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Protecting
Your Investment

www.americasonetitle.com
(616) 365-4100

TITLE INSURANCE AND SETTLEMENT



Grand Rapids Real Producers • 54 • September 2026

Imagery services:

One-stop-shop for all your
Real Estate Imagery services:

www.freshstartstudios.com  •  616.550.9871  •  jen@freshstartstudios.com

Servicing West Michigan and Beyond

Photography • Videography • Drone/Aerial Photo & Video • 3D Virtual Tour • Floor Plans • 3D Zillow Tours • Virtual Staging

Own rental, commercial, or 
HOA properties in Grand 

Rapids, Lansing, 
Muskegon, or Kalamazoo? 
Trust the local team that 
delivers flat-rate pricing, 
fast maintenance, and 
total transparency.We 

handle everything—from 
tenant screening to 

compliance—so you can 
enjoy peace of mind and 

steady returns.

Discover the Fresh Start difference.
Visit freshstartpmg.com or call today!

(616) 816-1848  | admin@freshstartpmg.com

Fresh Start
Property Management  –
Michigan’s Property Experts



Grand Rapids Real Producers • 76 • September 2026

This section has been created to give you easier access when searching for a trusted real estate 
affiliate. Take a minute to familiarize yourself with the businesses sponsoring your magazine. 
These local businesses are proud to partner with you and make this magazine possible. Please 
support these businesses, and thank them for supporting the real estate community!

Preferred Partners

BUILDER
Schultz Builders
(616) 291-7716
www.schultzbuilders.com

CLEANING
McPhall Does It All
Emily Reens-McPhall
(616) 581-3215
www.mcphalldoesitall.com

EGRESS WINDOWS
WMGB Home Improvement
(616) 205-3231
wmbg.com

FOUNDATION REPAIR 
AND WATERPROOFING
Foundation Specialist, LLC
(616) 438-0551
foundationspecialistmi.com

HEATING & COOLING
Absolute Heating 
and Ventilation
(616) 866-5096
absoluteventilation.com

Andringa’s Mechanical
Ryan Andringa
(616) 359-2825
www.andringasmech.com

HOME INSPECTION
Four Seasons Property 
Inspections
Sawyer Goodyke
(616) 916-8014
www.fourseasonsinspections.net

Hawkeye Inspection Services
Tony Zaidel
(616) 322-9551
www.tonyzaidelinspections.com

Over And Underwood 
Home Inspection
James Underwood
(616) 454-8500
overandunderwood.com

HOME PREPARATION SERVICES
HOMEstretch - Grand Rapids
(616) 333-4404
www.home-stretch.com/
grand-rapids

INSURANCE
Farm Bureau Insurance 
Grahs Insurance Group
(616) 747-5030
www.michfb.com/
insurance/find-an-agent/
gary-grahs-6207-brewer-ave-ne

Farm Bureau Insurance 
Katerberg Rappuhn Agency
Justin Rappuhn
(616) 662-1111
www.katerbergrappuhn 
agency.com

Goosehead Insurance 
Cody Harding
(616) 217-4719
goosehead.com/agents/mi/
kentwood/cody-harding

JUNK REMOVAL/CLEANOUT
Big & Small Junk Removal
(616) 213-3848
www.bigandsmallremoval.com

MOLD REMEDIATION
Enviro-Decon Services
(616) 240-5918
envirodeconservices.com

MORTGAGE
APfinity Mortgage
(904) 524-5842
apfinity.com

Dart Bank
Dan Moralez
(616) 499-1996
dartbank.com

DFCU Financial
(313) 207-3439
www.dfcufinancial.com

Northern Mortgage
Tim Meduna
(616) 514-9740
northernmtg.com/tim

Preferred Rate
Stacy Miller-Kuiper
(616) 430-4141
preferredrate.com

MOVING & STORAGE
Morse Moving & Storage
(734) 484-1717
www.morsemoving.com

MOVING SERVICES
Pink Zebra Moving
(616) 552-8636
pinkzebramoving.com

NEW CONSTRUCTION 
MORTGAGE
DFCU Financial
(313) 207-3439
www.dfcufinancial.com

PHOTOGRAPHY & 
VIDEO SERVICES
PhotoReal
(517) 974-7809
photoreal.io

PHOTOGRAPHY/
VIDEOGRAPHY/DRONES
Brian McDonald Photography
(616) 209-8469
www.brianmcdonald 
photography.com

Fresh Start Studios
Jen Smits
(616) 550-9871
freshstartstudios.com

PROPERTY MANAGEMENT
Fresh Start Property 
Management Group
(616) 816-1848
www.freshstartpmg.com

REPLACEMENT WINDOWS
WMGB Home Improvement
(616) 205-3231
wmbg.com

ROOFING
Mills Siding and Roofing
(616) 800-8688 
millssidingandroofing.com

ROOFING &  
EXTERIOR RENOVATIONS
Renaissance Roofing & Exteriors
(616) 250-5900
renaissanceroof.com

TITLE COMPANY
Lighthouse Title
(888) 782-3210
www.lighthousetitle.net

Sun Title
Elizabeth Carr
(616) 466-3993
suntitle.com

TRANSACTION COORDINATOR
Elite Leverage Inc.
Liz Rehner
(734) 751-9143
eliteleverageinc.com

WEALTH ADVISOR
Tucker Fahlen, CPFA, 
Waypointe Wealthlth Advisors
(616) 600-9905
www.waypointewealth.com

TOGETHER WE CAN ENSURE
A CLOSING EXPERIENCE
SECOND-TO-NONE!
616.466.3993  |  SunTitle.com
1410 Plainfield Ave NE, Grand Rapids

YOUR PARTNER FOR

FAST CLOSINGS

AND HAPPY CLIENTS!
 Superior Communication

 Knowledgeable and Professional Staff

 Proprietary Mobile Closing Units®

WHO DO
YOU TRUST

With Your Real Estate Business?

We want to know which local
vendors you’d recommend to

other agents in the Grand Rapids area.

Send your list of most trusted
partners to terra.csotty@n2co.com or

recommend someone at
www.grandrapidsrealproducers.com

G R A N D  R A P I D S
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Mortgage Financing
With Infinitely Higher

Standards
Aaron Pearsall

Owner & MLO312.919.6490 • apfinity.comNMLS #2755496

If you are interested in nominating people for certain 
stories, please email us at: terra.csotty@n2co.com
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Meet
The

Team

Joseph Cottle
Account Executive

Ashley Streight
Content Coordinator/ 

Ad Strategist

Becca Forbes
Relationship Manager/ 

Event Coordinator

Terra Csotty
Owner/Publisher

Real Leverage Solutions
Social Media

Jacob Harr
PhotoReal

Photographer

Amanda Matkowski
Editor/Writer

Brian McDonald
Brian McDonald Photography
Photographer/Videographer

Follow us on social media and check out our new 
website: www.grandrapidsrealproducers.com.

DISCLAIMER: The articles and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the respective authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of The N2 Company 
d/b/a Real Producers (“N2”). Advertisements appearing in this publication are paid placements and are not endorsed or recommended by N2. N2 is not responsible for the 
statements, opinions, or business practices of any authors, contributors, or advertisers featured herein. Portions of this publication may include content created with the 
assistance of artificial intelligence (AI) tools by authors or contributors and may not be independently verified by N2.

Grahs Insurance Group

6207 Brewer Ave Ne, 
Rockford
ggrahs@fbinsmi.com

Protect Their Home,
Close the Deal — Together.

Your clients trust you; you 
can trust us to protect their 
new home with quick, reliable 
coverage that keeps every 
deal moving.

Gary Grahs
616-747-5030

Care Your Property Deserves

Experienced Environmental
Mold Remediation Services.

We use an EPA-approved, 
biodegradable, green earth 
friendly remediation 
product that ensures safe 
treatments for your building 
and the environment.

Andrew Boness | (616) 855-4020
andrew@enviro-decon.com          www.envirodeconservices.com

Residential & Commercial

Here to serve you as a 
trusted guide; wherever 
your financial journey 
takes you.

SEP IRAs • Solo 401(k)’s • Roth IRAs

Whether you’re a first-time investor or 
getting ready to retire, we’re here to offer 
insights, education, and support tailored 

to meet your needs now and in the future.

Tucker
Fahlen
Owner

Tucker@waypointewealth.com616-949-8719

www.waypointewealth.com
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Join the top real estate agents and Preferred Partners 
in Grand Rapids for an afternoon of fun, networking, 
and friendly competition at Swing for a Cause! 

Whether you’re a seasoned golfer or picking up a 
club for the first time, this event is all about building 
relationships, having fun, and making a positive impact 
in our community. Guests will enjoy golf simulator 
challenges, networking opportunities, small bites and 
drinks, and exciting contests throughout the afternoon.

The winners will choose a charity of their choice 
to receive the event proceeds, so come prepared 
with an organization you’d love to support! 

Bring your team, bring your competitive spirit, and 
help us make a difference — one swing at a time!

To sponsor this event, reach out to grrealproducers@n2co.com.

SWING
EVENT ANNOUNCEMENT

WEDNESDAY, 
SEPTEMBER 16, 2026 

3:00 p.m. – 5:00 p.m. 

GIMME’S PAR & GRILL 
45 Ottawa Ave. NW 
Grand Rapids, MI 49503

Causefor a

Register at:
www.grrpevents.com

NETWORK, COMPETE,  
MAKE A DIFFERENCE.

Hosted & Sponsored by: Gimme’s Par & Grill

616.581.3215
mcphalldoesitall.com

• Residential Basic
    & Deep Cleaning

• Move In & Move Out

• New Construction

I hired Emily to help me clean
my house when I was going
through life changes in a short
time period and I found myself
incredibly busy, unable to keep
up and frustrated. Emily came
in and worked alongside me
while I decluttered. It was
a huge relief to have a
clean, refreshed house
after she left. Thank
you, Emily, for all the
hard work you put into
my house! -Tonya

“

“

MOVES FAST
Grand Rapids Real Estate

Follow Grand Rapids Real Producers
on social media to keep up.

G R A N D  R A P I D S@grrealproducers

@grrealproducers

@grrealproducers
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WIN A

$250
GIFT CARD!

Answering a few questions could be worth $250!

Take our quick survey (it’s just 1 minute) and you’ll be
entered for a chance to win a $250 gift card.

Don’t wait. Every month, 
one lucky winner will be chosen. 

Will it be you?

Scan the QR code to enter now!

NO PURCHASE NECESSARY. Open to legal residents of the U.S. (excluding Arizona, Florida, New York, and Rhode Island), age 18 or older. Void where prohibited. Entry period begins 9/1/25 and ends 12/31/26 at 11:59 PM ET. Limit 
one entry per person. One (1) winner will be randomly selected each month (on or about the first of each month) to receive a $250 gift card. Odds of winning depend on the total number of entries received each month. Winners will be 
notified via email. The N2 Company, d/b/a REAL PRODUCERS (collectively, "N2"), reserves the right to cancel, suspend, or modify the promotion if technical or other issues prevent it from running as planned. By entering, participants 

agree to release and hold N2 harmless from any claims arising out of participation. N2 is not responsible for technical errors or issues beyond its control. These rules are governed by the laws of Texas.

BET ON YOURSELF!
DITCH the HEELS 2026

NETWORKING OPPORTUNITIES

4th Annual

Check out ditchtheheels.org for more information!

Ditch the Heels 2026 is a high-energy 
brunch experience for women ready to 
level up their business, their network, 
and the way they show up in life.

Thursday, September 24 
9:30 AM - 3 PM 
San Marino Club 
Troy, MI

What to Expect 
•	 Luxury brunch + mimosas
•	 Real strategies from women 

building multi-figure businesses
•	 Live podcast recording with 

bold, unfiltered conversations
•	 High-level networking that 

leads to real opportunities
•	 Women-owned vendor tables — 

shop, support, and connect

•	 Casino-inspired “Bet on 
Yourself” experience

•	 Giveaways, gifts, and exclusive 
Ditch the Heels merch 

Featured Speakers and Panel 
•	 Kim Agemy – host, real estate leader, 

and founder of Ditch the Heels
•	 Gogo Bethke
•	 Dr. Emily Jacobs
•	 Terra Csotty
•	 Brooke Allen (Live Podcast)

Ditch the Heels Vibe  
Come as your real, authentic 
self. Sneakers > stilettos. 
Confidence required.
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KAZMA
PHOTOS 

BY JACOB 

HARR WITH 

PHOTOREAL

PHOTOS TAKEN 

AT ADA HOTEL

BROKER SPOTLIGHT

F or Susan Kazma, real 
estate has always been 
about building community, 

creating opportunities, and 
helping people feel like they 
belong. “When people come 
into the office, it’s very open, 
welcoming, and warm,” she 
said. “We kind of have a saying 
here that everybody matters.”

A lifelong Michigan resident 
and graduate of Grand Valley 
College, Susan first entered the 
industry working for her father, 
who owned a small real estate 
brokerage. “I knew the real 
estate lingo. I knew a lot about 
how an office was run,” she said. 
After stepping away for about 
five years to raise her children, 
Susan returned to real estate 
full-time in 1979. “I’ve never not 
been full-time since,” she added.

Over the years, Susan gained 
experience at several brokerages, 
including CENTURY 21, RE/MAX, 
and independent firms. Each 
stop along the way taught her 
something valuable. “You pick 
up tools everywhere you go,” 
she explained. “I learned a lot of 
things at RE/MAX, I learned a lot 
of things at Real Estate One, and 
I grew from that knowledge.”

In 2001 — just 44 days before 
the events of 9/11 — Susan 
launched her own brokerage. “It 

was wild,” she recalled. Susan 
initially operated under national 
and statewide franchise brands 
before ultimately making the 
move to independence in 2020. 
“I’m really much happier being 
independent,” she shared. “You 
can make your own rules.”

Susan used that independence 
to build a brokerage culture 
unlike any other. Today, Success 
Realty West Michigan is home 
to approximately 50 agents 
representing a wide variety 
of cultures, backgrounds, and 
life experiences. “We speak 
10 different languages, and I 
have people from five different 
continents,” Susan said.

Even after decades in the 
business, Susan remains 
hands-on, actively listing and 
selling homes while leading 
her brokerage. “I think being 
actively involved in the market 
is huge,” she explained. 
“Hands-on is always a plus.”

Susan also owns Success 
Licensing, a pre-licensing school 
that provides the state-required 
40 hours of education for aspiring 
agents. For Susan, however, the 
classroom experience is about 
much more than licensing. 
“Our company is really all 
about education,” she said. “It 
starts with the licensing school, 
but it doesn’t stop there.”

Every week, agents at Success 
Realty West Michigan gather for 
training sessions, power hours, and 
roundtable discussions focused on 
growth and development. Susan 
is passionate about helping newer 
agents avoid the mistakes she 
made early in her own career. “I 
lost a lot of sales because I didn’t 
have the depth of knowledge 
that I have over 30 or 40 years,” 
she said. “I’m really committed 
to making sure my agents have 
that depth of knowledge as early 
in their career as possible.”

Susan’s dedication to mentorship 
has helped create remarkable 
results. While many brokerages 
struggle with retention, Susan says 
approximately 70% of her new 
agents make it through their first 
year in the business. “We worked 
hard on building community,” she 
explained. “The agents know each 
other. They like each other. They’re 
from all different backgrounds, and 
they help each other,” she added.

Susan believes one of the keys 
to that supportive environment 
is fairness. “The rules need to 
be the same for everybody,” she 
said. “It doesn’t matter if you’re 
doing $20 million a year or $1 
million a year.” According to 
Susan, by leveling the playing 
field, agents are more willing 
to collaborate rather than 
compete internally. “If people 
start working together, they 
produce more business because 

Susan BUILDING A 
CULTURE OF 
BELONGING
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If you've been featured in Real 

Producers and want to make 

the most of your story, reach out 

to the publisher of this magazine 

for a Promo.

A Promo is a unique promotional piece created for agents featured in 

the pages of Real Producers. A previously printed Real Producers article 

is transformed into a four- or eight-page leave-behind, laid out like the 

original article with limited customization.

A Promo is a one-of-a-kind marketing tool 

that highlights your personal brand and 

legitimizes you as an agent worth profiling. 

Use them to:

• Impress during listing appointments

• Send to past clients, friends, or family

• Include with holiday cards

• Attract top talent (brokers love this!)

• Farm your favorite neighborhoods

WHY DO TOP AGENTS
LOVE THEM?

Envelope & Letter

Fold & Tab

WHAT’S A
PROMO?

YOU NEED TO 
DO THE RIGHT 

THING. IT DOESN’T 
MATTER WHAT 

THE OTHER 
PERSON DOES. YOU 

ARE WHATEVER 
YOU DO.”

they’re talking and helping 
each other,” she explained.

Susan intentionally builds 
a culture of inclusion from 
the moment people walk 
through the door. “We are 
very open and welcoming to 
everyone regardless of faith, 
sexual preference, or race,” 
she said. “If they’re good 
people, they’re good people.”

The office itself reflects Susan’s 
personality and passions. Opera 
music often drifts through the 
building thanks to her daughter, 
a dramatic mezzo-soprano and 
graduate of Berklee College 
of Music, who runs a music 
studio within the office space. 
“If you own the company, you 
can make it as quirky as you 
want,” Susan said, laughing.

Family has always been at the 
center of Susan’s life. She and 
her husband, Matt Rockwood, 
have been married for more than 
eight years and share a lively 
home with Susan’s 100-year-old 
mother. Susan also takes great 
pride in her two children: her 
daughter performs with West 
Michigan Opera, while her son 
designs computer software for 
the U.S. Department of Energy. 
“We have a nice life,” Susan said.

Outside of real estate, Susan is 
known among friends and family 
for another talent: cooking. “I 
am an absolutely incredible pie 
maker,” she shared. Half Italian 
and deeply family-oriented, Susan 
loves bringing people together 
around food. “There’s always 
food,” she joked. “You always 
make more than you need.”

For Susan, 
summertime 

brings even more 
opportunities to entertain. 
She lives on Dean Lake, where 
gardening, boating, and backyard 
gatherings become the center 
of her social life. “We have 
huge parties in our backyard,” 
she said. “Our life is really all 
about enjoying the lake once 
the weather gets nice.”

Susan also believes strongly 
in giving back. Her brokerage 
supports CASA, an organization 
that advocates for children in 
Kent County’s foster care system. 
Through pajama drives, clothing 
drives, and annual donations, 
Susan and her team work to 
make a difference for vulnerable 
children in their community. 
The cause resonates personally: 
a few members of the office 
team were in the foster system 
as children. “That makes it even 
more heartfelt,” Susan said.

At the core of everything Susan 
does is a simple philosophy 
based on integrity and kindness. 
“You need to do the right thing,” 
she said. “It doesn’t matter 
what the other person does. 
You are whatever you do.”

Susan measures success by the 
people around her — the agents 
she mentors, the friendships she 
has built, and the welcoming 
culture she has created. “We 
laugh together, we party 
together,” she said. “That kind 
of atmosphere allows people to 
plant their roots and grow.” 
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S U C C E S S  T H R O U G H  C O N S I S T E N C Y

O G L E
PHOTOS BY JACOB HARR WITH PHOTOREAL

PHOTOS TAKEN AT ADA HOTEL

R yan Ogle didn’t find real 
estate through a course, 
a career counselor, or a 

calculated pivot. Instead, he found 
it at a restaurant bar stool, eating 
lunch alone, when the man sitting 
next to him happened to own a 
brokerage. A single conversation 
changed the direction of Ryan’s life, 
and that willingness to follow an 
unexpected path has carried him 
through more than two decades 
as one of Grand Rapids’ most 
recognizable names in the business.

Ryan grew up in Grand Rapids and 
started his first company straight 
out of high school: a painting and 
odd-jobs operation that had him 
power washing decks, painting 
fences, and eventually tackling 
multi-color Victorian homes in 
Heritage Hill that took an entire 
summer to complete. He was 
around 20 years old when that 
lunch conversation sparked a new 
idea. “Why paint homes when you 
could sell them?” Ryan said. The 
logic was simple, and it stuck.

Ryan
BROKER SPOTLIGHT

Ryan started his real estate career at 
Smith Diamond Realty in Caledonia, 
then spent about two and a half years at 
Keller Williams — long enough to learn 
the ropes and pick up what he could. He 
found a willing sounding board in KW 
broker Jason Carpenter, someone he 
still texts when an unusual deal crosses 
his desk. From there, Ryan ran a real 
estate wing for a downtown law firm 
before launching Blu House Properties 
in 2008. The timing was brutal — the 
market was collapsing — but Ryan 
opened the doors anyway. “Good or bad 
market, I’ve always been busy,” he said.

Ryan ran Blu House Properties as an 
independent brokerage for roughly 15 
years, then in 2020, he brought it under 
the eXp Realty umbrella. The move gave 
his agents access to technology and 
tools that an independent brokerage 
would have had to purchase separately, 
and it freed Ryan from the liability that 
comes with holding the broker’s license. 
“Liability freedom was huge,” he said. 

One of Ryan’s clearest lessons about the 
business is that early effort compounds 
over time, creating opportunities that 
are often impossible to predict. About 

90% of his business now  
comes from referrals, and he has 
learned to let the long game play out. 
“I’ll get a lead this week and it could  
be from something I did 17 years ago,” 
he said. Although that patience is  
hard-won, Ryan admits that the first five 
years were grinding and disorienting, 
with little mentorship and even less 
structure. “Knowing what I know now, 
I could go back and do all of it in five 
years,” he explained. “It wouldn’t have 
taken me 15 years to figure it out.”

Now more than two decades into 
his career, Ryan has accumulated 
over 3,000 transactions spanning 
residential, commercial, and virtually 
everything in between. His business 
runs approximately 65% residential, 
with commercial work making up the 
rest — a mix that evolved naturally 
as clients’ needs diversified. In 2018, 
he served as president of the Grand 
Rapids Association of REALTORS® 
(GRAR), where he addressed new 
member orientations and informally 
became a resource for agents who 
needed someone to call when a deal 
got complicated. A dozen or so newer 
agents across different firms still reach 
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Knowing what I know now, I 
could go back and do all of it in 
five years. It wouldn’t have taken 
me 15 years to figure it out.”

out to him as an unofficial “phone-
a-broker.” He doesn’t mind. “Real 
estate has provided such a way of life 
for me and my family in a good way 
that you give back,” Ryan shared. “It’s 
a great thing to be part of, so it’s a 
great thing to help make it better.”

Ryan currently serves on the board of 
ICCF Community Homes, one of Grand 
Rapids’ largest affordable housing 
nonprofits. His involvement grew 
organically from years of supporting 
the organization’s work until they 
asked him to join more formally. 
Ryan deliberately limits his board 
commitments to one at a time, and he 
maintains a seat on the professional 
standards committee at the GRAR to 
stay connected to the broader industry.

Away from work, Ryan prioritizes 
family life with his wife and their 
three children, whose busy sports 
schedules keep everyone moving. His 
oldest son is playing junior hockey in 
the North American Hockey League 
in Amarillo, Texas, on a path toward 
Division I college hockey. His son in 
high school plays football and lacrosse, 
and his freshman daughter is active in 
sports as well. When the family travels 
together, they look for somewhere 
warm. On his own, however, Ryan 
gravitates toward more demanding 
adventures — he summited Mount 
Rainier last year and spent time in 
the Bitterroot Valley of Montana on 
a bear hunt and elk scouting trip the 
following fall. He also enjoys fly-fishing 
in the rivers of northern Michigan 
through the warmer months.

In the years ahead, Ryan would like 
more ownership. His personal goal 
is to acquire more commercial real 

estate — to build the kind of asset 
base that real estate sales have made 
possible. He also plans to expand his 
reach through eXp Realty into other 
markets, with Florida on his radar.

At his core, Ryan operates from 
a conviction that there is enough 

business to go around, enough success 
to share, and enough room for 
everyone willing to stay in the game 
long enough to find it. For more than 
twenty years, he has leaned on his 
faith to treat people well, do what is 
right, and enjoy the blessings that God 
has given him in this business. 

DIGITAL
POTENTIAL

UNLOCK YOUR

SOCIAL MEDIA | EMAIL | WEBSITE

How does it work?
Our team of experts help your business stay visible, 
credible, and connected online through expert social 
media, email marketing, and website solutions.

OUR SUITE OF DIGITAL MARKETING SOLUTIONS

VISIT WWW.N2.DIGITAL FOR MORE INFORMATION

SOCIAL REACH
Affordable organic social

media management

EMAIL CONNECT
Targeted email and

SMS campaigns

WEBSITE ENGAGE
Smart website design

with chatbot integration
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WHAT’S ONE SKILL YOU 
WISH YOU LEARNED 
EARLIER IN YOUR CAREER?

We  
Ask.  
You  
Answer.

WAYA

Negotiations! 
Andrew Boness —  

Enviro-Decon Services

Enter everything into a CRM. 
Terra Csotty — Real Producers

One lesson I wish I had learned sooner: It’s better 
to take one small step than no step at all. Progress 

begins with action, no matter how small. 
Luana Nakano — Luana Nakano Photography

Consistent follow-up with fresh leads. 
Micah Childress — The Move with 
Micah Team - Five Star Real Estate

Work-life balance 
Pamela Merriman — 616 Realty

How to negotiate better. 
Ashley Streight — Real Producers



Grand Rapids Real Producers • 2726 • September 2026

BROKER SPOTLIGHT

Growing 
With 
Purpose

S C O T  K E L L O G G  N E V E R  E X P E C T E D  R E A L  E S TAT E  T O  B E C O M E 
H I S  C A R E E R  PAT H .  I N  FA C T,  W H E N  H E  M O V E D  B A C K 
T O  W E S T  M I C H I G A N  F R O M  C H I C A G O ,  H E  T H O U G H T  H E 
M I G H T  O P E N  A  B A R  I N S T E A D .  “ I  W E N T  A N D  W O R K E D  AT 
A  B A R ,  A N D  E N D E D  U P  G E T T I N G  F I R E D , ”  H E  S A I D  W I T H  A 
L A U G H .  “ I T  M A D E  T H AT  G O A L  C H A N G E  A  L I T T L E  B I T . ”

Soon after, Scot’s father — 
a longtime home builder 
and real estate investor — 
invited him to start building 
houses. “I did it growing up 
with him,” Scot recalled. “I 
didn’t always love working 
with him, but I didn’t 
have a whole lot of other 
prospects at that point.”

While Scot enjoyed the 
construction side of the 
business, he found himself 
drawn to the marketing 
and relationship-building 
aspects even more. “I 
thought, boy, I’d much more 
enjoy the promoting and 
marketing side,” he said. 
“That led me to getting 
my real estate license.”

For almost a decade, Scot 
spent his career at several 
brokerages of varying 
sizes, learning something 
valuable everywhere he 
went. “I took something 
good from all of them,” he 
said. “I was at one of the 
largest companies, then a 
midsize company, then one 
of the smallest companies. 
It gave me perspective.”

During the uncertainty of 
the recession and with a 
second child on the way, Scot 
made the leap into brokerage 

ownership in 2011. “My wife 
didn’t think it was great 
timing, but I said, ‘I’ve got 
to do it,’” he explained.

Scot launched 616 Realty 
later that year, but the 
company didn’t explode 
overnight. “It boomed very 
slowly,” Scot admitted. 
“In the first seven years, 
we grew from just a few 
agents to maybe 20.” He 
continued selling a high 
volume of real estate himself 
while constantly refining 
the brokerage behind the 
scenes. “We were always 
doing things to make the 
company better,” he added.

Everything began 
accelerating after 2018, 
when 616 Realty moved into 
its current headquarters 
at the corner of Leonard 
Street and Plainfield 
Avenue. At the time, the 
brokerage had 38 agents. 
Today, it has grown to 130.

“We really found our niche,” 
Scot said. “We connected 
with agents through our 
agent-centric model.”

Scot uses that philosophy 
to guide every decision he 
makes as a broker-owner. 
“Everything I do, I think of as 

an agent first,” he explained. 
“I think about what agents 
want, what would help 
them succeed, and how I 
would want to be treated.”

Instead of creating 
unnecessary overhead at 
616 Realty, Scot focused 
on flexibility, support, and 
culture. The brokerage 
offers a welcoming 
headquarters designed 
more like a coffee shop 
than a traditional office, 
complete with workspaces 
that accommodate different 
working styles. “We’ve 
got agents who come in 
every day and some who 
hardly come in unless we 
have food,” Scot joked.

More importantly, Scot 
says the culture at 616 
Realty stands apart because 
agents genuinely support 
one another. “We have 130 
agents with all different 
personalities, but they 
all treat each other really 
well,” he shared. “They’re 
not overly competitive with 
each other — they’re willing 
to help one another.”

Scot credits much of the 
company’s growth to a 
commitment to continuous 
improvement. “We 

strive to get a little better 
every day,” he said.

Scot admits that early on, he 
underestimated how much 
personal and organizational 
development it would take 
to build a brokerage that 
could truly be great and 
provide agents with a place 
they wanted to call home.

“When I started, I thought 
I could grow the company 
quickly,” Scot said. “Now I 
look back and realize we 
still had a lot of growing 
to do. Why would agents 
have joined at that stage? 
We simply weren’t as good 
as we needed to be yet. 
The growth came as we 
improved our systems, 
support, and overall 
value to our agents.”

Instead of chasing trends 
blindly, Scot focused 
on adapting to the 
changing industry while 
staying grounded in 
relationships and service. 
“You have to embrace 
what’s coming next,” he 
explained. “Technology 
changes, marketing 
changes, and every 
generation communicates 
differently. You have to 
stay open to that.”

SCOT
KELLOGG

PHOTOS BY JACOB HARR WITH PHOTOREAL

PHOTOS TAKEN AT ADA HOTEL
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MIKE MCKAY 
DIRECTOR OF SALES

HERE’S HOW:
SAFETY & COMPLIANCE: 
meet modern building codes with emergency
exit access for basements & lower levels.

MARKET APPEAL: 
brighten dark basements with natural light,
creating livable, attractive spaces.

INCREASED SQUARE FOOTAGE: 
transform basements into legal bedrooms,
maximizing usable space.

BOOST RESALE VALUE: 
buyers recognize the added safety and
functionality, which translates into higher offers.

EMILY COWAN 
VP & MANAGING PARTNER 

CALL US TODAY
FOR A FREE
CONSULTATION
616-243-3700
 OR VISIT WMGB.COM 

                 Follow Us On Social 
Check Out Our Other Services   | WMGB.COM |  616-243-3700

ADD VALUE 
APPEAL 

WITH AN EGRESS& WINDOWS, DOORS & MORE SINCE 1984

WMGB
Home Improvement

616.205.3231 | OFFICE@WMGB.COM | WMGB.COM

Build Value with Professionals You Can Trust

Egress Windows
Glass Block Windows
Entry Doors
Windows and Insulation Services

We Make HVAC Headaches Disappear
BEFORE CLOSING DAY

 With Our Hvac Contractors In 
The Dorr And Wayland, Mi Area

CALL OR TEXT: 616-359-2825
a n d r i n g a s m e c h . c o m   

Fully licensed & insured | One-year labor warranties
25+ years of experience | 10% military discounts  

TEAM UP

THE PEOPLE WHO 

SUCCEED ARE THE 

ONES WITH GRIT — 

THOSE WHO SHOW 

UP EVERY DAY 

AND FIGURE OUT 

HOW TO CONNECT 

WITH PEOPLE IN 

THEIR OWN WAY.”

At the same time, Scot 
believes success in real 
estate has less to do with 
personality and more to do 
with consistency. “I used 
to think I could tell who 
was going to make it, but I 
figured out it really didn’t 
matter if someone was 
extroverted or introverted,” 
he said. “The people who 
succeed are the ones with 
grit — those who show 
up every day and figure 

out how to connect with 
people in their own way.”

Scot has also been 
encouraged by the newer 
generation entering the 
industry. “I’m blown away 
by the young agents right 
now,” he said. “Some of 
them are incredibly talented 
and way more mature than 
I was at that age.” At the 
same time, Scot continues 
to see professionals 

in their 40s and 50s 
successfully transition 
into real estate from 
entirely different careers.

Outside of real estate, Scot 
values the time he spends 
with his family above all 
else. His wife works in 
public health, focusing on 
grant initiatives related 
to the opioid crisis — a 
mission Scot says she is 
deeply passionate about.

Together, the couple stay 
busy raising their two 
sons, ages 16 and 14, 
while juggling schedules 
filled with sports, school 
activities, and travel. 
Whether it’s cheering on his 
kids at their events, taking 
family trips, or enjoying 
a game of pickleball, Scot 
believes family time is 
an important priority.

Scot also believes strongly 
in supporting the local 
community. After 
participating in Leadership 
Grand Rapids (LGR) through 
the Chamber of Commerce, 
he became more connected 
to nonprofit organizations 
throughout the city. Today, 
616 Realty runs a monthly 
spotlight series in which the 
team films local nonprofits 
to raise their visibility — and 
pairs each feature with a 
donation or contribution. 
“We try to use our platform 
to help people learn about 
organizations doing really 
good work,” Scot said. 

For Scot, the brokerage’s 
growth has always been 
about more than increasing 
numbers — it has been 
about building a company 
where agents feel supported, 
valued, and empowered 
to succeed together.

“I feel very fortunate,” 
he said. “We have an 
incredible group of agents 
and staff. Every day, I get 
the opportunity to work 
alongside talented people 
who genuinely care about 
one another and their clients. 
That’s what it’s all about.”

While the company’s 
growth is something he 
is proud of, Scot believes 
its greatest success is the 
community that has been 
built along the way. 
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PAUL
BROKER SPOTLIGHT

PHOTOS BY JACOB HARR WITH PHOTOREAL

PHOTOS TAKEN AT ADA HOTEL

Not Following the Script

P aul Carlson has never been 
very good at following 
someone else’s script. If 
everyone is heading one 

direction, he’s usually the person 
wondering if there’s another 
way to get there. That instinct, 
more than any playbook, is how 
he has built his business.

Paul’s tendency to question the norm 
showed up early. In high school, his 
classmates voted him teacher tormentor 
and class skipper his senior year.

“I probably earned both of those,” Paul 
said, laughing. “Looking back, though, 
I don’t think I was trying to cause 
trouble. I just always questioned why 
things had to be done a certain way.”

“I always felt average or below average 
growing up,” he added. “In hindsight, 
it’s because I was never great at science 
or math or memorizing capitals and 
historical dates. My kind of intelligence 
just wasn’t really tested in high school.”

After graduating from Grand Rapids 
Baptist High School, Paul enrolled at 
North Park University in Chicago. He 
briefly considered culinary school 
and graphic design before landing 
in business and marketing, and for 
the first time, something clicked.

“It was the first time the sparks started 
flying,” he said. “I thought, ‘Maybe I 
actually have a thing I’m decent at.’”

Paul went from coasting through 
school to surprising even himself by 
graduating at the top of his program.

Even so, after college, Paul still wasn’t 
sure where he fit professionally. 
Back home in Grand Rapids, his 
father’s brokerage, Five Star Real 
Estate, was already established, but a 
strict no-nepotism policy meant Paul 
couldn’t come on as an employee. 
Instead, he started as an independent 
agent, just as the housing market 
began collapsing in mid-2006.

“The market was brutal,” Paul recalled. 
“At one point, almost every transaction 
was a short sale or foreclosure. People 
were losing their nest eggs every day.”

For Paul, surviving those early years 
took creativity. He taught himself 
photography on the side and built a 
thriving wedding business, shooting 25 
to 30 weddings a year across the state.

“I was actually making more 
money shooting weddings than 
selling houses,” he said.

Unlike real estate, photography 
came with no rulebook.

“That’s when I realized I’d spent my 
first few years in real estate trying 
to become the agent I thought I 
was supposed to be instead of just 
being myself,” Paul said. “Ironically, 
that’s when I started to shine.”

“I didn’t just become a better agent,” he 
explained. “I became more comfortable 
being myself. That mindset ended 
up shaping everything that came 
next, from how I approached my 
business to how we built Five Star.”

From that point on, Paul dropped 
the traditional real estate image 
that never suited him.

“I stopped wearing suits. I changed 
all my marketing. I realized that if I 
wasn’t drawn to the polished, highly 
controlled salesperson image, there 
was a good chance a lot of other 
people weren’t either,” he said.

“Meanwhile, Zillow was becoming 
a juggernaut, and everyone seemed 
obsessed with trying to beat it,” 
Paul added. “I realized Zillow was 
always going to be better than 
me at a lot of things, but it could 
never be me. I leaned into that.”

The shift showed up fast. Within a 
year, Paul’s production doubled, then 
tripled, eventually reaching nearly 60 
homes sold a year as a solo agent.

Around that same time, Five Star 
Real Estate was rebuilding after 
the downturn, and Paul’s father 
asked him to help with marketing 
and growth strategy. In 2011, after 
buying out the company’s remaining 
partner, Paul stepped into a leadership 
role. The brokerage had about 155 

CarlsonCarlson
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YOUR BEHIND-THE-SCENES PARTNER 
FOR SMOOTHER CLOSINGS

COMPLETE PROPERTY INSPECTIONS
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SCAN HERE
TO BOOK

(616) 916-8014
FOURSEASONSINSPECTIONS.NET

FULLY CERTIFIED
AND INSURED

SOLID FOUNDATIONS.
STRONGER DEALS.

• Basement Waterproofing
• Crawl Space Solutions
• Foundation Repair
• Bowed Wall Repair
• Concrete Leveling
• Concrete Wall Crack Repair

Trusted by agents who know that
peace of mind sells homes.

BRYAN FOSTER
OWNER

pinkzebramoving.com

From LOCAL to
LONG-DISTANCE

We make every move
an extraordinary experience!

(616) 552-8636
Move Your Clients With Confidence – Book Now!

agents then, down from roughly 
235 before the Great Recession.

“We shook hands and basically 
agreed that our best days had to 
be ahead of us,” Paul said. “That 
became the entire mindset.”

“Our whole goal became simple: become 
the most supportive brokerage possible,” 
he explained. “Anyone could buy a 
website, a technology tool, or a new 
feature set. We wanted to focus on the 
things that couldn’t be easily copied.”

Today, Five Star Real Estate is home to 
944 agents across Michigan and Florida.

Leadership, though, did not come 
naturally at first. When Paul became 
president of the company in 2015, he 
wrestled with imposter syndrome.

“I felt like a fraud,” he admitted. 
“I thought, ‘I’m not the classic CEO 
personality. I’m not ultra process-driven. 
I’m not the guy taking cold showers at 
5 a.m. and drinking protein shakes.’”

A series of one-on-one conversations with 
agents changed how Paul saw the job.

“I spent months sitting down with agents 
one-on-one,” he said. “They probably 
thought they were coming in because I 
was going to help solve their problems. 
Looking back, I think we solved each 
other’s. From that moment on, it 
completely changed how I approached 
leading Five Star. I realized I wasn’t 
supposed to have all the answers. My 
job was to build a place where our 
staff and agents could be successful.”

This philosophy still shapes the 
culture at Five Star Real Estate.

“Technology changes every year. 
Companies buy each other’s features 
all the time,” Paul explained. “What 

I’m proud of is that we’ve built a 
place where 944 agents and an 
incredible staff genuinely enjoy 
helping one another. That’s a lot 
harder to copy than software.”

Those same values shaped Five Star Real 
Estate’s expansion into Florida, which 
happened organically through agents 
already connected to the brokerage.

“It wasn’t some giant master 
plan,” Paul shared. “One agent led 
to another, then another. Most 
growth happens that way.”

Paul’s refusal to buy what everyone 
else was selling is exactly how 
Homebase, Five Star Real Estate’s 
custom platform, came to exist.

“The software wasn’t bad. It certainly 
wasn’t great. It just wasn’t built for 
the way we wanted to operate,” 
he said. “Eventually we realized 
we could stop trying to force our 
company into someone else’s 

system and build something that 
actually reflected who we are.”

For Paul, that possibility came 
down to timing and technology.

“Years later, AI made it possible to 
build things that used to require a 
much larger investment,” he explained. 
“I got fascinated by what suddenly 
became possible. We ended up with 
something that costs a fraction of what 
we used to spend and does a better 
job solving the problems we actually 
have. Honestly, I think we’re just 
getting started. I’m excited to see what 
we’ll keep building for our agents.”

Even with the growth, Paul 
stays introspective about 
leadership and ownership.

“For a long time I wished I fit the 
mold better,” he said. “Eventually I 
realized maybe I wasn’t supposed to.”

Outside the office, Paul prioritizes 
time with his wife, Lindsay, and their 
three daughters, ages 15, 13, and 8. 
They spend their free time boating, 
skiing, traveling, and summering in 
northern Michigan near Portage Lake.

“We enjoy traveling, spending time 
up north, and just being together as a 
family,” Paul shared. “The kids are at 
a really fun age right now. They’re all 
developing their own personalities and 
interests, and it’s been fun to watch 
them become their own people.”

As he looks to the future, Paul 
remains focused on continuing to 
build something that both the staff 
and agents are proud to be part 
of — where people enjoy coming 
to work, collaborating with one 
another, and finding better ways to 
serve their clients and each other.

“I’ve made plenty of mistakes over 
the years,” Paul said. “Most of the 
things that have worked came from 
asking a simple question: ‘Is there a 
better way?’ Sometimes the answer 
is ‘no.’ Sometimes you stumble onto 
something pretty special.” 

“It wasn’t some giant master plan.  
One agent led to another, then another. 

Most growth happens that way.”
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Photography | Drone Photography & Video | Video Tours
3D Virtual Tours | Floor Plans | Virtual Staging

Brian McDonald | (616)209-8469
brian@brianmcdonaldphotography.com
www.brianmcdonaldphotography.com

Scan to easily
book today! 

(313) 647-8868
info@eliteleverageinc.com
www.eliteleverageinc.com
#leveragewithliz

LIZ
 REHNER

Elite Leverage Inc.
Transaction Coordination

Official Partner
for Moving Services

Contact us Today
for a Free Quote!

616-779-7674

Mention Real Producers 
for up to 2 Months of 

FREE Storage 

Check out terratheconnector.com 
for upcoming networking events 

with The Connector Circle.

IF YOU LEARN HOW TO BUILD IT THE RIGHT WAY

TIPS FROM TERRA THE CONNECTOR

Throughout my career, I have 
learned that one relationship can 
change the direction of your business 
and sometimes even your life.

The right conversation can lead 
to a referral, a new opportunity, 
a partnership, a mentor, or an 
introduction to someone you may have 
never met otherwise. But building 
a powerful network is not about 
collecting business cards, adding 
contacts to a database, or asking 
people what they can do for you.

It is about building genuine relationships.

In real estate, relationships are at the 
center of everything. Your clients trust 
you with one of the biggest decisions of 
their lives. They rely on you to connect 
them with lenders, inspectors, title 
professionals, contractors, movers, 
and other trusted resources.

Your network becomes an extension 
of the service you provide.

The strongest networkers lead with 
curiosity. They ask questions, listen, 
and look for opportunities to help. 
Instead of walking into a networking 
event thinking, “Who can give me 
business?” try asking, “Who can I 
meet, help, or connect today?”

That simple shift can change the 
way people remember you.

Building the right network also 
requires consistency. One conversation 
is a starting point, but relationships 
grow through follow-up. Attend the 
events. Reach out after the closing. 
Celebrate other people’s successes. 
Make thoughtful introductions. 
Stay visible without making every 
interaction about business.

Through Real Producers, I have 
seen firsthand what can happen 
when top agents and trusted 
Preferred Partners come together 
with the intention of building real 
relationships. Opportunities are 

created, referrals happen naturally, 
and communities become stronger.

Your network is not measured 
by how many people you know. 
It is measured by how many 
meaningful relationships you build 
and how well you nurture them.

The right network can open doors 
you never knew existed.

Show up. Be curious. Give before 
you ask. Stay connected.

Your network can change your life, but 
only if you build it with intention.

Will Change Your Life,
NETWORKYour 
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AVERAGE TRANSACTIONS 
PER AGENT 

36

AVERAGE 
SALES VOLUME

PER AGENT

$14,979,521

TOTAL
TRANSACTIONS

10,873

SALE
VOLUME

$4,493,856,286

HERE'S WHAT THE TOP AGENTS
IN GRAND RAPIDS SOLD IN

2025...

2025
BY THE

NUMBERS

(616) 217-4719

A Partner You Didn't
Know You Needed

AC SERVICE • HEATING SERVICE • WATER HEATER REPAIR & INSTALLATION

SEALING DEALS
WITH COMFORTABLE
CLIMATE CONTROL.

616-866-5096 • absoluteventilation.com

32 years
of inspecting

West Michigan
homes

A Hawkeye Company

INSPECTING. PROTECTING. ASSURING.

• HVAC
• Home
• Chimney
• Electrical

• Plumbing
• Residential
• Flood & 
  Water Damage

616.322.9551
TonyZaidelInspections.com

The N2 Company was named to Inc.’s 
Best in Business list for Social Good — 
the authoritative list of companies that 
make a meaningful impact beyond profit.

Here’s the part we’re most proud of:
The magazine you’re reading is part
of that impact.

Read how THIS magazine is part of something bigger.

INC.
SAYS

SALES 
VOLUME



9151 Currency St.
Irving, TX 75063


