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Why the MLS isn’t dead, and why backers say that's
good for consumers

A recent piece in Forbes suggested the multiple listing service is
on its way out thanks to startups such as REX, but backers tell
Inman they're not worried

BY JUL 3ANDREA V. BRAMBILA

Every so often, so frequently it’s become banal, someone inside or outside the real estate

industry will predict the death of the multiple listing service (and Inman has covered the

question too).

The latest example came from Forbes, in a recent piece titled “Is The MLS Dead? The

Threat Of Tech And New Homebuying Habits,” which acknowledges that MLSs encourage

competition in the real estate market and offer robust, standardized, reliable data, but

also claims MLSs are not relevant to buyers because they have other places to go for

listing information and are doing more of the work that agents used to do themselves,

and that new technology like big data and artificial intelligence is doing the work of finding

buyers outside of the MLS.

Is that accurate? Not if you know how real estate data gets to buyers in the first place and

how real estate transactions work in the real world, MLS execs say.
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BoomTown brings growth-minded teams into the digital age

“[T]he piece overlooks a few points: Not entirely, but largely the way listing data makes it

onto Zillow, Trulia and Homes.com today is through the MLS. At the option of each broker,

most MLSs provide mechanisms for listing data entered into the MLS to be syndicated to

these sites. This is just one way that MLS makes the real estate marketplace more

efficient,” Tom Phillips, CEO of Bright MLS in the Mid-Atlantic region, told Inman via email.

“As said in the piece, real estate is an industry where competitors

must cooperate with each other. The MLS facilitates that

cooperation – providing a common set of standards and policies

so that everyone can communicate clearly and all play by the

same rules. Everyone benefits from this efficiency: buyers,

sellers, brokers, and agents.”

That common set of standards and policies makes MLS data “the gold star standard of

data,” according to Denee Evans, CEO of the Council of MLSs (CMLS) trade group, which

counts more than 200 MLSs as members.

“If I go on craigslist I’m thinking that information is about 25 percent accurate. I think that’s

a huge benefit [of the MLS] to the consumer and also the agent … all the work that goes

into the compliance side,” she said in a phone interview.

Moreover, the third-party portals that receive MLS data have

rules that if another data source about the same listing offers

conflicting information, the MLS data “trumps” that source, she

noted.

“Because they know that the MLS data is more accurate and

timely. That’s what concerned me most [about the Forbes article]

—  there were half-truths in there. The whole story wasn’t there,”

she said.

More to an MLS than consumers know

The MLS executives Inman reached out to observed that consumers don’t necessarily

know when they are being served by an MLS.

Tom Phillips

Denee Evans
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“There’s a lot more to what an MLS does than a consumer knows

about or sees. The MLS is essentially a business to business

product,” Rebecca Jensen, CEO of Midwestern MLS MRED, told

Inman in a phone interview.

“Once an agent gets access to an MLS they are able to do

analysis on market conditions, we have professional-grade CMA

[comparative market analysis] tools … [transaction] forms,

transaction management and workflow. There’s a lot more to a

real estate transaction than finding a house.”

Merri Jo Cowen, CEO of My Florida Regional MLS, said consumers do spend more time

online researching their options before they talk to a real estate professional, but that at

some point, that consumer is going to want to list a property for sale or buy a home — and

that’s where the MLS shines.

“The MLS is not dead – not on its last legs or soon to be extinct. It’s fair to say that

consumers may not think much about the MLS or understand its value – and to be honest,

that’s OK. We are the gears that move behind the scenes to help our brokers work with

their customers,” Cowen told Inman via email.

“Does the consumer realize that the listing information that they

see online (MLS-sourced) represents legitimate properties for

sale represented by real estate professionals and that it is

monitored for accuracy? Probably not. Do they expect that the

images and the data they review about a property when doing

their online searching is accurate? Of course they do.

“Do sellers want to see their home posted online in as many

locations as possible to be seen? We know they do. Do they

want the same information to be uniform across the multiple

broker websites and consumer portals? We know they do. Do

potential buyers want to trust the information they receive in their email or on their

customized portal? We know they do.”

‘Alternate universe’

Pocket listings and off-MLS listing platforms seem to be on the rise. The Forbes piece

quotes Jack Ryan, CEO of REX Real Estate, a Los Angeles-based brokerage that operates

outside the MLS, charges homesellers a 2-percent listing fee, and uses data to find buyers.

Ryan, a former investment banker at Goldman Sachs and failed U.S. Senate challenger

against Barack Obama, founded REX in 2015 following his own home selling experience.

In the piece, Ryan said, “Agents are doing less and less every single year because most

people are doing their search online to find a home. No one’s driving them around Austin,

Rebecca Jensen
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Texas, for eight weekends in a row for three hours a week and showing them homes.

They’re doing all the work on their own for nine or 12 months. And they’re happy to do it

on their own—they want to.” He said that about 90 percent of homebuying is best left to a

computer.

“I don’t know what alternate universe this Mr. Ryan works in,”

David Charron, chief strategy officer of Bright MLS, told Inman in

a phone interview.

“The statement that [buyers] are cruising around on their own

and don’t need agents flies in the face of the statistics that we

have. [Showing management service] ShowingTime assisted in

50 million showings this past year. There are probably 65 million

agent-assisted showings every year, which argues against the

statement that consumers don’t need agents.”

Cowen said she’s a fan of the pioneers that are testing out new brokerage models and

believes that ultimately consumers will find the brokerage and agent that fits their needs.

“I do not believe that traditional agents simply put listings in the MLS and wait for buyers to

come to them  – that seems to be more of a ‘rationale’ for the REX model using analytics

and targeted advertising,” she said.

The argument that the vast majority of homebuying is best left to a computer may be the

case for a small subset of consumers, according to Jensen. WebMD and LegalZoom exist,

but most people still take their medical needs to a doctor and their legal needs to a

qualified lawyer, she said.

Computers are not adept at dealing with the on-the-ground, emotionally-charged situations

that homebuyers find themselves in, such as dealing with the wants and needs of a couple

and the couple’s parents who are pitching in for the down payment or coming up with a

strong offer in a competitive market where the offer price may not be the top priority; or

coming out of pocket to buy a refrigerator for a home in a case where the sellers insist on

keeping theirs and the deal is in danger of falling apart, Jensen said.

“The professional buyer’s agents earn every penny of their commission. They really are

working weekends and nights and it doesn’t sound like they’re getting credit for

everything that they do and that is unfortunate because they offer a consumer a

tremendous amount of value,” she said.

To not use MLSs is to limit resources

Brokerages such as REX that don’t use the MLS are choosing not to use a resource that

could help them do their jobs: selling homes by connecting buyers and sellers, according

David Charron
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to Kenya Burrell-VanWormer, chair of the Houston Association of Realtors, which operates

its own MLS.

For instance, MLSs have a feature called “reverse prospecting”

that allows listing agents to identify which buyers are looking for

the type of listing the agents’ have, she said.

“I just don’t think that [brokerages that work outside of the MLS]

are able to give a true representation of what’s available in the

market because they don’t have that access. I think they’re

limiting their available resources because they’re not part of the

MLS. That’s their choice, that’s their business model,” she said.

Phillips added, “Studies [have] shown that broad market

exposure through the MLS benefits sellers by commanding the

highest prices.”

The Forbes piece criticized MLSs that require Realtor association membership for access,

but Jensen noted that MLSs have different business models, just as brokerages do. Many

of the largest MLSs — including Bright, MRED and HAR — allow non-Realtors to join. The

piece also mis-stated the number of MLSs in the U.S. — there are about 650 MLSs

nationwide, according to MLS experts, not “nearly 900.”

Big data and AI

In regards to new technology such as big data and AI, MLSs are not sitting back, CMLS’s

Evans said. “They are participating in that innovation to make it easier or more efficient to

buy or a sell a home.” MLSs such as MRED, for example, are adding tools like Remine, a big

data tool that predicts potential property transactions.

And it’s not as if big data is not intimately connected to the MLS, according to Cowen.

“Let’s not forget that part of that ‘big data’ is data on properties that are for sale and have

been sold (MLS) – it’s a valuable piece of the package,” she said.

“Technology will certainly change the way real estate is bought and sold – and that

requires not only brokers and agents to be ready to embrace those changes – it requires

MLSs to evolve even faster to keep things moving. That need for evolution may ultimately

lead to less MLSs that the 600-plus MLSs but it won’t be the death of the MLS.”

When discussions regarding the mortality of the MLS arise, Cowen likes to ask: What if the

MLS was gone tomorrow?

“How would the consumer be served with the chaos of trying to get current information,

consistent information, valid information?” she said.

Kenya Burrell-

VanWormer
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“I’ve even heard agents say we’d just put it in Zillow. How would that serve the public – no

boundaries, no trust. And, what if there were no more brokers/agents?  Who would protect

the consumer? Walk them through the process? Build a relationship of trust?

“Sometimes I scratch my head – sure, we can all do better and others are entering the

market with new ideas on that, but ‘what if’ works both ways.”

Email Andrea V. Brambila.

Like me on Facebook! | Follow me on Twitter!

Article image credited to Peter Cripps / Shutterstock.com
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Jim Weix
Good article and Andrea Brambila correctly points out the major flaws in the Forbes article.
Although Pocket listings and off-MLS listing platforms are often used to explain why the MLS
may soon to be extinct, I think the bigger problem is the MLSs that refuse to share their data
with neighboring MLSs. 
What is the difference between a Pocket listing, only available to a select few, and a MLS
listing only available to a select few? These MLSs hurt the entire industry and give a certain
credibility to parts of the Forbes article. 
For the MLS to remain robust and relevant we may have to get rid of the bad actors The
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For the MLS to remain robust and relevant, we may have to get rid of the bad actors. The
MLS value of being the “big data” chain on properties that are for sale and have been sold
(MLS) has the most value when no links are missing. 
This would be a great time for NAR and CMLS to begin a discussion on the issue.
Like · Reply · 2d

Mara Gillott
I do not believe the MLS in its true form will go away, however, I do believe that, over time,
we are going to continue to see an increase in MLSs that will serve not just regions of one
state, but entire states, and will run on more of a monthly/SAAS model allowing agents to
pick and choose their level of access to specific regions/counties as they need them, but not
eliminating their ability to see regions they do less business in, but are legally able to sell. I
believe it is time for the MLS to take their tech to the next level allowing the agents to access
data on their own terms, not an all-or-nothing basis and requiring the payment of more
access fees.  
I also believe we may see many more non-NAR affilaited MLS' continue to fight there way
up as morale in the NAR brand suffers.
Like · Reply · 2d

Dave Noyes
One thing the article doesn't bring out is that the data, while conforming to a standard (ie
RESO), also conforms to a set of rules guided by NAR code of ethics. I'm a believer in NAR
and MLS. One thing we need to see is more consolidation of MLS data. I see too many
<100 member MLS surrounded by larger systems causing brokers to belong to several
MLS's to do business. Its not efficient and isn't good for the consumer.
Like · Reply · 2d

Jim Weix
It is the small MLSs that are often the ones that refuse to share data with their
neighboring MLSs. They are trying to prevent "outsiders" from selling the listings in
"their" territory. These MLSs give the industry a bad name, because they cheat
sellers from reaching more buyers. In my personal opinion this should not be
allowed.

Like · Reply · 1 · 2d

Rosanna Sampson
Our MLS has lots of strict rules and regs mandated by our state that must be adhered to and
if they are not there are penalties. This is to protect the consumer and to make sure that the
data is accurate. Would these rules and regs apply to big tech companies wanting to replace
the MLS? The tech companies seem to forget that real estate is a highly regulated business.
They seem to desperately want to convert buying/selling a house into a point and click
commodity like buying a t shirt or a book off of Amazon. What makes them think they would
be exempt from all the consumer protection rules and regulations?
Like · Reply · 2d · Edited

Rosanna Sampson
Pocket listings are on the rise? Selling your house off of MLS as a pocket listing is the surest
way to get the least amount of money possible for your house short of selling it to an
investor
Like · Reply · 2d
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Having a "Gold Star database" and mandating a "must cooperate and compensate" sales
envionment are two very different things. No one will question the many uses of the data in
order for a lisitng broker to do business, but the sharing of that data in the unlimited
environments that exist today - including with the brokerage industry - should be at the
listing broker's and seller's option. It should not be an all or nothing business model. In many
instances the MLS provides a great tool to expose properties to industry participants, but the
portals clearly have more value in exposing propert... See More
Like · Reply · 2d

Boyd Campbell
Great piece and accurate as to the MLS world that far too many consumers are unaware of.
The Forbes article missed its mark as well as with mention of the diminished importance of
the Realtor role in a real estate transaction. I won’t rant here about the Forbes article
mention “agents are doing less and less” but suffice to say that too is untrue. The anatomy
of a real estate transaction in 2018 is as complex as ever before and the demands of
consumers/buyers is as high as ever before. Study after study has continually shown most
consumers, and may I add sophisticated and motived consumers/buyers continually prefer
to employ Realtors and those Realtors will continue to have need for the MLS. Pursuing the
purchase of a home is not like shopping for a cheap hotel room! And Forbes and other
publications like them will continue to hawk headlines that first sensationalize and then
engage readers like us.
Like · Reply · 2h
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In a phone interview with Inman, Redfin CEO Glenn Kelman and Chelsea Goyer, Redfin’s vice
president of recruiting, discuss partner programs and MLS relations.

BY ANDREA V. BRAMBILA | JUN 27

RealTimeMLS's pocket listings activity climbs 63%

RESAAS has announced substantial growth in agent participation in its San Francisco-based
RealTimeMLS.

BY CRAIG C. ROWE | JUN 21
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