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Kasandra Alicea (00:00):
Other individuals like myself who feel, because I felt like this before I started real estate. Individuals who feel like this is not a place for them, but they really want to pursue this career or this passion. It 100% is just a matter of finding the right fit and marketing yourself to the right clientele.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (00:17):
You are listening to Drive With NAR, The REALTOR® to REALTOR® series, powered by REALTOR® Magazine. Listen as real estate pros talk tools of the trade and share stories of inspiration. Get ready to step up your business. We know the value of diversity, equity, and inclusion is to lift the voices of underrepresented groups and bring a level playing field for all. But there are many in this country who see DEI as a hostile movement, anti-white, anti-ableist. As misinformed as that viewpoint is, we have to confront it. How do we change or expand the conversation around DEI to win the hurts and minds of those who feel threatened by it? Today we have Kasandra Alicea, an agent with Coldwell Banker D’Ann Harper Realtors in San Antonio, Texas, who identifies as a transgender woman. And John Wong is an associate broker with eXp Realty of California in San Francisco. Today we're going to have a discussion around diversity, equity, and inclusion. Keeping in mind that race is not the only protected class or what needs to always be recognized. You all identify with traditionally underserved communities. Do each of you feel that the real estate industry sees you and the clients in which you serve? And when I say see you, do they view you as a valuable and viable asset to the communities in which you serve. Kasandra?
Kasandra Alicea (02:13):
Thank you for having me. And thank you for the question. I feel like this could be answered in two ways when it pertains to my situation overall. No, simply because the visibility of trans people in the real estate community isn't as visible locally, I would say it has gotten better, let's just say yes, because I do make myself present in many situations. So I feel that the real estate agents of San Antonio in my local area do view me as part of the community and see me. I feel there is much work to be done locally and nationally. And overall, if I had to summarize it, I would say there's a lot of work to be done.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (03:00):
What about you, John?
John Wong (03:01):
You know, that's a challenging question because it's an evolving relationship and I've been active in organized real estate for nearly four decades and I've kind of seen it from the organizational standpoint. I've been an active real estate agent for more than four decades. And so you can see it's kind of on the street. I would say that historically people viewed the Asian segment as a threat. And in fact, there was resistance for letting folks with skin complexions like mine into neighborhoods. And then there was a period where it's viewed as, oh, not only is this the wrong thing to do, but we're losing out on opportunities to generate revenue. And so it moved into a very positive look at this segment. And we're now kind of kicking back and moving into sort of an Asian hate. And even in real estate, there's some challenges. So does the National Association of Realtors do real estate companies see me and the community that I am from? I would say yes. Can it do a better job of understanding the nuances in the community? Absolutely, and that's part of what I do, is to help folks put some, for lack of a better word, some color into the picture rather than just having a very basic understanding of the community.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (04:29):
So I had the opportunity to meet Kasandra last year. And the way that we were able to meet is that I'm with probably one of the most diverse real estate offices in the city of Chicago. And my broker owner, identifies as a gay white male. And so we're kind of like, we call ourselves the Rainbow Coalition. We have offices across the city of Chicago. And I went to Nick and I said, Nick, I want to recognize a transgender woman. Do you know anyone? And he says, off the top of my head, no, I don't know anyone. I was like, well, there has to be someone. And I actually was shocked by the fact that it took research to be able to find Kasandra. And I was like, you got to be kidding me, because clearly there has to be more transgender people in the world of real estate. And John, you have a good friend Vicki Snow, and I know that you've done a lot of work when we talk about, are you an asset, you all work diligently with your organization just to have representation on the census? Can you elaborate on that?
John Wong (05:42):
Yeah. What you're referring to, Marki, is the No Other campaign. And it was a very enlightening process because historically the US Census puts out a quarterly housing report and they divide the market in different segments. So you have the non-Hispanic white segment, Hispanic, you have the black, but there was no Asian category. It was all lumped into a group called Other. And what was instructive to me is that some of us in leadership at the Asian Real Estate Association of America decided maybe we need to change that to get a deeper understanding of the segment. So, I personally thought it was going to take years to get an institution the size of the census to make a change, but we were able, in fact, to have that changed within a year's time. And so right now when the quarterly report comes out, there is a segment called Asian. So that's the details. What was very personally meaningful to me was the response from our members because so many of them said, I didn't know that. I didn't know that in the eyes of the world, I didn't exist. And all of a sudden it activated this really a movement towards saying, yes, this is important to us.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (07:04):
So, I want to go back to Kasandra because of the fact that I felt like I had to do a lot of research. What can we do as a real estate community, I guess, to empower more people based LGBTQ community to come into this industry and to be able to identify as who they are.
Kasandra Alicea (07:27):
You know, small steps. But every step would be very impactful, I think, by making the real estate community more inclusive by using LGBT and trans people, and specifically in advertising and marketing, possibly by hiring and promoting more minorities, including the trans community to top level positions by other agents joining affinity groups like the Real Estate Alliance, which I'm a part of, and other affiliates, just to introduce themselves to different groups. Of course that broadens it beyond the trans community. But I think that helps regardless, possibly even by requiring some sort of diversity training as a licensing requirement. You know, those are all small steps that could lead to the broader knowledge and exposure of people like myself and everyone. I don't want to just narrow it down to myself, but when you did say Marki, that you had to do a little research, it surprised me a bit.
Kasandra Alicea (08:23):
We've done conferences and seminars and spoken in many different places and I thought, well, you know, pretty much everyone kind of knows of us, but I guess not. You know, so that just tells me we have to be more out there visible to the real estate community and in general so that people could get used to it, if you will. And more importantly, what I feel personally, more importantly, other individuals like myself who feel, because I felt like this before I started real estate individuals who feel like this is not a place for them, them, but they really want to do that. They want to pursue this career or this passion but feel that they won't be welcomed in this industry. For them to know that it 100% is just a matter of finding the right fit and marketing yourself to the right clientele.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (09:12):
I met you through Diversity Actions. It is very possible, right? That they might not know, John, they might not even know you if they're only taking, let's say a marketing class.
Kasandra Alicea (09:24):
You know, I think you're correct. because you're right, if people aren't going to take those courses or make an initiative to put themselves in that space, they would never know us or they would never come across us. I think that responsibility falls on people like myself to put myself into places or into rooms that don't necessarily always revolve around diversity and equity and inclusion. Those are definitely most important. But making myself visible in spaces in other parts of the real estate industry just so that people can see, I mean, it surprises me still.
John Wong (09:57):
I like to comment on that too, Marki, because I'm going to push back a little bit. I'm going to venture to say that you know a whole lot of folks who might be trans, but they're not yet comfortable in expressing it like Kassandra. And I'll say that for many individuals, it's, there's some risk involved. And I think that when my son came out, the first thing that my wife and I thought is, oh my God, is somebody going to attack him? And so there is that kind of a risk piece and there's sort of an Asian perspective. I can speak on this too. So when you're Asian, it's pretty clear the color of the hair and the complexion and the person is Asian. But the reality, if you look at the individual circumstances are two most recent presidents of AREAA and the current president, Jamie Chen, spent their youth in an area where they were one of very few Asians in the community.
John Wong (10:56):
And so the perspective, 'm an Asian, it's was just not in the environment around them, the kind of, you know, percolate up. I wouldn't say that it's cool, I want to be white, you know, that kind of situation. I just want to be like the other kids around me. You know, I didn't want to bring salted fish meat patties to lunch and stuff. I want a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. And so that part of it is kind of there. And so in the sense that even though folks can tell you're Asian, you're actually invisible in a way and you're invisible to yourself as well. And so the time happens, I think for both Kurt and Jamie, as they became more involved with AREAA and heard the stories of other leaders and other members of the association and they recognized their stories were not unique, that spectrum is a trend that everybody feels and then all of a sudden you start learning more about it and you're more willing to be out there. I think that the role that you play Kasandra is critical because it empowers somebody else who may be on that line of saying, do I let people know? And when more people know, then all of a sudden it's not just an esoteric idea, it's a person I know and that's where I think change can really happen.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (12:16):
I agree, John, because what I'm hearing is the ability to be comfortable to be who you are. And that means that you have to be in an environment that you feel supports that. And so I guess the better question is how can we make people feel comfortable to be able to identify? Because unless they do, they're not going to come out. How can you try and convince an adversary to see you while also showing respect for whatever they choose to believe in? John?
John Wong (12:49):
I'll go back to the core skillset that any real estate agent needs is the ability to get into the head and understand the perspective of the potential client. Beause I can go in there and say, oh yeah, I'm John Wong, it's been 40 years I've done this deal. And then that's a deal doesn't mean you're going to get the listing. Doesn't mean that person as a buyer is going to work with you. You have to understand their situation, obviously that that old saying that there are two ears and one mouth, always learned to listen. That'll be critical. So what I've done in my time in organized real estate at the National Association of REALTORS® and other associations is to find opportunities to express who I am, but also recognize that being way out there the first time I meet you and push real hard is not necessarily the way to have my perspective understood.
John Wong (13:42):
So first I try to understand where the others I'm working with, whether in a real estate company, whether in a real estate transaction are coming from, find some area of commonality because you're going to have something that you connect with. It may not be related to real estate, it may be a sports thing, it may be going to the symphony and you find some way to have that conversation. Then when you break that other piece, oh, there's something that we have in common. Then the other pieces can come out. The stuff that's related to diversity or inclusion then becomes a possibility of conversation.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (14:18):
Kasandra?
Kasandra Alicea (14:20):
Well, I feel that being present and standing up for myself in a respectful way and showing up in different areas kind of gets that job done. I don't want to force this on anyone, but I want to let people know that I do have a place in this industry and I belong. I think that's my biggest thing. And like, in circling back to what we said a little bit ago, what John mentioned, you are right, there are probably many more people that are trans in the real estate industry that aren't open. So being an open, proud, loudly open trans woman I think in itself does that job, but there's a lot of work to be done. I think just showing people who I really am and the hard work I put into the industry.
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Marki Lemons Ryhal (15:52):
One thing that I like to do is to tell the story. And I know that we're not going to convince, and I don't like to be on a soapbox, right? But I share different stories so that they'll be able to see it and fill it in how I'm telling that story. But never do I tell someone, this is how you should be. I find a story that identifies to share that story, I think to bring about enlightenment. And one of the reasons, there's a program called the Landmark Forum. And in the Landmark Forum it's about calling a thing a thing. And at the end of the day, we all come with our own set of prejudice and bias that exists, whether we claim them or not. Some of us have done a lot of work to know that we have those biases that exist, right? It could just be based on how much a person earns.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (16:42):
And I often talk about going to private school and how private school students look at students who don't go to private school or even in a school you might have a selective enrollment program inside of a school. And those parents always point out the fact to everybody else in the school that my child is in the selective enrollment. Well, their children are going to be bullied then, right? So at the end of the day, finding that story that kind of neutralizes it to show the value of all people is something that I've done consistently. So they can get to know it without being on a soapbox and being told what to do because no one likes to be told what to do. DEI is about education, but some people think it has become politicized and weaponized against people with certain privileges. What's your take on that?
Kasandra Alicea (17:33):
Well, my take is I think to some people it does seem politicized and maybe to the media or television exacerbates that I think it's an important topic because it shows people who aren't familiar with people like myself and John and others, that we are human as well. I think it's kind of a fine line because not everyone lives this life every day, but it's important that they understand that there are other groups of individuals in the world. So while I do think it has been politicized, I don't think we need to back down. It needs to continue to be introduced to people. Our stories need to be told, as I mentioned earlier, in a respectful way because I have to consider the view of other people. But I do think when we humanize ourselves to other groups or individuals who aren't familiar with us, whether it be our race or our gender or what have you, I think that breaks down their guard a bit and allows them to be more open to receiving our message.
John Wong (18:34):
You know, it's kind of a buzzword and now politicized and absolutely it's politicized from all perspectives. What you just shared is the perspective that, oh, individuals are using this as a weapon to come after something that I already have. That's always been the case. I mean, we just celebrated Martin Luther King and he was a master of politicizing situations to get something out there. But what he did, it was get to the hearts and minds of individuals, which allowed those who may not have understood the perspective prior to him speaking and seeing the, the crowds, you know, and the rallies start to open up their hearts and minds. I recognize as politicized, and maybe it's just the nature of how people interact today with digital media and stuff, that it becomes easier because it's not just this, everything is politicized. You know, you have people now really super angry about which football team you're supporting in the playoffs in a way that I've never experienced before, where people are actually being very mean to each other, not just being fans.
John Wong (19:43):
Kind of where this feeling of, taking it away, that's always been the case. And this is the art of what we must do to sort of make something lasting, is to recognize that in a person's mind, they want to do the right thing, except if it's going to take something away from me. And it's not just quote certain segments, we want to say the those that are in power right now, it's all of us. In the case of let's say organized real estate or real estate companies, don't get pigeonholed into the diversity equal opportunity segment. Have folks say, Hey Kasandra, you're really brilliant on the multiple listing service system, or you're pretty amazing with standard of care. And all of a sudden they know you as an individual. And because of that, that allows the opportunity to have a conversation regarding other things that are important to you that may be more focused on DEI. And I think that's the method that's going to have to work, is that we have to see that folks are not, there's just not one thing about that person. We're a mix of a whole lot of different influences, and that's where the opportunity is to meet folks, to find other connections.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (20:58):
John, there are two things you said that stood out to me. One about DEI being politicized and you mentioned Martin Luther King. The reason we have fair housing is because of the assassination of Martin Luther King, right? No ifs, ands or buts about it. And so if we were going to look at it being politicized, I think that that is probably the biggest, you know, politicized event that has happened ever in the world of real estate or one of the biggest events. And what you just said to Kasandra stands out to me because oftentimes with all the work that I've done in the DEI space, people have always said, Marki, why isn't that your focus? And I'm like, no, my focus is technology. One, because there are very few black women in technology, and I need the next generation of black women to see black women in technology.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (21:49):
But just because you don't represent what they consider to be the standard or the norm doesn't mean that diversity, equity, and inclusion is your only one or your best skillset. We all are amazing and likely amazing at something else. Because when I think about being born and raised on the south side of the city of Chicago, which is one of the top most segregated cities in this country, I was great inside of the community and never looked at the fact that I was a black, you know, woman. I never looked at it. And so we were all born and destined to do great things, and it does not have to be associated with our race, our gender, or our sexuality.
Kasandra Alicea (22:33):
I think, one of the biggest things that can be learned from DEI courses, classes as the understanding of other individuals, whatever the case may be, maybe even a little compassion and or tolerance. I think when you humanize someone who is unlike you, the person learning or the other situation is a little bit more understanding of the situation. And as John mentioned, you may not end up in complete agreement, but your mind has changed a bit. You have a little bit more understanding. So overall you have a human sense of compassion for the other person, which I think slowly will help break down the hate or the indifference, I should say.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (23:20):
My father had a saying that nothing in life is sliced so thin that there aren't two sides to it. And when I think about diversity, equity and inclusion, my life is better by embracing everyone because you come to understand what you don't know. So a lot of people don't know. They don't know. And you realize sometimes that it's really, it's you. It has nothing to do with the other person. So, I want to challenge everyone to realize that nothing in life is sliced so thin that there aren't two sides to it. And to intentionally reach out to find out what they don't know, because one, it will make them a better practitioner and they will become more knowledgeable as a result. We want to thank everybody for tuning in today.
Kasandra Alicea (24:17):
Thank you so much for having us, Marki. I really appreciate this opportunity. 

John Wong
Thank you.
Marki Lemons Ryhal (24:22):
Thank you for joining us at Drive With NAR, The REALTOR® to REALTOR® series. Tune in every month to magazine.realtor/drive or subscribe wherever you listen to your podcast. Find more tips to boost your business at magazine.realtor.

