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This paper is meant as a discussion guide for MLSs and their board of directors, as well as brokers, to 

help frame the discussion around current issues with listing syndication and potential solutions. 

Syndication Backgrounder 

The MLS industry is a buzz about syndication, especially after Clareity Consulting's MLS Executive 

Workshop in March teed up the topic and a vibrant discussion among MLS executives ensued.  Matt 

Cohen, the Chief Technologist at Clareity, gave an overview of syndication today and blew up the myth 

that "Listings Everywhere" may have as much value as some people think.  Matt showed that the traffic 

to many sites is so negligible, that one has to question whether that exposure has any measurable value 

for the broker or home seller, especially if the leads are being intentionally siphoned off and monetized, 

and potential buyers are left confused about who the listing agent is, and sometimes are annoyed by 

multiple agents contacting them who know little or nothing about the property they inquired about. 

Remember the good old dot com days when MLSs were paid a dollar per listing?  Today MLS staff 

spends time dealing with syndication accuracy and data proliferation complaints and the MLS gets little 

in return ς and brokers receive less and less unless they spend money to feature the listings they 

provide. And, there are more sites than ever leveraging the listings to extract money from brokers and 

agents while deriving profits from the listings in other ways as well. How did we get here? Is there a way 

back ς even partway back?   [ŜǘΩǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ discuss potential 

solutions. 

IDX versus Syndication  

When IDX (Internet Data eXchange) rules were developed to facilitate brokers displayƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 

listings online, they included a wide variety of mechanisms for ensuring that both real estate 

professionals and consumers benefited. Rules for refreshing data in a timely manner, maintaining 

confidentiality with no redistribution, prominent identification of the listing firm and other provisions 

have helped make IDX a success. Unfortunately, most real estate advertising sites, or online 

άǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎέΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ǎȅƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǎǳŎƘ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜΦ As a result, new problems have 

cropǇŜŘ ǳǇ ƻƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ 

ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ άŦǊŜŜέ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ mounting concerns about listing syndication and the terms 

of use that many publishers offer.  Brokers and MLSs have the ability to control where their listings are 

syndicated and how they are used.  However, many fail to exercise this control because of the difficulty 

in managing a large number of syndication partners or because brokers feel the need for exposure on 

certaiƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΦ  {ƻƳŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ be cynically relying 

upon this combination of inattention and desperation to adopt increasingly controversial business 

models with impunity. IDX rules make it difficult for legitimate parties such as real estate franchisors to 

create national consumer websites, effectively holding them to a higher standard than their non-

industry competitor sites.   
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The Advent of Syndication  Networks  

In the mid-нлллΩǎ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎ ƻƴ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ 

websites.  This coincided with the creation ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ¢Ǌǳƭƛŀ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƭƭƻǿ ǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ άŦǊŜŜ 

exposure, free web transfers, ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜ ƭŜŀŘǎέΦ  At first, MLSs and brokers were able to individually 

review and negotiate the terms of use of each site and handle the technical requirements of managing a 

handful of syndication partners.  However, as the number of publishers grew, MLSs strained to bear the 

expense and complexity associated with supporting all the sites where brokers wished to syndicate their 

listings.  Requirements included: 

¶ provide multiple data feeds 

¶ support custom lead email addresses for brokerages which use lead routing 

¶ support custom website redirection links for brokers 

¶ track whether listings sent to websites are actually displayed (and help resolve errors) 

¶ provide broker-level opt-in/opt-out (among the sites chosen by the MLS) 

¶ deliver unified performance reporting (multiple sites on one report) 

 

Companies focused on listing syndication emerged with the offer of providing a free technical solution 

to the MLSs.  These ά{ȅƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ bŜǘǿƻǊƪέ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ (Point2 and ListHub being the leaders) reduced the 

cost and complexity for MLSs and brokers and provided them with tools such as a dashboard to manage 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ [ƛǎǘIǳōΣ ŀ άǎŎƻǊŜŎŀǊŘέ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ 

publishers used the syndicated listings.  The MLSs, however, would still be responsible for reviewing the 

ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΩ άǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǳǎŜέ ŀƴŘ along with their brokers decide upon which publishers were 

appropriate recipients.  The syndication networks positioned themselves ŀǎ άCŜŘ9Ȅέ ς a secure, reliable, 

(and unlike FedEx, free) way to transport information, leaving it up to the sender to determine where 

the parcel would be sent. 

This worked well during the early days of the syndication networks.  However, as the number of 

recipient web sites increased, it became difficult for MLSs to keep up with the various terms of use for 

each and every web site and keep current on changes.  The number of publishers has exploded and the 

number of MLSs participating in syndication has increased.   

It is difficult for MLSs and brokers to keep up with the number of publishers, review their terms of use, 

and their sometimes frequent changes to their terms of use and advertising policies.  Also, the practice 

ƻŦ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƻǇǘ ǘƻ ǎŜƴŘ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ άŀƭƭέ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

the opt-in, means that listings are being sent to new publishers without brokers or agents being 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǎƛǘŜǎΩ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǳǎŜΦ  As a result, MLSs and 

brokers are increasingly expressing concerns, not so much about the exposure that syndication enables, 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎȅƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άŦƛƴŜ ǇǊƛƴǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǳǎŜΦ 
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 Problems with Syndication  

In 2010, Clareity Consulting and REAL Trends collaborated to determine the views of the leading 

brokerage firms with respect to the latest MLS initiatives, including syndication. The 500 largest brokers 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ wŜŀƭ ¢ǊŜƴŘΩǎ ¦Ǉ-and-Comer list were surveyed and over 150 broker/owners 

responded. Only 47% rated MLS listing syndication capabilƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ά9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘέ ƻǊ άDƻƻŘέΦ  The primary 

areas suggested for improvement were: 1) provide brokers more insight and control, 2) enhance MLS 

security and control over where the listings were syndicated, 3) enforce syndication integrity and 

ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ пύ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜƭƭ ƭŜŀŘǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ 

need to be taken seriously. 

From an MLS perspective, MLSs have to deal all the time with complaints about advertising sites from 

members about data accuracy, duplicate listings, lack of appropriate listing broker attribution, listings 

not supposed to be on a site, and more. Though no publisher has achieved perfection, the one that is 

most current and accurate is still Realtor.com. Why? Primarily because Realtor.com is required to to run 

its business according to a set of industry-friendly business rules, contained in an operating agreement 

with NAR ς and NAR has a team in place to ensure compliance.  In turn, this leveƭ ƻŦ άǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ Ƙŀǎ 

made MLSs comfortable to provide Realtor.com with standardized, comprehensive data feeds.  And 

Realtor.com has invested in the technology to pull its listings directly from the 800 plus MLSs, primarily 

via RETS data feeds refreshed every 15 minutes.  Unfortunately, other publishers do not have the same 

relationships or technology in place, so they and allow or encourage agents and brokers to post listings 

directly or using lesser-quality syndication tools.  Some publishers do not have reliable means of 

ensuring the listings are kept accurate and taken down when appropriate, resulting in a variety of data 

accuracy issues. For example, publishers often receive the same listing from two or more sources (agent, 

broker, MLS, and syndicators) and must try to decide which listing source is more current, accurate, or 

enhanced and should trump the other ones. 

The Sale of Online Leads is Booming ! 

Online publishers largely control the listings and who gets the leads.  Many brokers and agents are 

unaware of which sites their listings are on, or end up on,  let alone how many leads they're losing to 

other agents or companies (neither having to be REALTORS®)  ǘƘŀǘ Ǉŀȅ ǘƻ άǎǉǳŀǘέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎ.  

¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǳƴŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ άǊe-ǎȅƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘέΣ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŘŜǊƛǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪǎΣ ƻǊ 

sold to third parties such as banks for unanticipated uses.   The original content providers and 

aggregators ς the listing agent, listing broker, and MLS ς are rarely compensated with either money, or 

traffic to their sites, the way they used to be. 

Several major portals have recently shifted their business models in order to increase revenue, and two 

of them, Zillow and Trulia, have indicated they plan to do an IPO.  A company going public is a very 

compelling reason for its executives and VC investors to ramp up revenue quickly to inflate the 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ-term impact on the real estate industry or REALTOR® 

community.   



Syndication to Real Estate Portals: Problems and Solutions 

Copyright ©2011 Clareity Consulting. All Rights Reserved. Page 4 
www.CallClareity.com  

Quite simply, many of ǘƘŜ άŦǊŜŜέ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŦǊŜŜ.  ¢ƘŜ ŦǊŜŜ άtrust us, ǿŜΩǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊέ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛǎ ƻǾŜǊΗ   /ƭŀǊŜƛǘȅ expects some of the publishers to get even more aggressive 

in the near future ς after all, ǿƘŀǘΩǎ stopping them?  Do the publishers care about real estate or are they 

simply here to derive as much revenue as possible from each listing to satiate the demands of the 

investors that have collectively plowed between tens and hundreds of millions into these sites?   Other 

than Realtor.com, which is bound by the aforementioned operating agreement with NAR, there really 

are no rules controlling online publishers.  And once a portal achieves critical mass in listing inventory 

ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǊŜŀƭ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΣ let alone 

explain to a consumer, why their home should not be appear on sites such as AOL, Trulia, Zillow, 

YAHOO!, and a hundred others.   

The pendulum of power has recently and rapidly shifted to the top portals creating the potential for a 

ǇƻǊǘŀƭ άŎŀǊǘŜƭέ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ - or ignore - the unwritten ethical rules and choose to cross ǘƘŜ άƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅέ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŀǊŜŘ to cross before.  If this group leverages its new found 

power before the industry does something about it, it is likely have a detrimental impact on the income 

and expenses of listing agents and brokers, and create a substantial and permanent revenue shift.   

Lƴ ǘƘŜ улΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ флΩǎΣ brokers felt like they were held hostage by the newspapers because the 

papers  raised advertising rates every year, and not because their costs went up, but because they could.  

Clareity expects American greed to prevail and an unfortunate repeat of this trend from the increasingly 

powerful large online publishers. 

There are numerous examples of business model shifts that Clareity has observed.  Following are three 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ōȅ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ άǎǉǳŀǘǘƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎέ 

to anyone with a credit card. 
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TRULIA 

 

In the Trulia example above, when the site visitor clicks on the άContact the agentέ button, four heads 

appear.  The listing agent often appears in the second position, is not pictured, nor is their phone # 

ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǇŀƛŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ to be a featured listing.  ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ŀƴŘ 

contact information (or a link) appears, and in this case, the other three positions display a άtǊƻέ 

designation, making the listing agent look like an unqualified schmuck by comparison. Clareity refers to 

this method of advertising four agents (or firms) on one listing ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άfour ƘŜŀŘŜŘ ƳƻƴǎǘŜǊέ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ 

Another interesting thing to note in this example is that another broker office appeared on top of this 

listing. This is prohibited by laws in some states! By default, the lead will go to all four parties unless the 

visitor chooses to de-select any of the options.  Now, while there must be some consumers that 

appreciate getting three or four calls or email responses from one inquiry, there are others that 

ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ Ŧƻr that intentionally. 
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YAHOO! 

 

In the YAHOO! example (powered by Zillow) above, this is not a featured listing (meaning the listing 

agent has not paid YAHOO!), so three agentsΩ heads automatically appear at the top right side of the 

listing details page.  Lǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ if one is the listing agent, and in this case, none of them are!  The listing 

ŀƎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻƪŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǿŀȅ Řƻǿƴ όfour, yes four, page down button-clicks on a typical 

laptop screen) buried below the Sponsor Results (other broker ads).   Note that YAHOO! also has a 

άǇǊŜƳƛŜǊέ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ besides the agentsΩ names.  Poor Walt looks, well, less than premier, 

right?  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘǿƻ ōǳǘǘƻƴǎΥ ά{ŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ŀ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ ά!ǎƪ ŀƎŜƴǘ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƳŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

the price column (not shown in example).  When either button is clicked, the same three agents appear 

in a pop up window.  TƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ά/ƻƴǘŀŎǘ !ƎŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ ά!ǎƪ ŀƎŜƴǘ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴέ certainly imply ƛǘΩǎ the 

listing agent to us, not some random agent in an ad rotation, which seems to be the case on YAHOO!.   
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ZILLOW 

 

This example looks familiar, ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚ  ½ƛƭƭƻǿ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǿ ƛƴǎŜǊǘǎ 

three heads on non-featured listings.  ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ōǳȅŜǊΩǎ ŀƎŜƴǘ from the previous YAHOO! example 

popped up #1 on Zillow, too, perhaps because he had purchased other advertising Clareity saw 

previously on the search results page.  As a sidebar, ½ƛƭƭƻǿΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōǳȅŜǊΩǎ ŀƎŜƴǘ 

ratings ς see the stars below the agent or team name? This example illustrates how agents who 

embrace ratings can gain competitive edge. 

Trulia, YAHOO!, Zillow and others would claim that their ad treatments are no different from the 

ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ άŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ L5· display, where someone other 

ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎ ōǊƻƪŜǊ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōǳȅŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎ ōǊƻƪŜǊΩǎ 

properties.  However, as noted above, closer examination suggests that consumers often are not aware 

that their inquiries are being directed to someone other than the listing agent.  And the user 

experiences on these sites often actively disadvantage the listing agents.  Moreover, the IDX 

infrastructure is specifically designed to help brokers provide permission for their counterparts to 

advertise their listings (with prominent attribution for the listing broker).  Many publishers would be 

hard pressed to argue that the listing brokers have knowingly granted permission for third-parties to 

advertise and capture leads on their listings, and the treatments on Trulia, YAHOO!, and Zillow are in no 

way comparable to typical IDX display rules. 

Note: There are many examples of publishers crossing the άƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅέ ƭƛƴŜ of how they display 

(and what they decide to do or create with) syndicated real estate content.  The examples in this section 

from Trulia, YAHOO!, and ZIllow are not the most aggressive or worst ones, but they are from the 

highest traffic άǳƴǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘέ sites, so they have the most influence on consumers and where leads 

generated from syndicated content end up. 


