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“There is no freedom without safety.”

—R. Eckstine


INTRODUCTION

My father once told me never to remember anything that wasn’t important. Somehow I am just not wired that way. It’s not that my mind is cluttered with things that aren’t important; it’s just that I seem to have this innate magnetism that’s always looking to make connections between events or nouns (i.e., a person, place, or thing). Sometimes I have to turn things around so the polarities link up like the magnets beneath two little black and white toy dogs we used to play with. It’s as if an automatic continuum is the key to my circuit board. So when I tell you that I never intended to write more than one book I am not lying. I am just a victim of my own DNA.

If you are familiar with my first book, The Shooter’s Bible Guide to Knives, you might recognize it primarily as a review of available knives, knife construction, and a series of overviews of different knife makers. Though unavoidably set in a specific time period, the selection of knives in the catalog section wears extremely well because, as a collection of classic and brand new offerings, they’ve proven to be timeless. Perhaps that’s why sales of the book continue at a steady pace.

Another reason for the continuing success of the Guide to Knives might be the one chapter where a risk was taken, unprecedented in the pages of the prolific Shooter’s Bible series, which goes back more than forty years. Heretofore, the Shooter’s Bible was primarily a presentation of available arms and accessories, but with little if any instruction put forth regarding how to use them for anything other than sporting purposes. But in the chapter entitled “Folding Knives for Self Defense,” we walked a thin line, offering the reader a series of techniques on how to use a common pocket-clip folding knife as a defensive tool. Based on the first day of Brian Hoffner’s Defensive Folding Knife Training course, there was one technique in particular that I think sums up a most basic fundamental of personal defense. With the knife unfolded and edge forward, Brian stands his ground while he demonstrates moving the knife continuously in the pattern of a figure-eight in front of his upper body. The result was a whirlpool of blades that Hoffner likens to that of a blender.

The danger is obvious but the key is that it is he (or she) who chooses to advance that asserts them as the aggressor. Presenting this information may have been risky in the context of the Shooter’s Bible format, but it was probably what led to being offered my next assignment.

The Shooter’s Bible Guide to Home Defense offers recommendations for hardening the home structure itself and building a defensive plan based on whatever tactical advantages the interior of your home might offer. There are also options in security systems and technology, learning to recognize the common ploys of home invaders, and preamble to attack as well as legal constraints and how to choose weapons to suit not just your own physical capabilities but also characteristics of the premises as well. With arson being a popular method of revenge, there’s also a chapter on fire prevention and survival. But the task of building a game plan for everyday survival covered in Watch Your Back was at once more cerebral in nature and inherently more complex.

In the Guide to Home Defense, I ask the reader to imagine the view from the front window of the home as a stage and think of themselves as being the director of a high school play. If that sounds hokey, I must admit it felt corny even to me while I was writing it. But as the director you would be familiar with every one of the players, what they were supposed to do, and what was going to happen. This was a conceptual aid to make you more aware of how anything that was out of the ordinary could spell trouble, such as a strange car, a door left open, lights left on, etc. When I noted that Watch Your Back was going to be a more cerebral study than the Guide to Home Defense, and at the same time be more complex, that’s because the stage on which threats to survival play out is not only more diverse but also inherently less familiar.
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A keystone of Brian Hoffner’s Defensive Knife methodology is driving the knife in a continuous figure-eight pattern to protect the head and upper body. What makes this tactic defensive rather than offensive in nature is that it is they who choose to breach this perimeter who assert themselves as the aggressor. In these three images, Hoffner defines the central guard position and the lateral boundaries of the danger zone utilizing the Beast, a knife of his own design.

When you are at home it’s easy to respond to an unexpected doorbell in the middle of the day by standing away from the front door with body partially shielded by a doorframe. It’s your house and “home field advantage” means you’ve worked out ahead of time just where to stand for cover or concealment, where your chain of improvised weapons and firearms can be found, retreat options, phone access, etc. But outside the home, vulnerability is as unpredictable as the world around you.

Certainly we all feel more comfortable going to the same stores and gas stations based merely on familiarity, and there is an edge in being able to recognize who belongs there and who doesn’t. But the added danger is that of a false sense of security. The truth of the matter is we all go places from time to time that we are not familiar with and interact with people we don’t know. The fact is, no matter where you go, most of the people you see (and the vast majority of people who see you) are strangers. And if your job is meeting the public, or takes place in public, the erosion of any type of safe distance is exponential.

This book is about the dangers we face inherent to the things we do away from the safety of home field advantage. This could mean as simple a chore as going to the gas station or activities tied inextricably to your job. We’ll take a look at what can be done to provide a measure of safety, but I warn you it’s not going to be perfect. One proposed title to this book was How to Avoid a Bad Day. But any time you are faced with danger, win or lose, it’s not going to qualify as what I would call a good day.

Maybe the sum total of my own experiences has turned me from being an idealist to a skeptic. After all, if an obsession with threat analysis is not akin to skepticism, then what is?


Chapter 1   Understanding Preemptive Behavioral Response

Gunfights in the Old West are among the most romanticized of all American lore. But by many accounts most gunfighters did not actually face off, agreeing to such rules as “When the music stops, draw!” Killers often ambushed their rivals by shooting them in the back. Imagine the surprise if one would-be victim was wearing a bulletproof vest, turned around, and shot back? The forethought of strapping on a vest could be referred to as a preemptive behavioral response.

Preemptive behavioral response is very specialized terminology referring to possibly the greatest lesson to be learned in terms of everyday survival skills. The wording might seem confusing because it starts with “pre” yet ends with “response,” so let’s break it down.

Webster’s Dictionary defines preemptive as “designed or having the power to deter or prevent an anticipated situation or occurrence.” For example, if our cowboy had known that someone was in town gunning for him, the act of putting on a bulletproof vest before leaving the hotel would qualify as a response to a specific threat. Let’s say wherever our cowboy went he suspected there would be outlaws gunning for him. Then, he’d make it a regular practice of wearing the vest, putting it on each morning without thinking of it as any big deal. His behavior would offer safety by design. Consider this. In the 1950s, connecting a seat belt inside an automobile would have been so rare, odd, and out of place that you would have to remind yourself to do it.

In fact the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration reports that in the year 1996 seat belt use was as low as 61% nationwide.1 But today, drivers and passengers alike have become so used to wearing a seat belt that most people don’t even remember putting theirs on. One might better refer to the 1950s application of a seat belt as a practice. Given how habitually we now strap ourselves in, it could be referred to as behavior.

In order to survive not just an anomaly to our peaceful lives, but a possible ongoing threat, we must develop additional habits not unlike wearing a seat belt or locking the front door to our homes before leaving. As such, the question becomes how to reinforce adequate repetition to develop the necessary safety habits. Do we need someone to nag us, or will that just make for rejection of the practices, much like a rebellious child?

For those who recognize the dangers inherent in their professions, the motivation for developing safe habits is easier to accept than for the average person who has never felt threatened before. For the average commuter that works in an office building and doesn’t drive around in a yellow cab (which when I was a cab driver I referred to as a “cash register on wheels”), or work in a check cashing store (I like the term “deer feeder” better), internalizing new standard operating procedures to ensure safety may take more convincing.

Hopefully, adding in a step or two such as always parking front end forward and looking around before exiting the car won’t be looked upon with same burden as dieting or giving up smoking cigarettes cold turkey.

None of us likes to be inconvenienced, and that’s why the perception of additional safety precautions needs to be changed from being a pain in the neck and a waste of time to implementation without undue emotion. I’m sure the physical discomfort of wearing a vest every day is something police personnel would like to do without. But remembering to wear it is regularly reinforced by the painful memory of losing a fellow officer.
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The vast majority of people alive today wouldn’t remember what it was like to ride in an automobile without a seat belt. Even race car drivers were initially suspicious, complaining a seat belt would cause them to be trapped in burning cars. The businessman pictured here doesn’t seem to be inconvenienced at all as he works on his laptop and speaks on his cell phone. If we can accept buckling up, which was once considered a nuisance, then it shouldn’t be difficult to adapt our daily routine to include measures of personal defense. Photo courtesy of iStockphoto.
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Where we go is what we are exposed to. Many people who for one reason or another cannot access a proper bank to cash a check may be forced to utilize a commercial check-cashing store. There is nothing wrong with using one. As with a bank, the primary reason one goes to a check-cashing store is to handle money, either on the way in or on the way out. Therefore, a visit to either establishment is likely to make you more vulnerable to crime. When choosing a bank or a commercial check casher, it is important to take into account the surroundings. Utilizing a bank or cash store in proximity to businesses that either sell alcohol or promote other vices, such as a “smoke shop,” means you are likely to cross paths with their clientele. And just because a check-cashing store is open twenty-four hours a day doesn’t mean you should go there after dark.

Beloved race car driver Dale Earnhardt Sr. had the option of wearing a head and neck restraint, but it was not mandatory and he wasn’t comfortable wearing it. The HANS (head and neck support) was developed specifically for race car drivers to prevent basilar skull fractures, also a major cause of death in highway accidents.

The HANS device tethers the head to the body by way of a small harness to prevent the head from snapping forward, injuring or breaking the connection between the head and spine. According to the article “Historic Trauma Cases: Dale Earnhardt” by Cynthia Blank Reid, “A basilar skull fracture is any fracture of the skull that originates in or propagates to the base of the skull.”2

Earnhardt died at the final turn on the last lap of the 2001 Daytona 500 stock car race when his car impacted the wall head on, but the severity of the impact was not immediately obvious even to the other drivers involved in the very same incident. But Earnhardt suffered multiple injuries, including a basilar ring fracture as a result of his head continuing to move forward and striking the steering wheel due to inertial head loading. Months later, the HANS device was deemed mandatory by stock car racing’s governing body (NASCAR). As with modern police, contemporary racers have put aside their objections to proven safety gear and learned to ignore the impulse to complain. For these people, the necessary preemptive behavioral response of gearing up is hardly noticeable because behavior has been transformed into habit.
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Before World War II, race cars didn’t even have seat belts. Today, the head and neck restraint known as the HANS device is the industry standard. Before its use became popular, Dale Earnhardt Sr. was killed in an accident that upon first viewing was not expected to result in a fatality. Given the option of wearing a HANS device, Earnhardt Sr. deemed it too uncomfortable and, like many drivers at that time, lamented that it might make it too difficult to get out of the car if it caught on fire. But a head and neck restraint would have saved his life by not letting the driver’s head shift violently beyond its natural tether. Renowned American Sprint Car Series driver Tommy Bryant knows this and wouldn’t think of firing up his 800 hp beast without one. Like all modern athletes, Bryant practices safe habits of preparation because doing so affords him the best chance of continuing to enjoy life.

Not all preemptive behavioral responses are as pointed as putting on a helmet or a bulletproof vest. There are many smaller, more subtle, precautionary actions we can internalize that protect us from harm. For example, several years ago it was pointed out to me that every time I stopped for gas I would start the pump and then proceed to walk around the car. On that particular day, the weather was cold and blustery so why didn’t I just get back into the driver’s seat and warm up? Asked what I was doing, I blurted out that I was inspecting the tires and checking to see if all the lights were intact. This pronouncement was accompanied by the most incredulous of feelings. It was as if someone had yanked me out of bed in the middle of the night and asked me what I was doing. Doesn’t everybody check the condition of the car during a gas stop? I guess you could say this was one preemptive behavioral response I could perform in my sleep.

How did I get to the point where walking around the car during gas stops was habitual to the point of being almost unconscious? Was I copying an elder, or had there been a bad experience when simple inspection would have saved me the trouble of being stopped with a flat tire? Actually, it was both. In my father’s time, tires and lights were the least reliable components of automotive construction and I’ve had my share of blowouts, too. So there was a direct reinforcement of the behavior from which to develop an SOP, or standard operating procedure. My experience told me that someday a simple inspection process would save me from a situation that could be anything from annoying to dangerous. Have you ever tried to change a tire on a busy street or expressway? What if the tire blew out at high speed or some helpful strangers showed up to do me harm? I’d rather walk around the car and troubleshoot no matter how cold it gets.

Many of the preemptive behavioral responses in this book were developed after action, but in the meantime too many people have had to pay too high a price. No one should have to suffer to learn how to set up precautionary measures. We can all learn to engage in “preventive maintenance” that builds in a measure of safety if we are willing to internalize or better yet “habitualize” security measures preemptively. Sometimes this isn’t easy, or just too tempting to bypass. The real question becomes, “What does it take for you to willingly accept the performance of precautionary actions throughout your day in order to increase the chances of your survival?”

There’s a lot of pop psychology or “psychobabble” out there about behavior and how to enhance or change it. One of my favorites is satisfying or embracing the “inner child.” To me the inner child is the immature voice that acts as though there will always be someone or something to fall back on. I hope there will always be a place in your life for the inner child, but it is the voice of responsibility that protects us and it must learn to holler loud and clear.

The problem is most people do not take up methods of personal defense until after something has happened to them or a loved one. Certainly the vision of tragedy or violence is a great motivator. Yet, many people who desire more effective means of personal security find it difficult to implement proven preemptive behavioral responses as a course of action. It’s a type of learning disability that has forever fascinated me. Whenever I cannot get myself to learn something, I look for a way to trick myself into doing it. In fact, I thought I was the only one doing this until I read Practical Shooting, Beyond Fundamentals by Brian Enos.3 It seems that Enos and his buddy Rob Leatham were practicing high speed competitive shooting so diligently they would sometimes get stale and stumble trying to perform the simplest draw or reload. To combat this they developed the “Trick of the Day” as a temporary distraction to “quiet the mind.” It was something to throw them off just enough so that they’d have to concentrate brick by brick on their technique rather than take any shortcuts and miss out on performing a necessary fundamental along the way.

Out of curiosity, I turned to the world of child psychology to see if there was any way of breaking through to the child that was suddenly being stubborn and didn’t want to learn. Consider the study found in the Sage Journals entitled “Using Pre-task Requests to Increase the Probability of Compliance for Students with Severe Disabilities” by George H. S. Singer, Joanne Singer, and Robert H. Horner4. The initial description or Abstract refers to the challenge of seeking “a non-aversive procedure to increase the probability that students with moderate and severe handicapping conditions will follow a directive to begin to work.” In this case the students, “age 7 to 10 years with documented IQ scores between 20 and 44,” have much more to complain about than the average healthy child. And so did their teachers. Bouts of noncompliance included violent behavior toward classmates, including hitting, biting, and scratching. In this test case the request being made of the students was simply to come into the classroom and sit in their designated seats so class could begin. The problem was the students wanted to remain in recess and continue to play in the yard; in technical terms a “transition from play to work.”

What the study found was a simple strategy for increasing the probability of a positive response. Instead of jumping right to the endgame command to take their seats, a series of tasks that had the greater likelihood of being completed were requested. Requests such as “give me five,” “look at me,” or “say my name” resulted in an acceptance of interaction and led to compliance. When this technique was not used students’ compliance rapidly diminished. An earlier study by Englemann and Colvin (1983)5 shared in this conclusion by suggesting that a difficult request should be preceded by rapid series of short, easy requests.

For the soldier in the field that must leave a safer position of cover while bullets are flying by, an inner voice may appear in a moment of doubt. To allay doubt and enable the soldier to continue his mission, this voice would most likely go through a short series of pre-task questions or drills. One such drill would be to concentrate on a breathing pattern commonly referred to as tactical or combat breathing. As detailed in U.S. Army Ranger Lieutenant Colonel David Grossman’s book On Combat: The Psychology and Physiology of Deadly Conflict in War and Peace, the drill consists of a repetition of breath such as intake through the nose, hold for four seconds, release through the lips to the count of four seconds, and repeat. Sometimes a distraction such as the aforementioned trick of the day can be used to change one’s focus from imagining a negative outcome to the mechanics of the job at hand. In one instance, Master Sergeant Paul Howe, proprietor of the Combat Shooting and Tactics school in Nacogdoches, Texas, and a veteran of many battles including Mogadishu (see Blackhawk Down), reports running between points of cover using a specific technique whenever there was room to do so. As I understand it, whenever possible, Howe would back off from the edge of cover and get a running start rather than expend the initial moments of exposure trying to pick up speed. Pre-task requests, such as looking for room to build up speed or checking your gear (magazines, check, knife, check…), are easier tasks to fulfill than making it across the field of fire. Paying attention to the details rather than the magnitude of what you are about to do may be all that’s needed to propel you into action. For anyone whose job it is to collect from a series of vending machines, one might also develop a Q&A program to invoke a mindset at a higher state of alert. The key is to keep the pre-task requests simple (a few quick, positively answered questions are better than one that requires debate) is the better way to construct a chain of positive thought.

Thinking in terms of pre-task requests and non-aversive procedure may also be helpful in accepting the process of putting extra precautions into action even when the behavior seems unnecessary. In other words, you are adopting preemptive behavioral response as standard operating procedure. For example, putting a dispenser of pepper spray on your belt when you only intend to weed the garden in your own fenced yard may seem unnecessary. For our purposes, the voice in your head saying you won’t need the pepper spray could parallel the objections of the students in the Singer study that wanted to stay outside and play.

Objecting to carrying pepper spray when not even leaving the “safety” of one’s yard ignores a basic fundamental of preemptive behavioral response. To always carry some sort of defense with you outside or in and around the home is valuable in maintaining the habit no matter how remote a threat may seem. The desired result is that someday you won’t even remember taking it with you but it will be there when you need it to fend off an aggressive stray dog. Then again, what is the likelihood of being attacked in one’s own yard by a complete stranger after virtually no interaction, inflammatory or otherwise?

Spending the day gardening in her own gated yard, a seventy-nine-year-old Texas woman was murdered in April of 2015 by a deranged man described as being homeless. This same man, later identified as Cavales Prater, thirty-five, attacked his own mother just two days later. In this attack, Prater was interrupted by his mother’s roommate and fled the scene. Reportedly, the roommate followed Prater, who was later arrested by police.

No motive for either crime has been established but Prater was described as being seen hanging around local convenience stores and acting unpredictably. County court records showed several arrests dating back to 1998 for convictions of marijuana possession, theft, and assault on a family member. The fatal attack on the woman, who was a complete stranger to Prater, involved an escalation of violence throughout multiple locations, moving from the garage area to inside a locked bathroom in the house, during which the victim was struck with a golf club, strangled, and stabbed with a scissors. The woman’s husband was alerted but was too late to render aid. A homicide detective for the Houston Police Department was quoted as saying, “I believe this to be a random act of violence by a crazy, demented person.”6

If we could make sense of the perpetrator’s actions, would it be more useful to know why the man attacked the woman in her yard or the reason why Prater cut short his attack on his mother two days later? I would say the latter. While it does not seem likely that Prater was overpowered, it was reported that the roommate, who was neither identified nor described in physical detail, was able to pull Prater off of his mother, at which time he fled. Perhaps simple discovery was enough to end the assault. In lieu of the ability or lack thereof for the victim in the fatal attack to defend herself with a lethal weapon, the deployment of any type of weapon immediately accessible might have prolonged the attack, offering a window of opportunity for help to arrive.

Preemptive behavioral response is preparation. In order for it to be effective, it has to be consistent. In order for preparation to be consistent, the actions taken need to be accepted in a manner that does not distract or feel out of place. For example, it’s perfectly natural to iron a blouse or shine one’s shoes before going to a job interview because it is your desire to improve your life. In terms of personal defense, preemptive behavioral response is perfectly natural because it is the embodiment of your desire to survive. The goal of learning any set of preemptive behavioral response is to internalize it to the point of becoming habit, therefore crossing over into the realm of behavior, or as I like to refer to your collective well of safe habits, your Internal Security Protocol.


Chapter 2   What Everyone Can Learn from the Dangers of Selling Real Estate

Real estate agents face a number of threats because, at one time or another, an agent is going to be alone in a vacant building with a complete stranger or a group of strangers. This is part and parcel of the business and the vulnerability is obvious. Yet the level of threat is dependent on a number of factors. Some are built-in and unavoidable. Others can be controlled. In order to understand the likelihood and prevention of incidents, it is helpful to study how real estate agents attract customers and how the sales process itself is structured.

There are two roles in which a real estate agent can operate. One is that of selling agent and the other is referred to as a listing agent. When acting as a selling agent, he or she represents a customer in search of property to buy. A listing agent specializes in developing an inventory of property for sale. Properties for sale typically appear on the Multiple Listing Service website or MLS. The MLS is an online database that serves as a catalog of available properties complete with specifications, pictures, and general description. The MLS allows the agent to help the customer choose which properties they would like the agent to show them before leaving the office.
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Minimizing the danger of meeting a complete stranger at a vacant house begins with asking the customer to come in to the office to search the Multiple Listing Service (MLS) website. It should be company policy that all first contacts be made at the office and all prospective clients should be properly identified. Not only does this provide a degree of security for sales personnel, searching the MLS based on the buyer’s specific needs and priorities is the best way to serve the customer.

Most agents begin their careers as a selling agent waiting in queue at the office for their turn to work with the next customer. While the listing agent seeks to attract customers that already own real property, the selling agent is more likely to work with strangers of unknown means who call on the telephone or walk in off the street. That’s why the selling agent is typically more at risk.

Although an agent can in some cases work as both a selling agent and a listing agent (just not on the same deal), most agents prefer to specialize in one role or the other. Those who specialize in being a listing agent tend to be more experienced. One reason is that in order to win the approval of a customer with a home to sell, they should already have a track record of completed or closed sales with which to impress the property owner. Some listing agents concentrate on marketing their inventory to other agents or develop a network of buyers that are looking for rental property. With this strategy, they can avoid working directly with the public at large.

Not everyone gets into real estate sales through working with an established agency. And not every listing agent fits into the system of recognized realtors. People who buy run-down property or properties that have been foreclosed upon are looking to renovate and sell, or “flip,” properties for a profit. Either way, this approach can introduce a higher level of risk when compared to listing homes in top condition located in prominent neighborhoods. Homeless squatters may inhabit abandoned properties, making them dangerous to visit. In addition, abandoned properties are difficult to secure from vandalism and loss of investment by arson is another common risk.

Foreclosed, damaged, or abandoned properties are often located in neighborhoods scarred with higher rates of violent crime. When previewing less expensive homes for listing in a seemingly-nice neighborhood, make sure to look for exterior doors with more than two locks. Check the frames of exterior doors for cracks and obvious damage that would indicate it was previously forced open.

Whether you are a selling agent or a listing agent, you have the choice of where and when you work. Be aware that the location, condition, and the types of homes you show can determine the level of threat you may need to contend with.

Sometimes personality plays a part in whether a person specializes in being a selling agent or a listing agent. No matter how much society changes, women will forever be connected by nature to the home. According to the National Association of Realtors (NAR), there are about two million real estate agents nationwide, including those that operate without membership in the NAR. Fifty-seven percent of these agents are female. Median age is fifty-six years old. Whether it’s a homeowner trying to come to terms with the necessity of moving from a place with cherished memories where children were raised, or a newlywed couple looking for their first home, trust in a mother figure can offer the female agent a built-in advantage. Furthermore, the job’s flexible hours make real estate sales an ideal job for mothers with children in school or for empty nesters.

In most states it is mandatory for the prospective licensee to be sponsored by a licensed real estate broker. A real estate broker may also be active in sales and it is the brokerage license that provides the legal right to list and sell property. As such, sales agents work under the umbrella of the broker, who is either independent or affiliated with a larger company or franchise operation. Nevertheless, each sales agent must generate their own business. This is where problems, particularly for female agents, can arise.

Perhaps there’s been too much influence by television, but the demand for a glamorous appearance has become a driving force in advertising. No one can really tell how skillful or how honest a real estate agent will prove to be by looking at a picture on a billboard. This goes for men as well as women. But to the predator, a good-looking woman is the more preferable target. When it comes to advertising, keep in mind you are not the product. Your services are the product. No one is going to say, “What do you mean the deal fell through? You’re so pretty.” Or, “But you’re so handsome and well dressed.”
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Scarred or repaired doors are red flags indicating the property has been broken into at least once before. What this says about the property and the surrounding area should be of concern to the prospective real estate listing agent as well as to buyers. Be aware that the location, condition, and the types of homes you show can determine the level of threat you may need to contend with. Photo courtesy of The Door Refinishing Company.

Even if you have already posted pictures of yourself that highlight an attractive or provocative appearance, this doesn’t mean you have to follow through with dressing “to the nines” every day. Your work and showing attire should be modest and professional. By modest, I mean attire that is not revealing or suggestive in any way. When asked about the glamorous you that appears on billboards, just say that’s the “Hollywood” me. Your showing attire should also be comfortable and, in a sense, athletic. That way, if you have to defend yourself or make a run for it, your clothing will not get in the way or otherwise limit your movement.

Many agents use glamour shots for their business cards but consider taking a cue from headshots used by actors and actresses looking for a movie or television role. If you’ve ever met a model, TV, or movie star, you’ll notice right away that in many cases they do not look quite the same. That’s because professional headshots are produced not to show how the person looks in real life but how they will appear on the big screen. Some actors even take headshots geared toward a specific role. Instead of merely trying to look your best, consider having yourself photographed as if you were going to audition for the role of a successful businessperson. According to Deb Wallace, proprietor of Barfield Photography in Houston, Texas, portrait photography can be engineered toward role-play just as certain techniques are employed specific to wedding photography in order to bring out the purity and beauty of a new bride.

Before presenting a series of incidents in which real estate agents were the victims of crime, let’s take a look at what standard operating procedures, indeed preemptive behavioral responses, are already built into the process to protect the agent. In short, what precautionary measures are readily at the real estate agent’s disposal.

There are a number of safeguards available to the real estate agent and such protocol is not to be taken lightly. Initial contact should always be face to face. If someone calls in about a property, make any excuse you can think of but get them to come into the office. Offer to show them a preview of the house on the computer first. Tell them about the Multiple Listing Service website, where they can view the interior and find out all the specifications and costs attached to the property. Enthusiastically inform the customer that the MLS will enable them to compare it to others with all the characteristics they are looking for. A good lie like “I’m waiting for another agent to return to the office with the key, why don’t you come over in the meantime,” should work. Of course, there’s always the default “fallback” position of it being company policy for all customers to come into the office first for a “buyer consultation.” And this should not be a lie. Offering a buyer consultation is not only a valuable service to a genuine customer but also provides a considerable measure of security. Most perpetrators will not be willing to sit through a meeting describing key points of the buying process such as property search, the closing process, and lender requirements, let alone verification of identity.

In any first contact between sales personnel and a prospective customer, there will be the necessary exchange of pleasantries for the purpose of bonding. From the customer’s standpoint, the professional stature of the salesperson is already in place. At the very least, the customer can be sure the sales personnel are who they say they are and their motives revolve around selling or leasing property. The agent, on the other hand, has no idea who has just walked into their office or approached them at an open house. Identifying the customer is the first and most crucial firewall.

Once verbal introductions are out of the way, discussion of what the customer is looking for should offer insight as to whether their goals are realistic. If the customer is unclear, they may just be uninformed as to how a real estate office operates or their motives may not be genuine. The next step a sales agent should take is to qualify the customer’s ability to get a loan. If it hasn’t been done so already, this is a good time to formally establish identification, beginning with taking a photocopy of their driver’s license. This should not raise any objections whatsoever. If the customer shows any hesitance at all, that’s a red flag. Either they are not serious customers or they may indeed be dangerous.

Not everyone who shops for a home understands how much money they will actually need. Nor are they always sure they can qualify for a loan. By qualifying the customer’s credit status, the agent should be able to find out if they are truly ready to buy and if working with the customer is going to be worthwhile. Of course, not even the ability of the customer to pay for property is a guarantee that a sale will be made. And the claim of being a cash customer should not be a signal for the agent to lower their guard. A good question to ask before agreeing to show property anywhere but on the computer should be, “Is there anything that would prevent you from buying a house today?”

The previous paragraph may well be found in “Real Estate 101.” However, the above procedures will not shield the agency from someone with false or stolen identification. Identification theft for the purpose of buying property or obtaining funds under false pretenses in general does not usually take place in face-to-face situations at a real estate agency. The more typical schemes involving real estate and identity theft are found in the arena of ID thieves posing as the owner and obtaining funds via a home equity line of credit for property they do not own. Such schemes can actually be revealed when the real estate agent investigates the credit of a completely honest customer. According to Paul Wylie, founder and former owner of Metrocities Mortgage, in an article published at ProtectMyID.com, an arm of the credit giant Experian, “Too often a victim does not learn of the identity theft until a mortgage originator pulls his credit score in preparation for a home loan.”1

For any business that makes sales based on the customer’s ability to pay on credit or borrow money, rule number one is to identify the customer. Let’s take a look at how to spot a phony or questionable ID. While you should be familiar with what your state driver’s license looks like, a buyer may be coming from another state and you may not be familiar with what that license should look like. This can be checked by searching that state’s website. One preemptive behavioral response would be to visit the Department of Motor Vehicles websites of all bordering states and memorize what the license from each state should look like. In addition, research the licenses from such states that people are most likely to emigrate from. For example, a real estate agent in Florida should be very familiar with a driver’s license from the state of New York.
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