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CMLS Best Practices 

OVERVIEW 

Marketing encompasses a wide range of activities such as product development, product pricing, sales, customer 
service, branding, research, stakeholder communications, and public relations. Stakeholders are all of those people who 
have a vested interest in the organization such as the brokerage firms, agents, stockholders, directors, consumers and 
employees.   

MARKETING AND COMMUNICATIONS MANAGEMENT 

Traditional marketing is the management process through which goods and services move from concept to the 
customer. It includes the coordination of four elements called the 4 P's of Marketing: 

1. Identification, selection and development of a product. 
2. Determination of its price. 
3. Selection of a distribution channel to reach the customer's place. 
4. Development and implementation of a promotional strategy. 

 
Marketing is based on thinking about the business in terms of customer needs and satisfaction. Marketing differs from 
selling because (in the words of Harvard Business School's retired professor of marketing Theodore C. Levitt), "selling 
concerns itself with the tricks and techniques of getting people to exchange their cash for your product. It is not 
concerned with the values that the exchange is all about. And it does not, as marketing invariably does, view the entire 
business process as consisting of a tightly integrated effort to discover, create, arouse and satisfy customer needs." In 
other words, marketing has less to do with getting customers to pay for your product, than it does with developing a 
demand for that product and fulfilling the customer’s needs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Creating Value 

Effective marketing ensures that the organization focuses on value to the customer. In the MLS business the primary 
value of the MLS is embedded in the following: 

 An orderly marketplace. 

 Facilitation of offers of cooperation and compensation. 

 Comprehensive and accurate data. 

 Efficiencies for buyers, sellers, agents, brokers and the brokerage firm.  
 
For an organization to be successful in marketing to stakeholders, it must embrace the values above and create the 
products and services that will ultimately enhance and extend the primary values.   
 

Marketing Best Practices 

Marketing is the entire 
business process of an 

integrated effort to discover, 
create, arouse and satisfy 

customer needs 

Marketing includes product 
development, product pricing, 

sales, customer service, 
branding, research, 

stakeholder communications 
and public relations 

Marketing focuses on fulfilling 
customer needs 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/management.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/process.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/goods-and-services.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/concept.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/coordination.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/element.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/call.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/four-P-s-of-marketing.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/selection.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/development.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/distribution-channel.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/cumulative-audience-Cume.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/customer.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/promotional-strategy.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/business.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/term.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/customer-needs.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/satisfaction.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/seller.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/word.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/Harvard-Business-School.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/retired.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/concern.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/technique.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/exchange.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/cash.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/values.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/business-process.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/create.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/need.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/pay.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/developer.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/demand.html
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Product Development 

Product development is the process of bringing a new product or service to the market. It typically has a set procedure 
that includes:   

 Idea or concept.  

 Market research and analysis.  

 Product design.  

 Engineering and development.  

 Testing and launch.  
 

Product development is best done by a professional team or teams with the expertise necessary to, create the ideas, 
conduct and integrate the market research and analysis, document the product design, develop the product, and test 
and launch the product. This same team must work closely with the marketing and communications team throughout 
this process to ensure that all phases are coordinated both internally and externally.   
 
Many MLS organizations have implemented a strong product development capability internally. Others are very 
dependent on a third party vendor or vendors to complete the product design, along with engineering and 
development.  Regardless, the organization must still take full responsibility to verify that the idea or concept extends 
the primary value of the organization and will fulfill customer needs and demands. If the MLS is selecting a primary MLS 
vendor, then it will be incumbent on the organization to clearly define the goals of the project, the needs of the end user 
and ensure the products offered by the vendor meet those needs. The complexity of products desired by today’s real 
estate community often result in multiple vendors delivering products. It is critical to accept the responsibility for the 
research, implementation, integration and marketing of those products, and to deliver an orderly set of products and 
services to your customers.   

Research 

Research is an essential tool in creating and extending the value of the MLS. It provides factual information the 
organization can use including: 

 What the members/customers value. 

 How the organization is perceived. 

 How the existing products and services are perceived. 

 How new products are developed or implemented.  
 
There are two distinct types of research, qualitative and quantitative. 
 

Qualitative vs. Quantitative Research  
Qualitative research allows people to share emotions, thoughts, and areas of concern. It also allows for the 
discovery of topics the MLS may not know are issues. Qualitative techniques can include focus groups, in-person 
meetings and phone calls. Because of their format, qualitative techniques can result in a lot of information but can 
also take a lot of time.  
 
For larger groups, it may be more useful to use quantitative research. Quantitative research measures, in numeric 
terms, what people think. Since quantitative techniques have uniform questions, with uniform responses, a 
researcher can more easily capture and tabulate results. However, this format does tend to limit the amount of 
open-ended information that can be collected.  Typical quantitative research techniques include surveys using the 
telephone, the Internet or the mail. Depending on the number of people surveyed, quantitative surveys provide a 
specific level of statistical accuracy. This type of research can define results uncovered through qualitative research. 
 
Research Tools  
Surveys and focus groups are significant research tools that are available to businesses. An MLS may want to 
conduct surveys for a wide variety of purposes, from the comprehensive communications audit, which provides 
feedback on the effectiveness of the entire communications program, to questionnaires about specific 
communications vehicles, issues or products. 
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Effectiveness can be increased in mail surveys by notifying the customer in advance, by phone or by postcard, that 
the survey is coming. If an MLS is conducting a survey about an existing publication or product, it is often a good idea 
to send a copy of the publication or product brochure along with the survey to refresh the reader’s memory.   

 
No matter what tool is used, MLSs need to spend a considerable amount of time and thought on developing the 
questions. The quality of the questions is the key to the success effort, whether it is a comprehensive 
communications audit, a questionnaire about a newsletter or a focus group review of a new MLS graphic identity 
(i.e., a new logo, colors, letterhead, etc.). Consider testing the questions on a small group to surface potential 
problems with the questionnaire before a poll of a full audience. There are a number of websites that can be helpful 
in the art of drafting questions for surveys and focus groups. 
 
Focus groups can be effective tools for testing new publications, logos, slogans and product considerations. Focus 
groups also can be beneficial at the early stages of quantitative survey development to help uncover appropriate 
areas for questioning.  

 Keep the size of a focus group small from six to 12 individuals. 

 As a general rule, members of a particular focus group should be like-minded to encourage free exchange of 
ideas. Separating focus groups with MLS staff and customers is also common. 

 The skill of the moderator is essential in eliciting helpful information. 

 Questions should be open-ended. 

 A focus group allows an MLS to test its concepts with a small number of carefully selected individuals who 
share their opinions in a roundtable discussion. 

 Focus groups gather a significant amount of information in a short amount of time. 

 Focus groups do not require complicated sampling techniques since the information is purely qualitative. 

 Focus groups provide more in-depth information than a quantitative survey does with fewer yes or no 
responses. 

Audits 

Marketing and communication audits are all about examining the organization’s marketing capabilities and the 
effectiveness of the organization’s communications.  
 

Marketing Audits 
A marketing audit has certain similarities to a financial audit in that it is a review or appraisal of your existing 
marketing activities. Conducting a marketing audit provides the opportunity to review and appraise your entire 
marketing activity. It enables you to assess past and present performance as well as to provide the basis for 
evaluating possible future courses of action.  
 
Because the business environment is constantly changing, the marketing audit should be used as a reference tool, 
with constant updates reflecting changes in the external environment and your own internal business experiences. 

Conduct qualitative and 
quantitative research 

Product Development Best 
Practices  
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Marketing audits attempt to answer strategic questions, such as the following: 

 Are you targeting the right groups of people in the community? 

 Is the MLS positioned properly within this community? 

 Are messages received and clear? 

 Is the right mix of communications channels being used to reach this target group? 

 Are there better ways of leveraging technology to reach the community in their environment? 
 

If an MLS is clear in who they are trying to reach, but is not clear about whether they are effectively being reached, a 
marketing audit is due. A marketing audit may also be timely when MLS programs and services have grown or 
changed significantly, but communications have not adjusted accordingly. 
 
Communications Audits  
Communications audits are about reviewing how effective communications tools are implemented into the 
marketing strategy.  
 

 
 

Communications audits provide a thorough analysis of the MLS’s internal and external communications.  An audit 
can help determine if MLS messages are getting through to customers. It can also help identify the most effective 
communications vehicle to address any gaps. Ask the right questions of the right customers and use the information 
to inform the communications plan.  
 
Audits tend to be more effective if conducted by an outsider. Consultants can sometimes be more objective than 
staff, and participants are often more comfortable speaking freely with someone not employed by the MLS. Audits 
should be conducted whenever there is a major change in an organization.  

 
Ten Steps for Conducting a Communications Audit1 
Step 1: Determine key areas to be audited. Look at both internal and external communications. Include everything 
from your standard identity pieces (business cards, letterhead, logo, newsletters, email communications and 
signage) to promotional materials to news coverage received. Don’t forget to analyze your website and other online 
marketing materials.  
 
Step 2: Choose your research methods. To conduct your audit, select among numerous research methods such as 
one-on-one interviews, focus groups, online or telephone surveys and media analysis.  
 
Step 3: Collect and evaluate your past communications. Spread all of last year’s communications pieces–internal and 
external–on a conference room table and ask: 

 How did we inform the public about our business? What worked? What didn’t?  

                                                           
1
 Ten Steps for Conducting a Communications Audit, By Katlin Smith, APR, Principal, UrbanWords™ Group.  

 

Auditing Best Practices 

Continuously seeking customer feedback 

Conducting marketing audits periodically 

Using an objective third party to conduct the audit 

Analyzing the effectiveness of communications with an audit 
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 Were our graphics coordinated and messages consistent?  

 Who were our key audiences?  

 What were our key messages?  

 Did we reach our audiences with the right messages?  

 What media coverage did we receive? Was it effective? What media opportunities did we miss?  

 What is our definition of success? (Email open rates? Social sharing? Responses?) 

 Did we successfully tell our story in our communications?  
 

Take the time to analyze each communications piece by, creating a written list of what worked and what didn’t, 
surveying a few trusted staff and clients, and asking them what did they appreciate and why, as well as what didn’t 
work for them?  
 
Step 4: Look outward: Query your customers. Choose neutral researchers to query your customers. Electronic 
surveys, one-on-one interviews, telephone interviews or focus groups are a few techniques. Select a limited number 
of questions to analyze your communications from your customer’s point of view. Ask: What are your impressions of 
our communications? What do you think of our graphics, identity pieces, website and other marketing materials? 
How could we improve our communications? Remember the saying, “a complaint is a gift.”  
 
Step 5: Look outward: Query your community. What does the community know and perceive about your 
organization? Take a broader look at the impact of your communications. Again, ask questions to reveal public 
(customer) perceptions. This can be achieved by hiring a research firm or an objective person to conduct a formal 
community survey or by informally interviewing community members.  
 
Step 6: Look inward: Query your staff and volunteers. Don’t forget your internal audiences. Collect their opinions 
about your communications. Ask: What are your reactions to communications during the past year? What was 
effective? What wasn’t? What could be improved? Did internal documents serve your needs? What future 
communications could help you function as part of the organization? You will need to determine if all 
communications were understood by all internal audiences. And examine how your internal audiences present your 
organization to the public (customer). Do all employees have an accurate, consistent “elevator speech” about your 
organization? Do you speak as one voice?  
 
Step 7: Analyze your media (social media sentiment, online conversations regarding brand), coverage. Keep all your 
press coverage in a media binder (or online archive folder). This can include television and radio tapes and/or 
transcripts and web coverage. As in Step 3, spread your media coverage around a table. Include articles and paid 
ads. Look at the frequency and reach of your coverage. What is the tone and impact? Are your key messages being 
promoted? Are your audiences being reached? What media opportunities have you missed? To track coverage, a 
news monitoring service might be helpful, or use tools like Google’s free Media Alerts to track your coverage in the 
press, blogs and websites.  You can quantify media coverage using advertising equivalents of the space or time you 
earned. 
 
Step 8: Conduct a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis. Pull your data together from the 
previous steps. Do a SWOT analysis of your communications using a simple chart. Analyze how you can capitalize on 
strengths, stop weaknesses, maximize opportunities and defend against threats.  
 
Step 9: Think like a communications consultant. Based on your findings, what would you recommend to yourself for 
future communications? Select a team to help you analyze your audit results and strategize about future actions.  
 
Step 10: Put together a plan for future communications. Use your research as the starting point for creating a 
communications plan for your organization. Either create the plan internally, or hire a professional to design and 
implement your plan.  
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An additional step is to measure performance of the key communications, using tools to measure the effectiveness 
of email performance, “click-throughs” on articles or websites, and Facebook insights to determine what type of 
content resonates. Use analytics to help with your planning. 

CREATING A MARKETING PLAN 

A marketing plan is a written document composed of an analysis of the current marketing situation, opportunities and 
threats, marketing objectives and strategy specified in terms of putting the right product in the right place, at the right 
price, at the right time. Other elements are action programs, and projected income, which enables an MLS to 
understand the market in which they operate future direction, and the means to obtain support for new initiatives. The 
MLS marketing plan should always be based on the strategic plan of the organization. 
 
An essential component of any marketing plan is the process of communicating to customers. Communications is the 
promotion portion of a marketing plan. In today’s complex environment, communication requires the use of multiple 
vehicles when communicating with customers including print, social media, etc. It is important to carefully plan, and 
then ultimately assess the effectiveness of each communication vehicle used. 
 
Since internal activities, external environments, goals, and support differ for MLSs, the marketing plan will likely be 
different for each MLS. However, there are accepted guidelines that apply to marketing plans. 

Planning Process Components 

 
Executive Summary 
The Executive Summary should be a short summary of the entire marketing plan, and incorporate the highlights of 
each section to be included in the marketing plan. It should also include the MLS's Mission Statement. Write the 
Executive Summary once the marketing plan is complete. 
  
The following information will help the Executive Summary to be informative: 

 MLS's mission statement and vision for the future. 

 MLS's main marketing objectives and tactics. 

 Products and services MLS offers. 

 History of the MLS, annual sales figures, and number of customers. 

 Management team and the structure of the MLS by departments and other stakeholders. 

 Professionals used by the MLS such as accountants, consultants or lawyers. 
 

Product Description 
The product description is the detailed description of the products and or services that the MLS intends to market. It 
should include a ’30-second’ commercial for the product and highlight points of difference and benefits. It should 
also include an analysis of strengths and weaknesses which can be assessed using a SWOT Analysis.  

 
Situation or SWOT Analysis 
A SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis is a structured planning method used to 
evaluate a project or a business. A SWOT analysis involves specifying the objective of the business and 
identifying the internal and external factors that are favorable and unfavorable to achieve that objective. It is 
useful to set the objective after this analysis has been performed. This would allow achievable goals and 
objectives to be set for the MLS. 
 
Strengths: 

o What advantages does the MLS have? 
o What does the MLS do better than others? 
o What unique or lowest-cost resources can the MLS draw on that others cannot? 
o What do customers of the MLS see as strengths? 
o What is the MLS's unique selling proposition? 
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o Consider MLS strengths from both an internal and external perspective. 
 

Weaknesses: 
o What could the MLS improve? 
o What should the MLS avoid? 
o What are customers likely to see as weaknesses? 

 
It is important to be realistic and to face any disagreeable truths as soon as possible. 
 
Opportunities: 

o What good opportunities can the MLS foresee? 
o What interesting trends is the MLS aware of? 

 
Useful opportunities can come from such things as: 

o Customer feedback. 
o Changes in technology and markets. 
o Changes in social patterns, population profiles, lifestyle changes, and so on. 
o Local events. 

 
An interesting way of looking at opportunities is to look at the identified strengths and ask if any of them open 
up any opportunities. Look at identified weaknesses and ask if any of them could open up opportunities if those 
weaknesses were eliminated. 
 
Threats 

o What obstacles does the MLS face? 
o What are the competitors doing? 
o Are quality standards or specifications for MLS products or services changing? 
o Is changing technology threatening the MLS’s position? 
o Does the MLS have bad debt or cash-flow problems? 
o Could any of the weaknesses seriously threaten the MLS business? 

 
For a sample of a “SWOT Analysis Chart,” see Appendix A. 

 
Environmental Scan 
Include an overview of the current market situation (including product, pricing, and distribution), competition, 
challenges, and trends. Detail the customer requirements and changes in customer demands. Also, include what 
current marketing activities are the most successful and what is not working. List an overview of the past year’s 
financial results including the return on investment (ROI), profit margin, etc. 

 
Target Market 
Develop a profile of primary and secondary target markets. Be sure to consider geography, industry, size, 
accessibility, decision-makers, service gaps, and underserved markets. Segment the market by common 
characteristics, such as agent, broker, geographic service area, etc. List what is most important to your customers. 
Also, identify if your market niche needs to be more specific or broader. 
 
Goals and Objectives  
Goals and objectives should be a detailed reflection of the MLS mission statement, spelling out exactly what the MLS 
expects to accomplish. Goals should include both short and long term goals and focus on market share, personnel, 
resources, product development, and financial realities.  
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The MLS may view their short-term goals as the foundation of long-term goals. It may be helpful to think about the 
MLS’s long-term goals first, then break down the required steps to achieving those goals and use those individual 
steps as MLS short-term goals. 
 
Marketing Strategy 
The end result is the creation of the strategy to be used to achieve the identified goals. The strategy needs to 
consider the available resources in development, operations, marketing, finance, technology, and personnel. Each of 
these affects the planning strategy. Resource strengths help MLSs set objectives, develop plans for meeting 
objectives, and take advantage of marketing opportunities. Resource weaknesses restrain an MLS from taking 
advantage of marketing opportunities. 
 
The marketing planning effort should be directed toward creating marketing strategies that are resourceful and 
adaptable. The marketing strategy is the overall MLS program for selecting a particular target market and then 
satisfying customers in that segment. 
 
Action Plan 
Once the MLS marketing strategy has been created, the action plan can be finalized. The action plan should be the 
outcome of the identified short and long-term MLS goals and the marketing strategy. It should address the 
marketing events for the next year and contain the marketing tools needed to reach the target market, including 
advertising, public relations, sales, etc. Quantify each of the marketing tools to include specific programs, associated 
costs, and how often you plan to use them.  

Financial Projections and Budget 

Financial projections are important and need to be clear, as they are essential for measuring long-term success. The 
financial projections should include all expenses and projected revenues related to the project. 
 
The first step to creating a solid marketing budget is to get organized about your current financial situation. When you 
are working around estimates, it is impossible to create a realistic marketing budget, but that is often the reality. 
Assigning dollar amounts to particular projects can be daunting but it can also be used as a buy-in tool with the board of 
directors to demonstrate the investment that is necessary to implement the plan. 
 
For each component of the plan, outline the revenue objective, and all expenses related to the goals; include the project 
description, its purpose and projected outcomes, the timeline and an itemized list of the costs involved. The goal is to be 
realistic about the cost time to complete, since things like a change in the timeline can have a major impact on the 
budget.  

Marketing Plan Best Practices 

Have a clear Executive Summary including MLS Mission Statement 

Define all products and services the MLS has to offer 

Utilize a SWOT analysis 

Provide clear goals and resources needed 

Update and refine as needed 
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CREATING THE COMMUNICATIONS PORTION OF THE MARKETING PLAN  

The mission statement of the MLS, and the findings of the research conducted, are the starting points for developing a 
strategic communications process for implementing the marketing plan. The communications plan should be linked to 
the MLS’s overall strategic direction. It should define the unique position in the market and frame the MLS and its 
primary issues in a way that resonates with its customers. 
 
A communication plan should serve as a road map, guiding the MLS toward the specific objectives of the marketing plan. 
A good plan ensures the MLS is doing the right work, pursuing the right goals, with the right people using the right 
resources. 
 
Be specific when writing the communications plan. Specificity can be helpful. It can lead to segmenting customers (like 
new agents, brokers and appraisers), and develop strategies to effectively reach each targeted group. For a sample of a 
“Communications Plan Outline,” see Appendix B. 

Communication Goals 

The ultimate goal of every MLS is fulfilling its mission. With that in mind, communication goals should: 

 Reflect the MLS’s mission and strategy. 

 Be measurable in terms of business outcomes. 

 Be either informational or motivational. 

 List any outcomes that are both meaningful and measurable. 

 Advance the business objectives of the MLS. 

Targeting the Right Customer  

The next step in the planning process is to determine MLS target audiences. This targeting, or segmentation, will provide 
several lists. The steps are: 

 Listing the groups with whom the MLS needs to communicate. 

 Analyzing each group. 
 
When choosing the people or groups the MLS wants to influence, it may be helpful to think about the many different 
ways the MLS can describe or differentiate them. For example, a long term Broker will be distinctly different from a new 
agent. The more clearly the MLS customers are defined, the easier it will be to make choices about MLS messages and 
communications vehicles. 
 
When analyzing each group, consider: 

 What do they already know about the MLS? 

 How are they likely to react to the MLS message and why? 

 What are some factors influencing the audience? 
 
 

 

Develop 
specific, 

measurable and 
realistic goals 

Clearly identify 
the target 

market 

Create clear 
and memorable 

messages 

Utilize effective 
tools 

Plan for 
potential crises 
so that negative 

impact is 
minimized 

Communication Plan Best Practices 
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Message Development 

Core messages relate to what the MLS is, why it exists as an organization, and what products or services the MLS is 
introducing or providing. The messages that need to be developed could be: 

 What does the MLS want people to know about the organization?  

 When people talk about the MLS, what do you hope they will say?  

 What product or service is being offered, what are the benefits, and what need does it meet? 

 What is the current marketplace landscape? Messages should be created within the context of current industry 
trends and issues.  

 
To make sure the target customer begins to embrace fundamental messages, an MLS needs to be consistent and make 
the same points in all of its communications, and to keep messages simple. To be captivating, messages should be 
memorable. Some MLSs make the mistake of devising too many complex messages that even their internal team cannot 
commit to memory. If staff cannot remember MLS messages it would be a stretch to imagine that customers could 
articulate them as well. It is a good idea to test new MLS messages on specific target customers to be sure they are 
effective. Also, it is imperative that everyone, from the trainers to support staff, understand and can communicate the 
same message. It is important to develop messages for specific customers, programs and projects. But keep in mind that 
all messages should relate back to the MLS brand and be memorable and relevant to its customers.  
 
Once the messages have been developed, it is time to frame them so that the individual customers the MLS wants to 
reach will hear and listen to them. This means you might need to change or adjust the messages based on specific 
customer group research. 

Branding  

Whether it is intentional or not, every MLS already has a brand identity.  It is built by everything the community sees and 
hears about the MLS. It can be from how the phones are answered, how staff presents itself, how MLS materials look, 
how the MLS responds to complaints, and how the MLS website and mobile app works. More importantly, it is how 
customers perceive the MLS based on all those factors and then some. 
 
Branding is not just for big corporations, it is a necessity for MLSs as well. At its core, branding is about establishing 
meaningful relationships with the MLS customer and building trust in the MLS. 
 
The MLS brand is the MLS’s DNA. It is what makes the organization unique. It can be said that the brand is seen as the 
promise to stakeholders, both internal and external. Some MLSs have found that having their brand, along with mission 
and vision statements, professionally printed and in every office of the MLS, helps it keeps laser-like focus for the entire 
staff and customers who visit. When all levels of MLS staff are dedicated to executing the brand promise, customers will 
notice. 
 
Since every MLS already has a brand, continuously managing that brand brings consistency and focus on 
communications and services. 

 

Brand Best Practices 

Recognize the organization has a brand and utilize its 
advantage 

Utilize the brand to focus communications and services 

Ensure staff understands and is committed to the brand 
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Crisis Communications 
Planning for a potential crisis, such as a system failure or security breach, can prevent an MLS from being caught off 
guard. The plan should be straightforward and include the following steps: 

1. Assemble a crisis management team to brainstorm about potential crises and how the MLS will handle them; 
also define roles of the team and schedule follow-up meetings, so that all can remain informed with consistent 
material. 

2. Create a detailed comprehensive communications plan for each crisis scenario. It is likely that each scenario will 
have its own nuances and require a specialized approach.  

3. Document the scenarios and protocol so that the crisis team can easily refer back to the plan in a time of need. 
4. Designate a spokesperson, typically the CEO, for a crisis. 
5. Respond fast! Be proactive and transparent with customers. Acknowledge the problem, express empathy if 

there is loss of life or injury and quickly provide a brief response of what you know at the time and how and 
when you will be providing updates. Have alternative means of communicating should the normal channels be 
out of service. 

6. Test the plans and make sure that all staff knows what to do (in a uniform manner) in a crisis. 
7. Continuously update the plan and make sure to have current contact information for all staff. 

 
Communications associations, such as the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) and the International Association 
of Business Communicators (IABC), have examples of crisis communications plans available on their websites.  

 CW Radio (IABC) – Communicating with stakeholders during a crisis. 

 Tactics Newspaper (PRSA) – Preparing leaders to communicate during a crisis. 

IMPLEMENTATION OF A MARKETING PLAN 

 
Getting the Job Done  
Effective marketing implementation starts with managing your marketing activities. Evaluation and control are 
important aspects of good management. Using a simple chart, checklist, or spreadsheet to monitor your initiatives will 
increase the effectiveness of your implementation. A simple accountability system can consist of a spreadsheet with the 
following column headers: date, action, details, cost, person responsible, target completion date, date completed, and 
resources required. 
 
The heart of the implementation of a marketing plan is the execution; the actual "doing" of the planned marketing 
activities. Initiatives don't get completed by stating them on paper – they require action, management, and follow-up. 
Successful implementation requires: 

● Efficient coordination of activities: who is doing what and by when? For example, you need to determine who is 
in charge of writing press releases, and when they'll be completed and distributed. Who is going to update the 
website, and when will it be done? 

● Deflection of distractions or objections by focusing on the tasks at hand, and determining where your time is 
best spent. 

● Attention to detail. 
● Staying on top of "who's doing what.” Follow-up including checking completion and due dates on a regular basis 

will ensure you're practicing the habit of marketing accountability. 
● Elimination of procrastination. If it's good enough to do later, it's good enough to do now. There's no time like 

now to further your marketing efforts. 
● Over-delivery and under-promising. Delighting your prospects and customers will turn your marketing efforts 

into results. 
● Doing what you do best and outsourcing or delegating the rest. There are many projects, especially audits and 

surveys, where using an outside source, or consultant, can save the MLS money. Consultants bring experience 
while implementing best practices.  Their opinions can bring insight that might otherwise be overlooked. It is 
also possible that valuable customers and executive leadership may be more candid with a consultant and 
provide more useful feedback. 

mailto:http://cw.iabc.com/2013/11/20/cw-radio-50-communicating-with-stakeholders-during-a-crisis-an-interview-with-ruth-kinzey/
http://www.prsa.org/Intelligence/Tactics/Articles/view/10042/1071/Preparing_leaders_to_communicate_during_a_crisis#.U-pwtfldUix
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● Accountability is a good marketing habit. Plans fail because those responsible for getting things done aren't held 
accountable for their assigned tasks. The leaders of the organization and project must know who's responsible 
for what and must manage those who are responsible for getting things done. They monitor the specific 
responsibilities for the specific tasks related to each and every marketing plan component. 

The absence of this follow-up – asking these questions and holding people accountable to due dates – will almost 
guarantee a lack of implementation and success. If you are the chief implementer, you have to hold yourself 
accountable to ensure that implementation gets done. This is tough sometimes for MLSs because of the distractions, 
delivery, and daily business routines that have to be done. But it must be done if you want your marketing efforts to be 
effective. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Message Vehicles 

 
Direct Mail  
Sometimes an MLS may have to turn things around and do something like “thinking inside the box.” Direct mail was 
once the staple of most MLS communications. In recent years, with the flourishing Internet, direct mail was 
relegated to the back seat. Now there seems to be an opportunity to put a personalized and targeted message 
directly into the hands of the MLS customer, reminding them that they are important to the MLS business. Direct 
mail is now uncommon and therefore reserved for “special messages.” 
 
The goal is making direct mail interesting so that it is opened rather than discarded. In order for this goal to work 
there is a need to test the communication with a segment of the MLS customer base before mailing to large 
numbers. Testing multiple strategies will help determine which appeal will be most effective. Keeping the approach 
interesting is the best way to get the direct mail piece opened and read. It is helpful to use related visuals to build 
the MLS brand and mission with the customers touched by the direct mail. 
 
Evolving Technology 
Modern media is changing at such a pace that new tools for electronic communication are coming online every day. 
Somehow, the MLS must be nimble enough to stay current of this rapidly changing landscape.  
 
Begin by collecting contact information as well as asking the members their preferred method of receiving 
communications, e.g. email, text messages, social media, etc. It is important to have current email addresses for all 
MLS customers. However, it should be made clear that the MLS will not share their information and will guard their 
privacy. Once the MLS has the email list, it’s important to maintain it accurately as email addresses are being 
changed frequently.  
 
 
 
 

Implementation  
Best Practices  

Developing an accurate, realistic budget 
and set of expectations 

Creating a process for managing and 
monitoring the implementation 

Focusing on the details of 
implementation, and each participant’s 

completion success 
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Email 
Most MLS customers are overwhelmed by the amount of emails that reach them; even after their spam filter 
catches a large amount for them. Every MLS needs to find out what the best way is for them to reach their 
customers. 

 
Email success methods: 

 Send email only to those who have requested it, by getting permission before sending emails. 

 Include CAN-SPAM compliant features such as an unsubscribe feature and physical office address. 

 Send email on a regular schedule so they are expected. 

 Look at email analytics to see what days, and what time of day, customers open past emails; as well as what 
type of information received the most interest. 

 Perform A/B testing to determine what subject lines, creative and other information, resonates the best. 

 Ensure that email is mobile optimized, as many customers read emails on their mobile devices. 

 Be aware of the latest spam themes and avoid using them or related words. 

 Target emails to those that it pertains to the most whenever possible (i.e. brokers, new customers, rental 
agents, and appraisers). 

 Target email to a subset of customers who are most likely interested or affected by the message. 

 If possible, create opt-in preferences for the type of communications the customer would like to receive, to 
avoid having them unsubscribe from all communication (i.e. general news/announcement, sales 
promotions, and newsflash). 

 
Social Media  
Utilizing social media in the communications plan enables an always-on personal reach that the MLS may have never 
experienced before. The first step is to determine on which social media channels you are going to have a presence. 
It is also necessary to understand how and when to maintain its content. People on social media expect much 
quicker responses, so allocate staff to monitor sites during, and occasionally after, business hours. Recognize that 
consumers may also ‘like’ your company page and can, therefore listen in to the messaging.  
 
Content 
Social media is a place for sharing, commenting, and engaging. By creating content with those qualities, the MLS will 
have more success in spreading its message. Consider whether the same information is to be used on all channels. 
For example, some companies choose to have a separate account for support on Twitter. Some on LinkedIn want 
less ‘fun’ stuff and more business oriented information. It is also important to keep current on changes in algorithms 
that determine which posts get seen (this is mostly on Facebook) as they can change monthly and affect your 
visibility and viral-ness. Finally, some sites, (again mostly Facebook) offer paid posts and advertisements. As with all 
social media advice, there’s no hard and fast rule, but determine how much expense, if any, it’d be worth to pay for 
advertising or augmented posts on Facebook. 

 
Create sharable content by: 

 Using visual, audio, and written content. 

 Telling a great story about MLS customers or brand. 

 Listening and engaging with MLS customers. 

 You are not always expected to have your own content with social media. Find other pages, websites, 
stories, etc. that have information relevant or tangential to your customers interests. 

 
Messaging 
In a social media world, content and engagement should be pulling and drawing people in.  Here are a few ideas 
how: 

 Search Engine Optimize (SEO) content to utilize common customer terms. 

 Engage with the audience, use less corporate jargon, and be more personable and colloquial to create a 
deeper relationship and loyalty. 

 Create interesting content that pulls people in to the MLS message. 
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Campaigns 
A well thought out social media campaign can help promote offline MLS activities. Here are a few examples of what 
can drive offline actions, such as MLS training or events, with these online approaches: 

 Online contesting. 

 Coupons offered on social channels only. 

 Social media ads. 

 Encouraging social sharing of content. 

 Create a hash tag. 
 

Utilizing these social media guidelines, the measurement of success is possible. Generating quantifiable results is 
now easy and straightforward. A few examples are: 

 Plan ahead for tracking SEO keywords, influences, key drivers, social shares, hash tags, and landing pages 
and conversions. 

 Staff is using the correct campaign tracking tools so all data is captured. 

 Create and share weekly reports during the campaign. 

 Based on metrics and results, adjust the campaign as needed while it is still running. 
 

Marketing Materials  
To be noticed, read, and remembered, MLS publications need to be visually appealing and reinforce MLS brand 
identity. MLS materials need to be linked visually and have consistent messages. It is essential that an MLS knows 
their customer, and what the organization hopes to accomplish through the materials. 
 
It is important to obtain usage rights to photography and design concepts at the outset, and include rights such as 
posting photographs on the MLS website. It will help the MLS to know exactly what rights are being authorized to 
avoid possible costly challenges later.  
 
Websites  
The first place most people look for information modernly is the Internet. It is helpful for an MLS to keep some 
fundamental rules in mind for the MLS website: 

 On the Internet, people usually do not read, they scan. 

 Good sites are clearly organized and easy to navigate. 

 Have robust search functions. 

 Include savvy and useful tools. 

 Do not take long to load, and are cross-browser and operating system compatible. 
 

Maintaining the MLS website is at least as important as creating it in the first place. It should be a goal to add new 
content regularly. It may be easy to make corrections on a site, but if the MLS site is littered with errors it can make 
users lose confidence in the quality of the website. There’s little credibility in a website that doesn’t have changing 
or updated content – or at least content that APPEARS fresh. 
 

Social Media Best Practices 

Being consistently 
maintained 

Properly branded 

Responsible and 
respectful 

administrators to 
monitor posts  

Create shareable 
content to 
encourage 

redistribution 
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Utilizing a Content Management System (CMS) to help keep the MLS site current is very beneficial. A CMS makes it 
simpler for those unfamiliar with HTML to post and update materials without assistance from the technical staff. It 
can be important, especially to MLSs with a public facing website, to design it so that it is search engine friendly. 
Even if the MLS site is brilliantly designed, but pops up on page 15 of a Google search, it can get lost in the shuffle.  

 
Optimization  
For MLSs that have a public facing website, optimization can be important and help the MLS standout. Search 
Engine Optimization (SEO) describes the procedures used to optimize or design from scratch a website to rank 
well in search engines. Website optimization includes processes such as adding relevant keywords and phrases, 
editing tags, inserting image tags, and optimizing other components of a website. This ensures that the website 
is accessible to a search engine and will improve the overall chances that it will be indexed by search engines. 

 
1. Optimize MLS social media profiles: 

Fill out the ‘About’ or ‘Information’ sections of any social media platform by not only using words or 
phrases that describe the MLS, but also that individuals would use to search for the MLS. The “Category” 
field is often over looked on Facebook pages but can be important for Facebook mobile searches. Check 
to make sure the MLS is listed as the correct category while editing basic information. 
 

2. Optimize social media content/updates: 
To optimize social content, always include some of the relevant search keywords determined for the 
MLS business in updates. By using the MLS’s name in social posts it will help Google associate the 
keywords used to describe the MLS. 
 

3. Build links by making MLS content shareable. 
 

 
 

Common website mistakes to avoid: 

 Not making MLS’s social media sites public. 

 Creating a Facebook profile instead of a Facebook page. 

 Not customizing Facebook URL. 

 Not using the MLS’s business name as the Facebook page name or Twitter name. 

 Uploading images to social channels with file names such as: Photo1 or IMG1287—images with meaningful 
file names can help rank better. 

 Duplicating another website’s content. 
 

Improving SEO takes time. Changes do not happen overnight. Always be as descriptive as possible and keep 
information up-to-date. Ultimately, an MLS should focus on providing a great experience for its customers; that way 
the MLS will benefit through natural word-of-mouth. 

•Reinforce brand identity 

•Link materials visually  

•Express consistent messages 

•Use targeted messages 

•Spend as much time maintaining the website as spent launching it 

•Increase ranking in Internet search engines by using key words 

•Collect email addresses at every opportunity 

Website Best Practices 
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MILESTONES 

Measuring and Adjusting 

Quantifying the influence of MLS marketing and communication efforts can be difficult but it has its rewards. Most 
importantly, the MLS will have the understanding of what is working, and what is not, so that adjustments can be made 
to the overall communications plan.  

Tools for Measuring Results  

 
Publications 
Surveys tell what MLS customers think of the quality and frequency of each publication, how much of it they read, 
whether they pass it on to colleagues and clients, whether it motivates them to take action, and many other 
valuable pieces of information. 
 
Website 
It is now very easy to count hits on an MLS website, but harder to know what hits actually necessitate. It may be 
more useful to also look at usage patterns, such as peak usage times and what information people are accessing 
most.  

Refining  

The take away for most MLSs is to strive to be efficient and as the results and responses come in be nimble enough to 
change mid-stream. Reflect on the original goals and objectives and consider the results to date. Conduct further 
research to determine how successful the implementation, and corresponding results have been. Regroup and re-
strategize, then implement the revised plan. Finally, continue to monitor and refine the plan to achieve results. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: SWOT Analysis Form  

 

STRENGTHS MY COMPANY COMPETITORS (IF APPLICABLE) 

What are your business advantages?     

What are your core competencies?     

What products best achieve 
customer satisfaction? 

  

If applicable, where are you making 
the most money? 

    

What are you doing well?     

Weaknesses     

What areas are you avoiding?     

Where do you lack resources?     

What are you doing poorly?     

Where are you losing money?     

What needs improvement?     

Opportunities     

Any beneficial trends?     

Niches that competitors are missing?     

New technologies?     

New needs of customers?     

Threats     

Obstacles to overcome?     

Aggressive competitors?     

Successful competitors?     

Negative economic conditions?     

Government regulation?     

Changing business climate?     

Vulnerabilities?     
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Appendix B: Sample Communications Plan Outline 

 

Name of Project: _____________________________ 

 

Date: ______________________________________ 

 

1. What is the issue to be addressed? 
Briefly describe the problem or issue that the communication plan is to address. 
 

2. What are the Goals to be achieved? 
Why communicate? 
What do we want people to do as a result? 
What do you want to get out of the communications plan? 
What changes in policy or behaviors are desired? 
 

3. Intended audience(s)? 
Who is your primary target audience? 
Who are some secondary audiences? 
 

4. What is the main message (s) we wish to communicate? What are secondary messages and messages for different 
audiences? 
When you are talking to the media what are the key points you always want to hit on? 
 
The message can change depending on the audience, but there should be a few bullet points that get included into 
every conversation. 
 
How do you want the issue to be described? Think of a 5-10 word description that reporters can use that isn’t 
biased.  
 

5. Communication Tools? 
What tools are you using to spread the messages? Website? Newsletters? E-mails? Tours? Speaking engagements? 
Forums? Mailings? List every outlet for communicating with audiences that you have or want to have. 
 
Select those tools that will have the greatest impact or penetration on your target audience (s). 
 
Include any and all media contacts as an attachment to your document. 
 
Timeframe? 
Establish a time when the desired results are needed. 
Establish intermediate deadlines for individual activities. 
 

6. What relevant research, data (surveys, focus group results, similar projects elsewhere, etc.) are or will soon 
become available? 
What data clearly illustrates the issue? 
What case studies or illustrations put a human face on the issue? 
The data must be compelling, locally based and evoke emotion. 
 

7. Activities/publications/events/media? 
What activities will be the most effective in communicating your message(s) to the target audiences? 
Resources and time are limited so it is important to select those activities that will have the greatest impact. 
 



20 CMLS Marketing and Communications Best Practices  
Copyright 2014 Council of Multiple Listing Services 

 

8. Resources required: funds; skills; equipment, supplies; staff time, temporaries, consultants 
For each activity list the resources that will be required to undertake that activity. 
 

9. Who has primary responsibility? Who are the collaborators/helpers/supporters? 
Make sure that each activity has a person willing to take responsibility for that activity and ensure it is completed on 
time and within budget. 
 

10. Evaluation? 
Make sure you have a way of evaluating your efforts.  
How many people were reached?  
Who was reached?  
Were there any positive actions taken as a result of efforts?  
Include both input and output measures (news articles written vs actions taken). 
Come up with some ways to evaluate, and make sure some of those evaluation indicators include numbers and 
stats. 

 
Other possible items to include: 

o Calendar of events. 

o List of potential spokespeople and their expertise areas. 

o Possible feature stories to pitch to the media. 
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Appendix C: Sample Best Practices Checklist for Marketing and Communications 

  
MARKETING AND COMMUNICATIONS  YES NO COMMENTS 

Product Development    

MLS maintains responsibility for the research, implementation, 
integration and marketing of all products and services to 
customers 

   

Process focuses on the value for the customer    

Qualitative and/or quantitative research is conducted using 
various research tools; e.g. phone calls, meetings, surveys, focus 
groups, etc. 

   

    

Marketing Audits    

Marketing audits are conducted periodically to review and 
appraise success of marketing activity 

   

    

Communications Audits    

Internal and external communications are audited to determine 
effectiveness 

   

Standard identity pieces are reviewed; e.g. logo, signage, 
letterhead  

   

Promotional pieces from flyers, training materials to news 
coverage are evaluated 

   

A SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) 
analysis has been performed 

   

A plan for future communications has been developed based on 
results of audit 

   

    

Creating A Marketing Plan    

Marketing plan includes product development, pricing, sales, 
customer service, branding, research, stakeholder 
communications and public relations 

   

Marketing plan focuses on fulfilling customer needs    

    

Executive Summary    

Marketing plan includes a brief executive summary    

    

Product Description    

Plan includes a description of the product(s) included in the plan    

A SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) 
analysis has been developed 

   

Include an environmental scan of the current market (product, 
pricing, distribution) and activities  

   

Develop a profile of primary and secondary target markets    
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES YES NO COMMENTS 

Define the goals and objectives of the plan focused on the 
mission of the MLS, include short and long term goals 

   

    

Define Marketing Strategy    

Identify and define the strategy to be used to achieve the goals 
ensuring the strategy meets the needs of the customers 

   

    

Develop the Action Plan    

Define the marketing events to be used for the year    

Identify tools needed to reach the market, including advertising, 
public relations, sales, etc. 

   

Define how tools will be used for each specific program, 
associated costs and frequency of use 

   

    

Financial Projections and Budget    

Include all expenses and projected revenues for the project    

For each component of the plan outline the revenue objective 
and projected outcome include an itemized list of all costs 

   

Consider financial impact of a change in the timeline of each 
component of the plan 

   

    

Communication Portion      

Include the mission statement and overall strategic direction     

Develop specific, measurable communication goals    

Analyze and clearly identify target customers     

Develop clear and memorable messages    

Ensure messages are consistent across all communication 
vehicles, including training and support 

   

    

Branding    

Recognize a brand exists and utilized its advantage    

Utilize brand in communication and services    

Ensure staff understands and is committed to the brand    

    

Crisis Communications    

Have a crisis communication plan    

Designate a spokesperson    

Define alternative communication channels in the event normal 
channels are unavailable 

   

Test the plan to ensure fast and effective response    
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IMPLEMENTING A MARKETING PLAN YES NO COMMENTS 

Develop a chart or checklist to monitor the progress and 
implementation 

   

Define who is responsible for each activity     

Include dates for completion of activities    

Follow up on results on a regular schedule    

    

Message Vehicles and Materials    

Define and list methods of communication, including direct mail, 
email, social media, system messages, blogs, office visits, 
telephone etc. 

   

Ensure social media (and other vehicles) are consistently 
maintained, properly branded, responsibly monitored 

   

Create shareable content on social media sites to encourage 
redistribution  

   

    

Websites    

Reinforce brand identity    

Link materials visually    

Express consistent messages    

Use targeted messages    

    

Milestones  and Monitoring    

Conduct surveys to learn what customers think of each 
communication vehicle 

   

Utilize website metrics  to assess usage patterns and access    

Refine plan as needed to meet customer needs    
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Appendix D: Reference List and Contributing Organizations 

 

Reference List 
Alliance for MLS Management 
Bizjounals.com 
Contact and conflict in inter-group encounters 
Council of Small Business 
Fiscal Management for Small Business / Harvard University 
Guidstar.com  
International dimensions of organizational behavior 
Small Business Association 
Society for Human Resources Management 
Statistics for psychology 
Handbook of industrial and organizational  
The Wallace Foundation 
UrbanWords Group 
 
Contributing Organizations 
Arizona Regional Multiple Listing Service (ARMLS) 
California Regional Multiple Listing Service (CRMLS) 
Delaware Valley Real Estate Information Network (TREND) 
Heartland Multiple Listing Service and Kansas City Regional Association of REALTORS® 
Metropolitan Regional Information Services (MRIS) 
MLSListings, Inc. 
Multiple Listing Service Property Information Network (MLSPIN) 
My Florida Regional Multiple Listing Service (MFRMLS) 
Northern Nevada Regional Multiple Listing Service (NNRMLS) 
NorthstarMLS 
Northwest Multiple Listing Service (NWMLS) 


