

	



How MLS Safety Fields Support Broker Cooperation
Tracey Hawkins (00:00):
Many real estate professionals may start noticing new Safety Fields in their MLS.
Sam DeBord (00:05):
This is sort of a baseline for the ability of brokers to help one another in serving their customers in the market.
Tracey Hawkins (00:10):
How MLSs gather information on property safety conditions can be important, but don't misunderstand what those Safety Fields are for because inaccuracies can cause a ripple of issues.
Johnny Mowad (00:21):
You don't want to create a situation where you're basically doing a blueprint for somebody trying to cause harm.
Tracey Hawkins (00:30):
You're listening to Drive With NAR: The Safety Series, powered by REALTOR Magazine in partnership with the REALTOR Safety Program. Hear harrowing stories from real estate pros who have faced danger in the field, and expert advice on how to work safely. Get more real estate safety tips at NAR.realtor/safety.
(00:51):
We'd like to thank Offerpad for sponsoring this month's episode. I'm Tracey Hawkins, and MLS Safety Fields can be an important place to share vital property intel with other real estate pros in your market. Let's talk about their purpose and best practices with two people who have been intimately involved in bringing Safety Fields to fruition. First up is Sam DeBor. He is the CEO of Real Estate Standards Organization, also known as RESO, which helped create valuable national guidance about MLS Safety Fields for local adoption. Sam is also a former real estate broker. Thank you for being here, Sam.
Sam DeBord (01:25):
It's great to be here, Tracey. Thank you for having me.
Tracey Hawkins (01:29):
And Johnny Mowad is an associate broker with Ebby Halliday REALTORS in Dallas who helped shape NAR work related to the MLS Safety Fields through the MLS committee. Glad to have you here, Johnny.
Johnny Mowad (01:39):
Thanks for having us.
Tracey Hawkins (01:40):
The MLS is a topic that doesn't get discussed nearly enough, and to have two people who know it inside out is ideal. But before we get started, I want to talk about basics. First of all, MLS stands for multiple listing service. I was a real estate agent about 35, 36 years ago, and I remember when the MLS to me was like a phone book with pictures and descriptions. What I'd like each of you to do is to define what the MLS is and what it does. And let's start with you, Sam.
Sam DeBord (02:09):
Sure. Thanks, Tracey. So the MLS is a broker cooperative. At the end of the day, it's brokers agreeing to work together based on shared rules. So everyone decides that there are rules that they want to comply with because it makes their businesses better, it makes the services they offer better, and it makes for a better marketplace for consumers through access to more inventory and just more transparency and information.
(02:33):
So it's really something that raises the bar for the real estate profession, but also for consumer experience. And there's a lot of technology layered on top of that. But at the end of the day, the core of that MLS is really those brokers agreeing to work together for the benefit of their customers.
Tracey Hawkins (02:49):
And then Johnny, I know you also said the reason you wanted to start an inspiration is that it helped increase the safety and culture. Could you speak to that?
Johnny Mowad (02:57):
When we talk about safety, it's really an all encompassing concept that it's not just about the physical safety, whether it be the practitioners in the elements and around in an or inside a home. It's more about how can we communicate better between the practitioners and listing agents to make our jobs easier, and of course, create a safe environment for all parties involved.
Tracey Hawkins (03:21):
Oh, I love that. Sam, you talk about clues and you said that we can help each other absent clues and that the clues are used to make it safe. Can you talk about how clues factor into the MLS Fields?
Sam DeBord (03:33):
Sure. The information that brokers can share with each other, much like the MLS in general, is just leveraging this group's strength and this group's knowledge. So a listing broker can help not just those buyer's brokers, but also the buyers have a safer experience because they know more about the property than people who haven't been there yet.
(03:52):
So we can leverage the knowledge of all of the listing brokers and listing agents in an MLS by them highlighting things that may or may not be issues for any individual buyer's broker, buyer's agent and their buyer customers, but in individual situations, those things will be very important.
(04:08):
So things like who might be in the home when they get to the home, what the power source might be like, if there's lighting issues, if there's electricity issues, if it's hard to access this property because it's in a remote location, there's not high visibility there on the property, maybe you've got inconsistent cell phone service. So we leverage the knowledge of the brokers and agents in an MLS and the folks working in realtor committees to be able to help describe those things well.
Tracey Hawkins (04:37):
Okay, great, great explanation. Now, I want to make sure our listeners understand what the MLS Safety Fields are for. I'm going to ask both of you, what kind of reformation should an agent put there? I know you just alluded to some of them. Sam, what kind of reformation not only should they put in those fields, but what should they not put in these fields?
Sam DeBord (04:57):
So there's two kind of general categories that I think are important to think about, and then Johnny can describe this better from a practitioner's standpoint. The words I would use are approximate and immediate, are these things that are on the property. They're not things that are about the neighborhood or the city, things that are just generalized for the area. Are they right there on the property and specific things that the agents and their customers should know about? The other thing is immediate.
(05:21):
Are they things that are going to be there the day that those folks go onto that property? It's not about, well, this area has intermittent crazy weather. It's not about climate change may affect it in the future. It's about what we know is going to be there when they come to that property that day. So if these clues are proximate and immediate instructions for people about the property, then we're really focused on what we need to be in terms of Safety Fields.
Johnny Mowad (05:47):
Yeah. Just to piggyback off of what Sam was saying, in today's digital age, safeguarding our sensitive information is the most paramount thing we can do, not only as a practitioner, but as the safeguards to the multiple listing service systems. The real estate Safety Fields provide a crucial layer for all of us. And regardless, in our day-to-day activities, no matter what we're doing, we have to meticulously vet the secure and protect our data.
(06:12):
Sam had already mentioned the top eight big fields that came from our safety committee meetings over the past several years. And as you mentioned, those are like, is it vacant? Is there heat? Is there lighting interior? Is there lighting exterior? Is there remote access? What do those look like? Is the electric on? So some of the basic fields are there to serve as just different protection layers.
Tracey Hawkins (06:35):
Now, Johnny, what are your thoughts about how that information, including if it's an isolated property or if there's no electrical, how could that impact the safety of the agent who may be showing it?
Johnny Mowad (06:48):
So when everything started, there was basically a laundry list of items that people wanted included as far as multiple listing service fields, searchable fields, if you will. The different groups that met together came up with all sorts of what if situations, what if we put this in there? What if we do this? But what we were starting to see is that some of that information could actually lead to an unsafe environment.
(07:12):
And what that means is if somebody were to get access to those types of fields that are so sensitive that they could create an unfair advantage for somebody wanting to cause harm to a practitioner and/or a home, then they could weaponize these types of fields. So what the different committees that met over the years to try to come up with best practices decided is to focusing on those core eight items as we kind of went over as a best practice to include in your local MLS.
(07:42):
The reason for that, again, is you don't want to create a situation where you're basically doing a blueprint for somebody trying to cause harm. The MLS is a tool. It is not a replacement for the local real estate professional. We can give you all of the information in the world at your fingertips, but if you don't know how to properly harness it and utilize it, then it is going to just be a waste of everyone's time.
(08:06):
So again, these Safety Fields are fundamentally important. However, it doesn't stop you from contacting the listing agent and having that personal phone call to say, "Hey, I'm going to go show property one, two, three on Main Street. Is there anything I need to know?" And in that one conversation, you're going to be privy to all of the information you need to know from the listing agent, which ultimately leads to the safest experience for all parties involved.
Tracey Hawkins (08:30):
So how do we balance that? If we know that information is important, how do we keep the so-called bad guys from accessing it and using it to target the agent? Are there privacy elements here on those listings? We'll start with you, Johnny, and then I'll like Sam to jump in.
Johnny Mowad (08:46):
Absolutely. And I'll let Sam tag team on this one. But the multiple listing service system in general is a lockdown platform. What we choose, and I say we collectively, meaning the MLS of choice or wherever you're with, they release certain fields. And from those fields, that releasing of data is called a syndication.
(09:06):
And so there are certain fields within the MLS that we do not syndicate, and those are usually private remark fields and sensitive fields of that nature. And from that, we can kind of control some of the information that's proprietary and or that doesn't need to be released to the general public. And Sam, I'll let you kind of tag in with some more of the finer details of how that works on the backend.
Sam DeBord (09:27):
That's an important point, that there is a lot of information in the MLS that goes out publicly. But as Johnny said, things like private remarks are intended to be kept between the brokers, between the agents who are participants and scribers in the MLS, and there are reasons for that. So it's important to know that these standardized fields here for safety are a starting point. They're not everything.
(09:49):
The intent is to have some very well understood fields that brokers and agents in any market will be triggered to add this information to a listing because they see it repeatedly. They see it multiple MLSs if they're working in multiple MLS systems or the folks they work with across the country are using the same kinds of fields. So these are very common items that can and should be included in a listing. But again, for the agents and for the brokers not to be published on a website or in a consumer report.
(10:21):
That being said, there's a lot more information about individual listings that a listing broker and a listing agent might want to add for those buyer's agents, for those buyers themselves. So if you've got private remarks, there may be very unique safety characteristics that either in the private remarks of the MLS or with a phone call to the listing broker, those things can also be covered. But this is sort of a baseline for bringing everyone's level up a little bit and generally increasing the ability of brokers to help one another in serving their customers in the market.
Tracey Hawkins (10:52):
And I know that you both, everyone wants agents to get into the habit of actually looking at these fields. They're there to serve you and to help you. And I like the thought that you are just stressing the fact that this is private information, so that way agents, whether listing agents, they won't hesitate to put information that's necessary. 
(11:12):
Calling all real estate agents. Did you know that in Q1 of 2024 Offerpad purchased 50% more homes with agents than in Q4 of 2023? Elevate your game with Offerpad agent partnership program. Terms and conditions apply. Visit offerpad.com/agents to learn more. 
(11:32):
Now, we also need to keep in mind that these fields are not catchall. I want you to talk a little bit about the agent who wants to call out every flaw in the property, every potential safety issue, anything that happens that may be kind of a one-off that may not have anything to do with the property. Johnny, how do we keep agents focused on what information goes in there?
Johnny Mowad (11:51):
Well, I don't believe that you can have too much information. If I have another practitioner that goes to one of my listings and wants to provide valuable feedback that for whatever reason they deemed it necessary to bring it to my attention, then that's something as an associate broker myself, I need to take serious. Maybe they had an experience where they're with a certain cell phone carrier that may not have the best access near my property.
(12:18):
And sometimes it's not necessarily about safety, sometimes it's just about practicality and accessibility. Safety kind of is an all encompassing term, but when you go to show a house, now the modern age, with a lot of these digital locks on your cell phone, if you haven't updated your phone, you can't access the house. And now you're in a remote area and you never know what may happen.
(12:39):
And/or you may be in a remote area where there's not a gas station nearby. And I have to say, as a practitioner who has not gone hybrid yet, that can be a safety issue too, running out of gas in a remote area. So I mean, there's so many things that go into it. And again, I just want to really drive the fact that, again, the MLS is an important tool, but in no means does it replace the practitioner in our real estate environment.
Tracey Hawkins (13:04):
That makes a lot of sense. And Sam, you talked about transparency. Talk a little bit about how data accuracy can impact a transaction.
Sam DeBord (13:13):
Sure. And from the perspective of Safety Fields, this is really why NAR and its committees brought this to us, is to not have everyone describe the same thing in 10 different ways if it's the same thing. If we can make it very easy for a listing broker and agent to add accurate information about power, about visibility, about cell phone service, even about the condition of a property, if it's still yet to be built or it's under construction, then that more accurate, simplified standardized information is also more easily consumed by the buyer's agents.
(13:45):
So when we know it's a very common thing, they don't have to go through paragraphs of private remarks to find out these very basic, straightforward things. So it creates efficiency and understanding for both sides of the transaction. And I think we see in the real estate brokerage space with real estate agents, there's a real comradery in the industry of folks who, yes, they're competitors.
(14:06):
Yes, they want to get the listing that their neighbor might be trying to get as well, but they work together and they really do have that sense of "We're in this together for the profession even while we compete and try to get more business than one another." So this is an opportunity to add that accuracy from the listing brokerage side to the buyer's brokerage side.
Tracey Hawkins (14:25):
Let's talk a little bit about how the idea of this MLS Fields, how they came about. You touched upon it, Johnny, but Sam, tell us how RESO got involved.
Sam DeBord (14:35):
Well, RESO got involved after NAR initiated a lot of this work. Again, the brokers and agents working through NAR committees, who are the ones who know the business issues, they're the ones who know the practical issues that need to be covered, came up with the idea over quite a bit of time and research. So that's certainly where the credit should go for this work. This group, the NAR Safety Advisory Committee, brought it to RESO as a proposal.
(14:59):
We're also implementing these fields to make sure that they're going to work in practice. At RESO, we don't go invent ways of doing business. We invent ways to standardize across systems when our members say they would like a common, efficient, standardized way to do things. So it was important that the MLSs and the brokers test these things out on their own.
(15:20):
And many MLSs do have their own Safety Fields already. And then when they decided that it was important to have a standardized way to do it across the country, so MLSs, who many of them work in two, three, even five different MLSs, they would've a common way to describe these things for buyers. But I think Johnny can talk more to the groups that initiated the business need.
Johnny Mowad (15:41):
There's a lot that came of it. Over the years, we've had one tragedy after another, and your heart stops every time you hear about another situation that arguably could have been prevented. We preach safety. We always talk about how to best protect our real estate profession, but the reality of it is we oftentimes put ourselves in very difficult situations.
(16:08):
As we continue to strive to get better in our profession, the nice things that are coming about with recent changes are the needs and the requirements to do more vetting prior to your first showing. And I can't tell you how important that is, not only from a safety perspective, but just the way of doing business. You don't just randomly pick somebody up in your car you've never met on the side of the street. So why would you go open a door for somebody you've never met except for one phone call?
Sam DeBord (16:39):
I think Johnny hits on maybe the most important part of this whole conversation. You say "data standards" and some people's eyes might glaze over. You say "years of committee work," and folks might think, "Wow, that sounds like the least sexy part of the industry." But I've been an agent, I've been a broker, I've walked into homes with clients when there were squatters sleeping in the beds. I've had that feeling where you are worried about your own safety, about your client's safety.
(17:05):
There's a real visceral feeling of physical questioning of your safety level when you're in these situations. So it's important that our folks go out and do that every day. We've got folks out there, over a million licensees who are out there doing this every day in their markets. And so all of the, what some folks might call grunt work in the background to make these things more accessible and more simple for people to use are driven by really important daily experiences of those agents and brokers in the market.
Johnny Mowad (17:34):
Yeah. As Sam says, they don't show this on Million Dollar Listing, do they? When you're dealing with vagrants inside a home, I'm a six-foot three big, big guy. But I can tell you time, after time after time, I have been in very difficult situations, but luckily was trained by a great mentor. I have a great organizational background that has taught me how to get myself out of those situations.
(18:00):
But you have an industry where people are just trying to pay rent, and they are putting themselves in some incredibly awkward and dangerous situations because they feel they have no other choice. But we need to do better in retraining our real estate professionals and letting them know that no commission check is ever worth your safety.
Tracey Hawkins (18:22):
And I'm glad you said that. Back in 2017, I wrote an article for REALTOR Magazine about ways the male agents put themselves in danger. So the fact that you're even thinking about that is good news and hopefully motivation for all agents to take a look at these fields and to take them seriously. Before we wrap up with your marching orders for your fellow real estate practitioners, let's talk a little bit about fair housing. How do these fields impact fair housing, and is there a chance for agents to avoid getting in trouble there? And let's start with you, Sam.
Sam DeBord (18:55):
Sure. I think going back to the sort of frameworks we talked about earlier is important when you're assessing whether you're using these Safety Fields which have been vetted to ensure that they are compliant and supportive of fair housing issues, or whether you're trying to do additional things in your disclosures, you're trying to add information, whether that's private remarks, whether that's emails or phone calls, thinking about is this objective information? Is it proximate to the property? Is it an immediate concern with the property? Are we talking about property and not people?
Tracey Hawkins (19:28):
Johnny, why is there a need for national guidance on MLS Safety Fields?
Johnny Mowad (19:33):
The need for national guidance in the Safety Fields is primarily because we have such a wide range of practitioners out there. Of course, you have to be licensed in your state. Of course, you have to be under a broker to practice as a licensee. However, the discrepancy is there's so many ways to do business.
(19:53):
So by having a national platform out there, or at least a national platform to provide some sort of guidance and best practices, allows for all practitioners to be swimming in the right direction together, working as one so that the information is recognizable, first of all, and that it is something that can be used in your daily practice.
(20:13):
Because if you have different rules, different protocols, different fields in all different areas, that can be very confusing, not only to the practitioner, but should any of the information get out to the consumer, that can also have a devastating effect too. So again, it's more about just having a clear and transparent process for all parties involved and ultimately representing what's best for everyone, safety, safety for mind, body, and the property, so.
Tracey Hawkins (20:41):
Thank you both so much for your role in getting the Safety Fields implemented in the MLS. Now, I want each of you to give some actionable advice to your fellow real estate practitioners. Why do they need to pay attention to these fields, whether it's the listing agent or the buyer's agent, what's the value added there? Let's start with you, Sam.
Sam DeBord (21:02):
So these things are not requirements. It's not a requirement that your MLS implement these fields in their system, and it's not a requirement that your agents fill out these fields on their listings. So it's going to take some communication. It's going to take some advocacy. If you think this is important for your marketplace, then it's important that your MLS is having this discussion about implementing these fields.
(21:22):
If you think it's important for your agents, then it's important that they're informed and they know when these fields are available, how to fill them out correctly, how to make sure that they're working in a way that's benefiting their broker cooperative, the folks that they've agreed to work with under a certain set of rules. So having that information shared broadly and then having those open discussions with your MLS marketplace and your brokerage are important to get these things implemented if they're important for your businesses.
Tracey Hawkins (21:50):
Johnny?
Johnny Mowad (21:52):
If I were to tell you one person in your brokerage firm may be seriously injured and/or killed this year, what would you do? My advice is to contact your broker, have these awkward conversations, discuss what your brokerage's safety policies are. By learning the best practices within your brokerage firms, you can ultimately feed those up through the state, the local, the national level, and help get us the information that we need.
(22:18):
Because that one person in your firm that could be seriously injured and or killed this year, that can be prevented. And by properly utilizing Safety Fields, working together as an industry and collectively working to maximize our MLS, which is our most important tool in our industry, we can work together to prevent a lot of bad things that happen out there.
Tracey Hawkins (22:41):
Excellent advice. When will the fields appear?
Sam DeBord (22:44):
So these are just newly approved, so this is going to be something that's coming to your MLSs in the coming year, and again, an opportunity for them to implement these in the coming year in the new version of what we call the data dictionary. And we'd never want to end a podcast talking about a data dictionary, but here we are. So talk to your MLS. All you need to know is that NAR has publications on this information, and you can get that information and share it with your boards and your MLSs.
Tracey Hawkins (23:09):
We couldn't have had two better people here to talk about this important topic. Agents, you have your marching orders. Go forward and show your value. Use the tools that are provided to you to help you stay safe and to protect the consumers. Everyone, stay safe. Thank you for joining us on Drive With NAR: The Safety Series. New episodes of the Drive With NAR podcast drop twice a month at magazine.realtor/drive or wherever you get your podcast. NAR does not endorse any product and does not take a stance on any specific safety tool. Members are encouraged to use only those safety tools in which they're properly trained. Find more safety resources at NAR.realtor/safety.




