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FOREWORD

The Pinnacle Program does not delve into an historic evaluation of how or 
why we are here today. Rather, it endeavors to focus on what could be done 
to improve the future outcome.

The first module explores the creation of relationships between REALTOR® 
associations and real estate consumers. It is noteworthy because, for the 
past three decades associations have been almost forbidden to have any 
contact with consumers whatsoever, that being perceived as the exclusive 
providence of the agent and the broker. 

It is appropriate and relevant today because, over the past few years, the 
consumer has become the most powerful figure in today’s American real 
estate marketplace.
 
Over the past two years relationships between associations and consumers 
have exploded from being almost non-existent to being mandatory. Perhaps 
no other circumstance so dramatically demonstrates the trends, directions 
and dynamics of today’s transitioning real estate industry or the evolving 
role of the association. 

For participating associations this hopefully heralds the beginning of a 
journey that will take their association on a road that has more options 
where associations are better prepared and the result is more predictable.

For your effort, desire and dedication — “We Salute You!”

Stefan Swanepoel,
Best Selling Author

Jeremy Conaway,
Strategic Visonary

Jim Sherry,
Management Consultant
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Focusing on the current challenge 
regarding information

There was a time when only the 
REALTORS® had the inventory information.  
This advantage allowed them to assume a 
position in the center of the transaction visa 
vie the buying and selling consumer.  Real 
estate information is now prolific and 
available on thousands of internet sites.  
Moreover, stimulated by the ubiquitous 
presence of more relevant and 
comprehensive data the consumer is 
becoming more demanding.  The outcome 
of the current war to successfully engage 
consumers will in large part rest on who best 
satisfies that need.

Focusing on the current challenge 
regarding Expertise

Over the past decade consumers have 
progressively enhanced their use of the 
Internet to leap from being casual participants 
to becoming bold, powerful and 
knowledgeable partakers and decision 
makers in the real estate marketplace.  Some 
say that the REALTOR’s® long standing 
status as the primary expert on all things 
related to real estate could be challenged by 
consumers who believe that access to 
information equates to expertise.  The 
outcome will, in some part, rest on who best 
demonstrates knowledge and skill.

Focusing on the current challenge 
regarding Home Ownership 

Does Generation Y value homeownership the 

“Doing nothing 
gets the same 

result”
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same way as “Boomers” did at the same age 
and should a federal subsidy still be used to 
support homeownership?  Frequent 
questions being asked as the effects of the 
recession, the accompanying financial and 
mortgage crisis, the foreclosure epidemic, 
lower property values and rising taxes on 
residential properties call into question the 
attractiveness and accessability of 
homeownership.  The future of 
homeownerships rest on the shoulders of all 
those who practice and serve the real estate 
industry.

Focusing on the current issue regarding 
Trust 

The role of consumer trust has become the 
subject of much discussion within business, 
literature and internet circles over the past 
few years and transparency has become a 
key element in today’s world.  Therefore the 
absence of trust will most likely drive 
consumers into the arms of organizations and 
entities that are successful at building 
long-term relationships.  As trust is a unique 
competitive advantage that enables the 
creation of a dominant position, those who 
are willing to build long-term relationships can 
influence that outcome.

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com
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Association Rating System
(Estimate of 2012 Breakdown)
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2.0 - TRUST: THE ESSENTIAL 
 ELEMENT
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2.1   -  Commitment

At the outset associations must design and 
develop their community relationship with 
the consumer based on solutions with the 
element of trust. A properly exercised and 
supported commitment to the relationship is 
critical. They should therefore begin their 
consumer relationships by agreeing at the 
highest levels to both articulate and be 
guided by a sincere and caring attitude about 
the consumers in their community and 
marketplace. 

Here are a number of things to ensure that 
the consumer relationship program is both 
based upon and builds upon trust:

• Design and develop accurate consumer 
 relationship solutions from the very 
 beginning 

• Adopt the highest standards for the 
 relationship program

• Ensure that the association culture 
 recognizes, rewards and values the long 
 term community relationship

• Make sure that every component of the 
 program that touches the relationship 
 supports the trust element as set forth 
 herein

2.2  -  Consumer Perspective

The role of consumer trust has become the 
subject of much discussion within business, 
literature and Internet circles over the past 

“Trust is not a 
product of 

resources, but 
rather one of 
commitment”
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few years. Some experts trace this to the 
meteoric growth of consumer power during 
recent years while others suggest for a 
variety of reasons that the impact of the 
recession, the following impact on the lives of 
millions of consumers and the growing speed 
of technology. No matter what the 
perultimate, the result has been that 
institutions and business entities across the 
economic spectrum are now prioritizing trust 
as a key asset and resource moving forward.

The commonly articulated objective here is 
to recognize and engage consumers in long 
lasting “trust-based” relationships and key 
among the trust building initiatives being 
utilized are multi-channel communications. 
The challenge, however, is that all of these 
communications and “touches” have 
increased consumer expectations and have 
made trust a more difficult commodity to 
capture. Therefore associations, must in both 
theory and practice, recognize and value the 
long term consumer relationship. That 
recognition must include an understanding 
that, in its effort to create powerful 
“community-based” relationships, mistakes 
will be made. When each mistake happens 
the association must be prepared to own up, 
make things right and move forward.

Trust acts as a safety net, especially in risky 
situations or those involving vulnerability on 
the part of the consumer. It becomes a critical 
factor when consumers are asked to perform 
a task or extend themselves where no 
previous history with the association exists. 

Fortunately most consumers understand that 

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com
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building trust takes time, with the 
development period expanding as the gravity 
of the ultimate requested act increases. The 
amount of trust necessary to support a 
charity through attendance at a pancake 
breakfast pales in comparison to that which is 
required to convince a consumer to actually 
write a letter to a local government agency on 
an issue that they might think is highly 
personal.

The contemporary consumer’s trust is also 
influenced by other factors such as the 
experiences of friends that may have 
engaged a REALTOR® at some point in the 
not so distant past. This fact brings to the 
forefront the point that an association cannot 
by itself, create a positive professional image 
for its members. Associations and the 
profession must move forward together with 
exacting standards and effective rating 
systems if they are ever to realize the 
ultimate benefits of the consumer 
relationship.

2.3  The Importance of Earning Trust

Another issue that may cause additional 
complexity in the association’s efforts to build 
trust based relationships is the fact that within 
the profession itself REALTORS® have not 
always recognized the value of a trusting 
relationship between themselves and their 
consumer clients.  All too often the 
necessities of the “deal” have dominated over 
the “niceties” of the relationship.  In other 
words, we are faced with the challenge of 
creating a quality that our members may not 
really believe in.

“We have never 
done this before, 
is not a defense, 

it is a 
confession”
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Here are a number of considerations 
regarding the importance of earning the 
consumers’ trust: 

• The absence of trust may drive 
 consumers into the arms of organizations 
 and entities that are not REALTOR® 
 friendly.

• The benefits and advantages of a 
 “trust-based” consumer relationship may 
 be the crucial difference in the struggle 
 to preserve homeownership as an 
 American value.

• Given the uncertain state of the consumer 
 attitude regarding REALTORS® a powerful 
 bond between a critical mass of local 
 consumers and the local association may 
 make the significant difference in the role 
 of the REALTOR® moving forward.

• The association will need to make the 
 moral and resource investment necessary 
 to create community relationships with 
 emotional connections.

Successful long-term relationships are almost 
always based upon trust and trust is a unique 
competitive advantage that can enable an 
association to create a dominant, long-term 
position in its local community.

Consider the following:

• Trust is, by its very nature, a complex facet 
 of all relationships, even those that enjoy 
 high levels of intimacy, familiarity and 
 interaction.  Given the fact that the 

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com
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 association/consumer community based 
 relationship enjoys none of these 
 advantages it should focus upon the equal 
 value that common interests and 
 community concerns provide.  There is a 
 wide range of interests and concerns that 
 are common to both the consumer and 
 association.  Key among these will be 
 quality of life, family centric and 
 affordability issues.  The optimum 
 consumer relationship will incorporate 
 these basic common interests into a 
 foundation that will support a wider range 
 of interactivity.

• Building a relationship around common 
 interests and community objectives will 
 also go a long way to ensure that the 
 association/consumer community based 
 relationship remains a positive one.  
 Sooner or later every relationship 
 encounters “bumps in the road.”  The 
 existence of common interests and 
 community objectives will to a long way to 
 ensure that the relationship will survive 
 occasional friction in favor of greater 
 common objectives.

• Associations should be create effective 
 community-based relationships that will 
 hopefully ultimately inure to the direct 
 benefit of its local REALTOR® members. 
 In other words, trust must be a key 
 element of the association/consumer 
 relationship if that trust is ultimately going 
 to be transferred to the REALTOR®.

• The consumer/REALTOR® relationship, 
 like the association/consumer 
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 relationship, will be vulnerable to current 
 consumer perceptions regarding the 
 REALTOR®.  Trust will help enhance 
 these factors. Once trust is experienced 
 both sides can be honest about their 
 weaknesses and shortcomings. Without 
 judgment or criticism the trend is likely to 
 become more universal.

• Many experts agree that the primary 
 benefit of a relationship between 
 consumers and organizations is loyalty; the 
 ultimate prize. For associations, loyalty is 
 the commodity that will allow them to move 
 from an information gathering relationship 
 into the highly valued advocacy-type 
 relationship.

• In its ultimate iteration the association will 
 be asking the consumer to take a positive 
 stance in the community relative to the role 
 of REALTORS®.  Here again trust will be a 
 necessary component if the consumer can 
 be expected to raise their role to the “kind 
 voice” level. It will be asking the consumer 
 to support association efforts in the 
 community relative to housing and lifestyle 
 quality.  Here again trust will be a 
 necessary component if the consumer can 
 be expected to raise their support role from 
 an “it would be nice” to the “share and 
 celebrate” level that is necessary to make a 
 difference.

  Everyone from time-to-time needs a 
  hand from a friend, colleague, peer or 
  family member, and in the turbulent 
  times that lie ahead, associations will 
  need lots of “some ones” to call on for 

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com
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  a helping hand. This can be in the 
	 	 form	of	advice,	support	for	a	specific	
  cause or assistance with a particular 
  political project in which the 
  association will need to call on 
  another’s expertise.

2.4  How to Build a Trust-based 
Relationship

Building relationships between associations 
and consumers might well be one of the most 
complex undertakings in any kind of 
business. Therefore, the process should 
begin with an appreciation of the fact that 
interaction between the consumer and the 
association involves both rational and 
emotional trust. 

On the rational side the consumer, through 
experience, determines whether or not the 
association has provided credible and truthful 
information and whether it has been 
transparent, accountable and predictable in 
its behaviors. On the emotional side the 
consumer perceives whether or not the 
association’s behavior demonstrates that it 
truly cares about their well being. Rational 
trust doesn’t lead to consumer loyalty without 
emotional trust. Emotional trust coupled with 
rational trust, with positive interactions with 
the association, that creates loyalty.

Understand that consumer trust is a 
multi-dimensional concept and each of the 
association’s consumer touch points 
(website, Social Media, community activities, 
communications program and research 
function) can, depending upon the skill 
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exhibited in their design and operation, either 
contribute to or take away from the trust 
factor.

For these reasons it’s likely that an 
association that is not truly committed to 
building great community relationships will 
not be successful. Consequently it is critical 
that the association’s consumer 
relationship program enjoy the “full and 
passionate” support of all its leaders, 
especially its chief elected officers. That 
support must be evident in three positive 
factors:

1. Competence in the message program

2. Integrity as measured by the validity of the 
 representations made to the consumer

3. Empathy as reflected in the sensitivity 
 expressed toward the consumers’ values

2.5  Consumer Characteristics

There are a number of important 
relationships between various consumer 
characteristics and consumer trust as shown 
by the following:

• According to the Washington Post 
 Americans are more trusting than Brits 
 while Pew Research Trust reported that 
 seniors are more trusting than younger 
 generations.

• While there is a positive relationship 
 between high income and trust there 

“Trust is not a 
game one wins 
or loses, but a 
never-ending 
progression”
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 seems to be no research that establishes 
 a difference in trust levels based on 
 educational accomplishment.

• There are no findings that suggest a 
 significant gender difference regarding 
 consumer trust, but retired individuals are 
 more trusting than those who are in the 
 work force and fully employed individuals 
 are more trusting than part time workers.

2.6  Specific Events or Circumstances 
That Affect Trust

Perhaps the primary determinant to 
consumer trust is found in their initial 
interactions during the early association 
relationship. This finding supports the 
recommendations made in other sections of 
this module relative to developing the 
leadership and staff personalities of an 
association in their community and their 
online outreach programs. Factors that can 
help build trust in the relationship include:

• Generally speaking, consumers trust other 
 consumers more than institutions and 
 companies

• Both rational and emotional trust are 
 significantly impacted by the consumer’s 
 interactions with actual persons through 
 programs like Social Media
  
• Keeping the consumer informed of events 
 that are relevant to the relationship

• Immediate notification when something 
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 has changed with respect to matters that 
 are important to the relationship

• An instant message when it appears as 
 though the situation is going to change in 
 quick order

• The absence of deceptive legalese or 
 cloudy and misleading communications; 
 keeping all communication in plain 
 English with simple policies

• Specific efforts to demonstrate that the 
 association cares about the consumer’s 
 well-being and values the relationship

• Follow through, dependability and 
 predictability in the things that the 
 association says it will do.

2.7 The Primary Reasons

Housing has become a very popular subject 
for discussion in many local and regional 
government circles, academic venues, media/
Internet channels, service clubs, churches 
and even neighborhoods. If associations don’t 
communicate to consumers that they 
understand the real estate challenge in all of 
its iterations the association won’t matter to 
the consumer. Therefore it is imperative for 
state and local REALTOR® associations to 
interject themselves into the community 
housing discussion at as many points as 
possible if they are serious about creating 
association/consumer community 
relationships.

When all is said and done it is the consumer 

“Trust is earned 
one day at a 

time”
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that ultimately hires the REALTOR® and tells 
their friends, family and associates about 
their last REALTOR® experience. However 
in general they don’t have a full appreciation 
for the REALTOR’s® role in their real estate 
experience. Here the association consumer 
relationship can be used to breech that short 
coming. It is here that there are significant 
non-REALTOR® forces and entities working 
overtime to create their own consumer 
relationships that may ultimately be used 
against the REALTOR®. And based upon the 
current dynamic it isn’t clear that the 
REALTOR® movement will have the power, 
influence or resources required to meet 
current political, regulatory and legislative 
challenges without a powerful ally such as 
the consumer.

If the American culture and economy 
continue their present trends, the time will 
soon come when REALTORS® will need 
consumers to join them in protecting 
communities against threats to 
homeownership as the consumer is one of 
the most powerful players on all fronts. With 
institutions in both the private and public 
sector moving to create, sustain and utilize 
consumer relationships in their strategic and 
tactical planning processes, the institution 
of REALTORISM must be counted in these 
ranks.

2.8 The Primary Benefits

For much of the past two decades 
REALTORS® have not scored well on annual 
surveys relating to both trust and respect, yet 
at the same time consumers generally submit 
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positive ratings of “their” REALTOR® after the 
transaction. Among the many conclusions that 
can be drawn from these facts is that those 
consumers trust and respect the 
REALTORS® they know while at the same 
time making much more negative judgments 
about REALTORS as a whole.

Compounding this issue is the fact that there 
are many third-party providers of real estate 
information that are focused on taking a 
leading role in the process. If that is allowed 
to happen, they will be in a position to change 
the rules to the disadvantage of the 
REALTOR® community. It is to this arena that 
the association brings two of its key benefits:

• Through effective relationship programs, 
 associations can expand the 
 REALTORS® relationships within their 
 communities. A significant amount of the 
 goodwill generated by the association will 
 help to ensure the level of respect enjoyed 
 by its members in the community.

• Associations can help improve the 
 control and flow of business to the 
 REALTOR® through their consumer 
 relationship programs thereby keeping the 
 transaction REALTOR® centric. By 
 initiating these relationships ahead of 
 the property search function within the 
 consumer experience these programs 
 have the potential to disrupt, short circuit 
 or at least “balance” the consumer 
 relationship that third-party real estate 
 marketing firms are attempting to establish 
 via their websites and portals.
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The association’s ability to establish and 
maintain the consumer/community relationship 
will have a major impact on whether or not the 
transaction and the flow of business will 
remain in the hands of the REALTOR® 
community. 
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3.1  Types of Relationships

There are fundamentally two types of 
consumer relationships. 

• Community-based Relationship
 The community-based consumer 
 relationship is centered on the common 
 interests of the consumer and the 
 association that celebrate the values of a 
 quality community, including the virtues of 
 private property and homeownership. 
 It is important to remember to also include 
 consumer households that wish to own or 
 elect to rent. 

•	 Transaction-based	Relationship
 The existence of an associations 
 positive community-based relationship 
 will have great value in promoting a 
 positive consumer attitude regarding the 
 role of the REALTOR® in the transaction.  
 The transaction-based relationship is 
 created around a consumer’s active efforts 
 to participate in the real estate transaction. 
 This relationship is the exclusive 
 province of the real estate broker and 
 agent. It advocates that the existence of a 
 positive “community” relationship — in
 deed a partnership — between the “yet 
 to be transactionally active” consumer and 
 a state or local association will have great 
 value in promoting a positive consumer 
 attitude regarding the role of the 
 REALTOR® in the transaction.

Differences in the makeup, needs and wants 
of consumers are reflected in the many 
discussions and surveys that have been 

“The way we 
used to do it 
doesn’t matter 

anymore”
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Dynamics of
Consumer Relationships
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conducted surrounding Gen X and Y, the 
focus of this module does not allow us the 
bandwidth to go into details. Suffice to say we 
acknowledge that the lifestyle preferences of 
the different generations continue to 
significantly influence business and 
communities across the country as well as 
future association relationships, product 
offerings and the shifting value proposition of 
relevancy. As a result they have a significant 
impact on the two primary types of consumer 
relationships.

3.2 Levels of Intensity

There are five of different intensity levels 
inherent in the association/consumer 
relationship. The following specific solutions 
are presented in the context of the consumer 
group for which the relationship is sought. In 
support of this approach it is important that 
associations recognize that consumers within 
a community are like fish in the sea and at 
any given time specific consumers may be in 
one of several classifications. Therefore the 
association’s program should have a specific 
objective for each classification in its program.  
However, as you push to create more and 
more advocacy-based real estate disciple 
relationships, you must continue to generate 
energy at all points on the consumer 
relationship continuum.

3.2.1 Level #1: Consumers at Large 

Consumers at large constitute all of the 
consumers within any given marketplace. The 
association’s objective here is to reach out to 
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these consumers for the purpose of 
making them conscious of how housing 
issues not only impact the quality of life, but 
also the entire community. At the same time 
they have the goal of making them aware that 
there is a REALTOR® association. 

While the majority of the following program 
options will also have some impact with 
consumers in the more advanced relationship 
categories, here are three specific tools to 
reach consumers at large:

• A one-stop-shop public-facing website with 
 comprehensive property and lifestyle 
 information along with all relevant listing 
 information

• An enhanced informational public-facing 
 website without listing data.

• A comprehensive and integrated Social 
 Media program

It is essential that the consumer at large 
perceive the association as the housing and 
lifestyle information source, especially with 
respect to local issues and causes. 
Therefore, state and local REALTOR® 
associations should, where they don’t have 
the resources, joint venture with other 
organizations at all levels to ensure that their 
communities are engaged in productive 
discussions regarding all local real estate 
related issues.

Association leaders and AE’s should actively 
solicit and follow up with relationships and 
interactions with local government and 

“Excellence is 
based on the 

quality of your 
relationships”
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community agencies and leaders. 
Presentations that talk about the state of the 
local real estate marketplace (not 
promoting REALTORS®) are popular with 
program chairs and directors. The use of the 
association’s governmental or public affairs 
program to create stronger relationships in 
these areas will also serve to promote the 
community-based relationship.

3.2.2 Level #2: Real Estate Consumers 

Real estate consumers are those at large, 
within the marketplace or community, that 
have a specific although relatively low 
intensity level. While that interest may not 
yet have manifested itself in homeownership, 
these consumers might be surfing housing 
portals on the Internet or watching real estate 
related television programming like that 
created by the Scripps Network.

The association’s objective relative to this 
group is to attract them to more intensive real 
estate programming and make them more 
attentive. For this group a realization that the 
association is the source of quality and 
relevant real estate information is 
advantageous in both the short and long 
term.

They are already conscious and interested 
in real estate information: local market news, 
local and regional developments and 
national trends. This includes everything from 
informative articles and discussion forums to 
a real estate Wikipedia, interviews, reviews 
and online discussions, etc. Associations 
are uniquely positioned as community-based 
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non-profit, independent and non-transactional 
market participants. This is a position that 
affords them the opportunity to build a 
positive community/common interest-based 
relationship with consumers on behalf of all 
real estate industry participants. 

3.2.3 Level #3: Active Real Estate 
Consumers

This group has a very strong interest in most 
things related to real estate. They are 
pursuing their real estate interests through 
articles and Internet resources dedicated to 
the general subject of real estate. The 
association’s objective relative to this group 
should be to nurture their demonstrated 
interest into a higher intensity level and 
increase their awareness of what makes the 
local market environment unique and critical 
to their lifestyle. It is essential that active real 
estate consumers be impacted at a level that 
will lead to a perception of the association as 
the housing and lifestyle information expert.  

Therefore, in order to reach active real 
estate consumers associations must, at the 
very least, have a very updated, 
comprehensive and current website with 
more robust consumer-centric 
market/transaction related information and 
tools than any other local website. It is during 
this active stage that it will need to recruit the 
consumer into its survey and research 
program and begin to prepare them for the 
high intensity “disciple” or “advocacy” phase 
of the relationship.

These consumers are likely preparing 

“It is essential 
to be connected 
to consumers 

if you want to 
fully understand 
how you should 
interact with 

them”
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themselves for homeownership, but chances 
are they have yet to initiate either a property 
search or homeownership. It is important to 
understand that the transition of a consumer 
at large to an active real estate consumer will 
generally take up to nine months depending 
upon the relative intensity of their property 
buying interests. During that period they 
should be made aware of what resources the 
association can provide in order to take their 
interest to the next level. 

It is at this point in the process that the 
active consumer will regularly visit the
public-facing listing website or enhanced 
website as opposed to the real estate 
consumer that only visits periodically. In 
addition, the active consumer comes with a 
specific interest to either find a REALTOR® 
or to complete with validation, a selection 
process previously undertaken. While the real 
estate consumer will glance at the monthly 
market activity the active real estate 
consumer will study it. Active consumers may 
or may not yet be “in the market” but they 
are monitoring market conditions and data 
in anticipation of soon being in the hunt. It is 
during the active stage that the association 
will want to attempt to recruit the consumer 
into the association’s survey-based research 
program.

3.2.4 Level #4: Engaged Real Estate 
Consumers

The engaged real estate consumer is one 
that has decided to buy or sell real estate or 
is ready to transition into property or home-
ownership. The association’s 
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objective with the engaged consumer is 
to move their intellectual perspective from 
engaged to taking action; transitioning their 
emotional investment to “motivated.” At this 
juncture the consumer desires to have his or 
her voice heard. Accordingly, it is here that 
the failure to have various key service 
offerings connected with either the 
public-facing website or the association’s 
website will drive consumers to other parties 
that do offer such services. It is here that the 
consumer will:

• Visit the public-facing listing website 
 to find a REALTOR®.

• Most likely have the highest interest 
 in accessing an agent rating system, 
 especially for information regarding the 
 agent they are considering working with. 
 Accordingly the failure to have such a 
 service, connected with the failure to have 
 either a public-facing listing website, will 
 open the door to third-party alternative 
 service providers of which a growing 
 number feature agent-rating programs. It 
 is here that the Internet-based 
 aggregation entity can separate the 
 consumer from the REALTOR®. The 
 answer to this threat is the quality of the 
 real estate market information provided 
 to this consumer by the association. That 
 is what will determine the association’s 
 credibility and focus moving forward.  

• Be interested in the availability of 
 transaction management (TM) and/or 
 electronic signature programs. 
 Transaction management is the air 
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 traffic control of the real estate 
 transaction. More and more consumers 
 are learning about it and the many ways 
 in which it can improve the real estate 
 experience. Associations that initiate TM 
 within their marketplace will have a clear 
 tactical advantage with respect to 
 consumer brokerage relationships.  

If the engaged consumer doesn’t associate 
their information and safe transaction needs 
with the association’s consumer-facing 
resources, then the connection may never be 
made and the association won’t be in a 
position to contribute to enhancing the 
consumer’s impression of the practicing 
REALTOR®. 

3.2.5 Level #5: Real Estate Disciples

Real estate disciples are those consumers 
whose personal lifestyles, quality of life and 
financial security are so intertwined with the 
ownership or possession of their chosen 
residence, business property or investments 
that property ownership has become a focal 
point in their lifestyle. 

The association’s objective with these 
consumers is to harness their real estate 
passion and channel it into active involvement 
in association programs, issues and causes. 
Rather than member classes and meetings, 
we are referring, here, to programs that are 
directed at the preservation or promotion of 
the community’s quality of life, private
property ownership and homeownership; the 
centerpiece of the American experience. 
Specific consumer relationship program 
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options for the real estate disciple include:

• Social Media or advanced survey-based 
 programs that offer the opportunities to 
 provide real input and influence within the 
 association’s programming.

• Advocacy programs that provide direct 
 messaging and face-to-face opportunities 
 for interaction with the issues and causes 
 that find a high level of common interest 
 between the consumer and the 
 association.

• Highly motivated, knowledgeable and 
 effective consumer disciples might even 
 qualify for non-REALTOR® leadership  
 slots on the association’s board of 
 directors or opportunities to participate in 
 member training programs.

• Face-to-face opportunities could include, 
 where appropriate, participation as an 
 attendee or witness at public hearings. In 
 rare cases (under close control) some 
 consumer disciples might be encouraged 
 to form their own consumer advocacy 
 groups.

3.3 Common Traits of Productive 
Relationships

Creating, sustaining and nurturing consumer 
relationships represent a first blush of activity 
for many associations. While most 
associations maintain, or would like to 
maintain, a wide range of internal and 
external relationships, very few actively 
discuss the basic traits of relationships or the 

“Both parties 
must be willing 
to listen to each 

other”
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qualities by which they should be measured. 
Given this fact, and the previously identified 
critical nature of the association/consumer 
relationship, it is appropriate to incorporate 
the following elements:

3.3.1 Opportunity to Give

Both parties must see the relationship as an 
opportunity to give.

In order to create an effective long-term 
relationship the association must include a 
commitment to give to the consumer. While 
selfishness may offer some short-term, 
benefits it will not power a long-term 
interaction as will one in which both sides 
contribute.  

Associations have access to valuable 
information with respect to the community, 
they can share with the consumer. They 
understand lifestyles and neighborhoods 
and have a long-term memory relative to the 
history and culture of their community, along 
with an intimate understanding of local 
government and regulatory activities. 
Consumers have a personal knowledge of 
what they’re looking for in the perfect real 
estate experience. They know the facts of 
their household, its history and its likely future 
course. Taken together both parties can build 
a relationship based upon merging their 
unique information to both create and identify 
the common interests on which the 
relationship can proceed. But it is up to the 
association to provide that opportunity.

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com
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3.3.2 Changing Attitudes

Both parties must be willing to change 
traditional positions and stances. 

Both parties have long and productive
legacies in which they can take great pride. 
But at the same time both exist in rapidly 
transitioning environments to which they are 
trying to understand and adapt to. As a result, 
over the next several years they both will 
make significant changes in their 
expectations, tolerances and demands 
regarding their respective environments. It 
follows that, in creating a productive 
relationship, both parties will change and 
therefore early on in their relationship they 
should mutually explore those changes from 
which they will both benefit.

3.3.3 Admitting to Mistakes

Both parties must be willing to admit past 
misimpressions and mistakes.

The optimum association/consumer 
relationship will, at some point, require that 
consumers acknowledge that perhaps they 
were not being credible in their opening 
attitude regarding REALTORS®. 
Associations will need to recognize that 
perhaps they didn’t give consumers the full 
faith and credit that they deserve as equals in 
today’s real estate marketplace. The 
mutual respect created by affecting this level 
of honesty will go a long way in determining 
the long-term effectiveness of their 
relationship.

“Quality service 
is achieved by 
correctly identi-
fying consumer 

needs”
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3.3.4 Willingness to Listen 

Both parties must be willing to listen to each 
other.

In a productive relationship both sides have 
to be good listeners. Given the potentially 
somewhat negative impressions that 
associations and consumers may have had 
of each other at the outset this “listen first” 
approach, this element may prove to be a 
challenge. It will be up to the association to 
carefully create an environment that 
promotes listening from the very beginning.

3.3.5 Supporting Each Other

Both parties must be willing to support 
initiatives that are important to the other.

The support factor may prove challenging, 
especially given the fact that the association 
is likely to feel that its primary obligation is to 
support its REALTOR® members, regardless 
of the circumstances. Nevertheless, in the 
final analysis the association may find itself 
supporting a consumer-centric public policy 
because it contributes to the overall quality 
of life within their community, despite the fact 
that it might appear on its face to conflict with 
the business aspirations of its members.
In the same vein consumers may find 
themselves being asked to support a public 
policy, statute or initiative which, on its face, 
may appear to unilaterally support 
REALTORS® and not the community. This 
is the nature of the interactions that must be 
addressed in a working association/consumer 
relationship.

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com
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3.3.6 Transparency

Both parties must make every effort to be 
open with each other in order to create an 
open interaction and the highest level of 
transparency possible. 

Openness ensures that when either has 
something they don’t like about the other’s 
position, they will communicate it rather than 
letting it build into something more than it is. 
For that reason the ability to communicate 
these differences in a diplomatic fashion is 
important in establishing the mutual respect 
that is critical to a successful relationship. 
Both sides must agree at the outset that 
there will be times when they simply cannot 
support each other’s position. This will allow 
them to disagree in a respectful way; 
avoiding offending their partner.

3.3.7 Integrity and Self Respect

Both sides must exercise a maximum level of 
honesty and pride. 

In a productive relationship, both sides need 
to consistently act in line with what they think 
and say, above all keeping their promises. 
This quality of interaction and behavior is 
critical because in turn it will lead to the trust 
and respect that is so important in community 
relationships.  Both integrity and self-respect 
will emerge when both parties recognize that, 
within this relationship, lies the power and 
influence to build and sustain strong quality 
communities; the basis of everyone’s quality 
of life.
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4.0 - FAVORED SOLUTIONS   
 AND STRATEGIES
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4.1 Evaluating Solutions

The consumer relationship program must 
have, as its overarching goal becoming the 
clear and compelling local housing 
information source of choice. It must become 
the definitive authoritative resource in the 
community, not only for listings but (equally 
as important) for all property data: lifestyle 
information, neighborhood and community 
information, hyper local data sets, local 
housing trending data, specific rental 
information, etc.

4.1.1 Sharing Data

Associations must make consumer 
demographic and market statistics available 
for all the members of their community. State 
and local associations can easily become the 
most knowledgeable and influential source 
of this information in their communities, and 
from this position encourage consumers to 
be aware of and protect themselves from the 
forces and trends that seek to depreciate the 
status of homeownership in the American 
culture.

4.1.2 Knowing the Consumer

Steps must be taken to ensure that the 
association’s own staff, management and 
leadership have a broad basic knowledge of 
the consumer base and demographics within 
their market. This can be accomplished by 
undertaking research and analysis 
utilizing census data and other similar 
studies that have been completed by govern-
ment agencies, chambers of commerce and 

“REALTOR® As-
sociations must 
become the clear 
and compelling, 

housing 
information 
source”
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area universities, providing income levels, 
race, gender, religion, voting behavior, etc.  

4.1.3 Empowering the Team

It is imperative that action be taken to 
ensure that the entire association leadership, 
management and staff take ownership of the 
important and vital role that consumers play 
in the real estate transaction. This should 
be accomplished by incorporating periodic 
discussions of consumer issues within staff, 
management and leadership meetings.

4.2 Selection Criteria for Strategies

The goal of the selection process is to identify 
and choose which of the solutions presented 
represent the association’s best chance to 
create, sustain and utilize effective and 
productive consumer relationships. The 
evaluation process should consider the 
following factors:

• Overall cost relative to the value of the 
 strategies

• Leveraging existing initiatives and/or 
 resources

• Speed to effective implementation

• Compatibility with other association 
 initiatives

• Potential contribution to overall association 
 performance
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4.3 Leveraging Existing Initiatives

NAR has taken several important steps over 
the past several months to target the general 
public. Its Public Advocacy Campaign 
supports consumer relationships by 
developing creative executions and 
messaging that reinforce the awareness, 
education and action phases of the 
campaign. 

The campaign attempts to contact every 
homeowner in the country annually through 
an estimated 225 million emails, 150 million 
online impressions and almost 14,000 TV 
spots. When it is fully optimized it is 
estimated that NAR’s messages will be seen 
and heard by consumers approximately three 
billion times. 

In addition to national TV and radio 
advertising the campaign provides print and 
online materials that state and local 
associations can use in local media buys. 
The majority of the promotion drives 
consumers to HouseLogic (houselogic.com), 
which will provide additional information and 
resources to help consumers learn more 
about the issue. As the HouseLogic database 
grows it will build a more powerful advocacy 
arsenal, which in turn will create a more 
cost-effective campaign.

4.3.1 HouseLogic 

HouseLogic serves as the primary 
destination for the NAR Public Advocacy 
Campaign email and advertising campaigns 
both as an information source and a rallying 
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point for calls-to-action. 

Launched in 2009 HouseLogic is in essence 
the “real estate wiki” of housing information 
and specifically focuses on information 
pertaining to owning, improving, maintaining, 
buying and selling a home. The site however 
does not feature any listing information of 
properties for sale.

A unique feature of HouseLogic as a 
resource for building consumer relationships 
is the fact that NAR allows its information to 
be absorbed and even rebranded into 
association, brokerage and agent websites. 
This makes HouseLogic information one of 
the most flexible and valuable promotional 
commodities on the Internet.

During the last two years Social Media has 
been a significant driver of HouseLogic 
traffic with a 93 million impressions generated 
(21 million from website page views and 72 
million are through digital / social media “pass 
along”). HouseLogic has therefor integrated 
Facebook (facebook.com) and Convio 
(convio.com) so that consumers can “access” 
the HL Convio hub to sign a petition or send a 
letter to their representative without 
leaving Facebook. It is anticipated that this 
will increase the overall response rate and 
grow the base of consumers that NAR has a 
relationship with and can engage with at any 
time and for any topic as best practices allow. 

4.3.2 Real Estate Today Radio 

Real Estate Today Radio (retradio.com) offers 
broad mix of industry spokespersons as well 
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as independent third-party voices discussing 
a diverse selection of real estate topics. The 
affiliate network of 170 radio stations delivers 
the messages to an estimated cumulative 
on-air audience of 3.2 million each month. 
NAR estimates that the radio show’s digital 
presence delivers consumer related 
messages to another 400,000 each month 
via more than 12,000 RET audio players em-
bedded on REALTOR® websites and 
subscription podcasts on iTunes as well as 
the Android platform. Real Estate Today 
Radio’s content is also integrated with Face-
book and Twitter.  

With this campaign NAR has taken a very 
key position in this emerging area of 
association/consumer relationship having 
created great sources for general housing 
information and having several of their 
initiatives (specifically the two mentioned 
above) available to REALTOR® associations, 
it would be foolish not to leverage them.

4.4 Specific Strategies
 
Based upon current available information and 
the evaluation factors, the following five 
strategies (more detail in Section 5 and 6) 
have been identified as the most favored 
solutions for associations seeking to create 
powerful and effective association/consumer 
community relationships:

1. The public-facing Website (with listings)

2. The public-facing Website (without listings) 

3. Survey-based Research Program
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4. Association Consumer Panel

5. Effective Social Media Presence

4.4.1 Background

A public-facing listing website, or if that is not 
politically possible, the use of a 
comprehensive and robust public-facing 
website without listing data, is the quickest, 
easiest and most effective for an association 
to enter the discussion and capture the 
attention of consumers. Some association 
leaders are of the opinion that only individual 
members, at the broker and agent levels, 
should be engaged in creating these 
relationships. This position is flawed because 
relationships between brokers/agents and 
consumers are deemed commercial in nature 
by the consumer and are usually quickly and 
harshly judged on that basis. 

Relationships created within the market 
sectors, no matter how successful from a 
transactional perspective, are unlikely to net 
a community and overall industry benefit. In 
order to be neutral or be seen as a 
community consumer relationship, the 
relationship cannot be with an individual firm 
and agent. If the association doesn’t seek out 
this positioning, it will increasingly be lost to 
third-party companies that have already very 
successfully entered this space and seized a 
strong beachhead. 

4.4.2 Public-facing Website (With Listings)

As discussed above, the creation and 
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promotion of a widely used public-facing 
website with listings represents the single 
most viable tool in seeking effective 
consumer relationships. At the present time 
consumers consider the typical brokerage 
website as irrelevant, bland and, because of 
its apparent interest in “selling,” generally not 
an acceptable information option until after 
the agent selection has been made. 

The average association website fares little 
better, which is unacceptable and must be 
corrected as a matter of urgency. There are 
no secrets on the web as all the great sites 
are out there and available. The good news 
is that implementing a public-facing website 
is not as daunting a task as it was a decade 
ago. But at the same time it’s more 
sophisticated than just getting a template site 
up with some boring copy. It’s a given that 
listing content is by far the most compelling 
content.  Ease of search, extensive housing 
advice and a fun experience add more 
reasons for the consumer to return. 

Letting the public know of the existence of 
your site is of course a whole other task. Not 
creating a public-facing website with listings 
is no longer an option because the 
encroachment of non-REALTOR® entities 
into this space and the resultant weakening 
of the REALTOR® is reaching epic 
proportions. Operating a well-known and/
or popular website that becomes part of the 
local culture will undeniably provide a large, 
multi-facetted, long-term advantage.

Execution will obviously be impacted by 
association size and regional factors, which 
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Changes in Consumer Access 
to Information
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must be separately evaluated by each 
association. That said, a good strategy 
remains a good strategy and it doesn’t 
change, nor can it be ignored because of 
alleged shortcomings. Smaller 
associations need to explore different 
methods of implementation and/or increase 
the speed of implementation. 

4.4.3 Public-facing Website 
(Without Listings)

Associations that cannot create and execute 
a public-facing listing website can meet many 
of the challenges faced in reaching real 
estate consumers by retro fitting and/or 
updating their current association websites 
with more robust consumer-centric market 
and related information and tools. Information 
is the currency of today’s real estate 
marketplace and local information is the most 
valuable of all. Mining, compiling and 
packaging local real estate information 
should be an association priority. Providing 
this information to both members and real 
estate consumers is an investment that will 
pay major dividends. 

Consumers in all five classifications are 
obsessed with local market news, trends and 
directions and this passion gives the state or 
local real estate association a major boost 
in its efforts to create successful consumer 
relationships.

4.4.4 Association Consumer Panel

By design the research program starts by 
reaching out to all consumers and then 
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moves to identify and engage those 
consumers whose interest in real estate 
becomes progressively more intense and 
sophisticated. When a sufficient number of 
real estate disciples have been identified and 
engaged they collectively become known 
as the association consumer panel. It is this 
panel that will be utilized to execute the most 
sophisticated and intricate association 
consumer strategies and tactics.

4.4.5 Creating a Survey-based 
Research Program

A high priority action item is to create a 
proprietary consumer relationship program 
through the design, development and 
implementation of a survey-based research 
program. Surveys can be effective research 
tools by eliciting the valuable information that 
is necessary to build invaluable long term 
relationships. Designing and composing 
survey instruments is an art form and 
methods to raise the overall effectiveness 
and impact of a survey include:

• Keeping both the subject of the survey and 
 the survey instrument itself as short as 
 possible 

• Keeping the language of your instrument 
 simple, prioritize your questions by level of 
 difficulty or complexity and keep the scope 
 of your inquiries narrow and specific

• Design a well-written survey instrument 
 that is consistent and coordinated all the 
 way through. When it is completed and 
 has been thoroughly proofed for spelling, 
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 grammar and syntax, submit it to a beta 
 panel to test it under real circumstances

• Set a reasonable time for respondents to 
 complete and return the survey, and 
 remember that respondents will generally 
 respond better when incentivized  
 
• Keep in mind that you will be asking your 
 consumer panelists to respond to several 
 surveys. Be sure to follow up by 
 expressing appreciation for their response

• Keep in mind that most people place a 
 high value on knowing how their answers 
 to the survey instrument corresponded to 
 the others who responded to the same 
 survey

4.4.6 Implement a Powerful Social 
Media Presence

Most association executives as well as 
elected leaders are not digital natives but are 
rather digital immigrants. They really don’t 
fully understand or live in the world of Social 
Media. To be effective in that world they must 
start by understanding that Social Media is 
not a website, blog, tweet or activity — it’s a 
mindset. 

To begin to believe in this method of 
building relationships and communicating 
with the consumer, an association’s digital 
and Social Media plan should at the very 
least include:
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• A statement of purpose, a set of values 
 and the overall assignment of 
 responsibilities for specific tasks

• A detailed online image and persona, 
 communication style, commentary range 
 and a willingness to remain consistent and 
 relevant with the freedom to communicate

• A willingness to afford consumers an 
 opportunity to build a relationship with 
 “real” people; specific members of the 
 association’s leadership team and staff

• An accountability plan to track involvement 
 and deliverables

(More on Social Media in a later chapter)
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5.0 - IMPLEMENTATION
 & ACTION
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5.1  Introduction

Having evaluated and prioritized one 
overarching objective (becoming the 
housing and lifestyle information source of 
choice) and five preferred consumer 
relationship building solutions (website with 
listing information, website without listing 
information, effective Social Media program, 
survey powered association research 
program and association consumer panel) 
the discussion now transitions to identifying 
the unique characteristics and operating traits 
of these solutions and setting recommended 
implementation steps for each.

It is important to note that it is not the 
intention of the Pinnacle Program to create a 
“cookie cutter” or “template” approach to the 
relationship program or its implementation 
process. Rather it is anticipated that every 
Pinnacle Association will respond to each 
relationship challenge in a manner that 
reflects its unique geographic, cultural and 
operating environment. However, there are a 
number of constants that the Pinnacle 
Program believes will be present in all 
successful relationship implementations:

• Become the housing and lifestyle 
 information source of choice for your 
 unique market area
 
• Design and implement a vibrant, 
 sustainable and effective association/
 consumer relationship program

• Design from the ground up a relevant, 
 effective, synergistic and stimulating 
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 program relative to the unique culture and 
 operating environment of the 
 association and the REALTOR® 
 community that it serves

• Avoid creating “orphan” programs that are
 doomed to fail for lack of support and 
 ownership from within the ranks of 
 leadership and senior staff

• Engineer into program elements, from the 
 very beginning, the accountability of each 
 unit or individual involved. Specific 
 assignments, responsible parties, realistic 
 timelines, responsive resource budgets, 
 the collection and evaluation of metrics 
 and appropriate outcome measurements 
 must be incorporated into each program 
 element

5.2 Public-facing Website (With Listings)

The public-facing website with listings is, 
without question, the single most effective 
tool for building relationships. Properly 
developed and operated it offers extremely 
high levels of interactivity for consumers on 
several important informational plateaus in 
each of the five levels of intensity previously 
identified.

Unfortunately the public-facing website has, 
over the past few years, also become one of 
the most controversial subjects in an industry 
that at some level continues to believe that 
success rests in its ability to withhold 
information from the consumer. As a result 
of this conundrum, the development and 
operation of a public-facing website remains 
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clouded as the industry continues to seek 
the perfect balance between satisfying the 
consumers obsession for more and more 
information, with providing the agent with a 
meaningful role to play in the transaction. 
The Pinnacle Program firmly believes that 
the public-facing website represents a critical 
asset that will have inestimable value to the 
association as it moves forward to stake its 
claim and identify its industry role.

5.2.1 Meeting the Pre-Development 
Challenges 

The essential conflict surrounding the 
public-facing website with listings is centered 
on the average brokerage company’s belief 
that:

• Its websites represent the prime consumer 
 choice as a source of local real estate 
 market information 

• They can use consumer’s access of their 
 website as an opportunity to collect 
 information about the consumer

• They can follow up with a flurry of 
 promotional efforts aimed at selling their 
 services 

These beliefs are not generally supported 
according to the research by a number of 
industry players, analysts and consultants. 
Secondly, the WAV GROUP 
(wavgroup.com) and Clareity Consulting 
(clareity.com). REALTOR® Associates 
currently support approximately 340 public 
websites offering a wide variety of consumer 
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search and information experiences. Their 
research indicates that most of these 
public-facing websites are not maintaining 
their competitiveness at the levels being 
maintained by the aggregators/portals.

Today’s consumers visit many sites and 
expect more than limited data, incomplete 
information and basic functionality; they’re 
looking for all the “bells and whistles.” They 
will not return to a site that is considered 
either dated or “clunky” in its operation or 
functionality. Because of the industry’s 
continued resistance to transparency and the 
ability of aggregators/portals to understand 
what consumers are looking for and provide 
it, these sites continue to gain market share 
and popularity. 

As a result there must be a powerful 
commitment to own and control the local 
or regional mindshare for real estate. The 
answer is a powerful REALTOR® powered 
website, one that is supported and promoted 
by the combined power and resources of the 
REALTOR® community, which in turn drives 
all leads back to the brokerage or agent 
without additional costs or fee split. Once this 
power bridge has been successfully crossed 
the final stages of the first phase should 
include substantial agreement relative to:

• Creating the perfect consumer online 
 experience

• Lead flow and lead management rules 
 and/or policies

• The importance of designing a powerful 
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 metrics and benchmarking component

5.2.2 Developing the Optimum 
Public-facing Website

Once the politics and negotiation challenges 
have been successfully met the tasks 
involved in the actual site development can 
be undertaken.

• Select an active development team. 
 “Feet on the ground” is a critical aspect 
 of developing a public-facing website. 
 There is a wide range of expertise and 
 experience that must be brought to bear 
 and these volunteers will spend a great 
 deal of time working through the 
 various developmental challenges. The 
 use of a consultant at this point should 
 also be considered, keeping in mind that 
 most consultants have valuable existing 
 industry relationships.

• Create a developmental budget and 
 timeline. There is no magical amount 
 that should be spent on this project. Like 
 all projects it will depend upon a wide 
 variety of issues from timing to 
 functionality. Associations should under
 stand that like the proverbial “airport” a 
 public-facing website will never be 
 completed but rather will continue to be 
 competitive through an endless series of 
 re-engineering exercises designed to keep 
 it technologically and consumer 
 competitive.

[Note: That there are so many ways to design 
and develop a public-facing website that it is 
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hard to identify average costs. The majority of 
the websites in existence today were 
“internally developed.” The fact that they were 
financed by both large and small 
associations, validates that the cost can’t be 
prohibited.

• Determine what features, options and 
 functionality will be engineered into the 
 website. Although there is a seemingly 
 endless list of features and functions, the 
 following are, at the present time, deemed 
 somewhat standard:

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com
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Map-based search with multiple 
properties reflected

Single line input search

Ability to modify search criteria 
without leaving results

Open house search

Foreclosure search Sold status listing search

Property map Aerial map view

Bird’s Eye map view Street view

Points of interest MLS photos

Listing price history Walkscore ratings for individual properties

Neighborhood/demographic data School performance data

House values (AVM functionality) Send listing info to Social Media 
account

Creating a blog community Display similar properties in 
comparison to one another

Driving directions Showing schedule

Market statistics and reports Mortgage calculator

Lifestyle issues and solutions Ability to email listings

Current mortgage rate information Side-by-side comparisons

Easy to print functionality Saved searches

Registration and login functionality Multiple languages

Unique community finder (water, 
golf, high rise, aviation etc.)

Content management for incorporated 
articles, blogs and non-listing information

Ability to support a revenue 
generating ad network

Search for agent

Search for brokerage Search for agent based upon area of 
experience and productivity

Mobile friendly for current and 
anticipated “smart” equipment

The ability to support an approved 
sponsorship and marketing program

List of Features and Functions
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• Determine what data will need to be 
 accessed and incorporated and what cost 
 will be required to maintain the desired 
 level of functionality

• Select a competent vendor. At the present 
 time there are several players in the field 
 and each one has strong and weak points: 
 Rapattoni (rapattoni.com), Systems 
 Engineering (seisystems.com), FBS 
 (fbsdata.com), Solid Earth (solidearth.com), 
 CoreLogic (corelogic.com) and LPS 
 (lpsvcs.com)

• The best way to select a vendor is to first 
 determine what manner of site, services 
 and functionalities are being targeted. 
 During this process the participating 
 association will want to develop a list of 
 sites that it considers competitive and 
 compatible. Surveying these operators to 
 determine what vendor they are using, 
 and how satisfying their vendor relationship, 
 is will go a long way in answering the 
 “which vendor” question

• As in all industries there will be vendors 
 that are charging ahead, those that are 
 drifting and those that are essentially 
 waterlogged but for existing contracts that 
 keep them alive. Such designations are 
 critical for an association or MLS that is 
 about to enter the intensively competitive 
 environment of Internet real estate

• To minimize and reduce negative 
 comments, regular and systematic 
 communications with members and MLS 
 subscribers during all phases of the 
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 development process is very important. 
 Involve as many of the members as 
 possible to participate and provide 
 additional information

• As the public-facing website approaches 
 its mid-developmental stage the 
 association/MLS should launch its 
 marketing and promotional program. The 
 website must be aggressively and skillfully 
 promoted to the area’s real estate 
 consumers. Including those who are 
 currently market-active, existing 
 homeowners, renters as well as people 
 generally interested in exploring the area

5.2.3 Operating a Public-facing Website

The whole philosophy behind operating a 
public-facing listing website is to afford the 
consumer that wants to undertake detailed 
research the opportunity to do so. As a large 
number of consumers will actually avoid 
using a brokerage website, creating a 
REALTOR® friendly environment can be 
beneficial  to everyone. Therefore the first 
step is to secure reliable listing data (with the 
appropriate permissions and updates on a 
regular basis) that respects the priorities of 
the listing agent and brokerage firm.

Successful organizations in many industries 
have proven that by analyzing and tracking 
their website traffic and usage in multiple 
ways they can significantly change and 
influence local awareness, usage and 
relevance.  

As the web is a rapidly moving and dynamic 
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medium, associations must be willing to 
constantly explore new concepts, platforms 
and initiatives in order to keep their 
public-facing website relevant and exciting. 
There must be a continued focus and 
organizational imperative to build, enhance 
and maintain an exciting website with a 
robust and compelling consumer section. 
Here are a couple of operational thoughts to 
consider:

• The cost of operating an effective and 
 powerful public-facing website will 
 require the constant expenditure of 
 human and financial resources. Perhaps 
 more than any other association/MLS 
 effort it must reflect the highest levels of 
 innovation and creativity.  Every effort 
 must be made to fund it at the various 
 levels of its engagement avoiding the 
 temptation to low-ball. Low-balling is the 
 functional equivalent of chaining a race
 horse in the front yard and forgetting to 
 provide it with adequate food and water. It 
 will generate negative publicity and 
 ultimately destroy the local REALTOR® 
 image and reputation.

• Associations/MLSs that are operating 
 serious public-facing websites with 
 listings have discovered that an 
 appropriately designed and operated 
 website is capable of generating 
 significant advertising revenues. 
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5.2.4 Using the Public-facing Website With 
Listings to Generate Community-based 
Relationships

The following strategies will be helpful:

• Virtually everything that goes on with 
 respect to the website must include an 
 angle or feature that promotes the 
 consumer relationship. The site must 
 distribute a constant message of 
 welcome, assistance and common best 
 interests.

• Get to “know” the consumers who are 
 visiting and using its functionality.

• Provide the opportunity for consumers to 
 personalize and customize their 
 experience.

• Develop the ability to recognize and 
 reward its consumers.

• Afford the consumers every opportunity to 
 interact and express their feelings about 
 the website.

• Identify consumers within the five levels 
 of intensity and skillfully move them into 
 ever greater levels of intensity.

• Engage surveying talents to create a 
 research process through which the 
 consumer can contribute their unique 
 perspective regarding the various 
 directions of the local real estate 
 marketplace.
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• As the website becomes more and more a 
 part of the community culture it should 
 seek to engage its disciple level 
 consumers into the association’s/MLS’s 
 advocacy program.

Most importantly, the operator must maintain 
a constant vigil on what all other real estate 
portals or websites are doing to both 
differentiate themselves and drive consumer 
traffic to their sites. The Internet real estate 
space is highly competitive and very fluid 
during the near term to attract the hearts and 
minds of the real estate consumer. The 
millions of dollars in revenues and profits they 
hold will remain on the forefront for many 
years to come.

5.3  Public-facing Website 
(Without Listings)

The same concepts, strategies, tools, 
sources, etc. also apply here except that the 
association website will not have listings. We 
do not believe this option is as powerful as 
the one detailed. However, it is still a critically 
important beachhead to secure as soon as 
possible because listings can be added at 
any time in the future should current 
limitations, restrictions or mindsets change.

5.4 Survey-based Research Program

An association/consumer research and 
relationship program is a long-term 
proposition and it can easily take two to three 
years to reach full maturation and 
effectiveness. Therefore it must begin by 
requiring a significant mindset adjustment 
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in the current association leadership and 
management culture. The association will be 
required to refocus its priorities to incorporate 
the understanding, knowledge and 
techniques necessary to create a strong, 
mutually productive and sustainable 
relationship with the consumer. 

5.4.1 The Goal
The entry-level phase of the consumer 
relationship program is dedicated to 
information gathering and the perfect 
entry-level tool is the survey. However, few 
association volunteers or staff members have 
received formal training in surveying 
procedures. As a result, despite the allocation 
of many hours of leadership and staff time in 
designing the survey instrument, executing 
the actual survey and analyzing the results 
and the hours of effort by the respondents, 
most association surveys are hopelessly 
incompetent in terms of representing valid 
results or reflecting credible evidence of 
membership or operational preferences.

Identify specific consumer sectors within the 
community and initiate a survey-based 
relationship focused on consumer questions 
in real estate related subject areas. The initial 
list should support current association 
membership and internal objectives. Here are 
some examples of other subjects:
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Lifestyle related 
inquires

Use of mobile 
technologies

General market 
statistics

REALTOR® 
relevance

Awareness and use of 
transaction management

Transaction tracking

International marketing 
issues

Rental lifestyle 
issues

The International 
market

REALTOR® 
service/rating issues

Behavior Profiling Property search 
preferences

Social Media 
preferences

In achieving the goal the association must be 
motivated to accomplish the following: 

• Begin the survey process by establishing 
 and communicating common interests and 
 objectives with the consumer. For 
 example, provide interesting ideas about 
 doing something to create a more 
 satisfying, efficient or effective interaction 
 with their current home ownership or 
 rental arrangement.

• Utilize state of the art survey instruments 
 and methodologies that will encourage the 
 consumer to communicate with the 
 association regarding subjects that 
 present a minimum threat profile and a
 maximum level of common interest.

• Increase the specificity and focus of the 
 survey process by raising key issues and 
 moving up the scale of local interest. For 
 example, start with: “Is owning a home in 
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 our community generally a positive 
 experience?” and move to “Guess what? 
 Your City Council is considering raising 
 your property taxes. What do you think 
 about that?” 

• Establish reinforcement and reward 
 programs such as home improvement 
 discounts. Without constant attention, 
 these programs will become stale and 
 response rates will decline. 

• Recruit brokerage and agent association 
 members to contribute ideas and 
 recommendations for research topics. 
 Throughout the program, associations 
 should poll their members on the program, 
 its results and its direction.

• Deliver critical data by implementing a 
 sophisticated survey instrument that 
 presents the right questions to the right 
 respondants and generates a database 
 capable of being organized and analyzed 
 into productive and relevant results.

• Utilize one of the number of affordable 
 software packages that will assist in the 
 automation of the research survey 
 process. One of the best options that 
 associations have found to be helpful is 
 called cvent (cvent.com). Other 
 inexpensive survey tools include Survey 
 Gizmo (surveygizmo.com), Zoomerang 
 (zoomerang.com) and Survey Monkey 
 (surveymonkey.com). Here are some 
 things to remember:

 o Associations just beginning their 
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  surveying experience would do well to 
  learn the basics before they invest in 
  expensive software packages.

 o Having the most expensive and 
  sophisticated software is not a benefit 
  if the association’s survey master isn’t 
  using most of its advantages.

 o Develop the association’s surveying 
  talent by utilizing effective surveying 
  techniques in many other areas of 
  programming and service.

• The key elements of a successful 
 consumer survey include:

 o A culture of trust that encourages 
  candid feedback.

 o A Positive consumer perception of 
  survey.

• A high consumer participation rate (1% to 
 20%) that will be influenced by several 
 factors:

 o Proper communication from 
  association leadership, convincing 
  them that all of the surveys are 
  important and the purpose behind 
  them is to make consumers 
  stakeholders in the survey.

 o Convincing the participating 
  consumers of privacy and the absence 
  of any negative implications to their 
  candid feedback.
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 o Providing the consumers with the 
  necessary time and a convenient way 
  to complete the survey.

5.4.2 Designing the Survey

Like many other tools used to generate 
internal or external information to support its 
operations, the successful use of a survey 
covers a wide range of competencies and 
skills. In the hands of a proficient practitioner 
the survey can be an effective research tool 
and can elicit valuable information from the 
consumer relationship program. The 
following recommendations are provided to 
raise the overall effectiveness of the basic 
survey process.

• Start by defining the purpose of the survey 
 exercise. Determine exactly the subject 
 about which you want your consumers to 
 share their opinion. A survey is not a 
 substitute for an interview and a badly de
 signed survey instrument will alienate 
 consumers.

• Designing and composing survey 
 instruments is an art form. Keep both the 
 subject of the survey and the survey 
 instrument itself as short as possible. The 
 rule of thumb is that it shouldn’t take a 
 respondent more than 10 minutes to 
 complete a questionnaire. 

• Keep the language of your instrument 
 simple to ensure that respondents will 
 understand the words and the questions. 
 Don’t use industry lexicon, abbreviations or 
 make the questions too complex. A survey 
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 is not an examination and it shouldn’t feel 
 that way.

• Even with the best-designed instruments 
 respondents are likely to lose interest in 
 your survey, so prioritize your questions by 
 importance. Get the critical information up 
 front and place simple questions that seek 
 personal information at the end.

• A survey that produces results that cannot 
 be easily analyzed is dangerous and 
 worse than no survey at all. Keep the 
 scope of your inquiries narrow and specific 
 by not asking open-ended questions that 
 will give you a range of answers that is too 
 wide. Questions could be yes/no, radio 
 button, checkbox, star ratings or multiple 
 choice.

• Each question should arise seamlessly 
 from the previous question with a logical 
 sense of flow. Follow up questions should 
 be handled as a subset of the question 
 from which they flowed.  

• When you have completed the survey 
 instrument and had it thoroughly proofed 
 for spelling, grammar and syntax, submit 
 it to a beta panel to complete it under real 
 circumstances. This will tell you how long 
 it takes to complete and which, if any, 
 questions they find confusing.

• Set a reasonable time for respondents to 
 complete and return the survey.

 o Unless the processing time is at least 
  two weeks don’t count weekends.
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 o If the survey is not online, be sure to 
  include a self addressed stamped 
  envelope.

 o As the response time draws near, send 
  a follow up email or message to those 
  respondents who haven’t completed 
  the survey instrument. Be sure they 
  know that their response is important.

• Respondents will generally respond well 
 to being rewarded. Although this concept 
 may be difficult as it relates to 
 consumers at large, use your imagination 
 and find something they will value to 
 sweeten the pot. Keep in mind that most 
 people place a high value on knowing 
 how their answers to the survey 
 instrument corresponded to the others 
 who responded to the same survey. 
 Provide this feedback by sharing the 
 analysis you will be using to communicate 
 the results of the survey to your members.

• Make your interpretive analysis as 
 educational as possible. It should include 
 what you were trying to find out and what 
 you will be doing with the results. 
 Everyone wants to believe that their time 
 is valuable and that they are making a 
 difference, so be sure to give full faith and 
 credit to your consumer respondent panel. 
 Always follow up by expressing 
 appreciation for the consumer’s response.

5.5 Effective Social Media Presence

The first step is to make a determination 
relative to the Social Media awareness level 
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of the association, its membership and its 
consumer community. Associations in the 
lower comfort categories should start with the 
creation of a Social Media initiative master 
plan to both provide awareness of what it 
could be within the Social Media space and 
build membership support.

Start by creating a Social Media task force 
comprised of those members that have 
already demonstrated both an interest and 
ability to address and harness Social Media 
forces. Then identify the option of platforms 
available (Facebook, Twitter, Google Plus, 
YouTube, Pinterest, etc.) and select the two 
or three that are going to be targeted together 
with your association blog.

Remember to create a set of consistent 
personalities (leaders, staff and members) to 
act as the “human face” and commentators 
for the association. Social Media is all about 
creating relationships and consumers don’t 
want a relationship with a logo.

The operation of an effective Social Media 
program will require the AE to acquire both 
new knowledge and the skills that come with 
this new responsibility. The key to a 
successful program is to be an excellent and 
relentless listener. It’s not so much about 
broadcasting as it is about listening, sharing 
and responding.
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5.5.1 Social Media Guidelines

Social Media is a rapidly growing and 
changing media platform. Not only do media 
rules of a few decades ago no longer apply, 
even strategies of only five years ago have 
already adapted. Here are some general 
guidelines regarding the effective use of 
Social Media in the consumer relationship 
program:

• No amount of Social Media skill will 
 overcome an association whose mission 
 is weak and whose staff and leadership 
 don’t genuinely both respect and care 
 about the consumers in their community.

• The effective use of Social Media to 
 create, sustain and utilize consumer 
 relationships will require that an effort be 
 made to seek out the consumer on the 
 Internet. Where they are is more important 
 than where you are.

• In the final analysis the range of applied 
 Social Media tools must be equal to the 
 range of its target demographic profile.

• Operating a popular or famous website 
 that becomes part of the local culture 
 provides a clear advantage.

• Power and influence will come from 
 focusing on issues that are viable and 
 relevant in your community rather than 
 those that are dear to your members.

• Sharing content provided by others 
 enhances the influence of your website; 
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 prove that it isn’t all about you.

• Small associations with limited staff 
 capacities should keep in mind that the 
 detail provided by these materials, 
 notwithstanding the recommended tasks 
 and actions, are little more than many 
 individuals incorporate into their own 
 Social Media presence.

The contribution of Social Media to the 
association’s consumer relations program 
will be in direct proportion to the quality of the 
consumer experience that it creates:

• Social Media isn’t a technology, it’s a 
 platform. 

• The people you place in the public eye are 
 an important key to the experience you 
 deliver. The strongest online consumer 
 relationships will occur when consumers 
 get to know and “connect” with specific 
 members of the association’s leadership 
 team and staff.

• Beware of plastic platitudes and rate 
 expressions. Get involved. Care. Give 
 more than you take. Don’t sell. Be 
 transparent. These are all basic principles 
 that guide successful usage of this new 
 medium.

• The sincere desire to be a positive 
 contributor in your consumer’s lives will 
 carry the day.
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5.5.2 Social Media Game Plan

The Social Media side of your consumer 
relationship program will become a valuable 
source of consumer contact information to 
establish and refresh the consumer research 
panel. Use your relationships to propel your 
cause. At some point you will want to have 
created relationships of the type and strength 
that will allow you to accomplish these 
objectives.

A consumer relationship game plan will 
provide a method to stay on course. All 
relationships have or should have identifiable 
objectives so associations shouldn’t have a 
feeling that they are “using” their consumers.

Your game plan should include:

• A statement of purpose for its Social 
 Media program

• Assignments of overall responsibility for 
 the program and for the day-to-day 
 posting and communication of its 
 message

• Identification relative to what leadership 
 and staff personalities will be developed 
 and presented

• The range of issues that will be engaged 
 or initiated

• What action will be taken when a 
 particular post or string of posts is moving 
 in a direction that is counter to interests?
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• How the program will be tracked and its 
 deliverables measured

Develop policies for your programs that give 
staff and leaders an opportunity to be 
themselves, and give the association a 
human feel, and its programs a human touch. 
Here are some thoughts concerning setting 
the rules of operation for the program:

• The quick response rule applies here as 
 much as it does to listing inquiries; every 
 contact should get a quick response

• Take careful pride in your ability to amass 
 and provide an effective response for as  
 many contacts as possible

• Objectives regarding coverage and 
 response times should be established

• Remember that the majority of responses 
 or postings should impart knowledge or 
 information concerning matters that are 
 relevant to the association’s message

• Efforts to develop the Social Media 
 personality will greatly benefit by providing 
 recognition for your leaders and staff, 
 especially those that will be the “face” of 
 your Social Media efforts

• The ability to create, sustain and utilize 
 consumer relationships will be greatly 
 enhanced if the website and Social Media 
 efforts gain a reputation for delivering 
 excellent and valuable information and 
 knowledge

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Inserted Text
.



82 83 The Pinnacle Program Module #1

• A simple guide to what information and 
 knowledge to provide can be garnered by 
 periodically asking your growing Social 
 Media community what information/knowl
 edge it would like to receive

There is no question that, in the course of 
operating a Social Media program, negative 
comments and complaints will be received 
from consumers. The best way to handle 
these matters is to accept a difference of 
opinion in advance and prepare 
non-confrontational model responses 
beforehand.  

Another sensitive and risky area that must be 
addressed is whether or not the Social 
Media program will serve as a forum for 
general discussions regarding other industry 
issues. Although this type of discussion can 
increase activity and traffic, it requires the 
deployment of advanced knowledge of the 
market and relatively sophisticated 
communication skills.

5.6  Association Consumer Panel

From the consumer energy developed 
through the surveying process the 
association will, at some point, identify a 
group of engaged consumers within that 
program to become members of the 
association consumer panel. Regardless of 
the source from which these engaged 
consumers come, after a certain point in time 
the association will move to identify a 
subgroup whose level of interest, participation 
and passion makes them eligible to become 
part of the panel. Once on the panel they will 
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begin to participate in the formal research 
program.

There aren’t a specific number of consumers 
that should be on the panel. As the program 
matures the right number will become more 
obvious based upon the associations level of 
commitment. The rest of the survey group, 
whose interests and participatory levels are 
not sufficient to place them on the consumer 
panel, will still be the object of continued 
interaction, bearing in mind that even the 
most sophisticated programs require a 
periodic refreshing of the panel through 
invitations to new consumers; 90-day 
intervals are standard for refreshment. 

With respect to effective operation of the 
panel, records and statistics must be 
maintained in order to be able to measure 
and/or otherwise determine the viability of the 
panel. There are a number of regular panel 
management techniques and one of the most 
consistent is a feedback mechanism that 
allows consumers to provide input into the 
program.
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6.0 - IMPLEMENTATION  
 STEPS, ASSIGNMENTS 
 AND TIMELINES
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6.1 General Considerations

An association consumer research and 
relationship program is a long-term 
proposition and it can take a few years to 
reach full maturation and effectiveness. Its 
purpose is twofold:

• Provide the association and its 
 membership with valuable information 
 about the consumer’s perspective of its 
 marketplace 

• Where appropriate, provide consumer 
 public policy and advocacy support for 
 issues and causes that impact identified 
 areas of common interest

The general process of creating consumer 
relationships within the association’s 
community requires:

• Exercising influence over community or 
 marketplace housing discussions and 
 establishing the association as the 
 accepted expert on matters involving the 
 metrics and/or dynamics of the local 
 housing environment

• Immediately begin to build real estate 
 consumer awareness within all categories 
 of consumers

• Moving quickly to provide multiple 
 channels of knowledge regarding 
 housing and real estate matters through 
 new and existing association community 
 and online contacts
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• The program’s initial efforts to be aimed 
 at the consumer at large. Thereafter it 
 must set about the task of identifying real 
 estate consumers from the mass of 
 consumers at large.

• As soon as plausible the program should 
 move to identify engaged consumers and 
 recruit this group into an online 
 relationship track that will use survey 
 research processes to intensify the 
 relationship. This effort begins with the 
 solicitation of basic information 
 regarding consumer perspectives and 
 preferences and will, over time, evolve into 
 an advocacy relationship. 

For most associations the skill sets and 
competencies involved in the process will be 
a learning process: Transitioning consumer 
consciousness from the “consumers at large” 
stage into a panel of real estate disciples that 
can function as advocates, will take time.

6.2   Getting the Program Started

The first step is to identify potential 
consumers in the community and on the 
Internet with which to communicate. Most 
already have a formal or informal presence 
in their communities through participation in 
community events, charitable fund raising and 
service clubs or through relationships with 
state or local government, other trade 
associations or non-profit entities.

An inventory of these relationships and 
“community resources” should be taken with 
each one being graded and scored on the 
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basis of its strength and viability in supporting 
the association. From this inventory it can be 
determined how to either improve community 
capital or harness it in support of the 
consumer relationship program.

The association’s Social Media program is 
an excellent resource as the consumer has 
already entered that space. In addition, 
associations with public-facing listing 
websites will have a distinct advantage 
because these website are usually designed 
to generate user lists. Programs that 
encourage the consumer to register also 
have an advantage. A great deal of resources 
can be wasted trying to develop a consumer 
panel out of buy a consumer list. Remember, 
you don’t buy contacts or loyalty, you build 
relationships one at a time.

Some consumer contacts will be generated 
by the association’s community interaction 
and PR programs and at some point in the 
successful execution of the program the 
association will have developed credibility 
with its members by having delivered enough 
valuable information.

6.3 Creating and Servicing an Efficient 
Association Consumer Panel

Create a consumer panel comprised of 
engaged real estate consumers who agree to 
participate in a periodic and ongoing survey 
relationship with the association. 

Once on the panel the consumer begins 
to participate more regularly. As previously 
discussed, one of the initial strategies to 
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be incorporated will be its survey-based 
research program. The program will use a 
survey process to identify and communicate 
with consumers starting at the “consumer at 
large” entry level and continuing through four 
additional levels to its most intense 
designation; the “real estate disciple.”

At some point (usually 5 - 10 surveys) the 
association will be in a position to identify its 
most engaged consumers. While this 
identification will be largely based upon the 
frequency with which a consumer has 
completed prior surveys the association 
might also take into consideration other 
communications or input received from these 
consumers. 

The next step is to send an invitation to 
participate in a consumer panel. The 
invitation should express the association’s 
appreciation for the support by the “real 
estate disciples” and inquire whether or not 
they would like to participate at a more 
intense level. The communication should cite 
examples of important local issues and 
provide some framework relative to the 
frequency of involvement.

6.3.1 Purpose of the Panel

The purpose of the consumer panel is to 
create, nurture and sustain this group of 
“disciple” consumers in activities that are 
important and impactful. The panel will 
become the cornerstone of the association’s 
efforts to create a consumer advocacy 
dynamic in support of its community, public 
and government relations programs. By way 
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of example, consumers within this group may 
be asked to:

• Write position and/or support letters 
 directly to agencies, individuals or 
 politicians in the community

• Attend association events designed to 
 provide in-depth information on 
 community issues

• Attend and/or present testimony at public 
 meetings on subjects of interest to both 
 the consumer and the association

6.3.2 Servicing the Panel

Consumer panel members will require a 
much higher level of maintenance, reward 
and recognition than those in the mainstream 
program. Constantly be on the lookout for 
ways in which to recognize and reward this 
participation. Great care must be taken with 
respect to the specific activities in which the 
consumer panel members are engaged and 
therefore legal counsel and the Government 
Affairs director ought to be involved.

Regular communications, without a survey 
instrument, are also advisable. By way of 
example, some associations send out 
birthday and holiday greetings, others offer 
news flashes on subjects of, while others 
send an annual thank you letter from the 
association chairman or president.

As this program gains participation it is 
anticipated that the care of the consumer 
panel members will be an area ripe for 

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Inserted Text
 interest



92 93www.ThePinnaclePortal.com

Time Impacting Associations
(Forces of Change Raising the Tide)

Tom
Sticky Note
Businesses (or Business)



92 93 The Pinnacle Program Module #1

sharing and collaboration. Protecting the 
identity of panel members is however a 
priority.

6.4 Advocacy as Advanced Consumer 
Relationship Programming

At some point the program should yield 
activism in addition to opinion. When this 
point is reached the program should be 
expanded into an advocacy function that 
must be managed with great care. Without 
the proper level of sensitivity, mistakes can 
destroy what took years to build. 

The big question is when an association will 
know that it is time to convert its consumer 
relationship program from information 
gathering to advocacy. At some point 
members of the panel should be provided 
with information about the ongoing issues 
and causes being addressed. 

Some external force such as the legislature 
or local government agency may create a 
situation that bares a hardship on the 
consumer and the consumer relationship, 
thus by its very nature activating the 
advocacy phase.

A condition precedent to a successful 
consumer relationship program is an 
organizational willingness to share data with 
members. It must be remembered that 
consumer relationships are all about 
transparency and credibility, so don’t ask 
questions if you are not willing to share the 
answers. Likewise the issue of gaining 
permission from consumers to share the 
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information they provide with the members 
must be addressed.  

6.5 Calling Consumer Panels to Action — 
Advocacy Phase

The panel members represent a valuable 
and sensitive association resource that must 
be respected and balanced with great care. 
If the association asks for more than the 
consumer is willing to deliver, for example a 
financial contribution, the relationship will be 
weakened. However, an advanced program 
could request consumers to make phone 
calls or appear at hearings if the common 
interest involved is significantly and seriously 
important to the consumer. 

Most commonly it is a specific event that 
gives rise to a cause and a desired effect that 
signals the beginning of the advocacy phase. 
Every consumer’s sensitivity and trigger point 
for being an advocacy candidate will be 
different depending upon the event or cause 
that gives rise to the advocacy request. It is 
the cause — generally identified in an email 
— that will provide both the motivation and 
incentive to act; most likely a “pocket book” 
issue rather than one based on emotion or 
guilt.

In the final analysis the panel’s value as an 
ongoing source of real estate market related 
information might be as valuable, or more 
valuable, than its use as an advocacy tool. 
This can be achieved if the association chief 
elected officer and executive will facilitate 
administrative steps such as:
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• Creating a pro-forma financial and human 
 resource budget. The issue here isn’t 
 whether there are enough resources to 
 complete these tasks but rather how much 
 financial and human resource is available; 
 work within your unique resources.

• Representing the program before the 
 leadership team.

• Coordinating and making staff and 
 volunteer assignments.

6.6 Measurement Metrics and 
Accountability Tools 

From the perspective of association 
administration the objectives of the Pinnacle 
Program are twofold.  

1. Fine-tune the participating association’s 
 competences and skill sets in areas that 
 have been determined to be a key to 
 future success.  

2. Make a significant contribution to the 
 overall excellence of the association’s 
 operations, leadership and management.

An important focus in support of the 
second objective is to encourage 
associations to undertake the design, 
development and implementation of the tools 
and procedures necessary to make objective 
accountability a reality in their management, 
leadership and governance activities and 
track the data.
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The role of metrics and benchmarking with 
respect to overall association operations and 
success cannot be underestimated. Every 
element, activity and/or phase of 
management, leadership or governance 
generates a flow of data relative to its 
presence, impact or influence.  Capturing 
and analyzing this flow of data has become 
a growing area of association management 
known as “qualitative metrics.” Reflecting this 
trend has been a proliferation of tools that 
can facilitate the collection of the data as well 
as provide, on a moment’s notice, reports 
presenting it in every imaginable graphic. The 
focus of this process is to help individuals in 
governance, leadership and management 
to understand what happened and why it 
happened. Combining “what” and “why” can 
provide a strategic competitive advantage.

Few associations have used qualitative met-
rics. The reason can be traced to the overall 
lack of accountability within the realm of the 
traditional association. The combination of 
non-accountable volunteer leaders coupled 
with legacy managers often means that there 
is no “sharp” edge of expectation or demand 
in either individual or organizational 
performance.

Within this traditional environment, leaders 
and managers have been more comfortable 
with the soft side of expectations rather than 
the hard side of accountability. The lubricant 
of this traditional process has been the 
politics of the association itself and 
association politics is the art of low 
expectations, positive spin and back 
scratching. Accountability in general and, 
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more specifically, accountability driven by 
specific and quantifiable goals and objectives 
has not been an influential factor.
However, at the present time accountability is 
increasingly becoming a factor throughout the 
American real estate industry. As the industry 
struggles with profitability and productivity 
owners, brokers and managers are becoming 
more and more interested in the “what 
happened” and “why did it happen” of their 
businesses.
 
The incorporation of checklists, other metrics 
collection tools and accountability interactions 
will serve to demonstrate association 
excellence. But perhaps the highest 
expression of accountability and 
organizational expectations is present when 
ownership is exercised through requirements 
for the collection and evaluation of 
operational metrics and benchmarks.

www.ThePinnaclePortal.com

Tom
Sticky Note
NEW PARAGRAPH



98 99 The Pinnacle Program Module #1



100 101www.ThePinnaclePortal.com

8.0 Closing Thoughts
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7.1 Continuing the Relationship Building 
Process
Customer relationships will be a dynamic, 
ever-changing process. The good analogy
would be an assembly line that must be 
maintained at all times to ensure that a
constant stream of new relationships is being 
created to increase the value of the asset
and to replace prior relationships that have 
been discontinued or abandoned.

Implementing the strategies listed earlier will 
result in many relationships in various
stages of development and maturity. Some of 
these relationships will have just begun
while others have gone as far as they are 
going to go.

7.2 Maintaining and Nurturing the 
Relationship

Like all relationships the 
association/consumer relationship must be 
maintained on a regular basis, and the 
primary maintenance tools for accomplishing 
that are communication and reinforcement.

• The communications program will be 
 responsible for dispatching periodic
 communications to the consumers in 
 the program regarding issues of common 
 interest; generally community related
• The leadership team will be responsible 
 for “as appropriate” dispatches that
 recognize and reward consumers for the 
 success of the program

It is important to keep in mind that those 
consumers who migrate to the active and
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disciple levels will be activists by nature. The 
leadership team must ensure that the
association is making regular and appropriate 
use of this resource

7.3 Consumer Relationships as a Valuable 
Association Resource
Based upon the resources necessary to 
create the relationship and its potential as a
strategic tool, the relationship qualifies as a 
valuable association resource and must be
treated as such. Like all valuable resources it 
must be:

• Subject to specific and ongoing policies 
 that reflect is strategic value and priority

• Appropriately reflected on the balance 
 sheet, which demonstrates both program
 metrics and benchmarks

• Used within a highly accountable 
 environment by leadership and staff that 
 have been appropriately trained, carefully 
 monitored and consistently reviewed

7.4 Evolving Community Development 
Issues

Associations currently exist in an environment 
of rapid change and transition. This same
state of affairs exists for the state and local 
communities in which the association
functions, and at both levels government will 
be engaged in making decisions regarding
how the state or local community will deal with 
the emerging issues and challenges of
the day. Therefore, as government responds 
to the political and power driven “squeaky
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wheel” it is the responsibility of the local 
association is to ensure that:

• It is the squeaky wheel regarding matters 
 of quality of life and housing policy. 
 Sometimes assuming an offensive stance 
 and at other times be playing defense

• These positions and their supporting 
 policies must be resolved in a manner that
 is consistent with the best interests of both 
 its members and the consumer

• It has a process in place to fashion 
 policies, issues and challenges in a 
 manner that best reflects the common 
 ground it has created between itself and 
 its consumer allies

• Great care is exercised to never 
 compromise the new relationship in favor 
 of a “member” oriented position that sells 
 the consumer short

• It keeps in mind that in today’s “wired” 
 consumers will learn quickly from both
 the association and other external sources 
 how it used or abused its consumer
 relationship. If the association chooses to 
 abuse or violate the trust it has built as
 part of the program the consequences will 
 be swift and consequential

Today’s consumer will respond to these 
circumstances by both terminating their
relationship and announcing their discontent 
by using Social Media and other public
platforms.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Inserted Text
.

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Inserted Text
 world

Tom
Cross-Out

Tom
Inserted Text
the association



104 105www.ThePinnaclePortal.com

7.5 Your Role

Through this manual and the complimentary 
videos, webinars, articles and events we 
have together traveled across the width and 
breadth or the world of association consumer 
relationships. We have explored how they will 
impact association effectiveness in the new 
real estate industry and marketplace, have 
identified their benefits and rewards and 
emphasized the role of trust and 
commitment. In considering the various 
types of relationships and the opportunities 
that they present we have analyzed various 
strategies and tactics and have established 
the implementation routes and procedures as 
well as management and assignment criteria. 

Yet with all of this research, work 
development, detail and presentation we 
have not given life to a single association/
consumer relationship. That honor and 
privilege now belongs to the leaders and 
executives of our participating associations. 
Ownership of all projects, initiatives or 
programs must be established from the onset 
of its implementation.

• The governing board must send a clear 
 message that this is a critical association 
 priority thus establishing that they own this 
 project and will foster it 

• The association executive and/or senior 
 staff must make that which is in the 
 manual come alive in implementation thus 
 demonstrating their ownership and 
 commitment for their association.

“REALTORS® have 
neither power 

nor the skills to 
transform the real 
estate industry 
themselves, it is 
customer choice 
that will rule the 

day”
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• In order for all of this to happen other 
 matters, some of long standing importance 
 and with high sponsorship, will not get 
 done thus demonstrating that their time 
 has passed and a new era has begun.

This is the nature of innovation, this is the 
task of re-engineering and this is the 
challenge that faces virtually every 
organization in the real estate industry today. 
There will never be enough time to 
accomplish everything needs to be done and 
prioritization and is what defines success. 

• Highly documented assignments will 
 reflect a higher level of importance and 
 accountability.

• Finely tuned assignments will assist the 
 association in improving its failure rate for 
 initiatives that fail for lack of ownership 
 and committee/task force assignments 
 that fail because of “mission creep.”

• Alocating specific responsibility suggests 
 a higher priority and accountability level 
 than does a general assignment to “staff.” 

It is the intent of the Pinnacle Program to 
create metrics and benchmarks to assist 
leaders and managers in their efforts to take 
their association to the next level.  Module 1 
is the place we start the journey.

Keep in mind that, for many organizations in 
today’s business environment, opportunities 
for self-help and re-engineering are seldom 
extended. This is our opportunity, so let’s 
make the best of it.

“Be courageous, 
innovative and 

relevant”
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