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Evolution of the MLS 
The Multiple Listing Service originated in the late 19th century as a cooperative effort 
among real estate brokers to share information about properties they were trying to sell. 
The concept began in the United States when brokers would gather at their local 
associations and exchange details about their listings, agreeing to compensate any other 
broker who helped sell the property. Over time, this informal practice evolved into a more 
structured system, leading to the development of MLSs. With the advent of technology, 
MLSs transformed from paper-based exchanges to sophisticated digital platforms, 
becoming essential tools in real estate transactions by providing comprehensive property 
data, enhancing market transparency, and facilitating cooperation among real estate 
professionals.  
 

TECHNICAL EVOLUTION OF THE MLS 

1800s In the 1800s, Real estate brokers began sharing property information 
through physical meetings and newspapers in the 19th century.  
 

1960s The term MLS started being used in the 1960s. Initially, MLS systems were 
local and paper-based, with real estate agents exchanging information in 
person.  
 

1970s The introduction of computers began to transform MLS systems. 
Microfiche and early digital databases replaced paper records. 
 

1980s MLS systems transitioned to more advanced computerized databases, 
improving the efficiency of property listings and information sharing.  
 

1990s The rise of the Internet led to the development of online MLS systems, 
which provided real estate agents with easier access to property 
information.  
 

2000s MLS evolved with the advent of public websites and online platforms, 
leading to more widespread public access to MLS listings. 
 

2010s Mobile technology and apps have completely revolutionized MLS, 
empowering agents, and buyers to access listings conveniently while on 
the move. This transformation has brought advanced search features, real-
time updates, and data analytics to the forefront as essential components 
of MLS systems. 
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2020s MLS platforms have significantly transformed, integrating AI, machine 

learning, and extensive data analysis. These platforms are revolutionizing 
how property information is shared and accessed by offering features such 
as virtual tours, advanced property analytics, and automated market 
insights. 

 

NON-TECHNICAL EVOLUTION OF THE MLS 

Expansion and Collaboration: The MLS has expanded from local to regional and national 
networks, allowing real estate professionals to collaborate across more areas. This 
expansion has led to more comprehensive and diverse property listings.  
 
Cooperative Agreements: MLSs have developed cooperative agreements with other 
MLSs and real estate organizations, enhancing information sharing and standardization 
across different regions.  
  
Standardization and Regulation: To ensure consistency and reliability, there has been a 
move towards standardizing data formats, listing practices, and rules across MLSs. This 
includes adopting standardized property data fields and listing procedures. Regulatory 
Changes: MLSs have evolved to comply with regulatory changes and legal standards, 
including fair housing laws and antitrust and anti-discrimination policies. They have also 
worked to address issues related to data privacy and security.  
  
Business Models and Structure: Fee Structures: MLSs have adjusted their fee structures 
over time, including agent subscription fees, transaction fees, and varying pricing models 
based on MLS size and services provided.  
  
Governance: MLS governance has undergone significant advancements. It embraces 
more structured organizational frameworks and actively solicits input from diverse 
stakeholders, including agents, brokers, and industry experts. 
  
Enhanced Services: MLSs now offer extensive training and support to real estate 
professionals, including educational resources, webinars, and workshops to help agents 
make the most of MLS tools and stay informed about industry trends. Furthermore, they 
provide advanced market insights, analytics, and reporting tools to empower agents and 
brokers to make well-informed decisions based on market trends, property valuations, and 
buyer behavior.  
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Inclusion of New Property Types: MLSs have broadened their scope to include more 
property types beyond traditional residential listings, such as commercial properties, rental 
listings, and land.  
 
 
 

MLS Leadership and Leadership Qualities 
 
MLSs require well-defined leadership, governance, and decision-making roles to operate 
effectively. These roles are crucial to an organization's success and are instrumental in 
preventing miscommunication. Understanding these specific roles empowers individuals 
by clarifying their contributions to the organization's success. Creating and nurturing solid 
relationships with all stakeholders is fundamental to a successful MLS. 
Leadership is a multifaceted and complex concept. It is not merely about job titles but an 
individual or group's capacity to influence and guide an organization. Effective leaders 
possess characteristics that enable them to steer and influence others effectively.  
 

CHARACTERISTICS OF LEADERSHIP 

• Decisiveness is foundational, according to Dr. Thabang Chiloane. He states, 
"Decisiveness in leadership is a powerful tool in stakeholder relations management. 
By making clear and prompt decisions, leaders communicate confidence and 
reliability, fostering a culture of trust and efficiency throughout the organization.” 

• Trustworthiness is essential in any relationship, as Michelle Burns describes in her 
article “The Power of Trustworthy Leadership: Why it Matters Now More Than Ever.”  
Trustworthy leadership is about authenticity, transparency, and honesty. It is about 
being accountable for your actions and the ability to admit when you are wrong. 
Trustworthy leaders prioritize the team’s needs above their own and create an 
inclusive environment where everyone feels valued and respected.  

• Empowerment is a leadership approach that gives teams the autonomy to make 
decisions and take charge of their work. By encouraging self-direction and 
participation in decision-making, team members feel empowered to contribute their 
valuable skills and ideas. This approach fosters a sense of commitment, respect, and 
belonging within the team, leading to a more cohesive and productive work 
environment. 
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• Building a cohesive and productive team involves combining artistry and skill. 
Each team member brings unique skills, experiences, and strengths. Recognizing 
and leveraging these individual qualities fosters a collaborative environment that 
encourages meaningful cooperation and drives higher levels of productivity and 
success within the organization. 

• Attention to listening and effective communication are imperative for success 
within MLS organizations. Active listening builds trust and minimizes conflicts, while 
clear and impactful communication is essential for providing the team with the 
information it needs to perform its best. 

• Passion is an indispensable characteristic that sets exceptional leaders apart. It is a 
powerful force that motivates others to achieve the organization's goals and fosters 
an atmosphere of enthusiasm in the workplace. When leaders guide passionately, it 
ignites a sense of pride in the work, inspires dedication, and unites teams in 
supporting the organization's strategy, mission, and vision.  

Definitions of leadership are plentiful, but at its core, leadership is about achieving goals 
that lead to success. The methods for achieving this success can vary greatly. An 
exceptional leader consistently achieves goals over time, regardless of office politics, the 
company's financial status, or technological changes. It is important to note that leadership 
should not be mistaken for popularity, power, or showmanship.  
 
Steve Covey once said, "The manager helps their team climb the ladder. The leader makes 
sure the ladder is leaning on the right wall." There is a difference between managers and 
leaders, and both possess strategic and organizational skills. Strategic leadership and 
operational management are vital for the success of any organization. While some excel 
more in one area over the other, successful leaders possess skills encompassing both 
aspects. 
 
Characteristics of strategic leadership include:  

• Defining the long-term direction and vision  
• Securing funding  
• Developing strategies, systems, and structures to achieve the vision 
• Identifying opportunities 
• Evaluating risks  
• Navigating disruption 
• Analyzing market trends  
• Creating effectively integrated systems that address the needs of customers and 

employees  
• Providing "clear sailing" for staff  
• Possessing analytical, clear, and forward-thinking skills  
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On the other hand, an operational leader manages and directs day-to-day business 
processes, focusing on ensuring efficiency, quality, and delivery of products and services.  
 
Characteristics of operational management include: 

• Ensuring that organizational processes are effectively conducted on a day-to-day 
basis. 

• Monitoring performance, developing action and contingency plans, and ensuring 
the availability of human, financial, and technical resources.  

• Ensuring that employees understand what needs to be done and are provided with 
the authority, knowledge, and skills to perform their roles effectively.  

Author and CEO Coach Eric Partaker crafted the following to help further distinguish 
Strategic Leadership and Operational Management. Note the overlap required in both 
roles. 
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Leaders Involved in a Successful MLS 
MLSs face a unique and complex leadership challenge due to organizations’ varied 
leadership requirements. These individuals hold significant responsibilities and drive the 
organization's success and growth. 

VOLUNTEER LEADERSHIP 

Volunteers from the real estate industry bring many skills, diverse backgrounds, and 
varying viewpoints about the industry and the MLS. Identifying, attracting, and recruiting 
strategic volunteers is imperative to ensure the organization’s effectiveness. 
Understanding the underlying motivations that drive volunteers to get involved and 
establishing transparent and fitting expectations are pivotal to an organization's success. 
Notably, some volunteers exhibit exceptional leadership skills that have been finely 
honed through their experiences in their respective businesses, while others may not 
have those same experiences and abilities. 
 

While some volunteers prefer to operate at a high level, entrusting the day-to-day 
decisions to the team without micromanaging, others are driven by a strong sense of 
energy and vision for the organization, desiring a more hands-on role in operational 
decision-making. Nevertheless, it is crucial to emphasize to volunteers that their primary 
roles encompass strategic guidance, providing high-level oversight, offering direction to 
the CEO, and cultivating a culture of accountability.  
 

MLSs should require all volunteers to participate in a comprehensive orientation 
program. This program should provide a detailed overview of the organizational 
structure, strategy, mission, vision, and values, giving volunteers a deep understanding of 
the foundation on which the organization operates. Additionally, there should be 
thorough training to develop and enhance their leadership skills, ensuring they are well-
prepared to contribute meaningfully. Furthermore, as part of the orientation process, 
volunteers should be asked to review and sign a code of conduct, demonstrating their 
commitment to upholding the standards and principles of the organization.  
 

This code of conduct must explicitly prohibit behavior such as pursuing personal 
agendas, mishandling confidential information, or failing to disclose conflicts of interest, 
emphasizing the importance of integrity and ethical behavior in all volunteer roles. The 
orientation and training must detail the fiduciary responsibilities that volunteers will be 
entrusted with, emphasizing the importance of responsible stewardship and 
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accountability. In addition, volunteers should get comprehensive instruction on antitrust 
laws, ensuring they are well-informed and compliant with all regulations. An MLS should 
be diligent about arming volunteers with the knowledge and tools they need to succeed 
in their roles, and a thorough orientation program reflects this commitment. 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

A highly effective board of directors will prioritize policy, strategy, and financial oversight. 
Establishing a high level of trust and communication among the organization's directors 
and CEO is crucial. The board should also conduct efficient meetings. Board members 
must understand that their fiduciary duty lies with the MLS, not their brokerage or 
shareholder association. Their primary challenge is to prioritize the best interests of all MLS 
participants. The composition of the board of directors is vital; it is essential to have 
business leaders from the organization conducting business. Some MLSs have mandated 
that broker-owners sit on the board of directors. In recent years, regional organizations 
have moved away from appointing a director to the board from each shareholder 
association, as it becomes increasingly challenging to sustain as organizations grow. While 
there is a wide variety of nominating processes, the best approach is to focus on 
identifying the required skill sets and then recruiting top-notch candidates to fulfill those 
needs.  
 
Many organizations now compensate their directors by paying a set amount of expenses 
or a stipend for each meeting they attend. Diversity in leadership should be a goal for the 
organization; the leadership of the MLS should reflect the brokerage community it serves. 
This goal can be formalized in an organization’s bylaws by creating board seats designated 
for brokerages of different sizes and brokers/agents from other geographic regions. Some 
MLSs and associations sponsor a young professional network (YPN) and then invite the 
leadership of the YPN to participate on committees or attend board meetings. The 
leadership can also identify and encourage qualified candidates to run for elective office to 
achieve greater diversity of thought.  
 
Term limits should be considered. The best boards embrace new energy each year. While 
this may require term limits, avoiding losing half the board annually is essential. Three 
years is typical for many MLSs, with directors allowed to participate for more than one 
consecutive term. Several MLSs now require a break in service every two or three terms to 
ensure there is room for new board members. 
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Roles and Responsibilities of Volunteer Leaders: 
• Strategic Planning and Vision Setting 
• Governance and Oversight 
• Shareholder and Broker Representation 
• Advocacy and Promotion of the MLS 

Traits to Possess: 
• Leadership and Vision 
• Integrity and Ethical Judgment 
• Collaboration and Teamwork 
• Communication Skills 
• Financial Acumen 

Legal and Ethical Responsibilities: 
• Fiduciary Duty: Board members have a fiduciary duty to act in the best interests of 

the MLS. This includes duty of care (making informed decisions), duty of loyalty 
(putting the MLS’s interests first), and duty of obedience (ensuring the MLS follows its 
mission and complies with laws). 

• Conflict of Interest: Board members must disclose any potential conflicts of interest 
and recuse themselves from decisions where their impartiality might be 
compromised. 

• Ethical Standards: Governance should be conducted transparently and ethically, 
with board members upholding the highest standards of conduct. 

CEO 

The CEO is the highest-ranking individual in an MLS and is accountable for overseeing its 
day-to-day operations, strategic management, and overall performance. The board of 
directors and the CEO must understand their roles and responsibilities. Effective 
communication is paramount for the smooth functioning of the organization. While the 
CEO possesses the authority to make crucial decisions, it is equally important to discern 
when it is necessary to engage in comprehensive discussions with the chair of the board, 
the executive committee, and the full board of directors, especially when dealing with 
contentious issues. A successful CEO will demonstrate an awareness of and sensitivity to 
the perspectives and insights of each director, ensuring a collaborative working 
environment. 
 
The relationship dynamics with directors can profoundly impact the organization, either 
propelling it forward or hindering its progress. As the CEO, it is paramount to 
acknowledge the ideas put forth by volunteer leaders, embrace them, and integrate them 
into the organization's strategies. Adapting to these ideas does not mean veering from 
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the organization's core values or mission; instead, it means recognizing the potential in 
others' perspectives and working to cultivate and channel these insights to enhance the 
organization further. CEOs allocate much of their time to thoughtful deliberation and 
strategic planning, prioritizing these over day-to-day operational tasks despite the ever-
present demands. Moreover, they strongly emphasize personal and professional 
development to ascend to the next level. This entails honing skills such as presentation 
abilities, embracing conflict resolution, conducting frank assessments of organizational 
weaknesses, fortifying the company's culture, and addressing other complex challenges. 

EXECUTIVE LEADERSHIP 

The executive leadership team comprises top-level executives, typically the CEO, CFO, 
COO, and other senior leaders. This team collaborates with the CEO to provide strategic 
direction and guidance to the entire organization, ensuring that all teams are aligned with 
the company's overarching strategy and vision. In addition to their strategic 
responsibilities, they serve as mentors, coaches, and communicators, actively nurturing 
employees' professional development. They are instrumental in crafting and refining the 
company's strategies, mission, and vision and play a key role in establishing and 
upholding the organization's core values. Effective communication of these strategic 
decisions is paramount in engaging and empowering teams to contribute to a 
collaborative work environment. Furthermore, the executive leadership team oversees 
the organization, ensuring that all initiatives and operations align with the company's 
long-term success. 

ORGANIZATIONAL TEAM MEMBERS 

In certain team positions, individuals take on responsibilities that involve closely 
coordinating with various committees and departments, and assuming operational 
oversight. These team members play a crucial role in proactively identifying and 
addressing issues before they develop into problems that warrant the direct attention of 
the CEO. Their duties often encompass research to understand the underlying problems 
and presenting comprehensive information on various alternative solutions. They work in 
support roles that ensure the company runs smoothly and contribute to its success.  

COMMITTEES 

The effective administration of the MLS and the evaluation of opportunities and requests 
are critical for the smooth functioning of the organization. Committees play a crucial role in 
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managing these ongoing issues by providing a platform for discussing and analyzing 
various aspects of MLS administration.  
 
These committees serve as a bridge between the staff, stakeholders, brokers, and agents, 
ensuring that all perspectives are considered in decision-making processes. An influential 
committee encourages open dialogue to accommodate different viewpoints and facilitates 
the search for consensus on important matters that impact the MLS and its stakeholders. 
Such discussions and consensus-building activities often lead to the formulation of 
recommendations and the proposal of motions for consideration and discussion by the 
board of directors.  
 
It is important to remember that committees operate at the chair's discretion and are 
accountable to the chair in terms of presenting their recommendations and proposed 
actions to the board. This respects the hierarchy and ensures that authority lies with the 
chair, who oversees the direction in which the committee's recommendations are 
presented and the subsequent actions taken.  
 

 

What Does a Successful MLS Look Like? 

STRATEGY, MISSION, VISION, CORE VALUES AND GOALS 

All leadership roles within the MLS play a crucial part in defining the company's overall 
success and strategic direction. Every organization must have a strategic plan and ensure it 
is backed by the necessary resources and a dedicated commitment to execute the strategy 
effectively. The foundational aspects of any strategic plan, such as the mission, vision, and 
overarching goals, should ideally remain consistent yearly to provide stability and 
direction. Once the organization has established its fundamental mission and vision, 
identified its core values, beliefs, and high-level goals, it should focus on strategic thinking 
and planning to ensure continued growth and success. 
 

Strategic Plan 
The strategic plan, often called a living document, is a comprehensive roadmap that 
delineates a business's growth trajectory, outlines its futuristic aspirations, and sets the 
groundwork for achieving them. This plan encompasses many parts, including the 
business's mission, vision, and core values. It further establishes concrete goals, specific 
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objectives, and desired outcomes. It states how the success of the strategic initiatives will 
be measured, often through key performance indicators that encompass financial analysis. 
Crucially, this plan must be implemented effectively and disseminated widely while also 
garnering the understanding and support of all stakeholders affiliated with the business. 
 

Mission Statement, Vision, and Core Values 
A mission statement clearly and concisely explains an organization's purpose and how it 
seeks to serve its key stakeholders. It defines the organization's reason for existence and 
outlines its primary objectives. On the other hand, a vision statement is a forward-looking 
statement of the organization's long-term goals. It embodies the organization's aspirations 
for the future and communicates what it aims to achieve. Core values are the fundamental 
beliefs and guiding principles an individual or group, such as the MLS, emotionally invests 
in. These values are the moral compass and influence decision-making, behavior, and the 
organization's culture.  
 

According to the University of Minnesota, "The mission statement lays out the 
organization's 'purpose for being,' and the vision statement then says, 'based on that 
purpose, this is what we want to become.' The strategy should flow directly from the vision 
since the strategy is intended to achieve the vision and fulfill the organization's mission." 
This suggests that a well-crafted mission and vision statement directs the organization's 
strategic planning and operations, ensuring its actions align with its overarching purpose 
and long-term aspirations. 
 
SWOT Analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats): 

• Strengths and Weaknesses: Internal factors that affect the MLS’s ability to achieve 
its goals. Leaders should identify what the MLS does well and where it needs 
improvement. 

• Opportunities and Threats: External factors could impact the MLS, such as market 
trends, competition, and regulatory changes. Leaders should recognize these factors 
and plan accordingly. 

• Importance: Conducting a SWOT analysis helps leaders make informed decisions by 
understanding internal and external factors affecting the MLS. 
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Goals & Planning 
A goal is “an observable and measurable objective to be achieved within a fixed 
timeframe.” The organization needs to have clearly defined goals. Note that these are 
substantive goals that do not change from year to year. The strategies to achieve them may 
change, but the goals should rarely need modification. 
 
A well-crafted mission statement communicates the purpose of an organization and its 
commitment to serving its key stakeholders. In contrast, a vision statement depicts the 
organization's future and aspirations. In the past, organizations would invest considerable 
time in creating extensive strategic plans, only to let them collect dust on a shelf. However, 
in a shift towards greater efficiency and adaptability, many organizations maintain their 
mission and vision statements, core values, and goals unless a fundamental need for 
change arises. Instead, the focus is on strategic thinking to anticipate and respond to 
external influences that may affect the industry, customers, and the organization. 
 
The objective is to identify the organization's key areas to improve and then concentrate 
on addressing those specific aspects in the coming year. This is essential to ensure that the 
leadership is thoroughly equipped and moving cohesively in the same direction. It is 
important to note that the organization's roadmap does not necessarily require an 
overhaul from year to year. Most planning sessions can be efficiently concluded within a 
single day when conducted annually, with the active involvement of the organization's 
volunteer leadership and senior management. Following these sessions, the senior 
management must analyze the ideas and strategies generated during the planning 
process and effectively integrate them into the organization's operational framework. 

SETTING STRATEGIC GOALS 

• Short-Term vs. Long-Term Goals: Leaders should differentiate between short-term 
objectives (1-2 years) and long-term goals (3-5 years or more). Both are important for 
the MLS’s growth and sustainability. 

• SMART Goals: Strategic goals should be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, 
and Time-bound. This ensures that goals are clear, realistic, and aligned with the 
MLS’s mission and vision. 

• Role of Leaders: Volunteer leaders should be involved in setting strategic goals, 
ensuring they reflect the MLS’s priorities and subscriber needs. 
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Action Plans and Implementation 
• Creating Action Plans: Once strategic goals are set, leaders must develop action 

plans that outline the steps required to achieve these goals. This includes assigning 
responsibilities, setting timelines, and allocating resources. 

• Monitoring Progress: Leaders should regularly review progress towards strategic 
goals, adjusting as needed to stay on track. This might involve revisiting the action 
plans or reallocating resources. 

• Overcoming Challenges: Leaders should anticipate potential challenges in 
implementing the strategic plan and develop strategies to overcome them. This 
could involve contingency planning or adjusting priorities. 

Stakeholder Engagement 
• Internal Stakeholders: MLS staff, board members, and volunteers. Leaders should 

ensure that all internal stakeholders are aligned with the strategic plan and 
understand their roles in achieving the MLS’s goals. 

• External Stakeholders: This includes subscribers, partners, and vendors. Leaders 
should communicate the strategic plan to these stakeholders, highlighting how it 
benefits them and seeking their support where necessary. 

• Role of Leaders: Leaders should engage with stakeholders throughout the strategic 
planning process, ensuring that their input is considered, and they are informed of 
progress. 

STRATEGIC DECISION-MAKING AND ADAPTABILITY 

Informed Decision-Making 
• Leaders should base strategic decisions on data, market research, and stakeholder 

input. This includes analyzing trends, subscriber feedback, and financial performance 
to make informed choices. 

• Regularly revisiting and refining the strategic plan based on the latest information 
and changing circumstances is important for staying relevant and practical. 

Adaptability and Innovation 
• The real estate industry is constantly evolving, and the MLS must be adaptable to 

remain competitive. Leaders must be open to innovation and willing to adjust the 
strategic plan as needed. 

• Encouraging a culture of continuous improvement and innovation within the MLS 
helps the organization respond to new challenges and opportunities. 

Risk Management 
• Strategic planning should include identifying and mitigating potential risks impacting 

the MLS’s success. This involves assessing market, financial, operational, and 
regulatory risks. 
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• Leaders should assist in developing contingency plans and ensure that the MLS can 
adapt to unforeseen changes or challenges. 

 

Governance Structure  
Understanding the MLS 

GOVERNING DOCUMENTS 

The Articles of Incorporation are critical legal documents created by the shareholders to 
establish an organization's existence formally. They can be viewed as the primary 
governing document that lays the foundation for the company's establishment and 
operation. They typically include essential details such as the organization's name, 
location, purpose, and share structure.  
 
Bylaws are comprehensive legal documents drafted by an organization to provide a 
detailed framework for its governance, organizational structure, decision-making 
processes, and management style. These documents are crucial for ensuring transparency, 
accountability, and smooth operations within the organization.  
 
Shareholder Agreements are legally binding documents that outline the rights, 
responsibilities, and relationships between the shareholders and the organization. They 
are designed to address critical aspects such as share ownership, voting rights, dividend 
policies, and dispute resolution mechanisms.  
 
Policy Statements are detailed documents that outline specific rules, regulations, and 
guidelines for the organization. They cover various operational and administrative aspects 
to ensure the organization functions according to regulatory requirements and internal 
policies. 

LEGAL OWNERSHIP  

When determining your organization's legal structure, you have several options. Your 
decision should be informed by the organization's purpose, the laws in the state of 
operation or incorporation, and the nature of the business. It is important to carefully 
evaluate the legal and financial implications, including seeking tax advice.  
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The MLS landscape encompasses a wide array of governance structures. These include: 
 
Single REALTOR® association ownerships of the MLS, with or without a separate 
corporation, and regional MLSs owned by multiple REALTOR® associations. 
The MLS is governed by a board of directors composed of representatives from the 
member associations. This board usually sets policies, rules, and procedures. 

• Advantages: Ensures that the MLS aligns closely with the interests of real estate 
professionals who are members of the associations. 

• Disadvantages: Less flexible and slower to adapt to changes in technology or market 
conditions due to the need to balance the interests of association(s). 

 
MLSs are owned by all brokers in the marketplace; MLSs are owned by some brokers. 
A board of directors, usually composed of the owning brokers, governs the MLS. Decisions 
are made with the interests of the broker-owners in mind. 

• Advantages: Broker control can lead to a focus on innovation and responsiveness to 
market needs. 

• Disadvantages: Conflicts of interest if the broker-owners' interests do not align with 
those of the MLS.  

 
MLSs are owned by brokers and associations.  
The board of directors, usually composed of the owning brokers and associations, governs 
the MLS. Decisions are made with the interests of the broker-owners in mind. 

• Advantages: Ensures that the MLS aligns closely with the interests of real estate 
professionals who are members of the associations. 

• Disadvantages: Conflicts of interest may arise if the broker-owners' interests do not 
align with those of the association's other MLS users. 

 
MLSs function as membership corporations, with the members being associations, 
brokers, or both.  

• Advantages: Share resources; members have a personal stake in the MLS's success 
and can implement policies that are specific to them. 

• Disadvantages: Diverging interest, power imbalance, and bureaucratic processes. 

 
The quality of an organization is more than just predicated on its governance structure. 
Instead, various governance structures can facilitate an effective organization, enabling it 
to operate optimally and efficiently.  
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PURPOSE OF GOVERNANCE 

At its most fundamental level, governance establishes ownership, delineates the revenue 
model, and aligns the organization to meet the subscriber's needs. The governing 
documents determine the organization's for-profit or nonprofit status.  

MLS GOVERNANCE AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

Corporate Structure and Bylaws 
• Articles of Incorporation or Legal Entity: The MLS typically operates as a 

corporation, cooperative, or nonprofit. Leaders should understand the implications 
of the MLS’s legal structure, including its obligations and protections under the law. 

• Bylaws and Governing Documents: Bylaws outline the rules for the MLS’s internal 
governance, including the roles and responsibilities of the board, election 
procedures, and meeting requirements. Leaders should be familiar with these 
documents and their legal significance. 

 

Understanding Financial Management of 
the MLS  
Financial management is the cornerstone of ensuring an MLS's sustainability, efficiency, 
and effectiveness. An MLS's structure, whether it operates as a for-profit business, a non-
profit trade organization, or a hybrid model, significantly influences its financial 
management practices. 
 
As an MLS executive, you play a crucial role in the financial management of an MLS. Below 
are the key components and considerations that guide this process. Proper financial 
oversight ensures that the MLS can invest in technology, maintain operations, and adapt to 
market changes. 

REVENUE SOURCES 

Subscription Fees 
• Core Revenue Stream: Most MLSs generate revenue primarily through subscription 

fees paid by real estate brokers, agents, and other industry professionals who use the 
MLS’s services. 
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• Pricing Models: MLSs may have different pricing models, such as flat fees, tiered 
pricing based on usage or services, or volume-based discounts for larger firms. 

Additional Revenue Streams 
• Premium Services: Some MLSs offer premium or add-on services for an additional 

fee. These may include enhanced listing features, advanced analytics, or marketing 
tools. 

• Data Licensing: MLSs can generate revenue by licensing their data to third-party 
vendors, such as real estate websites, app developers, or analytics companies. 

• Training and Education: Offering training programs, certifications, and continuing 
education for a fee can also be a source of income. 

• Advertising and Sponsorships: MLSs may sell advertising space on their platforms 
or secure sponsorship deals with industry-related companies, providing another 
revenue stream. 

BUDGETING AND COST MANAGEMENT 

Operational Costs 
• Technology and Infrastructure: These costs include maintaining the MLS platform, 

ensuring data security, and updating technology infrastructure. Regular investments 
are necessary to keep the platform reliable and secure. 

• Personnel: Payroll for staff, including IT, customer support, compliance, and 
administrative personnel, is a significant expense.  

• Compliance and Legal: MLSs must allocate funds for legal services to ensure 
compliance with industry regulations and data privacy laws and manage potential 
legal disputes. 
 

Capital Expenditures and Reserves 
• Technology Upgrades: Investment in innovative technologies, such as 

implementing RESO standards, upgrading software, or enhancing cybersecurity, 
requires careful financial planning and capital allocation. 

• Growth/Expansion: Capital expenditure also includes costs related to expanding 
the MLS’s geographic coverage or service offerings. 

• Building Reserves: Financial reserves cover future needs or investments, such as 
system upgrades or expansions. Leaders need to balance current spending with 
building and maintaining these reserves. 

Cost Control Measures 
• Efficiency: MLSs must focus on cost efficiency, particularly in technology, staffing, 

and marketing, to ensure that expenses are aligned with revenue. 
• Vendor Management: Negotiating favorable terms with technology vendors, data 

providers, and other service suppliers can help control costs. 
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Financial Planning and Sustainability 
• Strategic Planning: Financial planning is MLS’s long-term sustainability bedrock. As 

professionals in the industry, your foresight and planning are crucial in setting 
financial goals, forecasting revenue and expenses, and planning contingencies. 

• Reserve Funds: Establishing reserve funds for unexpected expenses or downturns in 
the market provides financial stability. 

Investment in Innovation 
• R&D Budget: Allocating funds for research and development (R&D) to stay ahead of 

technological trends and market needs is critical.  
• Partnerships and Acquisitions: Financial management should include the 

possibility of strategic partnerships or acquisitions that can enhance the MLS’s 
offerings or expand its market reach. 

Risk Management 
• Financial Risks: Financial risks, such as fluctuations in membership or subscription 

levels due to market conditions, must be managed. Diversifying revenue streams can 
mitigate these risks. 

• Compliance Risks: Ensuring financial practices comply with legal and industry 
standards reduces the risk of fines or legal challenges. 

Compliance and Audits 
• Regulatory Compliance: MLSs must comply with various financial regulations and 

standards, including tax laws, reporting requirements, and industry-specific 
regulations. Leaders should ensure the MLS adheres to these rules. 

• Internal and External Audits: Regular audits, both internal and external, are 
essential for verifying the accuracy of financial records and ensuring compliance with 
policies and regulations. Leaders should understand the audit process and its 
importance. 

Financial Reporting and Transparency 
• Regular Monitoring: MLSs must regularly monitor their financial performance 

through internal reporting mechanisms. This includes tracking revenue, expenses, 
profitability, and cash flow. 

• Key Performance Indicators (KPIs): Establishing KPIs related to financial health, 
such as profit margins, return on investment (ROI), and customer acquisition costs, 
helps in assessing performance and making informed decisions. 

• Communication: Regular reports to shareholders about financial status, including 
budgets, income statements, balance sheets, cash flow, revenue, and expenses, 
foster trust, and accountability. 
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Governance and Accountability 
• Financial Oversight: An MLS board of directors or an audit/investment type 

committee has a fiduciary responsibility to oversee financial management. This 
includes approving budgets, reviewing financial statements, ensuring funds are 
used effectively, and providing strategic guidance to the financial management 
team. 

 

The Role of Human Resources in MLS 
Operations 

HR’S IMPORTANCE IN MLS SUCCES 

HR manages the MLS’s most valuable asset—its people. This includes recruiting, hiring, 
training, and retaining talent, managing employee relations, and ensuring compliance with 
labor laws.  
 
Effective HR practices contribute to a positive work culture, employee satisfaction, and the 
overall efficiency and productivity of the MLS. 

KEY HR FUNCTIONS 

Recruitment and Staffing 
HR is responsible for recruiting and hiring talent to meet the MLS’s needs. This involves 
creating job descriptions, conducting interviews, and managing onboarding. 
 
Leaders should understand the importance of aligning HR practices with the MLS’s 
strategic goals, ensuring that the organization attracts and retains skilled professionals. 
 
Employee Development and Training 
Ongoing training and professional development are crucial for maintaining a high-
performing workforce. HR should implement programs that help employees develop new 
skills and stay current with industry trends. 
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Performance Management 
HR oversees performance evaluations, goal setting, and feedback processes. Effective 
performance management helps employees meet their objectives and contributes to the 
MLS’s success. 
 
Compensation and Benefits 
HR is responsible for designing and managing competitive compensation and benefits 
packages aligned with industry standards. These include salaries, bonuses, health benefits, 
retirement plans, and other rewards. 
 
Leaders should understand how compensation strategies impact employee motivation 
and retention and ensure they are financially sustainable for the MLS. 
 
Employee Relations and Workplace Culture 
HR manages employee relations, addressing conflicts, grievances, and disciplinary actions. 
They also play a crucial role in fostering a positive workplace culture that aligns with the 
MLS’s values. 

 
Legal Compliance 
HR ensures that the MLS complies with all labor laws and regulations, including equal 
employment opportunity, wage and hour laws, workplace safety, and employee rights. 
 
Leaders should know the legal framework governing HR practices and support HR in 
maintaining compliance to avoid legal risks. 
 

 

Integrating Financial Management and HR 

BUDGETING FOR HR NEEDS 

Leaders should work with HR to ensure that the MLS’s budget adequately supports staffing 
needs, training programs, and employee benefits. Understanding the budgetary impact of 
HR decisions, such as salary increases, bonuses, and benefits, is crucial for maintaining 
financial stability. 
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ALIGNING HR WITH STRATEGIC GOALS 

HR strategies should be aligned with the MLS’s broader strategic goals. Leaders should 
ensure that HR is focused on recruiting and developing talent that supports the 
organization’s mission and objectives. This alignment helps create a skilled and motivated 
workforce to drive the MLS’s success. 

 
Teaching MLS leaders about MLS financial management and the role of Human Resources 
(HR) is essential to ensure they understand how these functions contribute to the 
organization's overall success and sustainability.  
 
 

Legal Environment of the MLS  

COMPLIANCE WITH ANTITRUST LAWS 

Overview of Antitrust Laws 
• Sherman Act, Clayton Act, and Federal Trade Commission Act: These laws 

prohibit business practices that reduce competition, such as price-fixing, market 
allocation, and monopolistic behavior. 

• Relevance to MLS: MLSs must avoid practices that could be seen as anti-
competitive, such as setting fixed commission rates, restricting access to the MLS, or 
engaging in exclusive agreements. 

Common Antitrust Issues in MLS 
• Price-Fixing Allegations: MLSs should not set or influence commission rates or 

other pricing elements. 
• Subscription and Access: The MLS must ensure that subscription criteria are applied 

fairly and that access to the MLS or its data is not unreasonably restricted. 
• Avoiding Antitrust Pitfalls: Leaders should know the potential for antitrust 

violations and ensure that MLS policies and practices promote fair competition. 

Best Practices for Compliance 
• Training and Education: Training on antitrust laws for leaders and staff is essential to 

ensure understanding and compliance. 
• Legal Review: Leaders should ensure that legal counsel regularly reviews MLS 

policies, contracts, and practices to identify and mitigate antitrust risks. 
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DATA PRIVACY AND SECURITY 

Overview of Data Privacy Laws 
• General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR): Applicable if the MLS handles data 

from European Union residents, GDPR imposes strict rules on data collection, 
storage, and processing. 

• California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA): For MLSs operating in California, CCPA 
provides consumers with rights regarding their data, including access, deletion, and 
opting out of data sales. 

• Other Relevant Laws: Leaders should know other federal and state data privacy 
laws that may impact the MLS. 

Responsibilities of the MLS 
• Data Collection and Use: The MLS must collect, store, and use data in compliance 

with applicable laws, ensuring that data is only used for legitimate purposes. 
• Data Security: Protecting the MLS’s data from breaches is critical. Leaders should 

understand the importance of implementing robust cybersecurity measures and 
incident response plans. 

• Subscriber and Consumer Rights: The MLS must respect the rights of subscribers 
and consumers concerning their data, including providing access, correction, and 
deletion options as required by law. 

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY (IP) ISSUES 

Overview of IP in MLS 
• Copyright: The MLS must respect copyright laws, mainly when using or distributing 

content, such as property listings, photos, and data. 
• Trademarks: Protecting the MLS’s brand involves understanding trademark law and 

ensuring that the MLS’s name, logo, and other identifiers are properly registered and 
protected. 

• Licensing Agreements: Leaders should know the importance of licensing 
agreements for using third-party content or allowing others to use MLS data. 

Infringement Claims 
• Enforcement of Rights: MLSs must enforce their copyrights by taking legal action 

against parties that misuse their content. This can involve sending cease-and-desist 
letters, filing DMCA takedown requests, and, if necessary, pursuing litigation. 

• Defending Against Claims: MLSs may also face claims from photographers, agents, 
or other entities asserting that their copyrights have been infringed.  
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MLS Data and IP Protection 
• Ownership of Listings Data: Leaders need to understand who owns the data 

entered into the MLS and how it can be used or licensed. 
• Enforcing IP Rights: The MLS should have processes to enforce its IP rights, 

including monitoring unauthorized use of its data and content. 

CONTRACTS AND AGREEMENTS 

Key MLS Contracts 
• Vendor Agreements: Leaders should understand the importance of clear contracts 

with technology providers, service vendors, and third parties. This includes terms 
related to service levels, data security, and termination rights. 

• Data Licensing Agreements govern how third parties can use MLS data. Leaders 
must ensure these contracts protect the MLS’s interests and comply with legal 
requirements. 

• Platform Liability: As MLS platforms evolve with innovative technologies, issues 
related to liability for misinformation or technical errors may arise. 

• Subscription Agreements: Contracts with MLS subscribers should clearly define the 
subscription terms, including access to data, passwords, usage rights, and 
compliance with MLS rules. 

Contract Review and Approval 
• Legal Oversight: Legal counsel should review all contracts before approval to 

ensure they are legally sound and protect the MLS’s interests. 
• Understanding Terms: Leaders should be familiar with crucial contract terms and 

conditions, including indemnification, limitation of liability, and dispute resolution 
clauses. 

FAIR HOUSING AND NON-DISCRIMINATION 

Overview of Fair Housing Laws 
• Federal Fair Housing Act: Prohibits discrimination in housing based on race, color, 

religion, sex, disability, familial status, or national origin. MLSs must ensure that their 
operations and listings comply with these laws. 

• State and Local Fair Housing Laws: Leaders should be aware of additional state 
and local laws that may impose further non-discrimination requirements. 

MLS’s Role in Fair Housing 
• Listing Practices: Ensure that all property listings in the MLS comply with fair 

housing laws and do not include discriminatory language or criteria. 
• Data Accessibility: Ensuring that the MLS data is accessible to all qualified parties 

without discrimination is crucial. 
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• Education and Training: To ensure compliance, leaders should promote fair housing 
training for MLS staff and subscribers. 

Copyright and Ownership of Listing Content 
• Photos and Descriptions: Real estate agents and brokers typically create photos 

and descriptions for property listings. MLSs must clarify who holds the copyright to 
these materials, which often involves agreements with agents and photographers. 

• Content Licensing: MLSs need clear licensing agreements with content creators to 
ensure they have the right to use and distribute listing content. Without proper 
agreements, MLSs risk copyright infringement claims. 

• Compliance with Copyright Laws: MLSs must ensure that users do not upload 
copyrighted material without proper authorization or licensing. This includes 
monitoring submissions and having procedures in place to address potential 
infringements. 

• Third-Party Integration: When MLSs share data with third-party platforms (e.g., real 
estate websites and apps), they must ensure these parties comply with copyright 
laws and the terms of data use agreements. 

User-Generated Content 
• Agent and Broker Submissions: MLS platforms often rely on agents and brokers to 

upload content. Clear terms of service and user agreements should outline the 
ownership and licensing of submitted content to avoid disputes. 

Compliance with Industry Standards 
• REALTOR® Code of Ethics and MLS Handbook on Multiple Listing Policy: MLSs 

often align with the National Association of Realtors (NAR) standards and policies, 
which require compliance with specific ethical and policy guidelines. 

• Local and State Regulations: To ensure compliance, MLSs must navigate varying 
local and state real estate laws and regulations. 

RISK MANAGEMENT AND LIABILITY 

Understanding Liability 
• Personal Liability: Leaders need to understand the circumstances under which they 

could be held personally liable for their actions or decisions while serving on the 
board. 

• Insurance: The MLS should have appropriate insurance coverage, including 
Directors and Officers (D&O) insurance, to protect leaders from personal liability. 

Legal Risk Mitigation 
• Policies and Procedures: Leaders should ensure that the MLS has clear policies and 

procedures to manage legal risks and that these are regularly reviewed and updated. 
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• Seeking Legal Counsel: Leaders should know when to involve legal counsel to 
address complex legal issues or make significant decisions that could have legal 
implications. 

MANAGING LEGAL DISPUTES 

Dispute Resolution Mechanisms 
• Mediation and Arbitration: Leaders should be familiar with alternative dispute 

resolution methods as they are often preferred over litigation for resolving MLS-
related disputes. 

• Litigation: When disputes cannot be resolved through other means, leaders must 
understand the litigation process, including the risks, costs, and potential outcomes. 

Role of Leaders in Disputes 
• Decision-Making: Leaders may be asked to support managing legal disputes, 

whether to settle or proceed to court, based on advice from legal counsel. 
• Communication: Leaders should ensure transparent communication with 

stakeholders during disputes to maintain trust and manage expectations. 

 

MLS Technology 
Explaining MLS technology and its importance is crucial for helping them understand the 
role technology plays in the MLS's success and relevance.  
 

WHAT IS MLS TECHNOLOGY? 

MLS technology refers to the suite of digital tools, platforms, and systems that facilitate the 
collection, storage, management, and dissemination of real estate listings. This includes 
everything from the MLS database to user interfaces, mobile apps, data feeds, and 
integration with third-party tools. 
 
Core Components 

• MLS Database: The central repository where all property listings are stored. It 
includes data on active listings, sold properties, tax records, and more. 

• User Interface (UI): Real estate professionals use front-end platforms like web 
portals and mobile apps to access MLS data. 

• Integration with programs such as showing services, forms, or CRMs. 
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• Data Feeds and APIs: Mechanisms that allow the MLS to share data with third-party 
vendors, such as websites, CRM systems, and analytics tools. 

• Security and Compliance Systems: Technologies that protect the integrity and 
confidentiality of MLS data, ensuring compliance with regulations like GDPR or 
CCPA. 

IMPORTANCE OF MLS TECHNOLOGY 

Enhancing Efficiency 
• MLS technology automates many manual processes involved in real estate 

transactions, such as listing input, search functions, and data sharing. This saves time 
and reduces the potential for human error. 

• It provides real estate professionals with up-to-date, accurate information, enabling 
them to serve their clients more effectively. 

Data Accuracy and Integrity 
• The MLS is considered the gold standard for real estate data because it ensures that 

information is reliable, standardized, and comprehensive. Technology plays a key 
role in maintaining this standard. 

• Advanced data validation tools and algorithms help ensure that listings are accurate, 
reducing discrepancies and improving the overall data quality. 

Market Competitiveness 
• Innovative technology helps the MLS stay competitive in a rapidly evolving real 

estate market. By offering advanced search tools, mobile access, and integration with 
other platforms, the MLS can meet the demands of today’s tech-savvy users. 

• It also enables MLSs to adapt to new industry trends, such as virtual tours, AI-driven 
property recommendations, and blockchain for property transactions. 

User Experience 
• A user-friendly MLS platform improves the experience for agents, brokers, and 

consumers. Features like intuitive search filters, interactive maps, and customizable 
dashboards make finding and managing listings easier. 

• Mobile accessibility allows users to access MLS data anytime, anywhere, which is 
crucial in a fast-paced industry like real estate. 

Data Security and Compliance 
• With the increasing importance of data privacy, MLS technology must ensure that 

user data is secure, and that the MLS complies with relevant laws and regulations. 
These build trust among users and protect the MLS from legal risks. 

• Technology enables MLSs to implement robust security measures like encryption, 
two-factor authentication, and regular audits. 
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Innovation and Adaptation 
• Technology enables the MLS to innovate, offering new services and tools that add 

user value. This might include predictive analytics, market trend reports, or 
integration with other real estate technologies. 

• It also allows the MLS to adapt quickly to changes in the industry, such as new 
regulations, consumer expectations, or technological advancements. 

THE ROLE OF LEADERS IN MLS TECHNOLOGY 

Strategic Decision-Making 
• Executive leaders are key in guiding the MLS’s technology strategy. This includes 

decisions about technology investments, vendor partnerships, and adopting new 
tools or platforms. 

• Leaders need to understand how technology aligns with the MLS’s overall goals and 
how it can be leveraged to achieve them. 

Advocacy and Education 
• Leaders should advocate for adopting and effectively using MLS technology within 

their networks. They can help educate other users about the benefits and best 
practices for using the MLS’s tools and platforms. 

• By staying informed about technological trends and innovations, leaders can guide 
the MLS in staying ahead of the curve. 

Oversight and Accountability 
• Leaders are responsible for ensuring that the MLS’s technology investments deliver 

value and are managed effectively. This includes oversight of budgets and timelines. 
• They must also ensure that technology decisions consider the needs and feedback of 

all MLS users, ensuring that solutions are user-friendly and beneficial. 

EXAMPLES OF KEY MLS TECHNOLOGIES 

MLS Systems Private centralized platform where real estate brokers, agents, 
and other industry professionals can list and access detailed 
property information, making buying, selling, and renting real 
estate easier. 
 

Property Search 
Engines 

These tools allow users to search for listings based on criteria 
such as location, price, and property type. Advanced search 
engines may include features like map-based searches, saved 
searches, and property alerts. 
 

Mobile Apps Many MLSs offer mobile applications that provide on-the-go 
access to listings, market data, and other resources. This is 
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increasingly important as more real estate transactions involve 
mobile users. 
 

CRM Integration Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems integrated 
with MLS technology help agents manage client relationships, 
track interactions, and automate marketing efforts. 
 

Virtual Tour and 
Media 

Management 

Technologies that support the creation and integration of virtual 
tours, high-quality images, and videos within listings, enhancing 
the marketing appeal of properties. 
 

 

MLS Policy 
Understanding the National Association of Realtors (NAR) MLS policies is vital for 
understanding the regulatory framework and guidelines governing MLS operations is 
important even if the MLS is not affiliated with NAR.  

INTRODUCTION TO NAR AND MLS POLICY 

What is NAR? 
The National Association of Realtors (NAR) is a leading trade association in the real estate 
industry that establishes professional standards, ethical guidelines, and policies for its 
members. NAR policies directly influence MLS operations and the broader real estate 
market. 
 
What is MLS Policy? 
MLS policies are the specific rules and guidelines that govern the operation, management, 
and use of a Multiple Listing Service. These policies ensure that MLSs operate consistently, 
fairly, and in compliance with NAR regulations. 

KEY NAR POLICIES IMPACTING MLSS 

NAR’s Handbook on Multiple Listing Policy 
• Purpose: The handbook outlines the foundational policies MLSs must follow to 

comply with NAR’s standards. It includes guidelines on governance, operations, and 
ethical standards. 
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• Importance: Compliance with this handbook is essential for MLSs affiliated with NAR. 
It ensures that the MLS operates within the legal and ethical framework established 
by the association. 

MLS Participant and Subscriber Rules 
• Definition: NAR defines who can be a participant (usually a broker) and who can be a 

subscriber (agents, appraisers) in an MLS. These rules outline the qualifications and 
responsibilities of participants and subscribers. 

• Importance: Understanding these definitions helps ensure that only qualified 
professionals access the MLS, maintaining the integrity and professionalism of the 
service. 

Mandatory Submission 
• MLS participants must submit all properties they represent to their local MLS. This 

includes key information about the property, such as listing price, property details, 
photos, and other relevant data. 

• MLSs are responsible for monitoring compliance with mandatory submission rules 
and addressing violations. This may include regular audits and reviews. 

IDX (Internet Data Exchange) and VOW (Virtual Office Website) Policies 
• IDX Policy: Allows brokers to display MLS listing data on their websites, fostering 

broader visibility for properties and enhancing marketing efforts. 
• VOW Policy: Allows brokers to provide brokerage services and MLS data to clients 

through a password-protected website, enabling a more personalized and secure 
way to share information. 

• Importance: Leaders should understand how these policies facilitate the sharing of 
MLS data while protecting the interests of brokers and consumers. 

Antitrust Compliance 
• NAR’s Position: NAR policies emphasize the importance of avoiding any practices 

that could be seen as anti-competitive, such as price-fixing or exclusionary practices. 
• Leader’s Role: Volunteer leaders must be aware of these policies to ensure that the 

MLS operates within the bounds of antitrust laws and promotes healthy competition 
in the market. 

Listing Rules and Regulations 
• Content: These rules cover the submission, modification, and withdrawal of listings, 

as well as the accuracy and timeliness of listing data. 
• Importance: Leaders need to understand these rules to ensure that all listings are 

managed consistently and fairly, maintaining the credibility of the MLS. 

Data Access and Use Policies 
• Purpose: These policies govern how MLS data can be accessed, used, and shared by 

participants, subscribers, and third parties. 
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• Considerations: Leaders should be familiar with these policies to ensure that data is 
used appropriately, protect the MLS’s intellectual property, and comply with licensing 
agreements. 

Compliance and Enforcement 
• Mechanisms: MLS policies typically include procedures for monitoring compliance, 

addressing violations, and enforcing rules. This might involve fines, suspension of 
access, or other disciplinary actions. 

• Role of Leaders: Volunteer leaders play a key role in understanding the enforcement 
of MLS policies, ensuring that all users adhere to the rules and that the MLS operates 
fairly and effectively. 

 

Data Management & Licensing  
Understanding MLS data management and licensing is essential for ensuring you know the 
critical role data plays in the MLS's operation and value proposition.  

INTRODUCTION TO MLS DATA MANAGEMENT 

What is MLS Data Management? 
• Data management involves the processes, policies, and technologies used to collect, 

store, maintain, and distribute the data within the MLS. This includes property listings, 
historical sales data, and tax records. 

• Effective data management ensures that MLS data is accurate, up-to-date, and 
accessible to users while protecting its integrity and security. 

Importance of Data Quality 
• The value of the MLS is directly tied to its data quality. Accurate, comprehensive, and 

timely data makes the MLS indispensable to real estate professionals. 
• Poor data management can lead to errors, outdated information, and a loss of trust 

from users, damaging the MLS’s reputation. 

KEY COMPONENTS OF MLS DATA MANAGEMENT 

Data Collection 
• Data is collected from various sources, including real estate agents, brokers, public 

records, and third-party vendors. 
• Leaders should understand the importance of standardized data input processes to 

ensure consistency and accuracy across the MLS. 
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Data Storage 
• MLS data is stored in a central database that must be secure, reliable, and scalable. 

This database houses all listing information, including images, descriptions, and 
transactional history. 

• Leaders should be aware of the need for robust storage solutions to manage large 
data volumes while ensuring quick and reliable access. 

Data Maintenance 
• Ongoing data maintenance involves regularly updating and validating listings to 

ensure they remain accurate. This includes removing outdated listings, correcting 
errors, and standardizing data formats. 

• Leaders must understand the processes for maintaining data quality, including 
automated validation tools and manual audits. 

Data Distribution and Access 
• MLS data is distributed to users through various platforms, including the MLS 

website, mobile apps, and data feeds to third-party vendors. 
• Leaders need to understand the various levels of access granted to various users and 

the importance of protecting sensitive data. 

Data Security and Privacy: 
• Protecting the MLS data from unauthorized access, breaches, and other security 

threats is critical. This involves implementing encryption, access controls, and regular 
security audits. 

• Leaders should be informed about the legal and ethical responsibilities related to 
data privacy and the measures taken to comply with regulations like GDPR or CCPA. 

MLS DATA LICENSING 

What is Data Licensing? 
• Data licensing refers to the agreements and policies that govern how MLS data can 

be used, shared, and distributed. This includes the terms under which third parties 
(such as real estate portals, app developers, and analytics firms) can access and use 
MLS data. 

• Licensing is essential for protecting the MLS’s intellectual property and ensuring that 
data is used to align with the organization’s goals. 

Types of Data Licenses 
Subscriber License Real estate professionals (agents and brokers) can access and 

use MLS data for business purposes, such as listing properties 
and conducting market research. 
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Vendor License Grants third-party vendors access to MLS data for specific uses, 
such as powering real estate websites, mobile apps, or analytical 
tools. These licenses are often subject to strict terms and 
conditions. 
 

Syndication 
Agreements 

These specialized data licenses allow MLS data to be syndicated 
to public-facing real estate websites. The terms of these 
agreements determine what data is shared and how it is 
displayed. 

 
Key Considerations in Data Licensing 

• Data Ownership: The MLS typically owns the data but licenses its use to subscribers 
and vendors. Leaders should understand the importance of protecting this 
ownership and the implications of licensing agreements. 

• Revenue Generation: Licensing MLS data to third parties can be a significant source 
of revenue. Leaders should be aware of the financial aspects of data licensing and 
how it supports the MLS’s sustainability. 

• Usage Restrictions: Licensing agreements often include restrictions on how data 
can be used (e.g., no reselling, no unauthorized modifications). Leaders need to 
understand these restrictions to ensure compliance. 

• Compliance and Enforcement: It is important to have mechanisms in place to 
monitor how licensed data is being used and enforce the agreements' terms. This 
may involve regular audits and legal action if necessary. 

CHALLENGES AND BEST PRACTICES IN DATA MANAGEMENT 
AND LICENSING 

Common Challenges: 
• Data Inconsistency: Variations in data entry can lead to inconsistencies affecting 

data quality. Leaders should understand the importance of training and standardized 
processes to minimize this issue. 

• Security Threats: Keeping MLS data secure is an ongoing challenge as cyber threats 
evolve. Leaders should be aware of the latest security protocols and the need for 
continuous vigilance. 

• Balancing Access and Control: Ensuring data is accessible to those who need it 
while protecting it from misuse is a delicate balance. Leaders must be involved in 
setting policies that achieve this balance. 

Best Practices: 
• Regular Data Audits: Conduct regular audits to identify and correct errors, remove 

outdated data, and ensure compliance with data standards. 
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• Clear Licensing Agreements: Ensure all data licensing agreements are clear, 
enforceable, and aligned with the MLS’s goals. This includes setting appropriate fees, 
usage restrictions, and penalties for non-compliance. 

• Ongoing Training: Providing ongoing training for all users on data entry standards, 
security protocols, and the importance of data quality. 

• Collaboration with Legal Experts: Collaborating with legal professionals to draft 
and review data licensing agreements, ensuring they protect the MLS’s interests and 
comply with applicable laws. 

 

Communication and Engagement 
Effective communication and engagement are critical to an MLS's success. Leaders must 
have the skills and knowledge to foster transparent, inclusive, and productive interactions 
within and with external stakeholders. Below are key areas to focus on for MLS executive 
and volunteer leaders about communication and engagement. 
 
Internal Communication 

• Clarity and Consistency: Delivering clear and consistent messages to staff, board 
members, and volunteers. Ensure everyone is on the same page regarding the MLS’s 
mission, vision, goals, and policies. 

• Open Communication Channels: Encourage the creation of open communication 
channels where staff and volunteers feel comfortable sharing ideas, concerns, and 
feedback. Implement regular meetings, town halls, and open-door policies. 

• Effective Meeting Management: Provide training on how to lead effective meetings 
that are focused, time-efficient, and results-oriented. Leaders should know how to set 
agendas, facilitate discussions, and follow up on action items. 

External Communication 
• Subscriber Engagement: Engage with MLS subscribers effectively. This includes 

understanding subscribers’ needs, responding to their concerns, and informing them 
about MLS initiatives and updates. 

• Public Relations: Equip leaders with the skills to manage the MLS’s public image. 
This includes communicating with the media, managing social media presence, and 
managing public inquiries or crises. 

• Stakeholder Communication: Train leaders to communicate with stakeholders such 
as real estate associations, government agencies, and technology vendors. 
Emphasize the importance of building and maintaining strong relationships through 
transparent and regular communication. 
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Crisis Communication 
• Crisis Management Planning: Develop and implement a crisis communication plan. 

This includes identifying potential risks, defining roles and responsibilities during a 
crisis, and preparing key messages. 

• Timely and Accurate Communication: Stress the importance of timely and accurate 
communication during a crisis. Leaders should be able to provide clear updates to all 
stakeholders and manage the flow of information to prevent misinformation. 

• Post-Crisis Review: Encourage leaders to conduct a post-crisis review to assess the 
communication strategy's effectiveness and identify areas for improvement. 

Building Engagement 
• Subscriber Involvement: Involve MLS subscribers in decision-making through 

surveys, focus groups, and advisory committees. This fosters a sense of ownership 
and commitment among subscribers. 

• Educational Outreach: Engage through educational programs, workshops, and 
webinars. Keeping subscribers informed and educated enhances their engagement 
and satisfaction with the MLS. 

• Community Building: Leaders should understand the importance of building a 
strong community within the MLS. This includes fostering networking opportunities, 
celebrating successes, and recognizing subscriber contributions. 

Feedback and Listening 
• Active Listening: Emphasize the importance of active listening as a key component 

of effective communication. Leaders should be trained to listen attentively to 
feedback from staff, subscribers, and stakeholders and respond thoughtfully. 

• Regular Feedback Mechanisms: Implement regular feedback mechanisms such as 
surveys, suggestion boxes, and one-on-one meetings. Leaders should be trained to 
analyze feedback and take appropriate action. 

• Continuous Improvement: Teach leaders to view feedback as an opportunity for 
continuous improvement. Please encourage them to be open to constructive 
criticism and to use feedback to make informed decisions. 

Technology and Communication 
• Leveraging Technology: To enhance engagement, leverage communication 

technologies such as email marketing, social media platforms, and collaboration 
tools. Understanding the appropriate use of these tools is essential for effective 
communication. 

• Data-Driven Communication: Use data to inform their communication strategies. 
This includes analyzing engagement metrics, subscriber feedback, and 
communication trends to tailor messages and improve effectiveness. 

• Cybersecurity and Communication: Educate leaders on the importance of 
cybersecurity in communication. Ensure they understand best practices for 
protecting sensitive information and maintaining secure communication channels. 
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Cultural and Emotional Intelligence 
• Cultural Sensitivity: Leaders must be culturally sensitive in their communication. 

This includes understanding the diverse backgrounds of MLS subscribers and 
stakeholders and tailoring communication to be inclusive and respectful. 

• Emotional Intelligence: Equip leaders with emotional intelligence skills to navigate 
complex interpersonal dynamics. Understanding and managing emotions in 
communication can lead to better relationships and more effective leadership. 

Mastering these communication and engagement skills can help MLS leaders build 
stronger relationships within the organization and with external stakeholders. Effective 
communication fosters trust, encourages collaboration, and contributes to the MLS's 
overall success. Teaching these skills should be a key component of any leadership 
development program within the MLS. 

 
 

MLS: Good to Great to Extraordinary 
Multiple listing services (MLSs) face the challenge of progressing from good too great to 
extraordinary. It is imperative to understand that maintaining the status quo is no longer 
sufficient. The entire MLS industry must transition to a higher level of professionalism to 
meet and surpass the evolving demands of customers and stakeholders. What strategies, 
resources, and changes will be necessary to achieve this significant shift? 
 
It will require individuals who prioritize the needs and aspirations of every stakeholder 
within the organization, encompassing not only the CEO and volunteer leaders but also 
the vendor partners, brokers, and agents. A substantial shift in mindset and culture is 
crucial to navigate away from traditional practices and embrace the untapped potential of 
tomorrow. This transformation demands a sustained and unwavering focus, unyielding 
dedication and commitment, a willingness to embrace change boldly, the courage to 
venture into uncharted territories, and an objective and thorough assessment of the 
current state. While most organizations are keenly aware of the necessary course of action, 
the key lies in promptly and decisively transitioning intentions into desired results.  
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Conclusion 
In an era marked by rapid change and increasing complexity, the role of MLS executive 
leadership has never been more vital. As this guide illustrates, excellence in leadership is 
not defined by position alone but by the capacity to navigate evolving challenges with 
clarity, accountability, and a commitment to progress. From governance and legal 
frameworks to financial stewardship, policy implementation, and technology strategy, MLS 
leaders must balance operational acumen with visionary thinking to foster trust and ensure 
organizational resilience. 

The principles outlined here underscore that successful MLSs are built on strategic 
alignment, stakeholder engagement, and an unwavering focus on data integrity and 
marketplace transparency. Effective leadership is rooted in collaboration—between staff, 
volunteer boards, brokers, agents, and vendor partners. This collective responsibility 
drives the MLS forward, enabling it to adapt to new realities while safeguarding its 
foundational role in creating a fair and efficient housing market. 

Becoming extraordinary will require more than maintaining systems—it will require a 
culture of innovation, a commitment to professional growth, and the courage to rethink 
long-standing assumptions. MLS executives must lead with purpose, ensuring their 
organizations are not only responsive but also anticipatory—capable of serving today’s 
needs while preparing for tomorrow’s opportunities. 

By embracing the best practices detailed in this guide, MLS leaders can move beyond 
routine management to become catalysts for transformation. In doing so, they position 
their organizations to thrive—elevating the MLS from a utility to an essential infrastructure in 
the future of real estate. 

 
 


