
The Phantom Listing Problem: How Many 
"Available" Properties on Association Sites Are 
Already Off the Market 
A phantom listing is a commercial property that appears "available" on a public database but 
has already leased, sold, or been withdrawn from the market. It looks live until someone tries to 
act on it, at which point it falls apart. Each time that happens, the broker, site selector, or 
business relying on the data learns something about the site itself, and enough failed listings will 
end the relationship entirely.  

A phantom listing is a commercial property that appears "available" but has already leased, 
sold, or been withdrawn from the market. It looks live until a broker or a client tries to act on it, at 
which point it falls apart. Every time this occurs, the person relying on your data learns 
something about the association, and enough failed listings will end the relationship for good. 

Every phantom left unchecked chips away at that trust a little more, and an association that isn't 
actively monitoring and removing them pays for it in member confidence. 

What is a phantom listing? 

It’s a property whose current status never travels back to the database. A broker closes a deal 
and doesn’t check the “sold” box. A listing agreement expires and nobody closes out the record. 
The lease signs, the tenant moves in, yet the listing keeps showing up exactly as it did the day it 
went live, with no way for anyone to know it's dead until they pick up the phone. 

Listings turn into phantoms in a handful of predictable ways. No one closed out the record when 
the deal was done or the days-on-market ticket was reset to make aging inventory look fresh, a 
documented tactic on the residential side that shows up commercially too. Syndication feeds 
can also keep a dead record alive with no re-verification step upstream, or data gets aggregated 
from a source without anyone checking it against what's actually happening in the market. 

Whatever the reason, a listing that should have come down stays active, and the next member 
or prospect who clicks it burns time on verification only to hit a dead end. 

How many "available" properties are already off the market? 

The clearest public number comes from West Virginia. In 2024, the state's Development 
Authority disclosed that roughly 75% of properties ever listed in its economic development 
database were left inactive, appearing available on their site after being sold, leased, or pulled 
off the market. The count came out of the EDO’s own self-assessment, after it reclassified what 
it found, which is exactly why phantoms pile up wherever nobody’s running that kind of cleanup. 
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West Virginia isn’t an outlier. Average commercial real estate database accuracy runs around 
75%, and roughly 30% of availability and contact data goes stale every year without an active 
refresh cycle behind it. Someone, or something, has to keep pulling the dead listings on an 
ongoing basis, or the share of phantoms simply grows. 

Formal ethics rulings have caught this pattern too. In one case, a Realtor hearing panel found a 
broker in violation of Article 12 for leaving an expired listing on her website more than six 
months, reasoning that letting stale listings sit "did not present the true picture required by 
Article 12." The panel faulted her for leaving the listing up once they could prove she knew it 
was expired. As shown here, it’s bad business to not update your listings. 

Residential real estate, even with a more mature MLS reconciliation system behind it, still ran a 
52.2% stale-listing rate nationally as of early 2026. Commercial associations rarely have an 
MLS equivalent to lean on, and a member's listing often sits several syndication hops 
downstream of wherever it originated. There’s less structure in place to catch expired listings. 
West Virginia is what a mid-sized database looks like once someone actually pays attention, 
and most associations never get that far. 

Why phantom listings damage an association’s credibility 

Members and their clients who click a dead listing rarely file a complaint. They move on, and the 
association never learns the listing failed, so the damage is underestimated internally even as it 
registers clearly on the other end. 

A member might shrug off one dead listing. Hit them with three, and that's usually where they 
stop trusting the platform. Each failure after the first costs more than the one before it, not less. 
Once a site earns a reputation for stale data, fixing a handful of listings doesn't undo that 
reputation. Trust only comes back (if at all) if every phantom on the site gets pulled, and stays 
gone. 

There’s a second cost that’s easy to miss. Associations lean on their listing data to demonstrate 
value to members, justify dues and tech investments, and represent the market to outside 
partners, so a phantom that surfaces in one becomes a credibility problem they must actively 
defend, costing far more than pulling the listing would have. AI use makes it worse: as brokers 
and site selectors increasingly use AI assistants to pre-screen markets, a single phantom record 
can propagate across every output those tools produce.​  

Why this keeps happening even at associations that are trying 

The maintenance load itself is heavy. A mid-sized association is tracking listings across dozens 
or hundreds of member brokerages, feeding into a site with fields that can shift weekly. Most 
upstream feeds were built to add and display new listings, not to flag when one dies at the 
source, so nothing tells the database when a property has gone dark. 
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Adding more sources doesn't fix this either, especially when those sources aren't updating their 
own records. A platform can pull data from twenty feeds and still never verify whether any of 
them reflect what's actually happening in the market. A "last updated: today" tag usually just 
means the aggregation ran again, not that anyone confirmed it. 

How to audit your site 

1.​ Pull a random sample of 20 "available" listings. Auditing only the top of the page 
misses the tail where phantoms tend to concentrate. 

2.​ Call or email the member broker on each one. Ask whether it's still available and 
when it was last verified. 

3.​ Cross-check county records for closed sales. A recorded deed transfer confirms a 
sale that never made it back to your site. 

4.​ Grade the sample. Count it as a phantom if it's no longer available or is live with 
materially inaccurate specs, pricing, or contact information. 

5.​ Pull or correct every phantom immediately, not on the next scheduled update. One 
left live for another quarter does the same damage as one nobody checked. 

6.​ Build removal into a recurring cycle. If four of 20 turn out to be phantoms, roughly a 
fifth of your inventory is likely dead, and north of 25% means the workflow itself needs 
rebuilding. 

A phantom listing on your association's site is a specific, avoidable failure, and every one of 
them tells a member or a prospect that your data can't be trusted. The only thing that actually 
works is continuous, source-direct verification paired with a standing process for pulling what 
that verification finds, before the next person clicks it. 

We built Resimplifi Associate to address this exact issue. View verifies listings against 
thousands of sources every week, so the properties on your site reflect what's actually on the 
market, not what was true six months ago. See how Resimplifi keeps association data current. 
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