
The Market Value of Listing Data—and the 
Cost of the Grey Market

The Untapped Asset Inside Every MLS

Multiple Listing Services (MLSs) have long served as the backbone of residential real estate, providing the most accurate, 
comprehensive, and timely data available. Yet despite the immense effort brokers and agents invest in maintaining this 
system, the market value of MLS data remains largely under-realized.
 

At the same time, much of that value has slipped into what is commonly referred to as the grey market—the unauthorized or 
informal exchange of MLS data outside established licensing frameworks. The combination of soaring institutional demand for 
real estate data and the ease with which data can be copied or repurposed has created a multi-million-dollar problem that 
drains potential revenue from MLSs and brokers alike.

Sizing the Market: How Valuable Is Listing Data?

In today’s data-driven economy, real estate listing information is a prized input 
for financial institutions, insurers, AVM developers, and proptech firms building 
everything from predictive analytics to portfolio management tools.
 

A typical year produces about 6.5 million new listings nationwide, according to 
Redfin’s 2024 market data. The cost to replicate those listings in the open 
market—via scraping or unauthorized API access—is astonishingly small: public 
data scraping services charge between $1 and $2 per thousand records, putting 
the annual “replacement cost” of the nation’s MLS data at roughly $8,000–
$65,000.
 

That trivial acquisition cost helps explain the persistence of the grey market. 
When the cost to steal or repurpose data is measured in pennies, but the 
commercial value downstream is measured in millions, the incentive to bypass 
legitimate channels becomes obvious.
 

By contrast, the economic value of the data—the money generated through 
market analytics and insights, valuation models, and investment decisions built 
on listing information—is orders of magnitude higher. Modeling based on known 
buyer tiers and license pricing suggests that if even a modest portion of grey-
market users were converted into legitimate licensees, MLSs could collectively 
generate $5 million to over $100 million per year in recurring revenue through 
institutional licensing.



Understanding the Grey Market

The term “grey market” in organized real estate doesn’t just describe web scrapers. In many cases, the leakage occurs through broker-
licensed data feeds (IDX or VOW) that are quietly repurposed for analytics, AVMs, or institutional valuation tools. Some companies even 
establish shell brokerages across multiple states solely to obtain MLS access credentials, circumventing the intent of subscriber 
licensing altogether.
 

This back-door commercialization erodes the integrity of MLS data, undermines broker confidence, and weakens the economic 
foundation of the entire cooperative system. Every time an institutional player uses scraped or misappropriated data instead of licensing 
directly from an MLS, the revenue that should support brokers and MLS operations is diverted to unregulated intermediaries.
 

In effect, MLSs are losing control of one of their most valuable assets — not because of demand failure, but because the industry hasn’t 
provided enough compliant, standardized pathways for legitimate data use.

Quantifying the Lost Value

To put real numbers to this problem, a conservative analysis using real-world licensing tiers shows:

Conservative Case

$5.25
Million per year
50 converted buyers

Moderate Case

$23.9
Million per year
200 converted buyers

Aggressive Case

$107.2
Million per year
800 converted buyers

These estimates assume pricing tiers from $5,000 for small firms to $1 million for enterprise licenses, reflecting typical rates seen 
across data-as-a-service platforms where data is legitimately licensed from MLS organizations and/or brokerages.



Beyond direct licensing revenue, there is an additional “overlay value” tied to the economic activities powered by listing data: 


Automated valuation model (AVM) firms and mortgage lenders use listing data to refine risk models and improve accuracy, potentially 
saving millions in underwriting errors or mispricing each year.
 

These secondary benefits mean the total economic value of MLS data in the U.S. likely exceeds $1 billion annually when factoring in 
downstream commercial use, even though the legitimate market remains only a fraction of that.



What MLSs and Brokers Can—
and Should—Do

1. Establish a 
Legitimate 
Licensing Path

Programs such as REdistribute, 
an MLS-owned joint venture, 
were purpose-built to 
aggregate and license MLS data 
for institutional buyers in a 
controlled, compliant, and 
revenue-sharing structure. By 
offering clean, standardized, 
and authorized data feeds,  
REdistribute gives institutional 
buyers a reason to stop using 
grey-market sources and start 
paying for the data they rely on.

2. Reinforce 
Compliance and 
Enforcement

Every MLS should pair data-
licensing initiatives with a 
compliance framework that 
includes audit rights, 
monitoring tools, and 
contractual enforcement. 
Newer technologies—such as 
watermarking, API logging, and 
license-use analytics—can 
identify and deter unauthorized 
redistribution.

3. Educate 
Subscribers and 
Boards

Transparency builds trust. 
Brokers and agents should 
know that licensing institutional 
access doesn’t devalue their 
participation; it monetizes their 
contributions fairly. Revenue-
sharing models ensure that 
those who create the data 
share in its financial  
upside. There are models in 
place today by organizations 
such as BrightMLS, California 
Regional MLS (CRMLS), Mid 
America Regional MLS (MARIS) 
and others that could be used 
as a model for how revenue is 
shared back with brokers.

4. Modernize 
Governance and 
Data Strategy

Boards should treat MLS data 
as a strategic asset, not a by-
product of operations. This 
means professionalizing data 
management, aligning 
governance with fiduciary 
duties to shareholders, and 
embracing partnerships that 
strengthen both local service 
delivery and national relevance.

Conclusion: From Leakage to 
Leadership

MLSs are sitting atop one of the most valuable, under-monetized datasets in the economy. The 
choice facing leadership is clear: continue allowing grey-market players to extract value without 
compensation, or reclaim that value by establishing trusted, transparent, and scalable licensing 
models.
 

By engaging with solutions such as REdistribute, MLSs and their broker participants can turn data 
leakage into sustainable revenue, reduce unauthorized use, and reinforce the MLS’s role as the 
most trusted source of property intelligence in the market. 


The future of organized real estate will be defined not just by who holds the data—but by who 
manages it responsibly, monetizes it fairly, and ensures that its value benefits the professionals 
who create it.


