
Introduction to Professional Ethics in Real?Estate

Quick?reference guide for students, new agents, and anyone interested in the ethical foundations

of the real?estate profession.

1. Why Ethics Matter in Real Estate

Reason What It Means for Practice

Public Trust
Buyers, sellers, and renters rely on agents to act honestly; trust fuels

market activity.

Legal Protection
Ethical conduct reduces exposure to lawsuits, disciplinary actions, and

license revocation.

Professional

Reputation
A reputation for integrity attracts referrals and long?term business.

Market Efficiency
Fair dealing promotes accurate pricing, transparent information, and

smoother transactions.

2. Core Ethical Principles (the “Golden Rules”)

Principle Key Behaviors Typical Scenarios

Honesty &

Truthfulness

Disclose material facts; avoid

misrepresentation.

Revealing known structural defects in

a home.

Fairness & Non?

Discrimination

Treat all parties equally regardless

of race, gender, religion, etc.

Offering the same marketing plan to

every client.

Confidentiality
Protect client?specific information

unless legally required to disclose.

Not sharing a seller’s motivation to

keep price low.

Loyalty & Fiduciary

Duty

Prioritize the client’s best interests

above personal gain.

Refusing a higher commission from a

buyer’s agent that would

disadvantage the seller.

Competence
Maintain up?to?date knowledge;

seek help when beyond expertise.

Completing continuing?education

courses on new zoning laws.

Transparency
Explain fees, contracts, and

processes clearly.

Providing a written breakdown of all

transaction costs before signing.
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3. Legal Framework Supporting Ethics

Source Scope Typical Requirements

State Real?Estate

Licensing Laws

Minimum standards for conduct;

licensing board enforcement.

Promptly return client funds held

in escrow.

National Association of

Realtors (NAR) Code of

Ethics

17 Articles covering duties to the

public, clients, other agents, and

the profession.

Article?1: “Realtors shall protect

and promote the interests of the

public.”

Fair Housing Act (1968) Prohibits discrimination in housing.
No “preferential” treatment based

on protected class.

Anti?Money?Laundering

(AML) Regulations

Prevents illicit financial flows

through real?estate transactions.

Conducting “Know Your

Customer” (KYC) checks on

buyers.

State-specific Disclosure

Laws

Mandate what material facts must

be disclosed.

Lead?paint disclosure in older

homes.

4. Common Ethical Dilemmas & How to Resolve Them

Dilemma Ethical Question Decision?Making Steps

Dual Agency (representing buyer

and seller)

Can an agent be truly loyal

to both sides?

1. Disclose the dual?agency

arrangement in writing.

2. Obtain informed consent from

both parties.

3. Maintain strict confidentiality

of each client’s interests.

Undisclosed Conflict of Interest

(e.g., personal stake in a property)

Should the agent reveal

their ownership?

1. Identify the conflict.

2. Disclose fully to all parties.

3. Recuse or obtain written

consent if the client wishes to

proceed.

Pressure to Inflate

Commissions

Is it ethical to increase fees

after the contract is signed?
1. Review the
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