them sure of the purchase.

The most general development was the management of expectations and feelings by
carefully preparing the buyers to what was going to happen, requiring a mix of attention on
the one hand, and a mix of authority, playing on what was to be sold and what was not as
important so that the buyers could "let go" of it. As Leidner (1991) mentioned the insurance
workers, real estate agents have to be "chameleon" as not all buyers are the same, and they
should handle people differently.

One of the techniques used by the agent is to convey elements of certainty about the
house or the purchase in general, even imagine scenarios in which buyers can project
themselves in the case of the transaction I followed with Kara, Kate, and Patrick. Rather
than pushing directly people, they use soft techniques to try to assess first the confidence of
their buyers, and then to reassure them and provide counter-arguments in the conversation
of why this is still a good decision.

By assessing clients' situations and bringing market discovery, agents bring buyers
to discover the state and the expected form of the supply what to do about it while they bring
sellers to discover the state and expected form of the demand and what to do about it. Besides
presenting the market in a specific light engineered to make clients realize the potential of
the products and the prices, they actively contribute to defining the state of supply and
demand of the market. Agents transform product features and transaction outcomes. While
agents make clients "discover the market," they instill in buyers and sellers economic
reasoning. They do not only work on clients but also work on setting prices and shape
qualities, in operations, including on the one hand, the assessment of value through defining
products’ qualities and calculating (“qualculation”) (Cochoy and Dubuisson-Quellier 2013)
and on the other hand, using pricing techniques which “reduces all qualities to quantities”
as “the market commensurates what is considered to be incommensurable” (Velthuis 2013,

3).
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3. Setting up Prices, Shaping Qualities

While the work on demand and supply starts with the management of clients and the
preparation of buyers and sellers to the market, real estate agents make the market by
specifically work on assessing and demonstrate value through the shaping of supply and
demand. They impact both quality and price and make the two play against each other to
change the shape of one over the other. For example, if the quality of one element of the
house is lower, then we can use lower pricing to acknowledge or signal it. The price of the
home can be raised if significant remodeling is being done. Agents are first trained to
establish value. This training is acquired at the real estate school, but also at the companies.
They then learn to “transform” the state of supply and demand, through marketing, finding

homes and pricing right.

3.1. Departing from the Law of Supply and Demand to the Professional
Control

In the justification agents employ in front of their clients, agents focus on the theoretical
model of the “law of supply and demand” which is most often pretty much diffused among
the educated buyers and sellers, and is a safe bet to explain why they need to make this or
that move while pricing or making an offer. Prices are thus either characterized as real or
fake reflections of the market. They fall outside of the “market realm” for example, if they
involve a favor such as an arm's length transactions with a relative, or if they are atypical
such as foreclosures. They thus believe in a model of law and supply while creating their
conditions from its operations.

Except for Thomas, who had a social sciences background and was eager to think
almost like a sociologist while being reflexive with me on agents' practices, the agents |
shadowed either assumed the model of supply and demand operated similarly in real estate
than in other markets. 80% of the agents had little economic background and saw it as a big
black box. The most educated agents (with a bachelor or master’s degree) defend the idea
that they heard at the real estate school that buyers and sellers meet and agree on a price.

Thus, the general discourse was indeed similar: only buyers and sellers determine and set

292



up the prices, and because both demand and supply fluctuate, then that is why value
fluctuates. This reasoning seemed even easier to justify in light of the housing crash: the
bubble partly happened because too many buyers bought houses, and not enough sellers
were interested. The reasoning of the crash revealed many more complexities that economic
sociologists have tackled®®.

In the model of perfect competition, buyers and sellers are free to enter and exit the
market, information on price and quality is transparent and there is no interference of
specific buyers or sellers to influence prices.

If the law of supply and demand is so powerful in the minds of real estate agents, it
is not because markets operate perfectly or that individual actors are rational, but rather than
they develop a model of thinking, based on their practical understanding of their social work,
in which they become attached to the idealized version of market functioning, as it is
attached to efficiency. In this part, I demonstrate that the actions to set up prices and shape
qualities are made to conform to a normative model of efficiency, which conservatively
assesses what actors are supposed to be doing while exchanging goods. Setting up prices
and purchasing goods with qualities is not the operation of the invisible hand but rather the
result of both a structural and relational system of coordination, managed by the real estate
agents.

Instructor at Star Realty, Mike reinforces the idea that determining value is actually
very difficult and is not set up once for all, it is determined in relation with the state of
demand and supply, but also negotiated in interaction. The unfolding of Mike’s
demonstration is a good example of the grey areas surrounding value, as agents are not
finally aware of how it is produced, or exposes the ambiguities that do not translate well into
the law of supply and demand.

Studying the York housing market in the UK, Wallace (2008) demonstrates that
agents and developers rely on emotions for many of their work practices, saying they use

their “gut feeling” and their ability to “know the market” and assess whether it “felt right”

66 ., . . . . . . . .

It is not the purpose of the dissertation to discuss the actual mechanisms which trigger the prices to
drastically go down. I here rely on the explanations of agents towards the pricing mechanisms and how it
operated differently than what they portray in front of their clients.
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or wrong. Rather than formal knowledge and assessment, these agents relied on their
experience in the market. Instead of “intuitive responses to market signals” (Wallace 2008,
259), referring to their “sense and sensibility” (Entwistle 2002, 3), real estate agents, placed
into both an economic and a professional field, come through the progressive socialization
to integrate ways of thinking and acting (Bourdieu 2000b), but since they cannot pinpoint
nor economic models nor professional rules, they appear to be relying on their emotions.
But the sociologist needs not to fall in the trap of actors’ discourses in proposing an analysis
of actors’ actions.

During at least three moments during the class, Mike attributes the determination of
market value for the buyers: relying on a mix of intuitive feelings and general knowledge

'

about the products, or what he calls "knowing" when "you see the value." He uses the
example of a Louis Vuitton vs. a Kors bag to demonstrate his point. Mike uses the difference
in price to demonstrate that women actually — because of their taste and what they are willing
to pay — define the prices of the bags, whereas it says for other people — like men — they
would not "value" it as much. The demonstration of Mike aims to show that value is relative
to whoever is willing to buy a product, so some people will be attributing a high value to a
swimming pool whereas others won't.

This explanation of “it depends who values it”, and the attribution of general
principle like: “a pool is worth 10 000." This definite set up of "value" is used for attributes
of a property, such as the pool, the kitchen and the garage. Agents convey that to the sellers
while arguing that it is often contentious, as, for some buyers, a pool is going to be a plus
while for others it is going to be a minus.

If the law of supply and demand cannot account (or at least fully) for what I observe
in the market, it is first because real estate agents do not touch it and cannot explain why
they act the way they act. First, they have difficulties making their actions coherent. Second,
the exchange is highly ritualized and routinized by systems of control, operating at the level
of the professional field (Velthuis 2013). For example, calculating the price of the goods
obeys to historically situate decisions. In the next section, I highlight the method to calculate

price and to assess the value.
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3.2. A Method to Calculate Price

The principle of comparison is at the core of the assessment of value. To determine the value
of the goods, comparable goods should be selected in the market, i.e. other products that are
similar in size within the same geographical area. The goods compared should be regular
goods. While agents are taught to believe that only buyers and sellers determine value®’,
they are taught several methods to establish value while giving primacy to the comparative
approach.

Mike is implicitly suggesting the rule of the comparative approach of price in which
“abnormal properties” are excluded, i.e. they should not be included in the calculation of
value, even if they do exist in the market. What are “normal” and “abnormal” properties
according to make? Not only goods must be fairly similar within the same location,*® but
the transaction also has to take place within a similar timeframe and with strangers. When
comparing goods, the agent cannot include arm's length transactions (dad to son, brother to
sister) or favorable deals. Mikes gives a funny concrete example of how there are many
abnormalities: "If this couple has to sell their house quickly, maybe they have to move fast
to another job, they will not get the highest dollars. If I sell my house to my son, it's a relative,
so because it's an arm's length transaction, there will be a conflict of interests, the mother in
law will have a higher rate (laughs)."

Agents’ work on assessing value should then be attentive to non-conform prices in
the market as they often signal an abnormal situation that does not make for a good
comparable:

Let’s be serious one second, you can call the agent, if you see that one house with a
price that does not align with others, call to find out why, it might be a red flag to
show, for example, it sold in one day, it was an inside sale, it was one day in the
MLS, it wasn’t really in the market, it could be that the son bought it, that they sold
it to their friends.

®7 "Market value is made of willing buyers and willing sellers, that are knowledgeable, in other terms, they're
not forced to sell, you should not take into consideration foreclosures, short sales or the ones selling very
quickly because they do not constitute the market, there should be no duress or no arm's length transaction for
a favorable price"

®8 But each should also thus resemble each other in a specific area of comparison, which is always defined by
geographical proximity
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"Abnormal transactions" include all the properties that do not constitute the normal
definition of market transactions, and which results generally in an automatic consequent
drop in pricing. These include both arm’s length transactions and distressed properties sold
in the market. The “abnormal properties” cannot be compared to “normal properties,” Mike
tells us:

So I repeat, no arm’s length transaction, so foreclosure, no sales between relatives
and no condemnation procedures. These all affect the value of the neighborhood,
though, for example, in 2010, 87% of the duplexes in the central part of the city were
in foreclosures, it had a huge influence in the neighborhood.

Market value is also not only a meeting of the minds between buyers and sellers, but
rather define within socio-professional systems designed by real estate and lending actors,
and most particularly between the real estate agents, the banks and the appraisers. Mike
insists most particularly on the appraisers:

Okay, I wanna come back to appraisers, what do they do, basically, they are hired to

determine the market value, appraisals are done for the banks, as a risk management

tool for the banks, the more buyers you have the most accurate the price is going to
be, because there will be a lot of activity in the market.

The appraisal plays as a backup in the assessment of value permitting for the bank
or the lender to attest to the value of the house. This double assessment also includes that
the prices are verified by both the real estate agents and someone that has on paper not stake
in to make the transaction happen or fall. Appraisals are indeed critical to make the
transaction go through. Of the 20 instances, I have witnessed appraisals, they came back 17
times in the same accepted range, but I had three times in which they did not. In a transaction
with Rudy, the house was priced at $200 000. The sellers ended up selling at a lower price.
On the other hand of the transaction, Pamela had the buyers wanted to go away, as she
explained, my buyers would not want to pay higher, “Who is going to want to pay above the
appraised value. What buyer is going to say ‘I want this house so much.” No one.” The
buyers were still set on the house, but they would not want to pay more than the appraised
value, and in this case, “not going to pay $200,000 for a house that’s only worth $180,000
to the bank.” The sellers then agreed to it because they wanted to sell: ‘All right. I want to
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sell the house. I'm going to come down to $180,000 and sell it at that price.” The buyers
ended up paying $180,000 for contradicting the idea that only sellers and buyers determine
the prices of homes, as both the agents and the appraisers set up what is accepted to price it
at.” In another instance, the transaction fell through as the sellers did not want to sell it at
the end and preferred to wait a better time, even if the agent used the tricks to convince them.
Finally, in the last instance, the buyers walked away from the transaction.

While most of the transactions have a mortgage, the appraiser is going to look at the
house and determine an estimation on value, while the buyers and the sellers are finally
going to agree on a market price. But if the house does not appraise for a certain price, no
transaction is going to go through mostly because the bank would not agree, so it is highly
unlikely that the market price differs from the estimated price:

The market price is what you actually pay for it...you don’t talk to the appraiser
before the contract, the appraiser is going to look at the contract, the market and the
non-market value, are their furniture, amenities...etc...it can be in the range of
$159,000- $180,000, the listing price is $172,990. The appraiser determines the
market value, it is an estimate, buyers and sellers will ultimately determine the
market price.

In an informal conversation with Thomas, he was eager to explain a sale is not only
a meeting between buyers and sellers so that the sales does not only happen one time but

three:

I would say that in real estate you would sell the product—in this case, the home—
like, two or three times. Here’s what I mean by that—one: you have to sell it to
buyers who are out there looking. They don’t have a realtor in mind and they’re just
looking on Zillow or whatever. Number two: you have to sell it to the buyers’ agents.
So the agents that have these buyers, ‘Why should I bring my client to your house?’
We also have agent remarks, which are private for just agents to see. To see those
you have to log into the MLS and it’ll say ‘this house will be great for your investors.
This house is not only remodeled but it could cash flow.” Or ‘If your clients are
looking to live in one and rent the other’ or ‘it’s got a home protection plan on it.’
So you kind of have to sell it multiple times. I guess the third time you have to sell
it is to the appraiser, to make sure the value of the house is—the price you list it for
is not overpriced. Ultimately, two-thirds of the buyers out there are using financing
to purchase homes. A third of them are using cash.
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Indeed, in my observations, I also witnessed interactions that transformed
significantly the final price.® Prices become collective agreements barely engaging the
buyer and the seller (dispossession of their capacities to choose prices) as the agents tend to
believe which conveying the law of supply and demand. Instead, pricing mechanisms and
strategies are set up by a professional system, which agents learn to know and to use, but
that remains largely a black box.

The types of methods to assess value are discussed more in detail in the class. What
is striking from these discussions is that if two methods are cited, there is only one used in
practices in the field. Why teach the second one? Or why never use it thus? The comparison
approach or market data approach is based on a lot of buyers and sellers in the market. The
market needs to be active to make this method valid. The method works with 3 'comps'
(comparable goods) minimum and within maximum 3 to 6 months of being sold, explains
Mike. The reason why you need three is that you try to find one is under, one that is superior,
and one that is about the same as the "subject properties." Then adjustments are going to be
made for the size of the home and the price.

“Buyers give us that sale’s price” and then we are going to adjust. "Let, for example,
take the example of a property: one is sold as first listed as $230,000, and doesn't sell for 4
months; another agent takes the listing at $220,000. The seller receives an offer for $199,000
but the seller does not want less than $210,000, so they make a counteroffer". There is a
whole process of negotiation going on. In this case, "the agent stayed up 4 nights in a row
to make it happen," Mike says.

Prices can take three modalities — “good, great, not good” — because prices send a
signal for quality but also of conformity and behaving properly and respectfully to other
players. Below is an example he draws on the board to see how you will assess a price. In
this case, the market is going up. You can categorize even by stating if it is "great, good or
not good." For appraisal purposes, appliances, space or rooms should be quantified in

comparison to the average, determining for example how much departure there is from the

® I had originally planned to provide more data on the observations of negotiation on price. This is going to
be included the development of an article I'm drafting now for a journal.
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average kitchen. Location, as assessed by the neighborhood, is also understood as "average,

superior or inferior."
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Table 7: Method to calculate the price of the good

Subject Comp 1 Comp 2 Comp 3
Property
Sales in $ $250,000 $238,000 $270,000
Date of sell Recent $0 3 months ago+ 6 months ago +
$5,000 $9,000
Location Average Below average Average Above-average
+$7,000 +$0 +$10,000
Financing New Loan New Loan +$0 New loan +$0 New loan +$0
Features Pool No Pool No Pool Pool
Special None Divorce + None
Condition $10,000
Total $275,000 $278,000 $269,000

Mike takes the example of Rita Ranch, where there is a total amount of sales in 20
subdivisions. If you know that subdivision 9 is better, you need to adjust the location in your
research. The extra garage, for example, would be worth + 7,000$ while the divorce raised
the price to $10,000 assuming that both persons want the greatest value out of the home.

The location does not only include the neighborhood. Over time, nobody wants to
be close to the school as a house value can decrease up to 15% if you just leave just across
the street from the school, Mike argued without being too specific about it, imagining the
annoyance and the kids come into play.

The least adjustments from the comparisons you have to make to assess value, the
most accurate you are going to be able to draw value.”® Besides the research needed on the
goods present in the neighborhood and the comparable (relatively similar good who sold
recently), the agent should look at the tax records as well as walk through the house to
evaluate its actual features. If there is something odd with the floor plan, for example, it
should be reflected within the prices. If some features are transformable, the agent would
generally advise the clients to modify it before putting the house on the market.

To assess value, one must calculate the price based on comparable goods. Thomas

while with Stephan and Jane on a listing appointment educates them to price well. The

7% This tackles on a principle of homogeneity I will discuss more specifically in chapter 8.
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clients communicate the price, but Thomas wants to make sure they are comparing goods
that can be compared:

Based on what I saw in my props. I thought it was priced pretty good. It was in the
range of a comparable sale. There's a couple of things that sold recently. One was a
distressed property. It was a flip. KMS Enterprises. I know this guy who does all
these flips. That one is probably a good comparison because he always over-prices
those things and they just sit on the market for a while. Basically, he does new
flooring, new windows...new paint. Basics. Because you know how investors are.
They want to make some serious money. They do a flip...so what I like to do is I'll
just go really quickly through what I do to sell homes and then I'll go over a
marketing plan. Then I’ll go over the CMA—Comparative Market Analysis. So it is
important to price at home in the proper price range. If you price it too high you can
get more money, but it can sit on the market. The longer something is on the market
the activity decreases. This is also a really good thing to visualize. Here are market
value and the percentage of buyers that look at the property. Obviously, you don't
want to price yourself out of the market. I don't think you have so good job there.

Here’s my comp analysis. Here’s my range. Especially $170,000 to $185,000. Here
are the comparable sales. This one is a sale for $148,000 on Long Moore drive. It
was 115 square feet and only 45 days. Here’s another one that was on the market for
a little while, but it's now pending. We don't know what that sold for yet. It was
priced at $130,000. It is a short sale. It went active capo last month, which means it
went under contract. It came in a set purchase. Those are the two I've used. Again,
this is quick and dirty because I hadn't seen the home yet and seen the features and
that you've updated it.

If you'd like to do that, sometimes I like to do that for my sellers. I show them homes
that are active in the market currently. Those are your competition, basically. So you
want to be the best. You want to be the home that is the balance home, where it’s
like—this home makes the other homes look better. So you want to make sure that
your home is priced right. The rest of the stuff is tax information.

Brian demonstrates the importance to his clients to consider widely the elements that
impact the construction of the price of a good. It aims to get them familiarized with the
strategy needed to evaluate a home and get at a certain price; it’s about “the company, the
service but also the product.”

I've been amazed by how much I learn about, you know, material in the
house...outside of the house...all of the construction, and like...because you guys
need to know a little bit of the house itself—the product." So then Brian asks the
question "how do you make a product look okay for the price, you know? Because
it is —let's say you are $150,000 and it's not a $400,000 home...Cheaper but you'd
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still have to demonstrate the value of the product. So if you're like, leasing the house,
"Your product needs to look good to be sold.'

In Brian's discourse, prices should be derived with proper alignment between the
potential price of the good and its 'original value.' Prices are not there beforehand though,
according to Brian, as there is a work done by the agents to make the quality of the good

appear. The good must thus be inspected, prepared and transformed to be sold in the market.

3.3. Prices cannot be Set up Without Inspecting the Good (Quality and
Conformity)

To establish the value of a good, agents not only look at comparable goods through the MLS
but look at the goods themselves. Being in the house to "walk through it” is a required step
emphasize at the school and by the trainers of the companies, to judge and evaluate both the
floor plan, the shape and verify “nothing come out as odd” as remarked by Kara. “Tax
records or other sources have given you facts which may or may not be accurate. Your eyes
will help you verify what the property consists of (e.g., arrangement and number of rooms,
appliances and fixtures, and other features inside and outside). It is information you must
have” says Greg.

The strategy used by experienced agents such as Donna, Patrick, Pamela or Thomas
during listing presentations is to ask questions to the seller to foster their engagement in the
selling process. They use the seller’s opinion on value to highlight the qualities of the goods
and to anticipate the expected buyer looking at the good. While in front of his client, Alex
is trying to emulate that format of the listing interaction:

Alex: What are some of the reasons you purchased it in the first place? What are
some of the things that attracted you?

Woman: I picked the pool and then found the house.

Alex: That's good to hear because even in my neighborhood it's all single families.
It's always depressing when a for rent sign goes up (...) So you bought the home
because if the school district and because of the owner-occupancy...safety...what
are some other things that may be attracted you to it? Because that helps me when
I’'m talking to my buyers.
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Woman: The large bedroom. That second bedroom—the pink one—is huge. So
really, the space of it. We re-did the pantry. We expanded the kitchen. Got rid of the
hallway.

An exercise handed to agents at Desert Realty consists of asking sellers the following
questions: "1. What do you like about your house? 2. What are your five favorite features?
3. What are your five favorite things about this community?” These questions are either
about the qualities of the good — things that you like about the house — or the surroundings,
community or neighborhoods — things that you like about your community.

To make clients get into a "receptive mindset" one of the strategies is to "praise their
houses" or to flatter them with sentences such as a) You have a very welcoming entryway.
I love your artwork, b) That half-bath near the entryway is a feature a lot of buyers like. Did
you know that? Or even to suggest remodeling or adjustments to their houses: ¢) The front
of your home is critical for curb appeal. Are you willing to invest in sprucing up your yard?
You'll be glad you did. It's the first thing buyers see, and first impressions really count!"
Agents would ask additional questions to their sellers so that they can evaluate their strategy:

"Do you want to sell? Why are you selling?"

3.4. Agents can Influence Prices by Changing Qualities (Staging and
Remodeling)

Staging the Good to Get Most Value
While the MLS permits to tell the state of the supply, staging is going to help the good “show
better” and there are tricks to make buyers come into your house. Through staging, the
property can demonstrate its value, being “dressed” as Cochoy (2002b) explains for the
supermarket packaging. This consists of making the best appeal to an “expected clientele”
or in general to the “middle range taste” of the market segments. One of the first
predicaments of the agent is to remove any “personal” elements including photos or “weird
paints” to make it appear more neutral and is the standard recognized by an average buyer.
Nonetheless, there are specific social and symbolic elements that are drawn as

"elements of taste." For example, the white or grey of the walls is supposed to be a
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requirement to sell, because it increases the light in the room and makes it for everybody to
project. But these are not the only elements: most rooms should be designed to be a "good
living room," a "good kitchen." When there is a feeling that something is odd, whether the
floor plan or the way the rooms are designed, then, this is going to be often a negative unless
the agent can find a "useful" purpose to the room in question — "this little den is perfect for
an office." This is how it can be working sometimes. Staging the home is an essential part
of the process of home selling because sellers have to present the good as it would be most
appealing to buyers. Staging can even be done by professional stagers in case of expensive
goods.

One challenge to selling is to make the seller being emotionally detached from their
home according to Patrick. He is giving a little bit of a lecture where he even references the
image of the “seller” to probe what it expects Sharon and her husband to do to sell: "The
thing is looking at the home it's the hardest part for sellers. They look at their home like it's
just a product. Like you have to disassociate like 'This is not my home anymore. It's just a
unit. Just my money sitting in this home that I want to extract from this home. It's imprisoned
and I need to take that money so I can live my life. So start doing that and get into that
mindset." Staging thus is designed to affect the seller's mindset, requiring detaching from
the product. The realtors® I followed in interactions with sellers had to do with about 80%
of the sellers. Indeed, 20% already had a proper mindset and had previous experiences in
selling.

Based on many real estate transactions are the presentation of goods or staging.
Realtors® are trained to address those issues. In the companies where training takes place,
the agents discuss the problem of goods' valuation, notably through what they call
"presenting the good." In chapter 16 of the booklet provided by Real Prosperity, a training
session called "Make it Happen™ details how to make a good presentation.

First, the photographs need to be taken with certain light and depending on the price
of the good, it might be encouraged by trainers to get a professional photographer to take
pictures of the house. Agents working on the middle-high range of the market believe it is
crucial to be staging a home. Expensive houses above 500 000 are in all my observations

are being staged while lower prices are often only being photographed. Agents may
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encourage middle-range prices between 200 and 500 000 to be staged at the fees of the
sellers. Patrick demonstrates to his seller, Sharon, the importance of the look and what it
conveys: "if you need that we can hire professional stagers for you. I was just mentioning
neutral colors." So "no bright pink hehe," the woman says and both laugh, adding she does
"like a lot of non-whites." Patrick adds: "This kind of reminds me of IKEA. It's got an IKEA
vibe. Kind of Swedish." Sharon replies Nice! I'll take that! I've never been to an IKEA
before, but I like it” “Kind of a modern Swedish interior! Put some IKEA chairs right there
and get some good staging going on!” Patrick says.

For the agents I followed, working on the middle-high range prices and for about
70% of the agents I interviewed, staging can indeed permit to get more value out of the
house. While giving a listing presentation, Corey explains to Eddy and Nina: "homes that
are staged sell for more money and sell faster. I was just talking to a professional stager
because I have one listing that is kind of lagging on the market right now. We need it sold
so I'm going to hire a professional stager for that one. Obviously, curb appeal is essential
and in this home using neutral colors.

In the transactions I observed, staging appeared to be modeled after the middle taste
because sellers try to reproduce and target buyers' average taste. Much of what goes in the
interaction on in the middle-high market is the "adequate" reproduction of a form of
distinction, embedded into the aesthetic judgments on what is beautiful or not, appropriate
or not as features of the house, as the example of Sonia given in Chapter 6 highlights.”*

As Jessica and Matthew with Kara, the particularity of the housing transactions I
observed is that they enact a ritualized staging of a middle-class ethos, akin to the formatted

"middle-class interaction" described by Goffman (1959).”> To convey products' value,

e operates specifically in the middle and high-priced market and does not necessarily hold true in the lower-
end of transactions where the product's lack of qualities are euphemized or the product is targeted to a specific
audience, whether poorer clients ("proximity to bus stops" signals that it is destined to bus users or people
without a car) or investors ("ideal investors" signals that they would be able to rent it high and take the most
advantage of their investments).

7% This operates mostly in the middle-low and the middle-high market. The high-end market is featuring
atypical goods in which a form of creativity and weirdness can obey to high taste emulation as well. For the
vast majority of goods, though, the middle taste is found. I did not observe a lot of transactions in the lower
market, hence the limits of my analysis. But those goods get generally presented in the MLS for investors or
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agents portray an idealized, stereotyped, simplified and normative image of the home to
appeal to the middle buyer and seller. The presentation of the good operates within a
commercial reality whose staging codifies and ritualizes the representations of individuals
by bringing them back to class and gender relationships (Ariztia 2014). Most particularly,
the conservative moral behind the representation of goods is often highlighted during the
transaction: the display of traditional categorization such as "the pink girl's room" and the
"blue boy's room" play out as social projections, in which the use and function of house
spaces are clearly defined. Taste work can also highlight elements to imitate the taste and
practices of the bourgeois, such as the wine cellar or the whiskey bar that works as the
materialization of the masculine ethos.

Taste emulation and anticipation thus function as an assertive and reassuring
mechanism to produce a “marker of class” as goods are the materiality in which status is
embedded. Symbolic is embodied in products like houses, which reveal the material
inscription of symbols into the material and physical: “the taste classifies, and classifies the
one who classifies” (“Le gout classe, et classe celui qui classe’). Those lines of distinctions
are operationalized as tools to calculate, to distinguish between the “beautiful” from the
“ugly”, the “distinguished” from the “vulgar” (Bourdieu 1984, VI). Middle taste then is the
“good cultural will” relying on an imitation of the sense of distinction of the higher class,
but with the permanent tension produced by the fear of acting as the lower classes and to
appear vulgar. Thus, agents intuitively and practically draw on the desire to elevate one
self’s in the social ladder and to show the proper signs of distinction to integrate the higher
classes.

Presenting a product is thus a moment in which qualities are (re)defined. Showing
financial products to clients can change the qualities of the products while interacting with
financial planners and engaging technical and personal qualities (Vargha 2013).
Additionally, prices can be considered as “cultural entities” as “price mechanism is not just

an allocative but also a symbolic system: impersonal and businesslike as prices may seem,

are not conveying a particular taste, but are more practically described with hints such as ‘in working
conditions.’
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they are the numbers artists, collectors, and dealers live by” (Velthuis 2013, 3—4, see also

Friedland and Alford 1991, 247).

Suggesting to Transform the Good to Get Most Value

To go ahead with selling the house, prior research is needed to evaluate the house. The
evaluation comes as the first step in the process of getting the house on the market. For
newer agents, the temptation to present knowledge in a rushed lecture mode is often
ineffective as demonstrated with the listing presentation of Alex with an FSBO woman in
her 40's, which appears quite determined to sell it by herself. Alex wants to engage the
conversation about where she is from and the kids she has but she only answers quickly and
by a yes or no or shortest mode. The conversation then shifts to the good itself. Having
looked at the outdoors space while giving his speech, Alex jumps on the suggestions
surrounding the room and the backyard.

Alex: This room might need some new paint and—does this have a track in it? You
might want to put a door there or something.

Seller: Oh yeah we’re still working on getting this market-ready.

Alex: Definitely. It’s a seller’s market again. How long have you been selling it
yourself, right now?

Seller: A week.

Alex: Let's take a look at the yard and the landscaping. <go out to yard> Yeah. We'll
just do some patching. Like, patch the holes. The paint looks like the main thing.
Paint Kings has a really good deal. They'll do a full house for like, $1200.

Seller: That’s cheaper than our painter.

Alex: Well, street-wise it looks pretty good. Just maybe a little paint here and there.
Seller: This used to all be rocks. I dug out all the dirt because it seemed like such a
waste of space. We haven't gardened in it yet. So it's prepped to have soil put on it.
I mean, my husband did a little gardening right there, but that's the concept behind
it. Whatever the buyer wants it to be, it can be.

Seller: Sure. I hear that all the time, yeah. I would maybe put some rocks down and
get some landscaping down. I mean, you don’t have to, but—other than that, though,
it’s pretty clean out here.

Even if Alex is not getting to get the listing, he is talking about how to make the
listing better, how to work on it, and how to make buyers want it. Alex is listing all the
details which will make the listing look "market-ready" and presentable to buyers, meaning

if the buyers would want to project themselves into this good. Both the woman and Alex do
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not seem to hit it off with the required trust for Alex to be working with her. The seller even
seems a little bit annoyed by his "confidence" even if at the end, things go smoother and
open-up a little bit.

The presentation of products is the stake of all residential housing transactions. This
operation is highly relational because it involves relying on anticipated behaviors and tastes,
to twist the presentation of goods with language and materiality that are valued by people.
Agents thus play into transforming the quality of the good through various operations of

requalification.

3.5. Pricing Right and Creating a Bidding War through Offers

While making a pricing recommendation, all the agents I observed presented the thought
process behind the calculation. In four instances, agents recommended price brackets to their
sellers to foster competitive incentives as the agents were suspecting the good would be
"hot" in the actual market context, or what Ben calls a "bidding war" and a "competition
around a good":

You want to create a bidding war. That always works to your advantage. You ask
someone ‘Do you want to—° it’s like an 1Q test. ‘would you rather have one offer to
look at or three offers to look at?” Hopefully, if they’re sane they’ll say three. ‘Okay,
do you want to price your house to encourage multiple offers?’

“Range pricing” was not done extensively, but praised by about 20% of the agents. In this
case, they write “Seller will accept offers between $190,000 and $210,000.” Ben explains
thus what is at stake:

That’s called range pricing. What that means is the seller has created a—it's kind of
like eBay. They create a range that they're willing to look at. It's confusing to buyers
because they're like 'T'm going to start at the lower end of that range.' Range pricing
is good because I always tell sellers 'Fixed price negotiates down and range pricing
negotiates up.' What I mean by that is you get one price, then everyone is—if you're
a buyer and you're the same, why would I start at that price? I'm going to start ten
thousand under it." But with range pricing, you could potentially have three buyers
that look at it like "Wow. What a good deal.' I'm going to offer a little bit more
because I'm competing with two or three other buyers.' It's a competition to the
seller's advantage to disclose if there are other offers on the table. It's obviously not
at their advantage to disclose the price of the other offers.

308



Terri advised sellers Alicia and Ted to revise their pricing and put it on the lower level, this
pricing strategy was used to create attractions as Terri rationalized in front of them: “Do you
want to price your house to sell or do you want to price your house to not sell—do you want
to price your house to sit on the market?’ You have to price the house—because ultimately
what you price it is not necessarily where you’re going to sell it. You know what I’'m saying?
You could price it even under the market. What happens is that creates a feeding frenzy.
Everyone is like ‘“Whoa, that’s a big deal.” And then you have leverage, created because a
lot of people are going to compete.” With her convincing demonstration, they decide to
change their minds about the price.

Prices act as signals | in the market. Velthuis (2013, 4) demonstrates, for example,
that decreasing prices in the art market should be avoided because they affect dealers'
legitimacy, reputation, and status in the eyes of the buyers rather than the eyes of their peers.
Similarly, in the real estate market, signals are often operated as a mean of communication
from the seller’s agent to the buyer’s agent, rather than directly from buyers to sellers.

When the sellers are pricing, they send a signal on the good to the buyers, which are
going to read it through the guidance of their real estate agents: is it a good price for the
location, for that type of good? Is it too high? Too low? Priced right? Why? Buyers send a
signal to the sellers by making an offer. Offers that are very low compared to the asked price
might be considered, but only if there is no competition.

In a contemporary study on used cars, Akerlof (1970) shows that a low price might
be associated with or signal a low quality and trigger buyers not go to buy it, while a higher
price might seem suspicious and raise questions about its quality (Beckert and Musselin
2013). Price may thus operate as a signal for quality. On the Carpentras market, for example,
de La Pradelle (2006) showed that the seller is unable to find a buyer if the price is too low
because it indicates poor quality of the property. The uncertainty of the quality of the goods
makes real estate markets operate differently than what the model of perfect competition
theorizes.

Agents insist on the definite importance of “pricing right;” they educate clients to
progressively come to realize that pricing right is the most economically rational strategy.

The following type of discourse: “you have to price it right, otherwise it’s not gonna sell,
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it’s gonna seat and you’re going to be frustrated” is indeed common during the transactions
between agents and their sellers”. Agents thus act on a specific practical sense (Bourdieu
1990), which is designed to appear unquestionable because it is felt and experienced, and
ultimately works as an argument of authority because their expertise on pricing is viewed as
legitimate.

Signaling operates during the moment in which an offer is made by the buyer's agent
to the seller's agent: the price proposed for the house operates as a signal for the
"intentionality" of the buyer - whether he or she is serious about buying and highly motivated
by the product. Offers would thus be classified by the seller's agent, depending on how
"serious" they are, defining an informal code of "respect" to the seller through a scale going
from "ridiculous", to "honest" and "really generous." The more offers received, the more the
agent can play out on the competition. Agents react also based on the anticipations of the
negotiation process: "I can work around that." The offer not only plays out as a signal to
assess the quality of the buyer but also come to acknowledge and value the client possessing
the house.

Prices are also closely intertwined with timing. In the first days the house enters the
market, i.e. is advertised on the MLS, there are very high stakes as it shows up as "new" and
every agent whose client is searching for comparable goods is going to receive notifications,
seeing it through an inventory feed. The presentation of the product, through its features and
pricing, is going to send an immediate signal of desirability, prompting the real estate agent
to make his or her buyers pick or not this good. If the product is priced too high in
comparison to a similar good, it would send a negative signal that might discourage the
potential buyers (or the buyer's agent to even consider this a "good" choice). If it is priced
too low, then it would also signal a problem with the quality of the good.

During the unfolding of transactions, I observe first-hand how agents actively
encourage clients to revise the price of their property: Patrick, about 20 years of experience,
is meeting at the property of Janet and Herb. During the car ride, he seems confident that

they are going to come to their senses, “they originally wanted to list it at 250,000, I didn’t

73 I discuss in Chapter 7 more in details how agents influence their clients to revise their pricing.
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contradict them on the phone, but now, ’'m gonna show them what the “comps” and the
sales stats say.” At their house, Janet and Herb voiced their concerns. After listening, Patrick
aimed to reassure them: “I completely understand your concerns. I wish I could say we can
list it for more, but as of right now, I think it is a matter of time, you want to be out, right?
You want to sell? Let me show what the market says..." After discussing the issue, Patrick
can set a range price of $240-245,000 for the house.

Agents must also ease the reactions of the seller and to strategically prepare a
counteroffer, gathering clues on the reasoning of the buyers and anticipations on how they
would react. In their negotiation skills, agents try to know what other agents think,
sometimes a buyer’s agent even advises their clients to write a letter to advocate on their
specific situation, thus flattering the seller by stating why and what they really like about the
house to convince sellers to negotiate on the price.

Overpricing can be a problem with sellers, as transactions with Terri demonstrate.
In the discovery of the market, sellers must conform to downgrade their prices, as Alicia
and Ted had to be doing. "You've got to do a lot of work with the seller to make sure he
knows...even to have them come down. They always want more money so you have to
counsel them to not overprice their house. The role of the agent thus is to turn them down

away from "overpricing" to guarantee the fluidity of the market."

Conclusion

How are judgments about products — in my case houses —constructed? Acting on strong
beliefs of what the market is, agents orient buyers and sellers in their preferences, in the
definition of qualities that are valued and in their pricing strategies. Although they claim
that they only care about the needs of their clients, agents carry out constant work to get
their clients’ financial means to match with their decisions, by making their clients' wishes
conform to market reality (Bourdieu 2014). Agents rely on the economic and social capital
of their clients to classify them and strategically adapt their work to this classification, they

learn to read clients and develop arguments that clients would be sensitive to.
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The agents transmit information about the market, the neighborhoods, and the goods
available. They also have access to a network of professionals in the real estate industry.
Protecting themselves from the consequences of their "opinions" on potential passives,
agents work to give the illusion of presenting a plurality of information, guaranteeing their
neutrality. They ensure that market and neighborhood comments, presented as neutral, based
on statistics and inventory status, are passed on to clients — they must be appropriated by
clients — which permits in return the transfer of judgment from on the value of a property to
the clients.

Being the intermediaries between the market and goods (houses), agents have a
strong position to get buyers and sellers to buy or sell properties. Beyond the function of
"reassuring" (Lambert 2015), their work consists in highlighting the value or the worth of
goods, having as a reference authority the market, as an "exterior" with legitimating force.
This matching of value and taste (reinforced or created by the agent) is conditioned by the
borrowing possibilities of the client, which establishes the economic value of the customer.
Agents have indeed a powerful position to bring buyers and sellers to buy or sell a specific
good at a specific price. In Chapter 8, I focused more particularly on the dynamics of
extracting value from the place, discussing socio-spatial matching and the production of

urban inequalities.
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CHAPTER 8. Extracting Value from Place: Socio-
Spatial Matching and Urban Inequalities

“Attention salesmen, sales managers: location, location, location, close to Rogers Park.”
(1926 real estate classified ad in the Chicago Tribune)

"Under all is the land. Upon its wise utilization and widely allocated ownership depend the
survival and growth of free institutions and our civilization. REALTORS® should recognize
that the interests of the nation and its citizens require the highest and best use of the land and
the widest distribution of land ownership. They require the creation of adequate housing, the
building of functioning cities, the development of productive industries and farms, and the
preservation of a healthful environment. Such interests impose obligations beyond those of
ordinary commerce. They impose grave social responsibility and patriotic duty to which
REALTORS® should dedicate themselves, and for which they should be diligent in
preparing themselves."

(Preamble to the Code of Ethics, Realtors®, 1924-2017)

Cited above is the introduction to the NAR Code of Ethics written in 1924. Two versions
were presented. One by a realtor from Atlanta, Georgia which was judged classic and
formal:

I, a member of the National Association of Real Estate Boards, accept as the primary
requirement for engaging in the Real Estate Business that my first duty is to the
public whom I propose to serve, and the protection of whose interests must always
be my first consideration...

The other one, written by Arthur H. Barnhisel, a realtor® and Presbyterian minister
from Tacoma, Washington, in contrast, emphasized "social responsibility of the association"
and all its affiliated members. The latter proposition won the vote of the National
Association's Board of Directors and was adopted in June 1924. According to NAR®
archives, the code was disseminated to, and widely displayed in, real estate offices around
the country. Cyrus Crane Willmore, NAR president in 1943, evoked the importance of the

preamble:
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Property ownership is fundamental to our way of life. The first five words of our
Code of Ethics should be impressed upon the minds of every man, woman, and child
in our country. They are, 'Under all is the Land.'

Today, some may dismiss the principles of the code of ethics as they highlight a

rather old and idealized mission of the realtor®. However, my dissertation shows that
agents, along with providing access to both residential and mortgage markets, often act as
“educators” teaching their clients to make sound financial and economic decisions. They
mediate the relationship with credit institutions while aligning clients’ preferences with the
market, their social status and their place of residence. The access (or exclusion) depends in
part on the financial situation of the client (Bourdieu 2005b). Social and cultural
competences are required to navigate the search, which is shaped by the classificatory
system (operated in practice) of market intermediaries.

Agents are also not mere facilitators of transaction or unanimated mediums of
exchanges, as housing goods are not mere commodities. Embedded within economic, social,
emotional and symbolic meanings (V. A. Zelizer 2010), for many, buying a house is the
most important investment of their lifetime as well as linked to status, taste and emotions
(Besbris, 2016; Bourdieu, Bouhedja, Christin, & Givry, 1990). A house is an investment not
only because of its economic cost but also because of the reproduction strategies it involves:
“The house is inseparable from the household as a sustainable sociable group and the
collective project of perpetuating it” (Bourdieu et al. 1990, 6).

In Chapter 7, I examined how real estate agents shape supply and demand via
mechanisms that influence transactions: they use seduction techniques to build confidence
and to convey information. They learn to decipher what people want, trying to make it "fit"
with the market and their professional strategies. The present chapter shows that these
practices are not the same as all clients or in all territories. Market value (and the
construction of it by intermediaries) is highly situated, as the history of private property is
linked to exclusion and racial inequalities (Brown and Smith 2015). “Location, location,
location” is a repeated mantra for real estate agents (“You can buy the right home in the
wrong location”). That is, home values are intertwined with place, location, and

geographical space.
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Residential real estate markets are usually characterized by boundaries. To speak of
the New York real estate market is to highlight the constraints of housing distribution and
pricing in the area. But once people start to search for a good, they must define where it is
"acceptable" or "possible" in New York City to buy a good that corresponds to their living
standards and budgets. The area in which one lives is not just a mundane statement on one's
residence. Rather we attribute social characteristics based on residence. We wonder: How
do they feel about it? How does this influence their life outcomes? One feels surprised when
one's interpretations, feelings or anticipations on where someone should live, are not met.
Perhaps some might assume an old white woman dressed elegantly would reside in the
Upper East Side and not in the Bronx while unsurprised a young black male would live in
the Bronx. Interactions, even as one on one exchanges, are social forms, as they exercise an
external constraint upon the individual.

In my fieldwork, I investigated a different sort of real estate market, where the social
imagery is probably less vivid and well-known as in New York, but one in which spatial
boundaries are superimposed on social boundaries. In meeting new people, it is frequent to
ask: "where do you live?" Responses to this question might generate surprise should the
responders' social status not align with our prejudices. That is, the "geography of status"
denotes not only the buyers' understandings but also the representations, expectations, and
actions of market intermediaries.

My work primarily focuses on the schemas and tools real estate agents draw upon
that shape how clients choose a location. I document a sense of the game (Burawoy 1979)
based on the accumulation of economic and symbolic capital (Bourdieu 2011) and on the
expectations and anticipations on how clients will think and behave (Goffman 1967). The
actions of real estate agents are not guided by individualistic strategies but embedded within
a socio-professional world of routine interactions whereby organizational norms and
professional practices intersect, align, and overlap.

Drawing on Goffman’s analysis of performance and expectations (Goffman 1956),
my analysis contributes to supporting the thesis that mechanisms of inequality are not only
driven by institutional aims but of our perceptions about people and territories and how

symbolic values translate into economic values. In what follows, I present the theoretical
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perspective from which I build my argument. I then explore three dimensions: I document
how agents select information about neighborhoods and their population demographics. I
then detail how neighborhoods and clients are classified by real estate agents and how
economic and symbolic values come to be aligned. I finally discuss how real estate, by

making a profit on value, shape neighborhoods.

1. From Overt Discriminatory Behaviors to Embedded Market

Practices on Value and Space

Discrimination in housing markets has been a central topic of investigation in American
literature. Most of the literature focuses on the nature and extent of discrimination in
residential real estate and mortgage markets. Both redlining’* (the behaviors of mortgage
actors and steering)”> and blockbusting’® (behaviors of real estate agents) reflect the
financial and social exclusion of racial and ethnic minorities from the market.

Regarding racial discrimination in the housing market, sociological debates center
on the negative impacts of segregation which disproportionately affect the poor, working-
class, and people of color, via concentrated poverty, lower levels of residential mobility, and
lack of access to social and economic resources. To understand these mechanisms, and
beyond individualistic explanations (i.e. individual preferences) (Farley, Fielding, and
Krysan 1997; Ellis and Wright 2005), researchers shifted the unit of the analysis to external
factors (Crowder and South 2008; Korver-Glenn 2018b; Massey 2005; Massey and Rugh
2017). For instance, Sampson (2012) explored the role of neighborhood effects that analyzed

the role of neighborhood resources in segregation. Although important, the neighborhood

74 S . . L . . .
Redlining is both a practice and an outcome: it is “a discriminatory practice by which banks, insurance
companies refuse or limit loans, mortgages, insurance within specific geographic areas, especially inner-city

neighborhoods.”

75 . Lo . . . N
the discriminatory practice by a real estate agent of maneuvering a client from a minority group away from

considering a home in a white neighborhood.”

78 “The profiteering real-estate practice of buying homes from white majority homeowners below market

value, based on the implied threat of future devaluation during minority integration of previously segregated
neighborhoods” or “the act or practice of inducing the sale of property cheaply by exploiting the owners' fears
of lower prices if racial minorities live in the area”
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effects perspective omits the role of institutional actors and housing market practices that
contribute to racial residential segregation, residential mobility, neighborhood decline.
Moreover, researchers often fail to look at the “invisible mechanisms,” or what
(Giddens 1984, 30) labels as the "unacknowledged conditions of action," that lead to
"unintended consequences" or unintentional actions. Today most race scholars agree that
overt racial discrimination need not be evident to reproduce racially segregated
neighborhoods (Bonilla-Silva 2010). Rather, many contend, contemporary racial residential
segregation is a direct result of, both, of past federal policies and white residents’ interests:

This separate habitat, which Whites - but not minorities - generally considered to be
the consequence of their personal choices on the housing market, is in fact the
product of some public policies and administrative practices, as well as a series of
phenomena stemming from historical discrimination such as forms of private
discrimination, reciprocal fears, inequality of knowledge and networks, and various
constraints on these so-called "choices". All of this perpetuates residential isolation
even in the absence of active discrimination. (Orfield and Gandara 2010, 96)

Urban development does "not develop out of an inevitable and unalterable structural
necessity, but rather in a contingent manner" resulting from "actions were taken by
individual decisions makers in various class, race, gender, and community-based groups,
acting under particular historical circumstances" (Feagin and Parker 1990, 12). The real
estate industry should also not be regarded as passive or purely driven by the demand of
households but as an active shaper of urban development and residential inequalities.

In the United States, the real estate industry consists of various interest groups:
developers, homebuilders, mortgage companies, banks, lenders and real estate agents
(Gotham 2002). Aalbers (2011, 40) calls on us to look beyond the “usual indicators of
change such as average income level, resident mobility (housing turnover) and the mix of
racial/ ethnic groups” and “dig deeper to uncover the actions of real estate actors.” The real
estate industry does “not (exclusively) respond to customer demand as ecologists argue, but
provide incentives and opportunities that pull and mold behaviors, locational preferences,
and choices of individual customers” (Gotham 2002,87) as well as play a “major role in
transmitting information” (Hodgson 1988, 178; Bernheim and Meer 2007). In fact, real

estate actors and investors can precipitate, accelerate, and shape the market, by
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“overreacting to early symptoms of decay,” through structuring actively (milking,
speculation) and passively (redlining) neighborhood decline (Grigsby 1963, 235; Bonneval
2014; Grigsby et al. 1987; Levitt and Syverson 2008; Korver-Glenn 2018) becoming “not
merely automata of the price mechanism, who steer the natural operation of the market, but
should be taken seriously for the power they command in the initiation or structuration of a
neighborhood decline” (Albeers 2011, 42).

Real estate agents also often introduce their buyers to lenders. Allocation of buys
depends on formal and informal rules of operation governed by economic principles (Bolt,
Van Kempen, and Van Weesep 2009; Harvey 2010) and financial retributions, having
consequences on urban development patterns. They can for example create “a new
submarket...by displacing a middle-income white population by a process....dubbed an
urban “blow-out” (Harvey 2010, 133). In Harvey’s perspective, capitalism refers to the
production of an abstract space associated with economic value’’ and defined by
homogeneity and hierarchy.

In this chapter, I focus on how a group of specific market actors, whose work is
embedded within professional rules and oriented towards decisions and actions, work the
value of the market, resulting in intended or unintended outcomes that keep people away
from a territory as well as reproduce neighborhood decline. Thus, I empirically explore the
relationships between market value, race, and inequalities in the housing market.

I contribute to counter the argument that markets are natural. "Culture is most
effective when disguised as nature," as the economic and urban economics vocabulary is
full of words that are naturalizing the actual social dimensions of the process.
Neighborhoods are thus imbued with vocabularies of "natural operations" which include
"succession," "life cycle" and "filtering," aiming to separate the theoretical thinking on the
neighborhood from its social analysis (Bauman 1990, 157).

To address the role of real estate actors in discrimination and segregation requires a
critique of assumptions rooted in neoclassical economics which posit that: 1) actors have

complete information; 2) information is free; 3) All actors act in the same rational way

" In Logan and Molotch’s view (1987), the use is defined by the exchange value.
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according to exogenously given preferences; 4) actors are oriented towards profit or utility
maximization; 5) state intervention alters the workings of the market; and 6) market
equilibrium as a result of market forces. For example, the question surrounding the
economic rationality of market actors, even with the refinements of Herbert Simon’s
“limited bounded rationality,” does not just refer to a lack of information but also to the
diversity and scattering of information, which makes it hard to process and use. To diverge
from the neoclassical economic requires the categorization of social processes in the market
as well as the roles of real estate intermediaries as information conduits who shape clients'
decisions in selecting areas.

Not all goods are created equal. Housing goods include unique inherent structural
features (their “looks,” their structure, and design) but they are also attached to a land.
Although a house, as a material structure, is a commodity, its value as a commodity is related
to the value of the land:

Land underlies all real estate. The use of land, the desire to acquire it, and the need
to regulate its transfer were among the fundamental reasons for the development of
states. But the land is also at the base of both power and wealth. Because land
transaction administration and land surveys established the security and value of
land, not only did land become a secure investment, but it also became possible to
borrow money based on the value of one's land. (Albeers 2011, 81)

Few markets thus contain these two dimensions of value, being the product itself but
also the product being embedded into its location. Housing markets are permeable. Unless
someone wants to build a house from scratch, the stock of goods is already there — it is a
resale market, like a vintage clothes store, where the goods are already available. But
uncertainty about a neighborhoods’ value is complex and market actors must provide
additional information to buyers.

Products are thus evaluated in terms of space and quality and price and values are
estimated. Comparing neighborhoods' prices and values provide a window to identify and
analyze inequalities between neighborhoods. Spatial hierarchies can inform the principles
of value in market operations. As seen in Chapter 7, market value is central to the
operationalization of residential markets. With the comparative method, agents link

location-based economic goods with market trends in the area. Thus, value is linked to value
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projections, and perhaps more so when values are expected to increase. What, then, beyond
the supply and demand affects market value? How does geographic location affect a
neighborhood’s market value? As noted earlier, the real estate mantra “location, location,
location” implies the crucial importance of location as real estate agents and experts
consistently state that “homes can experience large increases or decreases in value due to
nothing other than their location” and that one “can buy the right home in the wrong
location” (Weintraub 2018). Unlike a house, that can be remodeled or refurbished, location
is not changeable.

Behind economic value is a symbolic value that infers the significance of geography
of status. If urban segregation remained virtually the same between 1970 and 1990 in Tucson
(as indeed in other major cities like New York, Chicago, Denver, Phoenix, Houston). The
metropolitan areas where segregation has increased the most, as in Los Angeles for example,
there has been a rapid population growth related to immigration. This increase in the
Hispanic population was accompanied by an increase in the isolation rate of Hispanics in
Los Angeles especially in the period 1970-1990, and Phoenix and Tucson in the decade
1990-2000, where the Hispanic population the state has strongly increased (from 18.8% to
25.3%), reaching 42.9% and 42.5% respectively in Phoenix and Tucson as of 2018.72

By exploring the census tracts (3801 shown here) in the Southern part of the City,
one realizes that there are neighborhoods more than 80% Hispanic (Map 1). Map 2 shows
the ethnic distribution of the residents of Tucson, we see here than the White population is
mostly widespread in the Northern part of the city, the limit to be considered is downtown,
which has been consistently booming and a heated market in the city for 10 years. The urban
density starts to be much lower North of River Road. It corresponds to the highest prices of
the City with views of the mountains.

In comparison, the following map (Map 3) shows the distribution of poor households

in the territory. If poor households are consistently more than 40% in the Northern and

’® This is based on an estimation compiled by the US Census Bureau as of July 1, 2018.
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/phoenixcityarizona,tucsoncityarizona/RHI725217

320



Southern parts of the city north and south, although there is a richer area around the

University of Arizona and Sam Hughes neighborhood.

Map 1: Hispanic Population in Tucson (% population per census tract)
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Base map by CartoDB, OpenStreetMap

By MATTHEW BLOCH, SHAN CARTER and ALAN McLEAN | Source: 2005-9  Note: Dots are evenly distributed across each Census tract or
American Community Survey, Census Bureau; socialexplorer.com county. Dollar amounts are adjusted for inflation.

Concerning urban segregation, one could summarize the
situation in this way: The North is white and the South is Hispanic,
- the poor are spread in the North and the South except after the

Census tract 3801

m‘t’f’°" es”'"’a’e‘;f" delimitation of River Road, the poor in the North are white and the

Blacks: 0%
Hispanics: 89%
Asians: 0%
Other groups: 6%

poor in the South are Hispanic. One can say thus that there are both
income segregation between the extreme North and the rest of the

city and ethnic segregation. Neighborhoods with a very high

concentration of poorer Hispanic households are also
rce: 20059  Note: Dots are evenly ¢
county. Dollar amounts

geographically much more distance from the richest White

populations (North of River Road).
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Map 2: Racial and Ethnic Distribution in Tucson
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Map 3: Percent of Households with an income under $30,000
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My goal here is not to directly assess scientifically the variables that explain urban
segregation in the city of Tucson but to offer to look at work practices rooted in socio-spatial
distinctions. Access to information (or lack of) may perpetuate inequality. I show in the
second part that the real estate agents, by giving information and shaping agents'
preferences, may in some specific cases shape the access of individuals or households to the
territory. This is especially the case for clients, who do not know the area and where the
agents function as spatial brokers in evaluations of territories. Within specific professional
and commercial strategies, they also rely on expected market values (which are to a great

extent spatial) to increase their financial power.

2. Informing and Classifying Clients

2.1. Prohibited Information: The Imperative not to Communicate on

Neighborhood Statistics

A series of criteria typically outline the most desirable locations. Yet, due to a history of
racial discrimination in the housing market, agents are regulated by HUD in the information
they provide to buyers when deciding to live in a territory. In the field, I found that agents
knew that they could be audited by HUD representatives to practices align with the
organization’s guidelines. Being aware of this, they were cautious when potential buyers
cold-called them without referrals to inquire about neighborhoods.

In one case, I followed Thomas, a white real estate agent in his 50s, during open
houses and several transactions. Thomas was born in Palo Alto, holds two MA degrees, one
in Political Science (Stanford) and one in International Relations (Berkeley). He lived in the
Central African Republic for 4 years where he worked in a humanitarian aid program. He
was married with a 15-year-old son. He liked to talk to people and having conversations
about almost anything. He liked to drink beer and play tennis. In a discussion with Bob
during an open house, he mentioned the fact that agents need to be careful now because they
were not able to communicate on the characteristics of neighborhoods:

I like to talk with people, when it has to be fun you know, and I pretty much like to
talk about anything, well almost but after you show them the houses around, you get
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a sense of them, but there is one thing...do you know the fair housing law? So you
cannot say anything about a neighborhood, let’s say I have clients coming up and
saying so “what’s the best part of town.” I can refer them to facts but I cannot tell
them so the Foothills is the best part of town and South Tucson is really bad, because
we are supposed to inform but not to guide like that, so I tell them that legally I'm
not able to tell them but that they can look it up online, they can see the school
district, the crime statistics and everything. But, for example, one time, I had
someone saying: “I don’t want to live near Mexicans so can you make sure they are
no Mexicans around” and I say that I was not allowed to do that, anyway if I was
telling him some judgment or influencing him with my judgments, my license can
be revoked, I mean once in a while I would get these call of a potential buyer that
asks me if I can provide some information about a neighborhood or where is good to
live in town, and some questions about my feelings or judgments, and it’s made by
the Office of Fair Housing, and they can take my license, so I don’t ever say anything,
I cannot. There’s an ad on public television where a person asks a realtor to rent a
house with a Mexican name and accent, and the realtor says: sorry it’s already rented,
then another person called the same realtor with an Indian name and an Indian accent,
and the agent replies the same, sorry it’s rented, and a third person with a typical
American accent named “John Smith” calls and the agent replies that the place is
available for rent.

My fieldwork uncovered that agents were knowledgeable about the historical and
contemporary forms of discriminatory housing practices yet believed that it was less present
today. I was thus surprised that only three real estate agents discussed discriminatory
housing practices during my interviews. The majority did not seem too interested to talk
about the topic. When I brought it up many saw it as a remnant history as nowadays, “nobody
really discriminates based on skin color or national origin anymore.” Aligned with Bonilla-
Silva's findings (2003) of racial color-blind discourses used by whites, I found similar
rhetorical strategies with the real estate agents I interviewed and shadowed. Many either
rejected the idea that race was irrelevant or attributed racial segregation to laissez-faire
market dynamics, reflecting Bonilla-Silva's notion of abstract liberalism in contemporary
discussions of racial inequality.

The construction of what a "good" neighborhood is, should be situated within the
broader context of unequal access to schooling opportunities and a stratified system of living
arrangements. This information is known and signaled in conversation by real estate agents,

often without even realizing it.
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2.2. A Social Form of Steering: Handling Information in Conversations

The handling of information is of central importance in steering and is also at the core of the
market matching behaviors I highlighted in chapter 7. By law, agents are not allowed to give
any information, representation, or cues on neighborhoods, in terms of social demographics,
crime statistics, or evaluative comments. However, in practice, the informal setting of a
conversation makes it difficult.

I followed a buyer’s transaction with Alex, 28, white and newer recruit at Desert
Realty. I was surprised to witness how he operates a pre-selection of the zones in which his
clients could potentially live. Sandra and Jeff, a white couple, had a budget of about
$400,000 and were looking to buy a 4 bedrooms’ house. They had just moved into town
and did not know much about the territory and were recommended by another friend that is
an agent back in Minnesota where Alex has many relatives. He meets them at the Desert
Realty office and shows them a map of the territory on screen. Alex highlighted spaces that
would be great for them: “you can go North of River, that’s where the nicest homes are.”
Technically, he does not give any information about the racial composition of the
population, but fits the definition of Galster and Godfrey (2005, 8) when they talk about the
three types of steering:

Agents can engage in steering in three (non-mutually exclusive) ways: through
inspecting, recommending, and editorializing. They can inspect homes in person
with clients, recommend homes to clients from MLS or other listings, and they can
editorialize (provide gratuitous positive or negative evaluations) about certain areas
the client should or should not consider.

Qualitative sites such as housing interactions between real estate agents and their
clients can be used to assess to which extent Goffman theory operates in a variety of
situations and across social classes. The real estate agent through the ambiguity of role
definition between seller and servicer thus is particularly fertile terrain of investigation for
the specific revealing situations that Goffman talks about. The waitress must control the
interaction in a way that they appear both assertive and inferior to the client (Hughes, 1958).
The seller must quickly decipher the social class of the client to assess his best behaviors.

Here enters thus the social and racial characteristics of the clients to judge and assess actions,
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contrary to the model of Goffman in which he mostly focused on situations in between the
middle class.

During clients-agents' interactions, I witnessed different behaviors whether the
agents be with high class versus lower-middle-class clients. With Sandra and Jeff, a couple
from North Carolina who had high economic and cultural capital, both working as professors
at the University of Arizona, Alex adopted a deferent attitude and recommended them right
away to look at houses within Sam Hughes, a very popular area for University professors.
It seems like because of their budget ($400,000) and their social class, they were
automatically assigned to that specific part of town which fitted their original criteria of
being a friendly neighborhood and not too far from the University. In the case of Cristina
and Fernando, Hispanic buyers, they had only about $100,000 to spend. While they express
their desire to live closer to a central area because of their jobs in maintenance and nursing,
Alex did not show as much deference and seemed more confident in driving the interaction,
he suggested they would be better off in a bigger place that was further away.

This case of information steering — defined by Galster and Godfrey (2005, 5-6) as
“spatial patterns of home “showings” (i.e. homes inspected and homes recommended) that
differ between minority and white home buyers in the number of areas represented”- is
rather subtitle because agents intuitively know the inventory and look with clients online
through the Multiple Listing Service. The system of coordination prompted both by social
expectations and learned market behaviors, suggests the importance to be attentive at the
interaction between the social standing of the clients and of the agents, as well as the
classification of the neighborhood.

Similarly, Lucy and Ryan, clients of Kara, were initially clueless about the "types of
communities" they will be attracted to. With her knowledge of the territory, Kara locates
their search within a small radiant that will correspond to the proximity of I-10 to go visit
their friends in Phoenix and in places they had heard were handled by other agents in their

office.”” Every Wednesday at Real Prosperity, agents advertise their listings, and the

" In Arizona, dual representation or agency is allowed. It means that agents from the same brokerage company
can represent both the buyer and the seller. Typically, this includes two different agents, that might not even
personally know each other.
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previous Wednesday, two homes were showing close to the same neighborhoods. Kara met
the clients on the previous Monday, and these two houses seem perfectly in their range and
budget. She had also selected the other two houses in the same area. Although they are
supposed to offer a wide variety of perspectives to their clients, one of the constraints of
their job is that they need to make transactions close to getting paid, so they often handpick
elements from the buyer to match them with their current information of the "good listings
out there." Because they trust agents in their office mates, I have seen happening in other
two instances Real Prosperity, with Donna and Bob, the team broker, who I observed did
that most particularly, directly asking office mates. Although agents do not refuse to
cooperate with agents, they also know which transaction is going to be smoother based on
who is the agent in front of them.*

Some of the interactions I observe could also be qualified as class steering — defined
as “spatial patterns of home showings in which areas shown minority home buyers have
lower socioeconomic status (lower incomes, homeownership rates, property values, etc.)
than areas shown whites, on average” and even segregation steering — which represents
“spatial patterns of home showings in which areas shown minority home buyers have larger
(or growing, or more proximity to concentrations of, etc.) specified minority populations
than areas shown whites, on average” (Galster and Godfrey 2003, 5-6). Steering can deter
neighborhood integration and conduct lower classes into lower-class neighborhoods. This
happened on several occasions with Bob, leader of the team in Real Prosperity, but often
claimed to be attributed to information about the listings and the capacities of the candidate,
rather than on the selection by the race of the clients. One Hispanic client they had were
indeed asking to be shown houses in the Northern part of town but their budget seemed out
of the range for Bob, but here, I also doubt that he made the research he should have been
doing. Indeed, he could probably have found something smaller that they were looking for

or a condo for their price range.

80 Reputation seems to play an important role in the cooperation dynamics of the residential market. While I
did observe minimal direct competition between agents, I witnessed in my fieldwork, although I did not focus
my observations on it, the importance of reputation and behaving ethically, the importance to be known as a
good agent.
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I realized that claiming to steer can only be easily proved when discrimination seems
obvious. In most of the cases observed, the interactions between the clients' budgets, desires
— which relies on a series of characteristics including where they work or like to go, and
where they feel good — and the agents' knowledge of the inventory may not even appear
clearly as a form of steering.

Additionally, class and racial characteristics also interact. In interactions, clients
should then just be evaluated not only through their race or the color of their skin but along
their class characteristics. For example, with Laure and Andre, Kate's Brazilian upper-class
clients coming from outside the country, which can be defined as black but concerning their
color skin tone (Monk 2016), their race was not an issue. They were well-educated and had
meant that they were completely out of the stigmatized Hispanic poorer category. Along
with the classification of clients along race, gender and class lines, I show in part 3 that
steering can also be realized on the lower end of the spectrum, by deciding to invisibilize

neighborhood.

2.3. Classifying Clients along Race, Gender and Class Lines

Because agents-clients' relationships are based on a one on one, and that the agent has great
discretion about what he does with his clients, there are rules of expectations related to
gender and class. Not only do they classify clients based on what they need, but there is also
a process of trying to find out who these clients are, and how they can "direct" their needs.
Even if the discourses are always framed as "satisfying the needs of the client," it often
comes down to how well is the agent able to make the market fits with the financial
capacities or status of their clients. Gender and class do not operate as direct discrimination
factor but they are present in the dynamics of negotiation and relation to the agent.

The agent is not behaving the same way when he is in front of a class inferior and a
class superior. High-class clients benefit from the knowledge, cognitive capacities and
resource to search for alternative information. They may be very demanding and difficult to
deal with because they are harder to please and are fuller of affirmative predicaments. On
the other hand, people with lower social status are more likely to go with some sort of flow,

and the agent might have bigger authority on them.
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The search for goods is thus a very precarious process if the clients do not necessarily
know where they want to leave and are new to the market. On the other hand, when buyers
already know what neighborhood they want — this happened with Pamela because I observed
buyers that were university professors and knew they wanted to leave in Sam Hughes, they
actively targeted this area, so thus the information exchanged about the neighborhood could
be considered less important as they already knew about it.

What I observe was the mix of class and race factors to bring people to realize that
"good choices" comply with their social standing, which interacts with their race. On the
one hand, the idea that people of a certain status need to comply with the expected benefits.
If you are a professor at the University of Arizona, you need to buy a good which will bring
you a certain status. The agent can verify the status by probing on a good decision. Where
there is compliance with a neighborhood that fits the expected class, then there is a limited
issue, but when there are dissonance and a lack of compliance, then that is when the issues
can arise.

I claim that we cannot understand race separately from class and that in fact, class
clues in interaction with race will orient the research of the home rather than the race itself.
The fact that a lot of Hispanics are still discriminated and shown fewer houses (see Paul’s
article) is not something nor it is meant to diminish this argument, but to my extent, this has
to do both with the structure of the market, the meeting between the perceptions of agents
on the market and the perceptions of the agents on their clients, which ultimately should be
matched.

I followed a transaction between Ben and his client Mariana, a 28-year-old Hispanic
buyer who graduate from the University of Arizona and is working at Raytheon. We met at
Ben's office. One time, I went with her back to her house and we stopped to get coffee on
the way. She started telling me that she felt from Ben a "gentle pressure" not to buy where
she wanted to. Mariana grew up in a Hispanic family in the southern part of Tucson in a zip
code that is characterized by 90% Hispanic. Although her colleagues from work told her to
hire a real estate agent, she told me she never had experience with one. This situation made
her a little bit hesitant at first when she met Ben, who was referred from a colleague. Ben

proceeded to the assessment of her lifestyle and asked specific questions about what she
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liked to do, but did not refer to her family. Indeed, being close to her family seemed more
important to Mariana than being close to work. When he asked if she had looked at houses,
she said she has just seen a couple in the Southern part of town. While Ben should have
followed up on this part of town, acknowledging that this location was important to her, he
sought to impress upon Mariana an alternative logic. He seemed invested personally in her
choice, saying vaguely something along the lines “I mean, with what you do, you can afford
a nicer home,” which meant in other terms a better neighborhood. He made further
arguments on the standing of the market, stating she would be better off central rather than
South. While Mariana was at first not 100% sure about this, Ben proposed to look at few
houses in a more central location that could fit what she wanted.

After visiting three houses on the later week, she decided she preferred to stick with
her original plans, but Ben was still subtly pushing for other goods in a more central location.
What can explain a form of subtle push towards another location? Ben felt highly committed
to make the transaction work, irrespective of Mariana's preference for property location.
Theoretically, he should try to find whatever location Mariana really wanted. But based on
social expectations on acquiring the maximum value property she could afford, her specific
social position (having graduated from a MA degree and associated from her salary to
middle-high lifestyle), Ben highlighted a project of what she "should" expect from life, i.e.
where she should stand residentially to conform with social status. One of the hypothesis of
the development of that transaction — Mariana ended up buying a house close to her parents
without a commission and through familial networks — is that agents not only make
judgments about what should be appropriate to do for their clients based on the actual
market, they also project onto their buyers and sellers a sense of place, a certain point
between an economic rationality and social positioning that determines what constitutes a
good or bad decision. This indeed makes it impossible to separate economic value from
social value of places, as once social status should be reflected both in a higher symbolic
and material good and location, but also the anticipation on economic value which reflect
the expected gains one can make from this material and symbolic good and location. In this
case, Ben acts with deference (Goffman 1967) towards Mariana but trying to praise her

through compliments and appreciations and highlight the social status she has achieved.
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How can we analyze the reaction of Ben to Mariana? Goffman (1956) explicitly talks
about how individuals search to acquire information about others and mobilize information
such as “socio-economic standing or status,” “the idea that he has of himself” or the

2 ¢

“dispositions toward them,” “competences” and “honesty.” The seeking of information is
realized on practical grounds says Goffman: it is intended to define the situation, as
participants will know what their partners expect from them and correspondingly what they
can expect of them. With this information being clarified, they would thus know how to
behave according to the responses they want to obtain. Anticipations and predictions thus
play a fundamental role in the fabric of the social for Goffman. Each participant to the
transaction must thus give, intentionally or not, an expression of himself, and others should
retrieve a certain impression (Goffman 1959). Ben uses explicit clues used from directly
talking to her - Mariana telling him where she worked at, what degree she got - and indirect
implicit clues such as her way of talking, the way she dressed, her physical appearance
carrying out symbolic meanings to assess information. These explicit and implicit clues are
thus translated into social status signals, which trigger ways of behaving or “lines” that will
be consistent with the piece of information (Goffman 1951).

The situation of interaction not only reveals social structure but also its fragile social
order: it is because individuals are at risk of being mismatched as well as neighborhoods
being at risk of declining that intermediaries acquire a brokering role. In this interaction,
they contribute to the preservation of the social order, reinforcing it by matching people,
houses and locations. If clients are not to be considered as having no capacity or room for
maneuver or to act against an agent’s recommendations, I observe that when presented with
opportunities (presented as facts that must be acted upon), clients from lower socio-
economic positions were not necessarily able to stand up efficiently to discuss and assess
their “best interest” and ended up following behaviors expected from them by real estate
agents. This was evidenced in the case of Rudy with his first-time homebuyers from Africa
who were unfamiliar with the area, lacked English knowledge and cultural competence to
navigate their search. For clients who are familiar with the territory, the agent might just
reinforce desires or provide access to the inventory. However, for the ones that are

unfamiliar and less equipped, the interaction with the agent would assign them to specific
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places. With all types of clients, the agents contribute to highlighting and making certain
spaces visible and invisible. Not only do they contribute to orient people in their choices,
they also must match people and neighborhoods through assessing neighborhood value,

targeting and highlighting residential spaces.
3. Assessing Value and Classifying Neighborhoods

3.1. Targeting and Highlighting Residential Spaces
In the specific case of choosing homes out in specific residential locations, I demonstrate
that the perceptions agents have of the social classes of their clients might orient them to
pick homes in neighborhoods that they envision as commensurate with those perceptions.
Since the adequate fit between clients, homes, and neighborhoods is core to their work,
agents see it as part of their duty rather than a form of information steering. In this sense, I
assert that agents may strongly foster transactions that align the social status of the clients
and the neighborhoods in which these clients should live and oppose transactions that do not
align or are not conformed to that alignment as demonstrated in the case of Mariana.

Agents specifically target or highlight areas in which its clients can (or cannot) live,
based on their spatial understanding of the inventory (goods available to buy) and their
assessment of the social positions/ lifestyles of the clients. For example, the agent only
selects an "urban area" for a search for houses with targeted criteria because it is justified by
saying that he knows the inventory and that it is there that the client can find the best
inventory (future profitability, location, type of goods ...). Agents can ask their clients to
select areas on a map that might suit them; interprets at their will the places that would most
appropriate for their clients. These areas can be targeted for specific buyers, of lower
socioeconomic status, and are often considered "inappropriate" and "dangerous" for the rest
of the homebuyers. It is thus a different approach depending on the economic status of the
clients.

The interpretation of agents' steering behaviors though could also relate to the
intuitive feelings on the state of the market, and the fact that Sandra and Jeff would likely

not find what they are looking for in a 400,000-dollar home in some areas of town, while
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Cristina and Fernando would not find a 100,000-dollar home they can afford in this
particular area of town. One can say: agents thus only based their actions on knowledge of
what the market can give to their clients. Practically though, they should not highlight
specific areas but should base their recommendations on assessing clients' social positions,
work constraints and lifestyle, proposing several areas to be chosen from, without given any
clues on the space of possibilities. However, this may not be reasonable or possible in the
social setting of an informal conversion. I notice in the transactions I observed with buyers
that agents never mentioned the crime and school statistics of an area. Patrick was asked by
his clients to provide information in this respect but did not clearly state that buyers were
required to go through the information on their own as they could not discuss such matters.

For example, the transaction of Corey with his buyer — a 60-year-old man who
repeated he wanted to be sure not to live close to Mexicans — failed because Corey did not
feel comfortable with the buyer's attitude and decided not to continue. In my observations,
at no point did I find any agent openly discussing race or espousing racist views or jokes.
However, in informal conversation, much of the information communicated related to the
qualification of the territory, the areas and the neighborhood as buyers were eager to
exchange on the specific access to amenities and resources that supposedly make the
neighborhood good. Agents never disclosed any information, even when faced with
potentially racist jokes about living in a specific neighborhood.

In their study, Galster and Godfrey (2003) establish the “labellization of the data”
(whether the information provided by the agent was positive, negative or neutral, i.e.
“merely mentioning the “fact” without apparent approbation or denigration” (18). Although
comments were classified neutral, they still give information to the buyer that is technically
prohibited by HUD. This raises specific questions around the capacity of clients to “detach”
from these judgments and thus to carefully assess their impact.

In my fieldwork, I did not observe comments being made openly about
neighborhood race or ethnicity, but the categorization of the neighborhood is exemplified in
what happened in the case of Mariana that I highlight below. Information steering is one
type of steering that particularly resonates with our analysis. By paying attention to which

types of information were communicated to the clients, I observed that agents acted within
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the vast array of professional norms, state regulation policies and market injunctions.
Additionally, agents’ behaviors are shaped by the over-representation of criminal images
and dangerous neighborhoods, which appeals to even the most liberal and progressive elites.
It is not only agents who have thoughts on neighborhoods but also buyers, as they use
euphemisms to represent the space they live: “not the best neighborhood” so “as a couple,
we will not want to live there.” What I thus document in my fieldwork is not so much the
action of orienting lower classes to specific neighborhoods.

This analysis confirms to some extent studies that have highlighted the centrality of
judgments on which kind of neighborhood would be appropriate or not, determining whether
or not people want to live in a given place (Bernheim and Meer 2007; Bruch and Mare 2006;
Feins and Bratt 1983; G. Galster 2001; James, McCummings, and Tynan 1984; Pearce 1979;
Roychoudhury and Goodman 1996). Studies were done by Ondrich, Stricker, and Yinger
(1998), Ondrich, Ross, and Yinger (2001), Turner, Struyk, and Yinger (1991) and Yinger
(1998) sponsored by HUD evaluated not only the qualitative mechanisms behind the
steering but to quantify the extent of this phenomenon nation-wide. They concluded that
12% of steering was done on the ethnic ground, with a slightly lower percentage based on
class. The overall steering index was thus around 20 percent (Turner and Wienk 1993). But
depending on the tests itself, it could sometimes show higher levels of steering: white people
would gain more access in a predominantly white neighborhood than minorities if real estate
agents had access to the whole Multiple Listing Service (Oh and Yinger 2015).

Galster and Godfrey (2003) indeed highlight other comments from real estate agents,
closer to what I observed during transactions with buyers. In their study, comments did not
address directly the racial and ethnic fabric of the neighborhood, but rather were related to
the quality of the neighborhood in respect to whether it was a "safe" and "good place to
live," or a place someone wouldn't like, "unsafe". A surprising finding for them was the
relative absence of comments on school choices (less than 5%). Because of fair housing
laws, agents are not allowed to communicate on neighborhood or school statistics but can
orient home buyers to the specific government-sponsored websites to find out about the

school and criminality scores in their area.
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3.2. Conform to Neighborhood Expected Value: Maintaining Separation

and Homogeneity

At the beginning of the century, a key rationale for the valuation of the property was that
mixed neighborhoods were expected to be detrimental to value. Neighborhoods were thus
better preserved by keeping populations separated. Starting in 1910, several states and cities
used the economic argument to pass racial zoning ordinances. Real estate literature did not
portray a natural hatred towards ‘colored’ people or advanced a cultural argument but
advocated for the principle of separation as a necessity for economic preservation of value,
as illustrated in a real estate textbook:

The ‘colored’ people certainly have a right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness
but they must recognize the economic disturbance which their presence in a white
neighborhood causes and forego their desire to split off from the established district
where the rest of their race lives. (McMichael and Bingham 1923, 181-82)

Entirely white at the time, NAREB (National Association of Real Estate Brokers)
members defended segregated patterns of land and housing distribution as they saw
residential segregation as “both a business necessity and a moral absolute.” Starting in 1922,
the publication of their Code of Ethics (as well as real estate textbooks) stated that "the
purchase of property by certain racial types (was) very likely to diminish the value of other
property." The article 34 of the 1928 Code of Ethics demonstrates the belief in the
association between value and race:

A Realtor should never be instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood a
character of property or occupancy, members of any race or nationality, or any
individuals whose presence will be detrimental to property values in that
neighborhood.

Agent and lenders believed until the 1960’s at least that introducing a “racial group”
to a white neighborhood (resulting in what we called a “mixed neighborhood”) would
endanger the values of the houses of that particular neighborhood®’. As a result, two

different markets were created: one white and one black — “the white market was cultivated”

8 In the 1950s, a savings and loan officer declared the following: "We make loans to colored people in

established areas only. If they were introduced in a new area, property values would fall 50 percent."
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whereas the “black market ignored.” After the 1950s, there was a significant change in the
perceptions in the real estate industry. The article in the Code of Ethics stating that
introducing 'people of color' in an area was detrimental to value was discarded, but the
prescribed behaviors were still to keep people and elements out of affecting property values.
Some even argued that the so-called "infiltration effect" could be beneficial to property
prices.

The Code of Ethics remained in effect until 1974, when a law on fair housing passed
to disentangle race from value, affirming a duty not to discriminate based on nationality or
color. As article 10 of the 1974 Code of Ethics states:

The REALTOR® shall not deny equal professional services to any person for
reasons of race, creed, sex, or country of national origin. The REALTOR® shall not
be a party to any plan or agreement to discriminate against a person or persons based
on race, creed, sex, or country of national origin.

Even if the housing law prohibited discrimination, the principles behind segregation
remained somewhat vigorous, especially the separate market principle®”. Separation acted
in the construction of new housings designed to favor white occupancy in the suburban areas
where blacks and minorities were mostly abandoned to inner areas. Similarly, mortgage
companies were acting as a "silent partner” to establish and maintain market separation: they
were either closing their eyes on discriminatory practices of real estate actors or even
refusing to finance builders who wanted to provide loans in integrated neighborhoods. The
arguments behind discrimination were not based on a moral stigma but based on economic
reasoning of decreasing value. Even if no study evidenced directly the link between
introduction of minorities and value, the problem of the myth of "decreasing property value"
or "infiltration effect" acted as a self-fulfilling prophecy: "When this myth becomes the basis
for action, however, the economic forces of the housing market can become so distorted as
to make the myth a reality" (U.S. commission on civil rights of 1973, report on Fair Housing

Laws).

8 See http://www.law.umaryland.edu/marshall/usccr/documents/cr11042.pdf
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What I observed is that value is not limited to perceptions of race and neighborhoods,
but on expected value and desirability of a specific good conveyed by the agent, which may
prompt actions of the seller. For example, agents discourage clients from doing "too much"
work in a house before selling it, because they need to comply with the market, i.e. a reward
to homogeneity.

Real estate pricing is based on appraisal techniques that reward homogeneity: goods
must be similar. To which extent does it apply to its population as well? If the houses are
not comparable, then there is an issue to determine value, and that is why with this
complication, residents are told not to upgrade before selling, or not to be the "most
expensive house" in the block, if they care about "their value." The value would thus be an
eminently relational process: it depends on various professional standards, anticipations and
economic principles that are driven by the social world in which real estate agents evolve.

I followed the interaction between sellers Eddy and Nina and Corey, who has been
in the real estate industry for about 6 years. The sellers expressed motivations to do some
work in their house to "sell it better." While observing at an appointment with them, Corey
told me: "okay, so, with sellers, you always have to turn them down on their expectations
on how much more they can get from some work or remodeling." He then goes on to explain
how they can be enthusiastic about showcasing a brand-new house, but he advises them to
reconsider. According to Corey, unless the agent is in charge of redoing the house
completely through a professional company, the best way to sell is to make some minor
adjustments and to stage it well. While one can think this has nothing to do with the overall
location of the house, I discover at the meeting with the clients that Corey brings another
logic concerning the pure pricing of the product. Indeed, while Eddy and Nina talk about
their plans to redo the kitchen and update it, Corey tells them to "go for it." When they start
talking though about adding features outside or wanting to transform the overall structure of
the house, he gives them a more straight-up answer: "you know, you have to be careful." He
had explained earlier the importance of maintenance, which was also obliged by the HOA
policies to garden and to only put in the garden certain native plants. Not only maintenance
was guarded by the HOA, but also the specific transformation to the structure, shape, and

color of the house. Real estate agents often highlight the rule of homogeneity saying to
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sellers: "you cannot be the best house on the block, because that is not as attractive to the
average buyer, you should not be the least attractive either, but you should observe
compliance in the features and the models of the other houses in the block. Even if Corey
did not mention the "homogeneity principle" in front of clients, he attributed his reasoning
to the "selling argument." The agents I followed greatly discouraged sellers who to engage
in lengthy and costly remodeling unless they want to upgrade their goods to the level of
others. Otherwise, agents claim their investment would not be payback in terms of price
augmentation and desirability, as the principle of homogeneity and similarity should be
respected.

I also observed similar interactions while with Thomas and his buyers, who were
given choices between two houses and they needed reassurance and guidance on which one
to choose. He tried to envision them into reselling the house: he highlighted criteria by
which buyers would operate a more economically rational decision. The proximity to a good
school might have appeared as a plus, but could indeed rapidly transform into a minus. "Kids
are noisy," he said. Also, the house looked more "extravagant" as it was redone if a "weird
way." Based on an average middle taste that I describe in Chapter 7 and the anticipations of
what sellers would like, the decision to go with the other more classical and mainstream
within the neighborhood.

If that works for the middle range of the market, it does not necessarily work in the
high end. Kate worked with sellers Tom and Priscilla. She was shy in guiding them towards
the decision they should make about whether or not investing in inserting a bathroom instead
of a small room. During transactions, but also at the real estate school, real estate agents
frequently discuss with their clients' functional obsolescence. They warn that obsolescence
cannot easily be changed, but greatly affects the desirability of a product. Kate's sellers Tom
and Priscilla were faced with the outdated design of their house. Kate told them it would
bring the value of the house down. They live in a neighborhood where most houses exhibit
an average of 2 or even 3 bathrooms while their house only contains one because it was built
before the other houses. Kate was reticent to proposing adjustments while other agents like
Rudy work closely with companies, which offer this type of service. The question then

concerns the costs vs. benefits of adding a bathroom. They ended up not listing their house
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with Kate as she did not seem to be too helpful with their questions about the remodeling.
Even if the question of updating might appear trivial, it also triggers questions around the
principle of goods similarity within the same blocks or neighborhoods.

The reinforcement of market logic in various areas of social life has prompted to
consider how market mechanisms per se, which are performed in a modeled version of the
economic ethos of market actors draw on inequalities as well as produce even more
inequalities. The neoliberal society fosters in its core the logics of separation and inequality,
putting "prestigious spaces" as the forefront and discredit "ghettos" and poorer
neighborhoods as dangerous:

The fear stems from a neoliberal perspective that places cities and their broader
regions in the constant global competition for investment capital. This perspective
frames some urban spaces as ideal areas of progress and others as unwanted frontiers
that can harm the entire metropolitan area (Adelman and Mele 2014, 160).

This differentiation has concrete effects as demonstrated by the work of Sampson
(2012) on neighborhood access, making the sentence "your zip code might be more
important to your health than your genetic code" resonate with the embedded logic of
separation and hierarchies within neoliberal capitalism (Harvey 2018). It offers an argument
for why some territories are completely left behind or abandoned by both public and private

actions.

3.3. Judging the Neighborhoods: “Bad” vs. “Good”

Appraisers and agents, as both social and professional actors, emit opinions on value. An
appraiser is set to emit a judgment of value, a professional opinion on a property concerning
a neighborhood. The judgment of value can be influenced by the social perception of its
residents, especially if the appraiser is convinced that their introduction would set a negative
spin on values. Additionally, the comparative approach on value sets up a "mimic effect" as
the value of one property is influenced by the others of similar status nearby.

Researchers even calculated that after a certain point, the neighborhood becomes
"colored" and the maximum cap should be less than 20% of a minority, to maintain the

equivalent market value of the goods. The argument behind it is the following: "If the
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neighborhood becomes 'black,' then it becomes less desirable ('white flight'), and drives the
price down. The question of desirability is thus at the center of the preoccupation of real
estate because they assimilate desirability with prices and value. This gives us hints on why
social perceptions of real estate still matter. Agents rely on their perceptions of both a
neighborhood and the market activity in that neighborhood, to make predictions on houses
and neighborhood value. Lenders and appraisers also are doing and checking on the same
predictions. This system of coordination thus based on expectations by market
intermediaries is thus central as they tend to hint buyers to behave conservatively once it
comes to financial and economic decisions.

Certain spaces are not mentioned by real estate professionals, they simply disappear
from the map of possible neighborhoods to choose from. I call this the invisibilization
mechanism. Considered "inappropriate," these spaces (this is the case of the South of the
city, for example) completely disappear from the map of residential possibilities. Agents do
not present them as potential places and customers do not necessarily know them, even
though their place of work could correspond to buying property in the south of the city.
These spaces are therefore not mentioned by real estate professionals.

While agents define areas where clients might want to look at, they also deter them
from looking elsewhere. Rudy, like 90% of the agents I follow, uses a city map to highlight
the potential areas:

I like to have my city map and I want them to map out an area for me where they're
looking. When it's a mapped-out area, it's as simple as this. Look, these are all of the
new listings for today. I can tell right away if they're looking for somewhere, let's
say, in the foothills. You can go to all four corners of town.

In the meetings, I observed with Rudy’s buyers, he walked in the appointment with
a map of the city. When the clients do not know where to live, the usual interrogation of
Rudy revolves around the physical location of their workplace. Objectively, the clients are
closer to the central and southern parts of town. But after engaging a discussion about their
needs (size and feature of the house mostly), Rudy highlights pockets of the territory where
he knows there will be an inventory. After engaging a little bit with the map, the clients are

mostly listening, he tells them quite directly: "well, North of River is where you have to be."
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He points out different directions, but in his perspective, for example, the South is non-
existing. This can be attributed to his knowledge: Rudy knows there is nothing to be sold
there, no value to be extracted, i.e. no inventory; along with what is revealed more
specifically in a formal interview setting: Rudy, like about 90% of the agents I talked to
about this issue, is afraid of having clients complain about the neighborhood is a bad place
to live, or even to resell their houses. The South of the city is most commonly considered in
Tucson as a poor Hispanic and underserved area. When we look at the 2010 US Census
Bureau statistics, more than 40% of the population is Hispanic in the city of Tucson but in
the South, some zip codes are as high as 85% Hispanic (Map [ and Map 2). Crime statistics
also show a higher crime rate than other central and northern areas in the city, ranking over
4 times the national average.

This division between places can create alternative ways of considering
neighborhoods: whereas “neighborhoods may be “written off” by banks or landlords
(abstract space) (they) can be considered desirable living environments by others (social
space)” (Albeers 2011, 41). What I observed, though, were judgments directly made on

9 ¢

neighborhoods, classifying them as potentially “okay,” “great” or “not good at all.”
Neighborhoods acquire the status of social entities, through reputations and trajectories
(Sampson 2012).%* This informal categorization operated by agents is indeed impacting the
way they orient their clients and how they define a specific area in which people should
leave. In several instances, agents either subtly discouraged people from entering certain
neighborhoods or decided not to consider a specific area even if the area could satisfy the
needs of the buyers, or if the buyers work significantly close to this area. Not only do agents

operate on the classification of neighborhoods, but they also engage in a game revolving

around profit.

% For that neighborhood decline exists, one must consider how a group of powerful actors define abstractly a
neighborhood impacts, to use the vocabulary of Sampson (2012), the “trajectory” of a neighborhood. Jane
Jacobs (1961) recalls the story of Chicago neighborhoods in which residents threaten to withdraw their money
from the bank to protest redlining. The concept of "voting with your feet" also illustrates the phenomenon of
"moving out."
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4. Acting to Profit: The Game on Volume, Value, and Timing

Before the housing laws passed, some realtors® organized to curtail segregation and
discrimination; not because of moral considerations or impositions from the federal
government but because of the search for profitable markets. Here, can be introduced the
concept of performativity (Muniesa and Callon 2008). Performativity scholars argue that
sciences and theories are not limited to represent the economic world, but to create it as well,
by "realizing it," "provoking it" or "constituting it." For example, in economics, the study of
markets has shown that the construction and maintenance of expert knowledge are not just
separate from the conception and the operationalization of market activities, but it is taking
part directly and indirectly through technical devices.

Real estate agents are also driven by the acquisition of a socio-professional capital
that goes through the acquisition of economic capital and the strategic finds of the best
possible transactions to have in a lower amount of time. Because of these goals, agents are
engaged in a search for desirable transactions, which might be of higher value and less
frequent, or who might be of middle value and more frequent. However, a house that is
worth less than $100 000 is going to remunerate only 3% of the whole transaction price,
which equals $3 000 minus taxes and fees taken by the real estate companies. For most
agents | interviewed, this seems a lot of work for such little pay at the end. If agents do not
work in some neighborhoods, it is also because the prices of the houses are too low. Agents
do not generate enough income, which also contributes to increasing the inequalities,

because they are less flow and the goods are not seen, nor improved.

4.1. Acting Differently based on the Value of Each Market (Low vs. High
end)

Lower Level of Service in Low-priced Areas

As evidenced by Harvey (2010, 128, 133), the profit to be made is higher in some
neighborhoods compared to others:

The commercial institutions clearly prefer to operate in the higher price ranges
because servicing costs on mortgage loans are constant, which means that the larger
the mortgage the greater the profit margin for the institution servicing it (...) The
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financial institutions, by denying funds to certain groups in particular areas and
channeling investment to preferred speculative borrowers, created a decision context
in which speculative activity was almost bound to succeed. In doing so, a new
submarket was created by displacing a middle-income white population by a process
I have elsewhere dubbed an urban “blow-out.”

Another transaction I observed with Kara was with Anton on the Southside of the
city. Anton was introduced by a friend of hers from the University of Arizona; he had found
a $48,000 home on 32™ street and 3™ avenue. This is not an area in which real estate
transactions are booming, contrary to downtown. Indeed, one can evaluate quickly while
looking at active houses on the market than the south of 22th, the market becomes much less
active and only a few properties are available. Prices are much lower on average than in
other parts of town. The house was not in very good shape, but Anton wanted to buy it
quickly and seemed to use the agent only as a means to get into the house. Kara insisted on
looking at other properties before buying, as it is not "like you pick up bananas at the store."
Anton had already his mind set up while Kara was clearly not convinced about the property.

Even if at the school and companies, instructors repeated several times that agents
"don't need to like the house to sell it," I argue that it is mostly because Anton had some
previous social and culture while having a much lower economic capital — at the time, he
was a musician for a local band — that he was able to maintain his decision. In this case, the
agent did not showcase the good, but still acted upon proper alignment of class. Kara even
tried to discourage Anton to make the final decision. Kara also told me she felt a little bit
like the transaction was a waste of time. After taxes and fees taken by the real estate
companies, Kara would be left with only about $800 for the transaction, something that most
agents would have refused. Since she considered Anton as a friend, she did not want the
deal to fall through and considered it as "just okay." The transaction also went on longer
than expected because some issues were discovered, and the house did not appraise for the
agreed price. Kara felt pretty disengaged from that transaction as she had no monetary
incentives to make it work, nor a form of connection with the good and territory she was

selling.
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This indeed applied to most of the lower-priced Latino markets of the South of the
city I came to observe. If no investments are made, and houses are priced very low, some
are even exchanged without an agent, there is a considerable miss to win. There will be no
investment or geo-farming until the brokers and the investors anticipate their return on

investment.®*

Attraction Towards Higher Status Goods

Indeed, the most successful agents I followed and interviewed do not specifically go after
lower-priced property but are also much more interested. As Amanda and Nancy's behaviors
demonstrate, the majority of agents is attracted to showcase higher priced properties because
they "feel better" in them, thus the prestige of the good contributes to increasing also the
prestige of the agent, creating a disparity in the market, and a de facto differential treatment
for goods that are classified as "low" and "high." As illustrated in Chapter 6, Nancy and
Amanda portray themselves caring for such high-class goods, and catering to the needs of
those "kinds of clients." They claim their goal is to get the "fancy clients" to get the "fancy
products." They retrieve a positive sense of self, whereas working with higher goods does
not permit them to embody such status.

Nancy, for example, likes to wear a nice dress and high heels, but it only feels
appropriate when working in the middle-high range of the market. Nancy, who had a lot of
high priced homes, feel for the good, she cherished the photography, staging and the
architecture as she can find in that type of work the equivalent of working in the luxury
sector without being a model or a designer. She values in this type of work the aesthetic that

makes her becomes similar in status that her product.

Returning the Negative into a Positive: Targeting Investors

8 At the lower end of the market, I can only rely on preliminary hypotheses as I would need to observe more
transactions and adopt a different sampling strategy.
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Even when agents do get listings in the lower end, they, in general, advertise these properties
on the MLS as "ideal investors" rather than for a family. They do that because they can
generate income in much less time, are investors in the low-end market usually have cash,
there is no need for an appraisal, and they are very knowledgeable about the properties, and
know how to handle the transaction. They also operate on time, so they would want to make
the transaction close as soon as possible. Thomas, who has dealt with some investors at the
lower end, once told me: "It was basically the lowest amount of work I put in the transaction.
The guy already knew much of what was going on, the deal was set and clean."

These investors would go and rent the houses at higher prices compared to the prices
in which they bought the houses. Their specific targeting of the ideal buyer for a place is
also trying to capture specific buyers, and in general trying to capture the agent of the buyer
himself, which must anticipate which goods he is going to show to his clients. For example,
"milking" consists of raising the price of the rents while cutting costs and expenses in
maintenance. This can have a drastic impact on underprivileged neighborhoods, but that is
the way investors make profits from these neighborhoods.

In this part, I highlighted that the strategies agents adopt to work on the market
depend on the type of market they work in, whereas their expected return on investment is
high or not. Agents can play also on timing and volume to counterbalance low priced

transactions.

4.2. Volume and Timing: Fast-forwarding the Transaction or Making

“Big Money”

Agents are indeed very concerned with getting their volume in. While some that I

interviewed like Rudy do not hesitate to talk about numbers — they are monitoring closely

their volume of sales, and have a “business plan” for the year — others, like Matthew and

Kate, refuse to talk about the financial part of their activity as they worry to appear greedy.
Although they shy away from talking about money,” they also do emphasize the

importance of not being treated like an idiot, of being paid for the work they do, etc. and

8 [ did collect some information on their annual income but had difficulty to obtain consistent responses. I
know that the access to local data from the TAR® would be crucial to assess the real income of the agents |
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about the financial success that hope is going to come as a result of being a "good agent."
Rudy was introduced by Peter, who told me first: "you will see, Rudy is our top newer agent,
he got an award last year about his entry sales volume." The agents agreeing to be observed
were among the most successful in their niches or companies. Because of the relationship
between transactions and financial rewards, I expect the theme of financial rewards and
production to come up during discussions and informal conversations in the car on the way
to meeting clients. On the second day, after observing Rudy’s meeting with potential buyers,
we talk more specifically about what he does during the day. I want to get a sense of what a
typical working day looks like for him:

Every morning I look at my numbers. These are my transactions for the year. This is
a big spreadsheet of every transaction I had, or have, and in which stage it is. I look
at my numbers and see how close I am to my goal. Right now it looks like I'm quite
a bit off.” I ask: “What’s the goal?” “The goal is to have seven pending transactions,
two active listings and six closed but my goal is to have sixty transactions. Right
now [ have about a million dollars in escrow, but I want to have, by the end of the
year (the interview takes place in April), at least twelve. So I have a lot of catch up
to do." I interject, "but we're less than half of the year, right?" "Yeah, I know, we
just started but I still get stressed, though. I have my listings totaling $605, 000. If I
put those two together it's close to two million, but it still puts me almost at about
seventy or eighty percent away from my goal." "Okay," I say, "how many millions
of sales then?" "Twelve. That's what I've added it all up to. My business goal right
here is" "What would be your income of that?" I add, "Income after takes. Mmm, a
hundred and fifty-eight. $11.6 million in volume is really good. But I just aim for
twelve. So if I go to twelve I'll definitely hit the goal. So you're basically looking at
my business plan for the year. This shows me everything. My goal is to hit $350,000
in gross calculated income, so that's really what I'd be making if I didn't have to pay
taxes or expenses. Fifty percent of that comes from buyers and fifty percent of it
comes from listing. My average price point should be around $220,000. If it's not,
I'm going to have to play a little catch up. My buyers are a little bit lower. A lot of
the buyers that I work with are first time home buyers. They're usually around 150.
Then I got a referral income at $5000. I've already exceeded that. That's just other
agents giving me business.

During this conversation in his office, Rudy targets the sales volume more than

anything else. He is strategizing to get to the number of twelve million in sales, estimating

interviewed and followed. I nevertheless obtained one document showing the income of the first 100 agents in
the city.
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the number of listings and buyers he would need to have to reach it (60 transactions at an
average of $200,000 each), as well as the additional income such as referral which is what
he gets to refer someone to another agent.

Both real estate and mortgage actors work on allocation of mortgage, coordination
and matching with formal and informal rules which are institutionally designed towards the
economic interests of the players (Courchane, Surette, and Zorn 2004). Each company has
a designated broker, who is receiving the payment of the transaction. Then, the designated
broker redistributes to the agent a percentage of that payment. They encourage agents to
produce, to set up goals as described in Chapter 3, but also foster certain modes of behaviors
for profit to be made.

The calculation of the commission varies depending on the price of each transaction:
The highest transaction prices, the least transactions are needed. Even if technically one
could think there is a relation between transaction prices and work required to get the house
sold, each transaction is indeed different, and a $100,000 foreclosed house would
necessarily involve more time and more work than selling a $500,000 house that has
generated attraction for buyers. Thus, one of the ways agents can know how to get the most
dollars out of the transaction is to focus on the middle-high range of the market, multiplying
for example by 5 their actual pay. For example, Rudy notes that his buyers are the first time,
and they are usually around $150,000 while his listings are a bit higher. When an agent gets
the choice, he is encouraged to work for higher-priced homes: let's say if you have a listing
at $700,000, then you get 3% of this amount before taxes, which is $21,000, while if you
are talking about a $150 000 home, it would only be $4,500.

Known to do higher-priced properties, Ross, who I interviewed and talked to
regularly, gave me the example of Ricardo, an agent that did what he calls with euphemism
"lower-priced properties." As Ross mentions, "you have to be discreet about it if you talk to
him, he does not like we say that." Indeed, I met him during one class in Desert Realty and
while talking about the commission, Ricardo said he won't work for under $3,000, so the
3% becomes higher if the house is priced less than $100 000. He did not want his income to
be reduced so he obeyed this rule. For Ross, this type of agent was rare. Ricardo focused

mostly on getting the most of these properties out to investors, as well as flipping houses. I
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understood that the way he was treating housing products and overall the way he was doing
business greatly differed from the middle-high market although he refused to be followed.
Because of the "lower status" of the goods, he was actively targeting, he mostly sought out
to do numbers (as many as he can). He had a different discourse than many agents I
interviewed, especially women like Amanda and Nancy, for whom goods themselves
appeared important. Goods should be cared for, and act to increase their professionalism and
their status by properly handling them. In the case of Ricardo, goods seemed to be mere
ways of generating money, and he often advertised his goods within personal networks of
friends who knew investors, and "cash buyers."

There exist also situations of simulation and cheating to transmit false information
in order to obtain buyers or sellers to act more quickly. Not disclosing a fact of the property
can lead to an earlier date of closing or can avoid the risk of cancelling a transaction.
Situations can be strategically maneuvered to obtain a certain goal. In a specific professional
or work context, market intermediaries, such as real estate agents or waitresses in Hughes'
example (1956), can use a variety of tools to control the interactions such as "tact, savoir-
faire, diplomacy or social skill." Participants can either avoid contact by changing the topic
of conversation or the directionality of the interaction; they can correct or repair if there was
an offense to stabilize the relation. In the case of the realtors®, two strategies might be
adopted: the avoidance process, deference towards the clients or demeanor (Goffman 1967).

I also observed an incentive to show fewer homes regularly. The interaction makes
it in favor of the agent is the person is of lower status than showing fewer homes are even a
function of how the agent wants the transaction to go: The fewer homes you show, the easier
is to get the closing goes fast. Statistically, it may be that Hispanics are shown fewer homes,
but the explanation towards why also matters. Certain clients might be shown more houses
because they are asking to be shown more, and/or they are willing to get more options. In

summary, social class can play an important role.

4.3. Inflating the Value of Houses: “Flipping Houses”

Studies on zoning demonstrate the shift from racially oriented zoning ordinances to more

invisible or blind ways of favoring one population or race over the other, for example, with
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industrial land use and higher-density (Shertzer, Twinam, and Walsh 2016). The intersection
between white mobilizations, collective actions, and household preferences is highlighted
in phenomena like "blockbusting:"

This term was used to describe the process by which ghettos expanded in American
cities. Real estate agents would select a promising area, usually adjacent to an
existing black neighborhood, acquire a few properties, and rent them to African
American families. The ensuing panic amongst the remaining white residents
allowed realtors to buy the remaining properties at a discount and divide them into
cramped apartments for additional black tenants (report by Shertzer, Twinam, and
Walsh 2018).

Although I did not observe the practices of blockbusting, I observe what real estate
agents call flipping houses. What is seen in my fieldwork is the action of certain realtors®
acting as investors who buy real estate and sell it back. The practice of flipping houses,
although controversial in Desert Realty, increases the value of a property and little by little,
might affect the value of the whole neighborhood. Work on the subprime crisis reveals that
minorities were impacted much more than whiter from the crisis, and notably because of the
bad loans they were given. Access to credit was guaranteed, but to people that did not have
the correct credit score and could not repay them. Some have argued that there was a real
hunt for newer potential clients and that the marketing towards lower classes and poorer
minorities explain also part of why they were the most affected.

Agents can also realize what they call in the jargon “flipping houses.” Also, this
practice is not encouraged at Desert Realty and Rob is arguing against it, I had interviewed
about 12 real estate agents, and followed 2 agents that actively pursued “flipping
endeavors.” Indeed, I also realize that an agent I interviewed that became a millionaire
started with flipping.

Flipping houses is a practice that is common among many real estate agents in
Arizona. In Desert Realty and Real Prosperity, the instructors, and especially the older ones,
do not favor this type of practice. At some point, Greg talks about the fact that he used to
have a business with his dad to cater to flip homes with some realtors, the supervisor of the
training is embarrassed: well, yeah, it exists but it’s not good...” Rudy works for Real

Prosperity, I followed him in one of this plan to get an open house. In the car while riding
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to meet his associated before the meeting to visit the house of a client that could potentially
be a flip, he says that he got his first project, he got the “Decimated Real Estate Designation.”

In mortgage markets, redlining is not done directly in relation to the social and ethnic
composition of a neighborhood, but rests on the idea that business (and consequently profit)
is averse to risk. It stems from a "hierarchical representation of space" stating that the "lender
wants to limit the risks® in an area that is deteriorating (abstract space)” where “the lender
discriminates against a whole class of risks rather than distinguishing among individual
risks” (Albeers 2011, 41). Thus, the way real estate agents work on the market is highly
dependent on the profit which can be made in this specific market (lower vs. higher end of
the market). The differentiation of risk thus is likely to generate differential profits
depending also on the values of the houses, which can vary drastically from one end to the

other end of the market.

Conclusion

The particularly of housing goods valuation is their location: housing goods have a spatially
embedded value in them: a value that can be defined economically and socially, and which
agents are trying to professionally act upon. Within a product like a house, location operates
as a signal for social position. In Chapter 7, I looked at agents' participation in the
transformation of preferences and products. In this chapter, I show that real estate agents
both condition the entrance to the neighborhoods and the entrance to the market, as well as
shape neighborhood value by trying to increase value and to bring value to equate the
perceived state of the market. Their actions on clients and neighborhoods contribute to
actively shape inequality between places but mostly indirectly. Analyzing agents' practices
as professional goals and social expectations allow refine the understanding of how
discrimination, segregation, and inequality can be maintained despite the absence of

conscious and obvious discrimination.
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Risk is also accounted and internalized within market devices which are used to evaluate risk and help
design credit scoring instruments such as credit risk management, profiling, credit scoring and any other
operations of quantification.
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In “Good Neighborhoods, Good Schools: Good Choices of White Families,”
Johnson and Shapiro (2003, 175) provided extracts of an interview with Laurie “a parent”
who “lives in a white suburb of St. Louis with her husband and three children:”

I think certain neighborhoods are better, and your children will have a better
childhood and a better educational background because of where they go. But it's not
right, but I think everyone should have the same opportunities my children do but
they don't" the interviewer asks "Do you feel like race has played a role I any of the
decisions you all have made" and Laurie responds: "I have to be honest and...I'm
probably wrong for even saying it, but truthfully, it's in the back of my mind,
yes...but if there was a nice black family who my husband worked with at General
Electric and they bought the house next door to us and had the same values and the
same desires and goals that we had, I wouldn't be afraid to have my children carpool
and sit by them. I guess | am a racist deep down inside, and I feel guilty for admitting
that, but those po