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Speaker 1 (00:00):
You are watching Drive With NAR, the REALTOR® to REALTOR® series, powered by REALTOR® Magazine. Tune in as real estate professionals talk tools of the trade and share stories of inspiration. Get ready to step up your business. I'm your host, Marki Lemons Ryhal. It's a crazy, unpredictable world out there. We must intentionally focus on the positive stories around us, and we can find that inspiration in the real estate community. NAR members volunteer three times more than the general public, and are doing extraordinary things, both big and small, to help their neighbors in need, which NAR shares through the REALTORS® Are Good Neighbors program. How can you start to make an impact where you live? And what effect might your community service have on your business? Let's hear from two members who have different perspectives to share. Meet Antje Gehrkin, president and designated managing broker at A.R.E. Partners in Chicago and northwest Indiana. And Ed Gardner, broker-owner of Gardner Real Estate in Portland, Maine, and a 2024 NAR Good Neighbor Awards winner. Welcome to you both.
Speaker 2 (01:17):
Thanks, Marki. 

Speaker 3:
Thank you, Marki, for having us.
Speaker 1 (01:21):
Antje, let me start with you. You've become known in your community for a gesture you make to everyone you meet, and it's having a particularly profound effect right now. Tell us about that.
Speaker 3 (01:33):
Thank you, Marki. It's having a profound effect, but that was not the original intention. You're talking about me giving eggs, eggs to my clients, eggs to other real estate professionals that I have relationships with, and essentially it really was something that evolved over time. I got chickens during COVID. I live on a 20-acre property with stables and so forth, and so I needed a distraction. My family needed a distraction, and so we got chickens and ducks and they were super cute and they swam in my bathtub when they were little. And then eventually they moved outside, and they started laying eggs, and now all of a sudden, I have all of these eggs and I'm not going to eat all those eggs. And so, as things started opening back up and I was moving into becoming the president of the Chicago Association of REALTORS®, I went out into the communities to give eggs to the leadership team. The directors on the board, yourself included, I'd show up, mask on my face, carton of eggs in my hands. And it was a great way to reconnect with people, and the joy that it brought to people was so unexpected. And then I started giving them to my clients at closings and taking pictures and creating a hashtag who got the eggs. And it just evolved organically into something that just became a moment of sunshine and gave me something back that I did not anticipate at all.
Speaker 1 (03:10):
Well, my household is a recipient of your eggs and my husband and son both love to cook, so they were fighting over who had the opportunity to use the duck eggs, right? Because not only do they cook, they bake. And so we are thankful to have your eggs and of course would always be more appreciative since the cost of eggs have gone up. And last night we made an egg run and it was an expensive grocery store run to go pick up eggs. 
Speaker 3 (03:41):
Well, Marki, I'm standing on your doorstep right now with a carton of eggs for you. 
Speaker 1 (03:46):
Thank you very much.
Speaker 3 (03:46):
You’re welcome.
Speaker 1 (03:47):
Ed, you've done some unique things to empower local nonprofits in your area that serve the LGBTQ+ community. Tell us about that, and how did you get started?
Speaker 2 (04:00):
Well, the organization is called the Equality Community Center located downtown Portland, Maine. So, this journey started a long time ago when I was 15 years old and came out to my friends and family that I was gay. Back in the seventies, there was no resources to be able to go to when you came out, no support groups or so on. I felt a little out of sorts. So, I, at 16, quit high school and moved to a large city to just kind of lose myself or find myself. Shortly after that, I missed home, came back home, bought an apartment building, and then 50 properties later here I am. But it was about maybe 10 years ago, I bought a large office building downtown Portland, and I had a 3,000-square-foot vacant space in it and a big supporter of Equality Maine and other LGBTQ+ organizations.
(05:00):
I thought, let's help them build more community around these organizations so that they could help themselves with lower rents and shared spaces and so on. So, I helped co-found what we call the Equality Community Center and brought in six of these organizations to start. They all gathered around the table with blue tape on the floor. We planned out their spaces, their common rooms, their meeting rooms and so on, and it started there. Shortly after that, we assessed the organization to say, how's this working? And it was working great. We then put together a board of directors of 15 people to say, “Alright, there's other marginalized communities out there that we need to pay attention to. Let's expand this.” And we did. We were able to, next door to my current office building, buy a 20,000-square-foot bank and turn that into a three-level community center. Now, with 18 different organizations enjoying that space now, that's where we are, basically, right now today.
Speaker 1 (06:12):
Wow, congratulations. I see why you won the award. Getting the word out about your charitable efforts is a big part of raising awareness of your cause, but those who do good often don't seek the spotlight. Ed, can you talk about the process you've gone through since your Good Neighbor Award win, which has brought attention to you and your cause? And what have you learned about effectively communicating your efforts?
Speaker 2 (06:45):
I was always behind the scenes trying to create good things, but never wanted that limelight. When I was nominated for the Good Neighbor Award, that brought so much recognition, if you will, other real estate agents wanting to partner with the Center, we were able to then grasp the attention of other real estate agents in our community in the greater Portland area, some in Northern Maine area, that would come down and support. We had a fundraiser that raised $100,000 early on in our capital campaign, and it was all about saying, “Yeah, we're real estate agents, but we really want to help build community.” So, the Good Neighbor Award program is something that I've been, almost 25 years now, going to every conference and just have tears in my eyes to see the good work that the Good Neighbor Awards program has done for communities around the world. And knowing that we could do something here in little Portland, Maine, that was a challenge, but also a gift. NAR has really promoted this quite well around the country. So now I'm getting calls and text messages and letters from people to say, “How did you do that? We need diversity in our area. How can we get started?” So it's been a nice seed program, if you will, for other communities to learn how to do this themselves.
Speaker 1 (08:18):
And what I would love to do is to encourage REALTORS® to check out the different grants that are available not only through the National Association of REALTORS®, but also through their state and through their local association. As a member of the Chicago Association of REALTORS®, we provide numerous grants that are available for people to come back and be able to do good in the communities in which they serve. We are just encouraging people to get started with doing good and being able to provide back to the communities in which we serve. Antje, you've had some fun incorporating a giveaways into your real estate brand. In what ways have you done that, and how has it impacted your business?
Speaker 3 (09:08):
So yes, I have, and I like to have fun, and so it's just a natural part of what I do. But I just want to reference back to something Ed said. He started this amazing journey due to a personal experience, and I know other people who have done things in their communities and volunteer and do these things. They do them because they are personal to them. It's not to necessarily get recognition. It is not necessarily even to get business. I give the eggs and had started giving the eggs and will continue giving the eggs. I don't give the eggs to get business. Do I get business from it? I do. You know, I post a lot on social media. I post pictures of my clients with the eggs. We do fun memes and different stories with the eggs. I post pictures of people with the eggs on their birthdays and I just have so much fun with it.
(10:12):
But again, I don't do it to get business—I do it because I enjoy doing it. And it does make an impact, and the joy of that impact is why I do it. So, you know, to come back to that, it's the same thing, like, and real estate agents do volunteer a lot. We do a lot in our communities. We're all about the communities. It's relationship building. And so, it's the same reason I volunteered for the Boys and Girls Club at their Back-to-School backpack event, their Back-to-School carnival painting faces. I'm a horrible visual artist, horrible, but all of these kids, what joy is thinking that I was trying to draw a butterfly on their face as they were also being treated to carnival rides and hot dogs, which I know you were making, and, you know, giving them those backpacks to go back to school. We do that for the joy and the business that we obtain because we are stewards for our communities. That is the second part of it. We don't do it for that reason.
Speaker 1 (11:18):
What's kind of funny, you'll often find me on the grill or cooking on any occasion for an event, and that goes back to my culinary skills, but also thinking about the fact that my family recently received the James Beard Award and the classic category I was raised to give back to whom much is given, much is expected. And so, one of the joys that I have is leveraging my hospitality skills to organize cooking in an effortless manner. And most people just don't want to hop on the grill. And I also recall your presidency having the opportunity for The 77, which is the diversity committee of the Chicago REALTORS®, to do one Facebook live video that raised $88,000. And we are still holding onto that money to give back to the communities in which we serve. And so just having that heart for giving, but amazingly, I only have friends who are willing to give. If you're not a volunteer and you're not willing to give to others, you're not a person I'm spending a lot of time with. I like people who have a giving heart that we can always count on, and that's why I think that I'm so close to our REALTOR® family. My last question for both of you: Since real estate professionals are stewards of their community, tell us in your own words how community service makes you a better practitioner. Ed?
Speaker 2 (12:47):
Well, I have to reflect on the people that we serve in real estate. So, a lot of people will move into the community and say, “Well, where's this? Where's that? How can I get involved? How can I meet people?” And so on. So to direct them to the charities that I get to serve boards and committees and so on really kind of gives them a well-rounded life now in their community. I'll say, you know, The Good Neighbor Award program has shown me over the years different ways to get involved in your community, and certainly there's anything, like Boys and Girls Club, or helping feed the homeless, or making lunches for people in need. There's so many things out there to do, and we do it to strengthen our communities, you know to build better lives for the people that we're living with. Certainly, again, not to be on that spotlight, but it all comes back. Our communities are a bank: The more that you give to them, the more that they're going to give back to all of us.
Speaker 1 (13:53):
Community is a bank. Antje, you?
Speaker 3 (13:55):
 That's a great way of saying it, Ed. Absolutely true. I mean, we are part of that community and serving such a broad area. I have sold help people buy, sell, invest in almost every community in Chicago and in northwest Indiana. And so, for me, I see a wide variety of people and needs. Their housing needs are different. Their wants are indifferent, and but, there's something that is the same for everybody and that they just want a safe place to live and raise families or retire or leave things for the generations to come. And that is constant, no matter if you live on the northwest side of Chicago or in Porter County, Indiana, it doesn't matter. That is a consistency and that is the need that we serve. And having served such a, such a broad range of people and such a diverse group of people, those experiences make me a better person. Those experiences enhance what I'm able to give back to other people. And I'm not just talking about an egg. I'm talking about hope and experiences and strengths. And so that is how we continue to feed ourselves and then feed each other. And I know that sounds sort of very cerebral and all of those things, but it is, again, very heartfelt and very personal. And that's why I'm a real estate agent. That's why I do what I do. I love it because I get so much back from it.
Speaker 1 (15:44):
I know you love to give away eggs, and you are not measuring your online efforts from your hashtag your photos or your videos, but I've seen your photos and your videos. And every photo that you share is worth a thousand words. And every one minute video that you share is worth 1.8 million words. If a real estate agent wants to earn a six-figure income and their average minimum price point is $250,000, I encourage them to share 1,066 words of value every single day, whether that's words, a photo or a video. And so, keep sharing what it is that you're doing because it is definitely bringing you business, even though that is not your intention. Well, thank you both so much for being here and for what you do to help your neighbors. Doing good is good for the soul and for business. I'm your girl, Marki Lemons Ryhal. See you next time. Thank you for joining us at Drive With NAR, the REALTOR® to REALTOR® series. Tune in at magazine.realtor/drive or subscribe wherever you watch your podcast. Find more tips to boost your business at magazine.realtor.
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