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The business of real estate

High-end  
   price tags

Realtors share how to sell homes to nation’s 
wealthiest .003 percent  |  by Elizabeth Lorenz
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“It takes a long time to absorb a property,” said Dulcy Freeman, a Realtor for Dreyfus Sotheby’s International Realty. This home’s fireplace was hand forged with multiple 
metals. Like many homes in this category, artisans were called in to create unique elements, from light fixtures to wine-cellar walls. Photos by Bernard Andre/Courtesy of 
Dulcy Freeman, Dreyfus Sotheby’s Real Estate.

How do you sell an Atherton estate priced at 
$10 million? What about a new modern home 
on a one-acre lot in Palo Alto for just under $20 
million?

For starters, Michael Dreyfus, president of 
Dreyfus Sotheby’s International Realty in Palo 
Alto, said you have to know who your prospec-
tive clients are. Most clients in this echelon, 
whom he refers to as clients with “ultra-high” 
net worth, have a net worth of more than $30 
million and make up only about .003 percent of 
the U.S. population. 

This group expects certain “basics” — more 
than one master suite, bedrooms with their own 
bathrooms, a wine cellar, home theater and a 
large space to entertain. Often there is more than 
one kitchen, so that caterers or servants can pre-
pare food without involving the main kitchen. 

Once an agent finds these basics, then the art 
of selling comes in. 

“Communicating a property’s value lies truly 
in understanding the ‘personality’ of the proper-
ty, and above all, the details that make it unique,” 
said Dulcy Freeman, a Realtor for Dreyfus So-
theby’s who recently has been marketing a new 
home in Palo Alto.

Freeman and other agents selling homes in 
this bracket use similar marketing strategies. 

All four agents interviewed for this article said 
meticulous attention to detail, from brochures 

to web videos to relationships, must be handled 
with the privacy of the customers in mind (both 
buyers and sellers, often who are high profile). 
That means, generally speaking, a run-of-the 
mill open house is out of the question. Show-
ings are done by appointment, and web videos 
and floor plans are often password protected. 
Drone flights over homes (to shoot aerial video 
of the property) is standard operating procedure 
and can cost anywhere from $5,000 to $15,000. 

Freeman generally prefers to write her own 
copy for bound matte-finish booklets profiling 
properties she sells. Otherwise, she said, “Your 
competition has the same words.” She loves 
“wordsmithing” her descriptions, like this: “The 
property unfolds before you and just keeps un-
folding.” She puts the reader (who hasn’t seen the 
home yet) in her shoes: “The abundant natural 
light is what hits you first.”

She uses her marketing materials, which in-
clude detailed descriptions of each room’s use, as 
well as color floor plans, to draw buyers in. But 
she uses the home itself to help potential buyers 

(continued on page 10)

Dulcy Freeman generally writes her own copy 
for marketing materials, describing a home 
like this for potential buyers.
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T
he Midpeninsula real estate market is hot, and homes often 
sell themselves with an open house and a glossy color flyer. 
But no matter what market breeze is blowing, real estate 
agents say selling a multi-million-dollar home is a whole 
other challenge. 
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see themselves living there. She helps 
them imagine entertaining, working out, 
cooking, having food served and housing 
guests, parents or co-workers in the space.

“It takes a really long time to absorb 
a property,” Freeman said. In showing a 
home, she delights in pointing out views 
and different ways to use a space.

At one particular property, a modern 
home in Palo Alto’s Esther Clark neigh-
borhood, Freeman rolled back the motor-
ized pool cover, revealing a pristine blue 
infinity pool built into a grassy hillside. 
She pushed back huge glass doors, inviting 
a visitor to see how a room can suddenly be 

expanded with outdoor space. 
She pointed out flush baseboards, spe-

cially crafted marble, electronically con-
trolled lighting and a hand-painted bath-
room wall.

“With each property, we aim to tell it’s 
unique story and position it to stand out,” 
Freeman said.

“The (total marketing) cost can fluctuate 
with each property, but it is generally 20 to 
25 percent of the potential commission,” 
she said.

Agents who sell homes in the upper 
ranges all say patience is key. It’s not un-
usual for it to take close to a year to sell a 
more expensive home.

“It’s not a sprint,” said Derk Brill of Alain 
Pinel Palo Alto. “It’s a marathon.” The pro-
cess involves reaching a certain kind of 

buyer, and that takes a long time, he added. 
Brill recently worked with a seller who 

had spent seven years finishing a new Vic-
torian-style home in Atherton that took 
about a year to sell. 

To reach potential buyers, Brill created 
a brochure made of heavy card stock. He 
hired a photographer to shoot interior and 
exterior photographs, and made sure the 
copy pointed out the craftsmanship of the 
home (German cabinetmakers, Finnish 
stoneworkers) because those details draw 
in choosy buyers, he said.

He first advertised the home “off mar-
ket” through word-of-mouth contacts, be-
fore listing it in the traditional Multiple 
Listing Service. He then used concentric 
circles in his network, slowly widening 
the circle, reaching out to past clients and 
agents who he knows and works with. 
The eventual buyers, a couple with grown 
children, came out of a connection Brill 
had made with other real estate agents. 
The couple had moved out of the area af-
ter their children grew up, but decided 
to return.

There are exceptions to the “marathon” 
model.

Judy Citron of Menlo Park’s Alain Pinel 
office sold an Atherton home with a ten-
nis court (a highly valued commodity) for 
$10.375 million in a record nine days. 

It really comes down to what buyers 
are looking for and matching them with 
a home. 

For a lower-priced home, in the $3 million 
to $6 million range, Brill said he uses “in-
house” marketing, creating brochures using 

his company’s resources. For the higher-end 
homes, he hires an outside firm, often pay-
ing roughly $10 per 8-by-10 color booklet, 
and hiring a company that specializes in 
drawing floor plans to include in the mate-
rial. Drone flights are another possibility, 
depending on the size of the property. Mar-
keting for this type of home, he said, can 
cost between $25,000 and $100,000. 

“It’s a very expensive proposition,” Brill 
said. “But what we’re trying to do is get the 
person to a house.”

Citron said she spends whatever it takes 
to sell a home. 

“I give each home the same marketing 
exposure,” she said. For a larger, more 
expensive home, Citron said she will 
“ramp up the quality of everything in the 
presentation.”

She targets a range of publications that 
clients might read, and pays to go to the top 
of search engines online. 

“You have to cast a really wide net,” she 
said. She often targets specific East Coast 
cities in Connecticut or New York that she 
thinks may have people who are interest-
ed in moving to Silicon Valley. “I target  
places that have high net worth,” she said. 

Freeman and Dreyfus also use glossy 
publications, such as Architectural Digest, 
The Robb Report or Wired magazine, to 
advertise and reach prospective buyers.

“Direct outreach to our own proprietary 
database is also extremely important and 
often fruitful,” Dreyfus said. “The hard 
part of marketing a $20-million listing is 
that you are searching for a small crowd. 
The good part is, once you get into this 
crowd, the outreach is not that large.” 

Elizabeth Lorenz is the Home and 
Real Estate Editor at the Palo Alto 
Weekly. She can be emailed at elorenz@
embarcaderopublishing.com.

This Atherton home took seven years for the seller to build, and it took Realtor Derk Brill about a year to sell. “It’s not a sprint,” Brill said of the selling process for high-end 
homes. Below left, the home’s gourmet kitchen. Photo by David Eichler Photography. Courtesy of Derk Brill, Alain Pinel Realtors. 

High-end price tags
(continued from page 7)

To market this home, real estate 
agent Derk Brill hired a professional 
photographer and created a brochure of 
heavy cardstock.
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