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Negotiating Tips from a Former FBI Agent 

 
Hello and thank you for taking a few minutes to read this valuable report, I know you will 
have some fun reading it and I hope you can pull several valuable tips that will help you 
increase your personal negotiating power! 

Bob Le Fever is with me today, Bob is not only one of my fabulous rock star coaches, 
veteran broker, and real estate industry leader, but he also is a former FBI hostage 
negotiator.   

Recently Bob and I were discussing the interesting fact that many agents leave a lot of 
money on the table due to a breakdown in negotiations.  In fact, how many deals did you 
lose in the last few months that, if you had known just what to do or say, might have been 
salvageable? 

I asked Bob to spend some time with me talking about this very important topic and I 
wanted to share the transcript of this interview with you, in the hopes that it will 
encourage you to keep working to be more powerful and even more persuasive. 
 
 
Debbie: Bob, before we get to the FBI days, maybe you can just give them a few 

highlights of your real estate background. 
 
Bob:  Sure Debbie, happy to. I got into real estate in my early thirties after I left the 

FBI, when a friend of mine who was a real estate agent sold me a home and 
encouraged me to get my license, because he told me I needed to make more 
money! 

I thought, well if I am going to hunt criminals by making calls and knocking 
on doors, I certainly could use that same energy and hunt buyers and sellers. 
And believe me, those I was hunting certainly rejected me more than the 
buyers and sellers ever would. 

Thanks to my FBI training and, I would like to think, a bit of natural people 
skills, I did very, very well right off the bat and I loved it!  

After a few years I decided it was time to become a broker and start my own 
company. It was very successful, and Merrill Lynch approached me with an 
offer, buying the company and then placing me as the National Training 
Director for top producers and management. They then moved my wife and I 
to California, where I became President of the Sothern California operation. 

Once in California Coldwell Banker made me an offer too good to refuse and 
placed me as the President of their Sothern California operation, which grew 



2 

 

 www.excelleum.com 
Copyright © MMXVIII Debbie De Grote. All rights reserved 

 

 

to 100 offices and 5,000 salespeople. From there, I had a national position in 
charge of mergers and acquisitions and completed 22 of these over several 
years. My learned negotiating skills really came in handy for that position. 
And then, of course, for the last several years I have been a leadership coach 
on your team Debbie, and have helped several broker/owners either sell 
their companies or acquire companies. 

Debbie:  Bob, before you share some stories and examples with us, let’s talk about a 
book you and I were discussing called Never Split the Difference, which was 
written by Chris Voss, a retired FBI agent. 

Bob:   He did some unbelievable things such as negotiating with Al-Queda, and now 
he is a professor teaching this at the University of Southern California. In his 
book he talks about some really important negotiation strategies. 

Debbie, I think one of the most critical points he makes in the book is that the 
mistake often made in negotiating is being too nice, rather than being very 
business minded and strategic. 

And Debbie I know you are fanatical about using the DISC assessment in 
coaching to help us understand our clients and to help them understand 
themselves. As coaches we use it to coach, train, and help them build a plan 
that is right for them.  Why? Because when you work to meet people where 
they are and how they communicate, you develop rapport and will then have 
better results across the board. 

In the book, Chris talks about the DISC as well. When I was in the FBI we had 
extensive training on the DISC so that we could quickly assess a person’s 
style and adapt our communications instantly to hopefully diffuse some very 
tense situations. 

Debbie:   Bob, people love your FBI stories. Can you share one with us? 

Bob:   Sure Debbie. As a young man, I was pulled into this hostage training that I 
will always remember. 

At that time in Florida where I worked, we were having an unbelievable 
amount of hijackings. Some of the folks reading this might even remember 
how people were hijacking airplanes to go back to Cuba. And due to 
economic reasons, there were also lots of bank robberies and often these 
situations would end up becoming hostage negotiations. 

They pulled about 16 of the young FBI agents into a training to fast track our 
hostage negotiation skills, and boy were they tough on us, because if we got it 
wrong people could die. 
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In addition to classroom training they also did role play on an actual airplane.  
Our instructor was a woman who had a PhD in criminology and criminal 
psychology. She has us all take the DISC so she could show us where our own 
personality and tendencies could wreck the negotiation. 

She said to me, “Bob, God gave you a booming voice and it has no place in 
negotiations. Calm down, slow down, and quiet down!” 

Which is actually something that Chris Voss talks about in his book, how 
when you are in a tense negotiation situation it is critical to tone it down. 

Debbie:   Yes, you know Bob, while it certainly would be crazy hard and scary to step 
into a hostage negotiation situation, meeting a real estate client where they 
are at is actually not that hard. 

What I tell our coaching clients is, “Stop making it about you, make it all 
about them. Ask questions about them, acknowledge and approve, and very 
important, mirror and match their rate of speech and tonality.” 

I also always remind them that when you talk fast, you raise their anxiety and 
tension, breaking rapport. 

What I believe about the DISC is so powerful, that each of us have our good 
and bad habits when we communicate, and we also each have at least one of 
the four styles that is our exact polar opposite and hard for us to handle. 

If you are reading this and haven’t taken your DISC, I suggest you do so right 
away. We have it for you on the Excelleum campus, the Inner Circle website, 
and even on the Excelleum website. If you need us to, we will send the link 
your way and help you interpret it. 

Bob, back to you to bring us back to negotiation. 

Bob:   To be a powerful negotiator, your pace of the conversation has to be very 
even, and it should be combined with non-confrontational questions. So with 
the hijackers we were trained to say, “Why do you want to go back to Cuba?” 
and then to listen carefully because how they answered would give us insight 
into their personality style. We need this because, of course, we didn’t have a 
DISC report to rely on, we had to figure it out and figure it out quickly! 

Another big lesson our instructor made us understand is that the calmer the 
negotiator remains, the calmer the situation remains. And truly, as the 
negotiator, you must never let them see you sweat. The negotiator has to be 
the calm, cool head in the situation. 
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Debbie:   Bob, you told me your instructor was tough on you in the training for another 
reason, or should I say another bad habit you had. Can you share what that 
was? 

Bob:   Yes, she said that I had a tendency, when I think I know where someone is 
going in a conversation, to jump in and finish their sentences, or just totally 
interrupt them. 

Debbie:   Bob I suppose that is probably the high I in you, am I right? This is a hard 
habit to break, how did she help you with it? 

Bob:  Every time I did it, she pointed it out to me until I began to break the habit. 
She even videotaped us as we role played with another agent who was acting 
as the hijacker. Then she would relentlessly pick it apart and show us 
everything we did wrong. She didn’t just pick apart our verbal skills, she also 
picked about our body language. 

As we watched the tape she would say, “Whoa Bob, let me stop it here and 
watch this again. Do you notice, Bob, that every time the hijacker role play 
partner confronts you, you look up to the right, thinking about what you're 
going to say, and you lose eye contact with him. Bob, you maintaining eye 
contact can make the difference between life and death for your hostages.” 

Debbie:   Interesting, because in every really great communication skills book, they 
preach eye contact 90%+ of the time, and yet I notice agents often fidget and 
look down or away, especially when they get nervous or the situation gets 
heated. 

Bob:   Debbie yes, and here is another story. This time I was watching the veteran 
FBI agents who have been around 25, 30 years of experience diffuse a 
situation where the hijacker had a knife to a flight attendant’s throat. They 
were sitting on the floor in the galley, and guess what the lead FBI negotiator 
did? He sat down on the floor and got on eye level with the hijacker and 
spoke in very calm, slow tones, never breaking eye contact. 

Debbie:   Did it go well? 

Bob:    Yes, thank goodness it did, he was a super pro, but talk about stressful. 

You see, instead of standing over the hijacker talking down to him, the agent 
just sat down and very calmly said, “You know, she doesn't want anything to 
do with this. Can we let her go and then you and I can talk, man to man?” and 
after a few more tense minutes it worked and he let her go. 
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Debbie:   Bob, of course our negotiations with buyers and sellers are not life and death, 
but they are very stressful because sellers and buyers get nervous, and when 
they get nervous they don’t always behave rationally, especially in a market 
that is not delivering the deal they hoped for. 

Alright Bob, let’s talk about cultural aspects of negotiation, because I am sure 
that also is an important factor to consider. 

Bob:   Yes Debbie is it, but let’s be clear. When we are talking about culture, it’s not 
just race, the truer definition of culture is a shared set of beliefs or values.  
For example, cult leader Jim Jones’ followers shared a culture. 

Also, just because someone has an ethnic heritage, if they were born in 
American and grew up in America, they will likely negotiate in the American 
way rather than the way of the country that is their family’s country of origin. 

If, however, they migrated to this country, especially recently, they will 
negotiate in the style of their country.   

Debbie:   Yes, I read a book, Cross Cultural Selling for Dummies, and they talked about 
the “let’s split the difference” thought as being an American way of 
negotiating and is not an acceptable negotiation strategy in other cultures.  
Also the American way of looking them in the eye and shaking their hand 
firmly, may actually offend some cultures, because again this is the American 
style of greeting. 

Bob:  I actually tell people not to just rush in. Take your time. Let the prospect take 
the lead and set the tone and follow them. Mirror and match, and once a deep 
rapport is established, you can gently persuade them in the direction you 
believe they need to go. 

Debbie:   Bob, any other tips for us that you learned at the academy? 

Bob:   Yes, an important one that the psychologist taught us: let them vent. Let them 
yell, let them say terrible things. For example, in the bank hostage situations 
they yell, “I want a helicopter, I want this. I want that.” They're yelling at you 
and you don't yell back, you just listen and acknowledge and ask them 
questions, tell them, “I’ve got to be clear. What do you want? Tell me what 
you want, talk to me.” 

We were trained to calmly and gently say, “Okay, let me help you.” You'll 
always hear a hostage negotiator say, “Let me help you calm down. Okay, let's 
get through this together.” 
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Debbie:  How we would apply that to real estate is to say, “Okay let’s look at this 
together. You know, I'm not the enemy. I'm here for you, I am on your team.  
And I will do whatever you want me to do, let’s talk it through and at the end 
of our discussion, I am sure we can arrive at a good plan.” 

 Now let’s go back to the cultures, let’s assume that we aren’t talking about 
American culture. Any thoughts? 

Bob:  You know, in the late 80’s there was a tremendous influx of culture into 
Beverly Hills, California. The agents, for the most part at the time, were not 
ready to manage the shift in how negotiations went down. For example, they 
would think the deal was set and we just needed to close it out. 

The clients, however, who were not of the American culture, would say, “No 
way, I want to re-open the negotiations,” at the last minute, creating great 
stress for all involved. 

Of course, when someone operates differently than we do, we automatically 
think they are wrong, when in fact they are just different than we are used to.  
If we can accept that and embrace the differences and come at it from their 
perspective, it’s less stressful and you will be less likely to become angry or 
frustrated, and patiently work to resolve it. 

Debbie:  For some agents, what drives them nuts are the hagglers, the grinders that 
must go back and forth and back and forth until they have squeezed every 
penny. In some cultures, they are quite proud of their ability to haggle. 

Any advice, Bob, for us when we meet a haggler? 

Bob:   Yes, be direct and firm, and yet allow them to save face. 

“Mr. Seller, I cannot do that and will not do that, but here is what I will do for 
you.” 

Debbie:   Okay Bob, any last FBI story to share? 

Bob:   Yes, so here is probably one of the funniest things that happened to me. I was 
a young agent and I had the typical attitude of young agents, “Well, I'm going 
to take care of all crime in three weeks now that I'm here.” 

So I go on my first case and it's a fugitive case and I am raring to go at it, and 
we're looking for a young man who escaped prison. It’s common that when 
they escape they often go home, and this fellow was 19 years old so we knew 
he was likely to head home to mom. 
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We were sitting at the dining room table at his mother’s house as she is 
breastfeeding her baby, while I'm telling her if she doesn’t tell us where this 
boy is, we are going to send her to jail and him to jail when we find him. I was 
talking down to her, being aggressive and tough, I was really laying into her. 

This is exactly why they always send a veteran FBI agent out with the rookie, 
because at this point I was getting nowhere fast. The veteran agent calmly 
leaned over the table and said, “What a cute baby, I have a grandchild about 
that age, may I burp him for you?” 

Now I thought this was nuts, but guess what? She handed over the baby. 

He takes the baby, and as he is calmly burping him, he says to her, “Mrs. 
Smith, the reason we're looking for Henry is because if we don't find him, 
he's going to get hurt. He may even get killed and we do not want that, and of 
course you don’t want that. That's why we're here tonight, we're here to help 
Henry and I know you want us to help him, don’t you?” 

The mother looks at us and says, “He's in there,” and points to the kitchen. He 
was in a cupboard, in the kitchen. So the agent gives the baby back to the 
mother, opens the cupboard and says, “Come on Henry, let’s go.” And that 
was the end of it. We took Henry back to jail and no one was hurt. 

What a mistake I made, and I am grateful that FBI veteran was there. I was 
talking down to her, I was threatening her with this I'm-a-macho-FBI-guy-
and-I-got-a-gun attitude. And the other agent came at it from a totally 
different angle. 

Debbie:  Bob I guess the moral of the story is, walk a mile in their shoes, and get out of 
our comfort zone and into theirs. 

Thank you, Bob, for you time and wisdom. 

 

 


