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Explain title insurance to the layman. If you are buying or 
refinancing a property, you must have it. Title insurance 
protects real estate owners and lenders against loss 
or damage they might experience in the future based 
on what occurred to a property in the past. It protects 
new owners and their financing against another person 
claiming an ownership interest, improperly recorded 
documents, fraud, forgery, liens, encroachments or 
easements. These potential claims are searched for in 
advance and specified in the insurance policy. Our goal 
is to get our clients to the closing table with no surprises, 
no looking back.

What might not be covered by title insurance? Building 
and zoning matters are excluded from coverage under the 
standard title policy. While we cannot ensure certificates 
of occupancy for all improvements or whether the use of 
the property is in accordance with zoning regulations, we 
provide searches so our clients have this information.  

What was your first job, and how did you wind up in title 
insurance? My first jobs were all on the water – dock boy, 
launch boy and then I spent a few summers working on 
a lobster boat. Fast forward, even now, when I’m not 
working, chances are you can find me boating. After 
college, it was time to put on a suit and tie. I began selling 
for a title company in Riverhead. I realized I loved the 
business, but I was depending on others for my own 
success. That just wasn’t working for me. I knew what 
kind of service my clients needed and I wanted to be 
able to control it. Within three years, at age 25, I started 
Advantage Title. 

What kinds of transactions did you first handle? Over 
the first few years, the focus was on local residential 
transactions. Literally, I went door-to-door to law firms 
across Long Island giving my spiel. As we established 
ourselves as a top company in the region, we began doing 
more and more complex commercial transactions. Now, 
in our 29th year, we have insured tens of thousands of 
transactions, on Long Island, throughout the metropolitan 
area and across the country.

How did your firm weather the Great Recession? Any 
successful business must be diverse and have multiple 
revenue streams. I never wanted to depend only on a good 
economy. I added related, counter-cyclical businesses 
when I created the Advantage Group of companies. 
So while our mother ship, Advantage Title, was down 
significantly in 2008, Advantage Foreclosure was way 
up. We also have settlement, legal, abstracting and 
mortgage services. We hedged our bets. It has made a 
huge difference for us. 

When did your business first start handling transactions 
off Long Island? Once we added our in-house legal team 
in 1997, we were prepared to handle work all over the 
metropolitan area. In 2007 we added National Counsel, 
enabling us to handle significant transactions across the 
country. Today we do business with many of the largest 
law firms, developers and municipalities.

How is the residential market on Long Island now? Our 
residential business is up around 20 percent for the 
year despite brokers lamenting the lack of inventory. As 
interest rates are still extremely low, I am expecting more 

homes will come on the market allowing for a very busy 
spring and summer.

 What about the commercial market? This year, Long 
Island commercial real estate has been very strong for 
us. We are consistently involved in the most significant 
regional transactions working with the top firms. Last 
year was a record year. Here and in New York City 
especially, prices really spiked. While there are still 
major transactions afoot, it’s likely volume will ease a 
bit. That being said, we’ve had an extremely busy and 
successful first quarter this year and are far ahead of last 
year’s pace.

What do you look for when hiring? Our hiring strategy is 
one of the real keys to our success. Our company is now 
80 strong with many of our team, and our clients, with 
us for over 20 years. Obviously, everyone looks for talent 
and experience. We’re no different. However, we place a 
premium on professional people who are not only smart, 
but have positive attitudes with exceptional customer 
service skills. We spend a lot of time at work – we try and 
make it a great experience for everyone here. 

What do you recommend for someone who wants to get 
into title insurance? Tough question. There are no schools 
where people learn title insurance. It’s learned through 
life and work experience. It’s an excellent job for someone 
who likes to put together the pieces of a real estate puzzle. 
No two transactions are the same and they are often quite 
complex. It’s a great career for someone who relishes 
research, is extremely detail-oriented and is committed 
to customer service. 

As president and CEO of Melville-based Advantage Group, Joseph M. Willen not only protects owners and lenders with title 
insurance, he also shields his firm from economic setbacks with diverse revenue streams. The firm now comprises five 
affiliated companies that help clients navigate commercial, residential and national title transactions; foreclosure services; 

legal advertising; court services and mortgages. And though the firm’s latest transactions include a $2.2 billion office building 
acquisition in Manhattan, and a $712 million office building acquisition in Chicago, Willen got his start right here on Long Island. 
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