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The Modern-Day 
Handshake
EXPLORING THE EVOLUTION OF TRUST IN THE 
CRE INDUSTRY TODAY

INTRODUCTION

My obsession with improving efficiency in commercial real estate deals led me down a fascinating, 
and valuable, rabbit hole about how trust is intertwined with efficiency, especially when it comes to 
the types of deals done in this industry every day. 

If increased trust means more efficient deals (in other words, smoother deals that happen faster, 
leaving us time to focus on the next deal, or our life away from work, as we choose), then reduced 
trust means less efficient deals. I've found that oftentimes when deals fall apart there is a false 
sense of trust, or there is a party that is 'going along with things' to make it smooth but don't 
actually trust the other party (or in some cases their own team). 

“Our industry is a successful one. And much of its success is based on the

power of relationships, summed up in a handshake – for centuries a symbol 

of trust, respect and the closing of a deal.”
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In the end, less trust means deals will take longer, and ultimately, cost us money. 

Our industry is a successful one. And much of its success is based on the power of relationships, 
summed up in a handshake – for centuries a symbol of trust, respect and the closing of a deal. 
What does it mean for trust that the handshake is being disintermediated, I wondered? Both 
conceptually by technology and physically through the pandemic? I decided to ask the people at 
the sharp end – both in terms of doing the deals and building the technology that makes the deals 
run smoother – what they thought.

One thing is clear, and I say this as a technologist myself. Technology is never going to create trust 
by itself. It's purely there to enable trust to be built more efficiently and potentially amplify trust 
that may otherwise go unnoticed. But as we emerge from the pandemic, and start shaking hands 
again, surely it is in our collective best interests to nurture trust in any way we can with all tools 
at our disposal.

- Steven Jaffe, Propdocs founder and CEO
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WHY IS TRUST IMPORTANT?  

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, trust is the “assured reliance on the character, 
ability, strength or truth of something or someone”. A second definition of trust is: “one in which 
confidence is placed”. 

In the CRE industry, which is based on relationships, trust is foundational. Trust is a primary factor in 
getting sales closed quickly and contributes to a good relationship being built. It is at the heart of 
any relationship, so if trust is eroded, or doesn’t exist at all, can the relationship still function?

Practically, trust implies that you do not have to ‘check’ work to ensure it was done properly. 
Of course, any work done by a person is open to human error, which is why proofreading contracts 
is so important. Every additional review, fact check or reconciliation means more time is added 
before the deal can be closed. The result is that every time trust is questioned, a deal is delayed.

While lack of trust can be caused by intended or unintended actions, both have the same outcome 
of delaying the deal. Transparency in CRE deals from day one builds trust and the stronger the 
relationship the quicker and more mutually beneficial a deal can be agreed upon.

“Trust is a building block. If you’ve got that basic block on the bottom, then everything else can be 
built up from there. If you lose that, you lose your credibility and then people don’t want to work 
with you anymore,” said Courtney Stanford, Vice President of SVN Dunn Commercial.

“Trust is a primary factor in getting sales closed quickly and contributes to a 

good relationship being built. It is at the heart of any relationship, so if trust 

is eroded, or doesn’t exist at all, can the relationship still function?”
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WHERE DOES TRUST MATTER MOST IN A 
CRE DEAL?

Our experts agree that, whether in-person or remote, not only is trust critical at every stage of a 
CRE deal, but that it must start from the get-go. 

“Be someone who realizes that everyone needs to make money in a deal. Negotiate hard for your 
points, but also recognize that it pays in this world and more importantly after, to be someone 
people can trust,” says Jerry LoCoco, Senior Vice President at Paladin Partners.

For instance, when establishing value, especially in a land development transaction, it is important 
that the owner or listing broker trusts your basis for arriving at an offer price and that your offer 
can be relied on, LoCoco says. 

For Glenn Felson, Managing Director at Kastle Systems, approaching trust from the point of view
 of a technology vendor, trust at the end of a deal is also important. “Trust is needed throughout the 
process, but it is most important when it comes time to sign. Without building that trust, it is easy 
to end up in a never-ending cycle of meetings, without ever advancing the deal to the point of 
execution,” he says.

“Trust is needed throughout the process, but it is most important when it 

comes time to sign. Without building that trust, it is easy to end up in a 

never-ending cycle of meetings, without ever advancing the deal to the 

point of execution,” he says.”
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Trust is also multi-faceted, covering what the deal comprises and how the deal is done. For instance, 
Felson points to prospects needing to trust that the technology solution will do what they’ve been 
promised it will, and also that the vendor team will complete the installation in a timely and accurate 
way and continue with their support after the tech is in place. 

“Trust is everything in every great relationship. The obvious answer as it pertains to real estate 
transactions is ‘throughout every stage of the deal,’ right?” says Kris Krisco, President at Buildout.

WHERE DOES TRUST FALL DOWN IN CRE DEALS?

Given that trust is essential to a good relationship, and relationships are based on effective 
communication, the number one culprit for failing trust is poor communication. And today, in an 
increasingly remote, increasingly digitized world, with less face-to-face time, we inevitably need to 
look at the communication technology we use and its role in supporting, or reducing, trust. 

“It’s in the back-and-forth between the parties where trust can break down or be put at risk,” 
says Dan Spiegel, Managing Director at Coldwell Banker Commercial. “Both the commercial real 
estate leasing and sales process involve a series of communications between the parties 
negotiating and clarifying the terms of a potential deal. Most of the communication takes place 
over email, text and in phone conversations. As a result, it is not uncommon to have missed details 
or miscommunications that may result in a decline in trust between the parties.” 

“The biggest room for improvement is the communication along the deal cycle,” agrees Stanford. 
“People don’t trust that things are going to be done when people say they’re going to get done and 
that the deal timeline is going to be fulfilled on time.” 

WHERE DOES TRUST MATTER MOST IN A
CRE DEAL?

Our experts agree that, whether in-person or remote, not only is trust critical at every stage of a 
CRE deal, but that it must start from the get-go. 

“Be someone who realizes that everyone needs to make money in a deal. Negotiate hard for your
points, but also recognize that it pays in this world and more importantly after, to be someone 
people can trust,” says Jerry LoCoco, Senior Vice President at Paladin Partners.

For instance, when establishing value, especially in a land development transaction, it is important 
that the owner or listing broker trusts your basis for arriving at an offer price and that your offer
can be relied on, LoCoco says. 

For Glenn Felson, Managing Director at Kastle Systems, approaching trust from the point of view
 of a technology vendor, trust at the end of a deal is also important. “Trust is needed throughout the 
process, but it is most important when it comes time to sign. Without building that trust, it is easy
to end up in a never-ending cycle of meetings, without ever advancing the deal to the point of
execution,” he says.
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But people and relationships are different so there’s seldom a one-size-fits-all model for 
communication, and it is up to the broker to be flexible with how they keep their clients in the loop. 
Stanford says that some clients want more control and a detailed checklist that they can follow along 
and see progress being made, while others are happy to offload most of the heavy lifting, trusting 
things will get done and just wanting to know when. 

From a customer service point of view, this level of personalized communication makes complete 
sense especially in a virtual world, but practically, brokers are typically dealing with a number of 
simultaneous deals, with multiple balls in the air. 

Buildout’s Krisco also points to the broker’s role in maintaining trust throughout the deal. 
“I believe all roads start and end with brokers when it comes to trust-related problems that lead to 
slow deal cycles,” he says. Part of the problem is that while clients trust brokers to act in their best 
interests and get deals done on their terms and according to their timelines, dual-agency setups 
operate counter to this. At best, when representing both parties, Krisco says that you are simply 
brokering a deal. To truly advise your client, pick either the buy or sell side of the deal. 

Given that trust is essential to a good relationship, and relationships are 

based on effective communication, the number one culprit for failing trust 

is poor communication. 
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TRUST AND TECHNOLOGY

The CRE industry still needs to realize the extent to which technology can drive efficiency, Stanford 
says. Her number one requirement for technology that boosts communication, and by extension, 
trust, is tech that can support brokers’ juggling of multiple deals without dropping any balls. 
Hand-in-hand with driving efficiency is technology that keeps things simple. “Technology that does 
one thing well beats all the bells and whistles,” she says. 

Like high levels of trust, good communication starts with your team and this has of course had to 
rapidly evolve as we work remotely from each other. “With communication an important part of 
building and maintaining trust, I think that the tech platform can help by keeping streams of 
communications together,” says Spiegel. “With our team, we use the standard office productivity 
tools available – email, MS Teams, Zoom, chat and, at times, text messages.”

“Tools like Slack and Teams make it very easy for all team members to stay aligned, and to make sure 
that all stakeholders are on the same page. Additionally, they help to record all communications 
related to a deal, so that everyone can be held accountable for delivering on what they committed 
to,” agrees Kastle Systems’ Felson. 

Buildout uses technology to drive and maintain a culture of innovation within its team. “We’re a very 
open organization. We provide broad access to technology that enables collaboration and ideation 
across every department. By providing transparency among team members, we’re able to innovate 
and iterate faster than the competition,” said Krisco. “When you’re on a mission, you need to know 
that the people to the left and right of you have your back.”

“Hand-in-hand with driving efficiency is technology that keeps things simple.” 
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TECH IS NOT A SILVER BULLET

While technology has certainly enabled us all to continue operating and being productive during the 
pandemic (even if handshakes are still off the table), our increased use of technology has thrown into 
sharp relief the ongoing value of analogue interactions. 

“Technology makes it so easy to stay in touch throughout the day. However, I’ve realized through 
the pandemic how important face-to-face interaction is,” says Paladin’s LoCoco. “Proximity breeds 
creativity, and creativity provides solutions and uncovers opportunity.”  

“At the chime of a text message we drop everything. We’re slaves to our devices and we’re missing 
the personal element and connection. Something as simple as having a coffee with a human being,” 
said Stanford. “CRE deals are still done based on a human connection.”

A HAPPY MEDIUM – TIPS FOR TECH SUCCESS

It’s clear that despite the necessity and desire to adopt technology-based solutions to drive 
communication, efficiency and trust in CRE deals, our experts are not advocating for purely 
technocratic approaches. Recognizing that, as much as we are technology-enabled and dependent, 
deals are still done between human beings and are sealed with a handshake. This is a helpful insight 
in terms of correctly positioning technology within our organizations so that it augments the things 
we already do well, and fills in the gaps where they exist.
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This is how our experts strike a good balance:

“Technology has definitely increased the convenience to meet (virtually) with companies at any time 
regardless of geography, but I am a big believer in the importance of face-to-face meetings. Anytime 
a prospect/client gives me the option of either meeting live or over Zoom, I always opt for the 
in-person meeting. The value of being face-to-face when I am building trust with someone always 
outweighs the convenience of meeting virtually.”

- Glenn Felson, Managing Director at Kastle Systems

“When you’re on a Zoom call, give your counterparts the same respect as you would in-person.
I authentically believe humans communicate telepathically via our subconscious and that our 
superego decides who we do and don’t trust. Turn your email off, put your phone down, and pay 
attention. If you’re one of these people that brag about being a good multi-tasker, cut it out.”

- Kris Krisco, President at Buildout

“At the beginning of the pandemic, I changed my closing statement in my emails to: "In Gratitude". 
Every day that we get to work in a vocation we love is truly something worthy of our gratitude. 
I wanted the people I work with and other professionals to know I am truly grateful for them and 
this amazing business that we are a part of.” 

- Jerry LoCoco, Senior Vice President at Paladin Partners

“To a limited extent, the pandemic has helped communication in that one often has more 
eye-to-eye contact (vs a phone call or text). That said, a Zoom conversation, isn’t the same as 
meeting in person.”

- Dan Spiegel, Managing Director at Coldwell Banker Commercial
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This is how our experts strike a good balance:

“Technology has definitely increased the convenience to meet (virtually) with companies at any time 
regardless of geography, but I am a big believer in the importance of face-to-face meetings. Anytime 
a prospect/client gives me the option of either meeting live or over Zoom, I always opt for the 
in-person meeting. The value of being face-to-face when I am building trust with someone always 
outweighs the convenience of meeting virtually.”

- Glenn Felson, Managing Director at Kastle Systems 

“When you’re on a Zoom call, give your counterparts the same respect as you would in-person.
I authentically believe humans communicate telepathically via our subconscious and that our
superego decides who we do and don’t trust. Turn your email off, put your phone down, and pay
attention. If you’re one of these people that brag about being a good multi-tasker, cut it out.”

- Kris Krisco, President at Buildout 

“At the beginning of the pandemic, I changed my closing statement in my emails to: "In Gratitude". 
Every day that we get to work in a vocation we love is truly something worthy of our gratitude. 
I wanted the people I work with and other professionals to know I am truly grateful for them and 
this amazing business that we are a part of.”

- Jerry LoCoco, Senior Vice President at Paladin Partners 

“To a limited extent, the pandemic has helped communication in that one often has more eye-to-eye 
contact (vs a phone call or text). That said, a Zoom conversation, isn’t the same as meeting in 
person.”

- Dan Spiegel, Managing Director at Coldwell Banker Commercial 

“Authenticity is really, truly what people are looking for and trust goes hand in hand with this. 
People do business with other people they know, they like, and they trust. How do you create 
knowledge, like and trust? You spend more time around them, whether physically or virtually.”

- Courtney Stanford, Vice President at SVN Dunn Commercial

GOODBYE TO THE HANDSHAKE?

Almost definitely not. Handshakes are still seen as something of value that create trust. 
And after over two years of remote work, people greatly appreciate a return to face-to-face 
meetings and handshakes. 

And although the notion of sealing a deal with a handshake is purely symbolic, it has real-world 
outcomes. “I cannot count the number of times that a prospect has given me their commitment to 
move forward over the phone or email, to only have the deal never consummate. However, almost 
every time that I have had a physical handshake agreement with a prospect, the deal has eventually 
closed,” said Felson.  

But it does seem that our experts are actively, and mindfully, using technology to fill in the gaps, 
and to turn these gaps into opportunities. Increasing trust in the deal-making process through 
technology reduces overall deal friction, drives efficiencies, and sets CRE companies up for the 
digital step-change in capabilities that will drive future business.

Increasing trust in the deal-making process through technology reduces 

overall deal friction, drives efficiencies, and sets CRE companies up for the 

digital step-change in capabilities that will drive future business.
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TRUST: HARD TO WIN, BUT EASY TO LOSE

It is the nature of human communication that even when all parties’ intentions are good, 
they can often be perceived as the opposite due to small, unintentional miscommunications. 
Take, for example,  the tone of voice someone uses when writing a text message. If every email 
exchange, every suggestion on an agreement, and every document version handed off is another 
opportunity for trust to be lost, then improving this process is vital to maintaining and growing 
trust. If you reduce, or in an ideal world eliminate, the opportunities for trust to be lost, 
transactions become more mutually beneficial and pleasant experiences. This has implications 
for the current deal, and every deal after that. 

Propdocs Commercial Real Estate Transaction Platform: Propdocs is a cloud-based solution for 
CRE leasing and investment professionals. Combining document generation, redlining, real-time 
negotiation and eSigning, Propdocs eliminates paperwork and streamlines the entire transaction 
end-to-end. Propdocs empowers landlords, transaction managers and brokers to cut time and cost 
by accelerating time-to-close on one secure online platform. 

Try for free at www.propdocs.com
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