

[image: cover]







“Dean Artenosi is the best in the Canadian real estate space! Why? Dean has seen it all, so he speaks from experience and knowledge. Brokerage owner, developer, land acquisitions, Dean has done it all in real estate, but what sets him apart is his passion and drive to share it with others.”


—Stacey Evoy, president, Ontario Real Estate Association 2022/2023




“Dean Artenosi has written a book that is essential to successfully navigating the world of real estate in Canada and the US today. You can feel his passion for this business jump out of every page and grab you. This memoir comes packed with thirty years’ worth of experience told through stories: challenges, successes, lessons learned, heartbreaks, and triumphs. What you’ll get from this book is mindset, vision, an unrelenting passion for doing the right thing for the customer, and suggested strategies on how to create wealth in real estate, all of which are critical in this business today.”


—Karim Kennedy, CEO, Coldwell Banker Canada




“Dean Artenosi is a shining example of a successful entrepreneur. Follow the journey from salesperson to president, and learn how to do it for your clients, not to your clients! Dean’s approach to his success has been through education—educating his clients and his salespeople to success. Dean spent his career making other people’s lives better. Today, Dean, along with his wife Tania, own one of the largest real estate companies in Canada. This should be no surprise if you know Dean; you wouldn’t expect anything less than number one. This book will outline his journey and his challenges, and you’ll discover how to overcome the issues we all face. It’s an inspirational read!”


—Chris Leader, president, Leaders Edge Training




“Bold and real, Dean doesn’t hold back in sharing thirty years of real estate wisdom, in easy-to-act mindset pillars and action steps. It’s a people business; serve your clients’ needs, build relationships that last, and that in turn builds wild success and real wealth. I love the way Dean cuts through everything to hammer this point home (and many other significant insights) and tell you exactly how to do it yourself while sharing his incredible story of ups and downs that delivered his lessons.”


—Vonny Fast, Hall of Famer #1 Rep in Canada, Cutco




“It takes time and patience to grow a tree. This is not a book for anyone looking to get into real estate for a quick win. That’s not what long-term success is all about. It’s about day-in, day-out, having the right mentality, and doing what’s right.”


—Bill Armstrong, general manager, Arizona Coyotes




“Dean Artenosi has written a must-read primer for anyone wanting to understand and learn about real estate. Read this book and learn from one of the best. Good leaders provide direction, purpose, and reason for a group or organization to follow. They also share their knowledge, wisdom, and experience with others. Their leadership becomes a calling to serve others. Dean Artenosi is a leader who has risen to their position in their company and industry through his actions and words. His thoughts on real estate in every aspect of it are clear, specific, and on target in today’s business and social climate.”


—Lisa Patel, Property Princess Inc.; former president, TRREB Toronto Regional Real Estate Board; director, Large Ontario Real Estate Association
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THE REAL WORLD OF REAL ESTATE


I hate to open with an unsettling newsflash, but you’re being misled about the inner workings of the real estate world.


I don’t know what better way to drive this point home than to blare it loudly and clearly right from the jump—and then hammer it home with great force, the way you’d stake a For Sale sign deep into a soft patch of grass.


Ignore the buzzwords of the moment. Drone out the glorified carnival barkers who insist that success in the real estate business requires building smooth “downlines” and navigating needlessly complex “multilevel marketing schemes.”


Don’t be fooled by the snooty arrogance of brands that tout their “national reach.” Ignore the folks that blather on about their oversized “market share.”


It’s pure nonsense. All real estate agents have the same market share because we all have the same exposure to properties through the multiple listing service (MLS) system.


Here’s the key takeaway that every real estate developer, agent, and investor needs to remember: this is—and always will be—a people business. Clients. Partners. Coworkers. Investors. Brokers.


Ultimately, it’s the quality of the connections that you make—and the lengths that you go to preserve and strengthen them—that will be your greatest differentiator.


All that other stuff is just white noise and siren songs dreamed up by people who are driven more by ego and self-aggrandizement than a sense of genuine purpose.


You don’t need any of that hokum to find success in the real estate world. Don’t believe a single syllable of it, because no one enters our business hoping to become a glorified Amway rep.


If I may be so bold as to give it to you straight without the thousand red balloons and piped-in applause. I’ve built one of the most successful real estate practices in Ontario, Canada—and generated real wealth—by remaining laser focused on listening to and addressing the needs of my clients. Period. Full stop.


Mindsets and skill sets matter too, as does an ability to devise creative financing solutions. But if you can stay grounded and humble and remain open to learning, you will prevent yourself from becoming a prima donna.


Clients will work with you because they trust you. Because they appreciate the rapport you’ve built with them. And, most importantly, because you’ve provided them with a level of service that they won’t be able to find anywhere else. That’s real advice. And that’s what the real estate industry—and this book—is all about.


I view myself, essentially, as a problem solver. I am not a life coach. I can’t help you work through marital issues. Or offer salient advice on how to ensure your child gains acceptance into their elite university of choice. But I have devoted my professional life to helping people make prudent decisions about real estate.


If you’re seeking anything that includes the words “get rich quick” or “scheme,” I’ll save you the suspense. It’s not in here. This is a book built around a very specific catalog of wisdom, which I’ve accumulated over the last thirty years.


In the following pages, I’m open sourcing it and giving it away for everyone to use as they see fit.


I’ve decided, at long last, to actually put a pen to paper because I’ve been around long enough to have peeked behind the proverbial curtain. I know what works and what doesn’t.


I can identify the real empire builders from the real estate agents who are all glitter and no substance. This book is designed to ensure you become the former and avoid devolving into the latter.


So I’ll keep things as simple and practical as I can. Interested in learning the best way to devise truly creative financing vehicles? How to properly assemble a portfolio? The ways to assess the value of a piece of land? Why the vast majority of great properties are on corner lots? Or why there’s more value to be found in buying existing properties rather than investing in new construction?


Then, by all means, read on. It’s all here for you in good, old-fashioned black and white. I’ve also endeavored to make these lessons as jargon-free as possible because I’ve found that simple language has the longest shelf life.


But at the end of the day, these tips and strategies are really just a means to a greater end. My core philosophy remains the same today as it was on day one: success is a natural byproduct of providing unparalleled service to clients.


So that’s my lead-in—the first truism worth highlighting in bright yellow marker: make it about them, not you. Help others solve their problems and build equity, and your good works will boomerang back to you tenfold, providing you opportunities to develop a stronger business and generate untold wealth for yourself.


For years I’ve politely listened to real estate cheerleaders insist that they’ve devised a panacea—fail-safe formulas that will guarantee novice real estate agents and investors instant success.


“Just pour, stir, and mix it all together,” they say, “and, voilà! Instant money-making powers will be yours!”


I offer you no such guarantee. There’s no snake oil being hawked here. Quite the contrary, I’d argue that the chorus of contemporary voices who are obsessed with “branding” and “multilevel marketing” have things backward.


If I were to draw a pie chart that captures what is required to enjoy long-term success in our business, I’d carve out a segment for branding that represents no more than 5 percent of the whole pie.


I can say this with unwavering confidence because I’ve been in this business since I was in my midtwenties. I was born into a family of Realtors. Both sides of my family were Italian immigrants who used real estate to lift themselves out of poverty in Ontario.


Multiple branches of my family tree have been carved with names of people who were born to buy and sell land. My father devoted his life to this business, as did my entire family.


Look at the top branches of that same family tree and you’ll see that my wife, Tania, works in this field too. She has not only established her own glimmering reputation but has also been instrumental in helping me run our real estate brokerage: The Real Estate Centre, which is commonly referred to as TREC, under the Coldwell Banker umbrella.


In this book I’ve carefully assembled a collection of stories that will help you navigate your way through a whole host of challenges.


I recognize that time is a precious commodity, so they’re relatively short parables. Each is meant to illustrate a set of core tenets that are rarely offered on the real estate lecture circuit these days.


Some stories offer practical and actionable pieces of advice that you can tuck into your memory bank (or briefcase) and use as needed. But others, admittedly, are more philosophical in nature. Some are rooted in my admiration for the new urbanism movement, which seeks to revitalize existing communities and curb the expansion into our precious open spaces and natural green fields.


Let me also stress one point: given the circuitous route I took to find my true calling, I recognize the benefits that this profession can bestow. I firmly believe that working in the real estate industry can—and often does—change the trajectory of people’s lives, not just financially but emotionally and psychologically as well.


It certainly changed mine. As a young man, I carried around big heaping fistfuls of anger and resentment, much of it the result of my challenging upbringing. As in so many homes, a divorce split my family apart when I was young. Battle lines were drawn, leaving me suspended in an uncomfortable limbo between two warring factions.


This business helped me channel all my pent-up anger and use it to burn through some of those early insecurities. I sincerely believe it can do the same for you, no matter how many obstacles may currently lie in your path. Real estate allowed me to actualize my talents, which were obvious to others but often lay fallow in me.


I hope this book will gently nudge you in a similar direction and help you find your own definition of fulfillment and personal enrichment.


This book is my personal road map, the first step in a continuing journey that requires you to believe that both change and success are, indeed, possible.


But as we all know, optimism alone will never suffice. We all need mentors, in some form or another.


It’s my hope that I can serve as a trusted mentor by dispensing some of the hard-earned wisdom I’ve acquired while building my business and—more importantly—improving its stature.


In the end there’s one common denominator that’s shared by virtually everyone who’s enjoyed long-term success in our field. And that lodestar is the right mindset. Cultivate the wrong one during any phase of your career—especially at the beginning—and you’re essentially moonwalking in the wrong direction.




Optimism alone will never suffice.





I can’t stress this point enough: there’s no single prescription that will yield success. You can’t pop two pills—or absorb two pithy talking points—and suddenly wake up the next morning a real estate mogul. It takes work—a lot of hard work—but it also helps to have the right mindset in place to set that winning process in motion.


In fact there’s a pretty clear order of operations that will dramatically increase your chances of success. First, you have to cultivate the right mindset, which acts as a kind of X-ray vision that enables you to view properties, homes, and parcels of land in ways that others can’t see them. Then, and only then, can you progress onward to the next stage and develop the skill sets required to execute on that initial vision.


So let’s start right there. Ask yourself this question: Which mindset would you prefer to adopt—a feudal one that incentivizes you to serve the interests of others or an entrepreneurial one that will differentiate you from the competition?


Take it from someone who toiled away at an eclectic mishmash of different jobs when I was a young man: it’s never too late to change your mindset and make the turn. Just look at my early resume for evidence of that fact. At one point or another, I’ve sold Cutco knives. I ran a carpet-cleaning service. I shoveled snow. I developed an eco-friendly cleaning product. I even, during a particularly lean stretch, sold boxes of garbage bags.


But here’s the upshot of all those early career choices: they each prepared me, in their own unique way, for the success I’d eventually find in real estate.


I wouldn’t trade, for instance, the tutelage I received from two of my sales mentors, Adam Ginsberg and Joe Grushkin, while I was selling Cutco knives for anything in the world. They helped mold and shape me into the real estate entrepreneur I am today.


I’ll never forget the energy Joe used to bring to his meetings and motivational sales meetings. He’d literally sprint up to the podium and unleash a palpable wave of energy out into the crowd. At the end of his presentations, I’d always leave the room fired up and ready to accept the next challenge. But what I loved the most was the way he closed every speech. He’d say the same thing every time he left the dais. “Onward and upward,” he’d yell. And we’d all walk out of the room feeling as if we could do anything, as if someone had blasted us right out of the mouth of the cannon, flying skyward, above the clouds.


It reminded me, in all honesty, of something my aunt Anna used to always say. I would ask her, “Zia Anna, come stai?” meaning, “How are you?” Her response to me would always be “Sempre tiranti avanti,” which translates to “Always moving forward.”


I want you to feel that sense of freedom and confidence—of moving forward, of ascending onward and upward—at the close of this book.


Because chances are you’ve likely traversed a strange and winding career path yourself—one that’s every bit as curvy and uncertain as mine was in my twenties. But I guarantee you this: all those stops along the way weren’t for naught. They can be used to your advantage in the real estate world.


After all there’s no school or degree or workshop that can ever completely prepare you for this kind of work. It’s more like speeding across a multilane expressway crisscrossed with innumerable on- and off-ramps. The key is to make a commitment to this crazy-beautiful world we call the real estate industry—and just turn the wheel. Make that turn.


I’d argue there’s no better time to do that than the present. But that’s your call. If you’re holding this book, chances are your turn signal is already flashing. Maybe you’re sitting, idled, in what feels like a career traffic jam. Perhaps that professional pileup is stunting your true potential.


My advice: make the turn. Make it by turning the page and reading on. After all, we have a whole lot of real estate to cover in the pages to follow …
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THE PARABLE OF GEORGIAN BAY:


CULTIVATING A REAL ESTATE MINDSET


My real estate journey began with a bang so jarring you could hear it from one end of Ontario, Canada, to the other. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant sound. Not the thrilling thunder of a fireworks extravaganza. Nor the triumphant cannon fire that marks Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture.


Quite the opposite. It was more of a deafening pop, followed by a slow fizzle. This was back in 1990, fresh on the heels of a decade-long rise in the value of Toronto real estate.


Equities? Who needed them? Real estate investments had been on an absolute tear; they seemed to be a one-way escalator that only climbed upward.


And then, quicker than you can say “earnest money,” came the aforementioned pop.


One of the most massive real estate bubbles in Canadian and North American history had officially gone kaput. It was a sudden and painful drop, followed by a slow, wheezy deflation that quickly flattened asset prices, then squeezed them even lower for years thereafter.


Homes. Buildings. Commercial properties. Land. Everything fell.


Dollars degraded, virtually overnight, into quarters, dimes, and nickels, including the value of a property that had special significance to my family: a pristine fifty-acre parcel of land on Georgian Bay, Ontario, about an hour’s drive north of Toronto.


I was in my twenties at the time, still sharpening my entrepreneurial skills by selling Cutco knives door to door. The 1990 downturn hit me hard—not so much professionally as personally, as a number of members of my family had invested in buying that parcel of land on Georgian Bay.


Although virtually everyone felt the ill effects of the Great Real Estate Cataclysm of 1990, we felt it more acutely than most. In fact it’s not hyperbole to say that the downturn quite literally ripped my family apart.


My father had purchased the aforementioned land on Georgian Bay a few years earlier for $600,000. With the market running hot, he did what any experienced real estate developer would’ve done: he packaged the land up and flipped it, selling it to a group of investors for a total of $1.2 million.


It just so happened that both sides of my family had rushed and signed up to be members of that consortium of buyers.


The timing of that purchase, for them, proved suboptimal. With real estate prices soaring, a psychology of irrational exuberance had set in. And much like the dot-com bubble before it, what had leaped skyward was about to come crashing down to earth.


Timing is everything, isn’t it?—in both real estate and life. And thus when the trap door slid open, it sent the value of the Georgian Bay property spiraling straight into an abyss.


Why, you might be wondering, are we starting our discussion about real estate with the story of a heartbreaking downturn, one of the most disturbing periods in recent memory?


Answer: this is a book about the real world of real estate.


It bothers me to see so many young real estate agents and investors being spoon-fed half-truths and told deceptive fairy tales about the way our business works.


I want this book to be grounded in reality. To be more raw and more honest about what’s actually required to build substantial wealth in our industry.


If you can endure difficult times and emerge from them stronger than you were during good times, you’re more than halfway to your goal.


I see myself as a problem solver. And I hope you will too, because that’s what you’ll need to be—month in and month out, year after year—when working with real estate.


Anyone can do well when they’re working with a dream client or during boom times, but you really separate the wheat from the chaff when you suddenly find yourself staring at a brick wall when you expected nothing but open roads ahead of you.


Don’t expect a smooth ride. Problems will, undoubtedly, envelope you: Problems with your business. Problems with your developments. And problems that your clients will unexpectedly toss into your lap.




Don’t expect a smooth ride. Problems will, undoubtedly, envelope you.





That is why it’s critical for you to develop a very specific kind of mindset. I’d argue that this mindset consists of a series of pillars—think of them as a set of indestructible bearing beams. If you can understand and internalize these pillars, your chances of success will increase exponentially.


Pillar No. 1: To be successful in the real estate business, you should view yourself, first and foremost, as a problem solver.


And it’s safe to say that, in 1990, I had problems galore.


My parents divorced when I was a young man. Their split opened up deep wounds and anger in me, which I carried into adulthood. I’d come to grips with the fact that my parents had not been, to put it mildly, a compatible match. It would’ve been hell on earth for either of them to remain married to the other, but the great crash of 1990 exacerbated my insecurities.


At the time everyone, on every branch of my family tree, seemed to be lawyering up over the purchase of that parcel of land on Georgian Bay. It was a Capulets-versus-Montagues kind of mentality. On one side: members of both my mother’s and father’s families. And on the other: my father.


I found myself caught in the middle but remained sympathetic to my father’s position. He insisted, time and again, that he’d done absolutely nothing wrong.


And for the most part, I agreed with him.


The price of land can go up. And the price of land can go down. Every real estate investor, my father insisted, should understand that most basic of truths. It just so happened that after my father sold his Georgian Bay property to a group of investors that he assembled, the market crashed.


These were forces at work that were beyond his control. Why couldn’t his family, he insisted, face that inconvenient truth?


This brings us to Pillar No. 2: Real estate is an industry riven with—and driven by—emotions. This is an irrefutable fact. It isn’t all rose gardens and four-car garages. It would be nice if the real estate world was driven by reason and logic, but more times than not, it’s driven by our emotions, by a deep and abiding fear that we’re going to miss out on the opportunity of a lifetime.


If you’re one of those fortunate few who possess true emotional intelligence, make sure to lean into that superpower, because it will rarely lead you astray.


One of the questions to ask yourself, especially when it comes to real estate, is this: Can you govern your emotions while assessing the emotional states of others?


Because that’s a critical component of a real estate mogul’s mindset. Sometimes, buying and selling and renovating can be exhilarating work. Sometimes, it can be scary. Sometimes, things can turn ugly. And sometimes, it can feel like you’re right smack in the middle of a winner-take-all war.


In regard to the dispute over Georgian Bay, I found myself squarely in the latter category.


Let it be said that success in real estate requires a fertile imagination. It doesn’t matter what type of project you’re pursuing. A picturesque plot of oceanfront land. A hard-luck neighborhood. A run-down old house that’s seen far better days. Or a high-tech warehouse sitting on an expansive suburban lot.


If you can look at any sliver of land and see a potential future—in crystal-clear four-K resolution—that doesn’t yet exist but could materialize over time, I can teach you pretty much everything else you need to learn.


That’s Pillar No. 3: Real estate requires both vision and an entrepreneur’s mindset.


Your imagination should operate like a time-lapse camera. It should be able to fast-forward through weeks, months, and years and see what a parcel of land could become over time rather than what it currently looks like in the present moment.


We all must ask ourselves those two basic questions over and over again: What does the property in question currently offer? And what can I envision it offering in the future?


Those are the two poles, with a huge spectrum of options in between. So start with your end vision and work backward from there.


Which brings us back to Georgian Bay in the late 1980s and early 1990s. What exactly did my father and others see in this place to compel them to pour their hard-earned capital into it?


What, in other words, was so special about Georgian Bay?


Back in the late 1980s, most people would have said, “Not much.”


Was it a picturesque spot? Without a doubt. The area was, and remains, a hiker’s paradise. It boasts a perfect trifecta of natural wonders—lush forests, granite coastlines, and pristine waterways—plus the added benefit of candy-cane-colored lighthouses speckled across its beautiful coastline.


Nevertheless, moneyed Toronto families interested in buying or building idyllic waterfront retreats invariably looked farther east to build their second and third homes. They always circled the same spots on their atlases: the gorgeous Muskoka district, located roughly two hours north of Toronto.


Muskoka was and remains an idyllic vacation destination. It’s cottage country, Canada’s answer to the Lake District in northern England. Once a hub for the lumber trade, in Muskoka clouds of sawdust had given way to lush areas marked by stunning foliage, sunset cocktail cruises, and pockets of gorgeous homes.


Whenever a Muskoka house hit the market, it was gobbled up immediately. Affluent families passed down their boathouses and grand mansions, generation after generation, to their children and grandchildren.


Even back in the 1980s, there was an undeniable cachet to the place. If you set down secondary roots in Muskoka, your social credit score rose immediately. As such it was a place that proved particularly attractive to the nouveau rich, as they attempted to rise up the ranks in the go-go 1980s.


So what exactly did Georgian Bay have to offer that Muskoka didn’t? Well, for one, it had large tracts of undeveloped and sparsely populated land. It was precisely the kind of place, my dad surmised, that could be converted into a waterfront resort without negatively impacting the natural environment.


Whenever he drove north, he could envision a glorious future. Measuring 120 miles long and 50 miles wide, Georgian Bay felt like a giant infinity pool waiting to be claimed. A chain of rivers—the French, the Muskoka, the Severn—poured into the bay, creating deep, pristine blue waters fringed by lush forests and the occasional apple grove.


It was easily accessible too. You could cruise up to Georgian Bay from Toronto in half the time it took you to reach Muskoka. The shorter the drive, the fewer times little Jimmy and Susie would be compelled to ask, “Are we there yet, Mom and Dad? Are we there yet?”


Plus there were plenty of diversions encircling Georgian Bay to keep everyone happy. There were national parks and state parks in the vicinity. Drive ten minutes one way and you’d find yourself on a ski hill. Travel twenty minutes in the other direction and you could hit the blackjack tables and give the roulette wheel a spin at an area casino. Most important of all, the parcel that my dad had assembled included seven hundred glorious feet of easily accessible beachfront land.


So the big difference between these two gorgeous pieces of land came down to this fact: Muskoka was move-in ready. Its reputation had already been established years ago. You didn’t have to use your imagination when you bought into Muskoka, because it was already a well-established, turnkey paradise.
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