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eslie Lerner is celebrating her
real estate agency’s 10th anni-
versary this year at a time of
slumping home sales.

Currently, Lerner is the only person
selling homes for Leslie Lerner Proper-
ties, as high prices and interest rates,
inflation and a housing shortage have
depressed the number of people shop-
ping for a new home and with it, the
number of real estate agents.
However, this year isn’t represen-

tative of Lerner’s success with a con-
cept she launched with her company in
2013 and which has helped her average
about 35 sales totaling about $20 mil-
lion a year.
Her concept: Instead of charging

home sellers a percentage of the sales
price, she charges flat fees, which can
save her clients thousands of dollars.
Lerner spoke with the Houston Busi-

ness Journal about her method and why
she thinks it benefits both her clients and
her business.

How did you get into real estate? It’s
a funny story. I was buying my first
house in 1993, and the agent walked
up with his sleeves all rolled up and his
big old muscles hanging out. He was
not a great agent, but he thought he
was. And I said, if he can do this, so can
I. I was teaching (K-12) school at the
time, and I went ahead and got my real
estate license. So, I taught school and
did real estate for several years prior to
just giving real estate a go full time in
2000 for Bernstein Realty. Then I got my
broker’s license and opened my own
business, Leslie Lerner Properties, in
early 2013.

Why did you decide to charge a flat
fee instead of percentage of the home
price? I didn’t feel like I was reaching
my potential doing what I was doing,
so I started to brainstorm, “What can
I do to propel my business? What is
going to make me different?” And I
literally sat at my parents’ one night
eating dinner and just brainstorming
in my head, got a little piece of paper
and started writing it down and was
like, “This is what I’m going to do.
I’m going to do flat-fee listings and
rebated commissions, and I’m going
to do it the professional way. And all
the service is going to be the same. It’s
going to be more based on quantity
and quality versus just all about the
commission.” …When I got into the
business, (multiple listing service) was
an address, a description and I don’t
even think there was a picture, so you
had to do drive-bys and you would have
to go in to see what you are purchasing.
That’s not necessary anymore, because
our internet is so dynamic and really
can help you sell a house. That’s where
they get their first impression. Showing
houses used to be more agent-driven.
Now it’s more that people have the app

people don’t provide, so it attracts more
people…I’m a native Houstonian, so
it’s all (about) networking.And I got
some great press in the beginning and
mywebsite was good and people just
really started coming…It did start
working out really well right in the
beginning, believe it or not. It was
all about education and educating
them that I was providing full service.
Everything was the same as if you were
going to spend a higher commission
rate with somebody else. (People) asked
me, “Why would you do it? You’re
making lessmoney.What’s the catch
here?” There’s not a catch. It’s just that
money is not my end-all-be-all. My
end-all-be-all is doing a good job for
everybody, making themwant to come
back and refer people to me, so it builds
up that quantity.

What about your real estate agents?
Don’t they make less money working
for your agency? It depends on what
the broker is charging that agent to
work there, so to speak, because every
agent is an independent contractor, and
they have an independent contractor
agreement. Say that the broker requires
their agent to charge the client 3%.
The broker is taking some sort of
percentage of that 3%, and theremay
be a desk fee on top of it. I don’t know
what these brokers are charging.With
mine, obviously, I’m charging a flat fee
of $4,500, so if that 3% happened to be
$9,000, if they had a 50-50 split, they
may still be making $4,500, I don’t
know. But we start at $4,500 and then I
take a small percentage of that.

How is your business faring in the
current housing market?Since
startingmy business in 2013, I’ve never
experienced a quieter time than now.
I’m hoping spring break will start
generating something, but Houston
in general has very little inventory, so
people aren’t going to put their house
on themarket without a place to go.
Our interest rates are up, so if you’re
at 2% interest rate where you are, why
go to 6% or 7% interest rate? The job
market is kind of unstable, the stock
market is unstable. Inflation is at a
high, people are in debt, because of
what was going on a couple of years
ago, so everything is in this flux kind
of moment. But in the last week or so,
the phone has been ringingmore about
people wanting to put their homes
on themarket or purchase a home.
I’ve had some of the same buyers for
over a year and a half that still haven’t
found something, just because of our
inventory situation.And the homes
that are coming up, many of them are
just being re-listed at the same or a
different price, just to pop up as new…
I’mworried but I always like to have a
positive vibe (and expecting that) we’re
going to get better.

This interview has been edited for
length and clarity.

on their phone, they’re always looking
at listings and favoriting them or
sending them to you, so it’s a lot more
client-driven than agent-driven. Our
market has just really changed that way.

What does your fee structure look like?
It’s pretty much tiered on how much
the house sells for —not listed for but
sells for —so if it’s $800,000 and under,
for example, it’s $4,500. A lot of people
use 6%. Three percent for the buyer’s
agent and 3% for the listing agent. So
(on a $800,000 house) that would
be $24,000 for me to list it if I was
charging the full 3%, or 6% would be
$48,000. But I charge a $4,500 flat fee

(not including the fee for the buyer’s
agent).
If we show you one to three hous-

es, or we work with you on one to three
houses, we rebate 1.5% of the total com-
mission and if, for example, that com-
mission is 3%, half of that commission
would go back to the buyer, but it goes
back on the closing settlement state-
ment. If I show them four to six hous-
es, I rebate 1%, and when it’s over six, I
don’t rebate.

Naturally, the next question has to be:
How do you make money if you charge
so much less than other Realtors?
Quantity. I have a service that many
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Family: Big – 6 nieces and nephews
Education: Bellaire High School, University of Texasat Austin
Hobbies: Fitness, outdoors, traveling and hanging with friends.
Personal motto: Thisbest describes me – “Ameaningful life is not being rich, being
highly educated or being perfect. Itʼsabout being real, being humble, being able to
share ourselves and touch the lives of others.”
Favorite Houston area restaurant: Federal American Grill
Passionate about: Honesty/transparency,keeping the real estate industry valuable
to the consumer, school security
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