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Shar Giard(left) of RE/MAX Equity Group talks with Erin Edwards about
the planned sale of her Troutdale house. Giard has worked with RE/MAX
since 1998.
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In the residential real estate business, it used to be that the broker was king. He or she

ruled the office and made the most money by taking a slice of every commission by every

agent.

But years ago the owners of The Equity Group of Realtors in Portland turned that upside

down. Kurt Dalbey and John Tachouet wanted to empower agents and do everything they

could to help agents succeed -- on the theory that the company would do even better as a

result.

These days that model of management and operation is the

industry standard -- and one of the reasons why RE/MAX Equity

Group ranked second in worker satisfaction among large

employers surveyed for The Oregonian by Workplace

Dynamics.

It shows in the company's name, said Russ Newcomer, executive vice president and general manager. The Equity Group doesn't

stand for gaining a financial share in the company's ownership, he says, but "equitable treatment of people."

"We just want to treat all people with fairness," Newcomer said.

Dalbey and Tachouet started The Equity Group in 1984 as the country was coming out of a housing recession and most realty

offices in the Portland area had gone under, sold out or merged to stay alive. They hired six agents and opened a small office in

Raleigh Hills.

The company expanded to Washington County the next year, to Lake Oswego in 1988 and to the Sunnyside area of Clackamas

County in 1991. Eight more offices in the Portland-Vancouver area followed. In 2000 they sold the company to Denver-based RE/MAX, normally a franchiser

but a company seeking a strong foothold in the Portland area.

"The cultures were similar and the values were similar," said Newcomer.

RE/MAX Equity Group now has 14 offices stretching from Vancouver to Salem, 660 agents, brokers and staff, and $1.7 billion in sales last year -- making it

the area's largest realty company in size and volume.

But managers and agents say it is the breaking down of the company into pieces -- branch offices with strong managers and empowered agents -- that make

it a good place to work. The role of Newcomer and his staff at the main office in Southwest Portland is to guide and support branch managers, provide

technical assistance and training, and help market each area. The main office even has a staff attorney who agents can call directly.

"It's totally a serving and support group," said Newcomer. "From my standpoint I've got to stand back and let the managers do their job. The offices can't be

cookie cutter."

Agents pay the company $18,000 a year for that support, but are not charged more for technical help, legal advice, training or supplies. Agents can choose

from among different marketing choices where to spend their money.

In turn, the company's financial data -- spending and income -- is open to everyone.

"Everybody sees everything," Newcomer said.

Carolyn Green has spent decades in the business as an agent, broker and -- for the past 14 years -- manager of RE/MAX Equity Group's West Hills branch.

She believes the company attracts people because of its fair treatment, its marketing tools and training, and the ability of agents to pick and choose which

tools they prefer.

"The business model is 'For yourself, but not by yourself,'" Green said.

Because selling real estate is inherently a social business, she also encourages agents to participate in community or realty organization activities. Over the

past 16 years, 10 RE/MAX Equity Group brokers have been president of the Portland Metropolitan Association of Realtors, including Green in 2005.

"We are leaders in our industry and we have to show that," Green says, adding that three of the association's four ethics instructors are RE/MAX agents or

brokers.
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The burst housing bubble of 2008, the recession and resulting fallout on homeowners and home buyers tore through the real estate industry. Sales slowed to

a crawl and the number of agents in the Portland area dropped 40 percent, Newcomer said.

Agents who stuck with it had to withstand the drop in income, be more disciplined and become familiar with the technicalities of short sales or foreclosures --

and to be able to hold up under the often-stressful stories of clients.

Shar Giard has worked in the company's 44-agent Gresham office since 1998, also serving as chair of the company's foundation and on the Centennial School

Board. She is one of those who became an expert in distressed properties, often handling those deals for others in the office.

"We do a lot of listening, hand-holding and advising," Giard said. "In most cases it's important to get the customer out of their bad situation and help them

get on with their lives."

Now, Giard says, the agents who stuck it out consider themselves "a village of survivors."

"At the top of the market it was everyone for themselves. Now it's totally different," Giard said. "In the last few years I've seen more people helping one

another."

She would recommend the industry to anyone who has realistic expectations, six months of expenses set aside, and who's willing to put in the time,

especially in the office.

"If you get in and dig, it's an awesome business," Giard said. "I've always thought that this is both one of the most misunderstood and wonderful careers

there are."

-- Quinton Smith
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