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Summary 

OUR GOAL was to develop a user-
centered design strategy for the 
realestatecompany.com site.  

We conducted design research on the real 
estate industry in general, specifically for 
this local region. Then we did a review of 
competitive real estate sites to evaluate 
approaches we liked or wish to avoid.  

From concept maps, we developed 
provisional personas for several customer 
segments, and drew a site map. 
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INTRODUCTION
Most realty site designs fall below par in our opinion. It’s 
painful to review them. This is partly do to the owners not 
understanding their primary target market, and what 
those site visitors want.  We found two major reasons 
most real estate sites fall short of their potential: 

1. By trying to appeal to everyone who arrives at the site, 
the interface appears unorganized and cluttered. This 
turns people away. 

2. To much emphasis on selling or impressing a visitor 
before you’ve made a connection with them. 

Most home buyers will start their own research online to 
understand regions, neighborhoods, and home values 
before contacting an agent. Therefore, the way to connect 
with them and establish yourself as a trusted expert in 
your region is to offer the content these visitors are 
searching for first, up front and easy to identify. 

We used personas to define the goals of specific market 
groups. Our primary strategy is to structure the 
information on the site to satisfy the pressing needs of 
one primary, and two secondary persona groups. 

Our approach 

Looking for examples of effective real estate sites can be a 
painful process. Even the annual “Best of” collections are 

disappointing. The judges for these competitions seem to 
pick sites for looks, the trendy technology used, and the 
highly processed photography, as if it’s a beauty contest. 
Nothing is said about how many quality leads these sites 
generate for their owners. Tables and graphs from site 
analytics don’t win design awards—that’s the problem.  

We agree that beauty is essential to a successful site, but if 
you don’t start with a sound strategy and information 
structure, the site is just another  pretty picture.  

A visitor does not come to a site to be impressed by the 
design, the images, the variety  of functions available, nor 
to learn about the agent.—at least not yet. They have a 
specific personal problem they need to solve. Once they 
find the specific content they seek, they may become very 
interested in the agent because he/she looks like they can 
help them. In other words, content comes first. Then 
contact. 

Potential real estate clients will usually start researching 
on their own online, to get the larger picture before 
contacting an agent. According to the 2015 National 
Association of Realtors Survey, only 14% of buyers 
contacted an agent first. 

Who are your people? 

Appealing to everyone. Besides the many over-
designed sites out there, many look like they have not 
been designed at all, probably built up like puzzle pieces 

PAUL MIROCHA UX DESIGN      2

http://paulmirocha.design


using a template system. Besides the resulting visual 
clutter, these sites often suffer from the “one size fits all” 
syndrome—putting everything on the home page hoping 
something appeals to someone. The result is a noisy page 
that makes it hard for a visitor to find what they want, 
offering too many irrelevant choices, no clear calls to 
action nor value proposition.  

Business-centered design. Besides poor information 
structure, realty sites often suffer from too much focus on 
the agent, trying to impress with extravagant claims and 
clever tag lines. They mean well, intending to insert a 
personal touch up front, yet this is usually not effective. 
It’s too easy to begin selling the visitor on your services 
right away, before they have a good reason to trust you.  

Even though any business always wants to make sales, it’s 
better not to have that be your primary message. Many 
new visitors will abandon such a site because they’ve seen 
it many times before—an agent-centered site. Eye-
tracking research shows that if an element on a page looks 
like an ad, visitors won’t even look at it. It’s called “banner 
blindness.” To build trust, don’t make a page that looks 
anything like an ad. 

User-centered design. Why are so many sites like this? 
Most often it’s because site owners don’t have a clear idea 
of who their visitors are, why they come to the site and 
what they want to accomplish there. Once you know your 
visitors’ primary goals and motivations, you can predict 
their behaviors on your site and base your design on that. 
That will keep people on your site because they intuitively 

sense that it’s made for them. We call this a user-centered 
design. 

The first 20 seconds 

Web research shows people spend between 10-20 seconds 
on a site deciding if they want to stay, or they will click 
away from your site. The same studies show that clicking 
the back button, or closing a browser window altogether, 
is the most common action that users perform on a web 
site. It’s so easy and there are so many other sites to go to.  

Among the main reasons people click away from a site 
are: 

• Navigation is confusing or labels are unclear 

• They don’t find what they are looking for quickly and 
easily.  

• It’s unclear what the company does differently from all 
the others. 

• The site looks like an ad. 
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The strategy 

Cutting through the noise 

Given these common pitfalls, how can we create a site 
that stands out from the crowd visually, and also 
produces the desired results? We think it’s by creating a 
design that is user-centered with a focus on specific 
type of customer, and goal-oriented.  

Content comes first. This information should be 
extremely relevant to the issues and pain points faced by 
prospective clients within our target market. Rather than 
trying to sell up front, we’ll offer helpful information and 
content which will gradually build credibility and trust for 
the agent and site owner.  

Brand values  

These values come from our stakeholder interview. 

• H. is the face of the business.  

• She’s real, straightforward, down to earth, not slick or 
heavy about selling. A personable, smart, honest 
realtor 

• H. has expert, “shoes on the ground”  local knowledge 
about SCV. She  is “your local friend in the know.” 

• “Search Google, then call H.”  

• H. specializes in the difficult and problematic. 
Especially the stressful, and complex logistics around 
relocation. Not just buying and selling, but everything 
that goes along with both. 

• H. takes care of her people and puts a lot into client 
care. 

• She puts a lot of investment into marketing a house. 

• H. is a good negotiator. 

• Her staff in back office can do almost anything. 

What makes a good user-centered site? 

This is the top-level content strategy: 

• Understanding who the primary customers are, and 
what their primary goal is 

• Understanding the user journeys that describe that 
persona’s sequence of tasks as they move through the 
site toward their goal. 

• Presenting a clear, uncluttered critical path to that 
goal, visually emphasizing the information relevant to 
these primary tasks, uncluttered by less relevant 
items. A user will still be able to find secondary 
functions when needed. 

• Buying, moving, and selling a home is complex and 
stressful. Usually there are many pain points. Useful 
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content sets the agent up as a trusted guide through 
the process. 

• Showing that the site owner has access to specific and 
valuable local knowledge, is an authority on the local 
market, and has insider information on local history, 
neighborhoods, schools, demographics, transportation 
access, lifestyles, etc.  

• Using objective testimonials from other customers. 
Testimonials on an objective review site are more 
valuable than those on an agent’s site, but both are 
important. A 2015 survey by the NAR found that 41% 
of buyers used an agent referred to them by a friend or 
relative. Trust is all important. 

Images. Given that H. is the face of the business and that 
we want to project an authentic view of H. so people can 
relate to her as a trusted source.  We’ll show her with 
clients, in the background: homes in neighborhoods, 
landscape and mountains, showing the sense of place. 

Use photography and imagery that is specific to the 
business, of actual clients working with the agent. Avoid 
generic-looking stock photos or studio portraits.  We 
recommend a photographer shadow her for a day or two 
and get real photos with clients, looking at homes, in 
landscape, team in the office working, etc. 

RESEARCH 

The competition 

We analyzed real estate sites for the Santa Clarita Valley 
and across the country. Ignoring the sites we hate, we’ll 
focus here on a few sites that have ideas we can use or 
avoid. 
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www.nealweichel.com
Neil Weichtel is the best local SCV agent’s 
site we found. Although the visual design is 
dated, it has some ideas worth looking at.

�

1

2
4

5

6

3

�  A common tag line gambit for advertisers: 
good try, but that doesn’t mean lots of others 
don’t sell the same number of homes! 

1

�  Testimonials are great and it’s the right 
idea, but clutters home page. Would carry 
more weight to have them from an 
independent site as well.

2

�  The map is a good organizer for local 
information and clearly says “local expert.” It 
links to a set of pages about the area, 
contrary to what its heading says. But the 
idea is sound. I’d come here to rehearch the 
area.

3

�  The photo looks like it’s from a portrait 
studio, too clean and doesn’t give an idea of 
who the person it. It looks like a salesman. 
Not everyone will respond to that.

4

�  I would not put a movie on the home 
page. Why would someone want to watch it 
there before knowing if they want to stay on 
the site.

5

�  This movie, in lecture format, is appropriate on 
this page and shows Neil on site and very 
knowledgable about the place. Type layout 
impossible to read, but good content. This can be 
improved with better design.

6
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www.sueadler.com

Another map-centered 
site. Not pretty, but it is 
clean and has a clear 
focus on the region and 
type of client: “New 
Jersey, within 45 
minutes of NYC.” It is 
probably very effective. 

�  Too many menu 
items to read through. 
�  Eye goes right to the 
form—the CTA the site 
is for. Nice. 
�  Prominent contact 
info in expected 
location. 

1

2

3
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 In an interesting development, Neil Weichtel completely 
redesigned his site while we were working on this report. 
It’s a custom Wordpress theme as part of a package 
offered by real estate marketing firm. It’s a more modern-
looking design, but loses some of the information 
structure we liked. 

It’s interesting that he’s lost his map focus on the front 
page, instead showing a carousel of local images from the 
valley. A large IDX search bar is now his call to action. 

Interestingly, the NEIGHBORHOODS link is now 
featured in his main navigation and goes to neighborhood 
information pages. He retained the BUYERS and 
SELLERS links that were in his old header. The site is 
worth more scrutiny. 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www.scotkarp.com 
 

�  The layout says, ”This is it 
folks. Start here.” Easy to see 
what’s important. 
�  You immediately know 
who he is and what he does. 

�  All menus items are 
labeled and easy find, yet do 
not distract from the overall 
visual effect, and CTA.  
�  The secondary CTAs are 
easily found, yet don’t 
distract. 
 �  Here he invites you to 
explore neighborhoods 
before showing his own 
listings. This is considerate of 
the visitor’s needs. 

This is not Holly’s landscape 
and market, but Scot knows 
his target customer well: 
“properties in excess of one 
million dollars” in the Boca 
Raton area. The site is clean 
and focused on one primary 
CTA. We like it. 

1

2

3

4

5
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Other sites we looked at 

The following sites are of interest as well, mainly for the 
clarity and simplicity of the home pages, which invite 
entry. They also have faults and are worth a look around 
to evaluate what works and what doesn’t. 


Notice that these sites are variations on a similar layout 
pattern—that is not necessarily a bad thing. User 
experience suffers when a site deviates too much from 
the norm for that industry. You want to be distinctive and 
memorable, yet people have a strong memory for 
location and they benefit from consistent design 
conventions that say, “realtor site.” Design consistency 
with other sites in the industry makes visitors feel 
comfortable. Knowing where to look to find things, they 
focus on the task at hand.


!  
https://www.firstteam.com 

Home page videos are not bad, using 
subtle motion

!  
http://www.windermere.com/# 

Poor use of hamburger menu, clean 
design and intriguing CTA invitation 

expresses the pleasure of setting up a 
new home.

!  
http://www.climbsf.com 

Tolerable video and it’s not in the way of 
menu choices—it’s all about them, looks 
acted, but cute dog. No good reason to 
contact them given in the video, and no 
visible contact form. They want to chat 

too—something to evaluate.

!  
http://www.smithandassociates.com 

CTA is very visible, but not convincing, 
contact button area is cluttered, territory 

focus not given.

!  
http://www.kinlingrover.com 

No contact form visible, but Brenda wants 
to chat. Nice view of the larger landscape 

instead of the usual individual houses.

!  
http://www.michaelsaunders.com 

Clean and to the point. No changing 
images.
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CONCEPT  MAP
A concept map is not a site map. It’s an 
abstract diagram showing the main 
ideas or elements in the site and shows 
the important relationships between 
them. In the next phase of the design 
process, the site map will build upon 
these relationships. 
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PERSONAS
A persona is a representation of an 
imaginary, but realistic set of users. 
It’s used as a guide for a user-
centered design. Personas are built 
around users’ goals, needs, and 
interests. Usually personas are 
usually based on in-person research, 
however, for our purposes we can 
base them on Holy’s extensive 
personal experience with her clients, 

If a genie came out of a bottle and 
guaranteed one closing every month, 
who would those people be, where 
would they be locating to and from, 
and how much would the sale be for? 
The primary persona will be 
described around that story, and the 
landing page should feature exactly 
what that person expects to see. 
Secondary personas will also relate 
to the same design. In general, it’s 
better to design around a primary 
persona than to try to design for 
everyone. 

Relocators are our primary target market and Holly’s core specialty. Designing 
primarily for these people will also make the site usable for secondary target 
markets as well. The main point is to design the site for someone.   

Our fundamental message is talk to H. She helps with all of the stressful 
decisions, logistics, and negotiations involved with moving, buying, and selling 
a house. Helping with the complex and difficult is Holly’s bread and butter, 
and out-of-state relocations tend to be the most complex among these 
situations. 

Demographic • 33-55 

Primary Persona: Family relocating from out of state—buyer

“We want our kids to grow up in a safe rural neighborhood  
with good schools and a real community.” 

Mathew, 33, Electrial 
engineer, New hire at 
Boeing, downtown 
LA

Matthew and Sarah will be moving from Atlanta to the greater LA 
area for a new job in aerospace. They have looked at Santa Clarita 
Valley on the Internet and it’s on their radar as a place to live. 

They have never been there, and will only be able to visit two times 
before making the move and would like to maximize their time 
during the visits, looking for an area that they would like to make 
their home. They have two elementary age kids, so schools are 
important.

Sarah, 30, Self-
employed business 
consultant

Two Children, 6 and 
8.

Goals: 

• Understanding the local geography so they can find a 
neighborhood that suits their chosen lifestyle.

• Finding a good school for their kids.

• Help with complex logistics of relocation and the stress of the big 
transition.
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• smart 

• loan-qualified  

• professional 

• mature 

• determined 

• established 

• College or advanced degree 

• Young children 

Context 

• Probably does not know of Holly 

• The area is foreign and learning about it is their 
primary interest 

Pain-points 

• Stress of moving 

• Very busy 

• In a transition, routines disrupted 

• Uncertainty and change 

• Loss of previous social network 

• New destination is unknown territory 

Needs 

• Expert advice on logistics of entire moving process, 
not just buying 

• Help with complexities of search, visits, negotiating, 
contracts, possibly long distance 

• Local knowledge of neighborhoods and schools, 
environment, weather, etc 

• Understanding hidden variables and details  that only 
a consultant can give. 

Goals and motivators 

• Finding the right home in right neighborhood 

• Finding a good school for their kids 

• Understanding of local laws, issues, contract help 

• Quick resolution of the closing without lingering 
issues  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These people know what they want, and need someone with both active listening skills and professional knowledge to 
help them find it. They are concerned about finding just the right home, while selling their old home within a timely 
manner.  

Persona 2: Local upgrade within Santa Clarita Valley— buyer & seller

“We want to move to just the right place, maybe in Valencia, with more room for our growing 
family.” 

Fred, 41, Works in the city, just 
got a promotion to finance 
manager

Fred and Nancy’s family has grown and they are ready to move up to a larger house in a new area. They 
have lived in the valley for a few years and know what they want. They can’t afford to pay on two homes 
while waiting for their old home to sell, so they are concerned about timing. 


They would probably use the same agent for both buying and selling if they found someone they trusted. 
They will look for a referral from a friend.

Nancy, 37, Full time mom

Five children elementary school 
age.

Goals: 

• Finding just what they want within their price range. 

• Keeping their kids in the same school, or finding a better school.

• Finding a buyer for current home, moving logistics, and closing time frame on new home.
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Persona 3: First-Time home owners— buyer

“ We have spent over $100K in rent over the last 3 years. We are wasting time by not buying 
our own home as soon as we can.

Vince, 28, has been out of the Air 
Force for 3 years.  He’s working 
as a technician for a medical sales 
company.

Realtor: “They contact an agent and I get them in touch with an awesome lender 
who does a great job with first ;me home buyers and VA or FHA loans.  Within a 
week, we are out looking at different condos or single family starter homes.  2 
months later, they are moving in.”

Natalia works part-time and is 
going to school full time.

Goals: 

• Finding the right home, a good deal, that will hold value.

• Making the down payment and finding special financing programs

• Navigating the unknowns of a first home.


notes 35% of buyers are first time home buyers (NAR 2016 report)
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CUSTOMER 
SEGMENTATION
The personas described above will help determine the 
content and functionality deeper inside the site—how it 
will be used by these people. But, to develop the “curb 
appeal,” the sense that at first glance, the site can give 
visitors what they came to find, we can simplify these 
into two customer segments: buyers and sellers. Many 
potential customers will be both buyers and sellers. 


A site’s first impression depends initially on visual design 
and use of images, but all good realtor sites seem to use 
attractive designs and professional photography. What 
then differentiates our site after that? Information 
hierarchy. This refers mostly to top level navigation 
labels, which should be clear and exactly what visitors 
expect. From there, they want to be able to drill down to 
the specific information they need in a way that fits with 
their own perceptions and ways of categorizing things—
their mental model. 


Using industry research results, we’ll find out what 
buyers and sellers each want to see and what desires 
they have in common. 

What buyers and sellers want (in order of importance)
What buyers want What sellers want

Finding the right home to 
purchase

Find a buyer for their 
home: a good marketing 
plan

Price negotiations and 
terms of sale

Sell within a particular time 
frame

Information on what 
comparable homes are 
selling for

Price their home 
competitively: knowing the 
neighborhoods

Help with the paperwork, 
complexities, and logistics 
of buying/moving 

Find ways to fix up their 
home to increase its value: 
staging and presentation

Guidance on how 
expensive a home one can 
afford

Help with paperwork, 
inspections, and preparing 
for settlement

Help finding and arranging 
financing (first-time buyers, 
but not necessarily only 
them)

Negotiate and deal with 
buyers

Help learning about the 
neighborhood or area.

A good web marketing plan 
for maximum exposure. 

 

Use of current technology

Source: bloomberg.com 
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Summary
To appeal to both buyers and sellers, there are only a few 
high-priority items you want to communicate on the 
home page. For sellers, it’s your experience and 
knowledge of the local situation for identifying 
comparable sales, then your marketing plan—they want 
to price accurately and find a buyer within their time 
frame. 


For buyers, that same local knowledge of neighborhoods 
is important for finding the right home for them. A Redfin 
survey found that buyers also want an agent that is 
responsive and communicative, as well as act as an 
advisor to them.


Buyers and sellers want most of the same things, with 
buyers emphasizing responsiveness and sellers wanting 
a formidable marketing plan. This analysis should be 
useful for designing the information hierarchy of the 
home page.


USER FLOWS
User flow or journey mapping describes a series of steps 
or the scenario that a visitor will go through to interact 
with your site to accomplish what they want. We don’t 
think where a visitor comes from—organic search or 
referral—is as important as that they see links to what 
they want prominently visible on the home page.


To get the organic search traffic, we will research 
common search terms and feed that into the SEO part of 
the site.
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Persona 1: Relocation to greater LA area from out-of-state
Search Home page Research About page Calls Holly

What user 
wants

I’m out of state and I 
want to find best place 
for family to live in an 
unknown place

I want to get a sense of 
place and local 
community; a personal 
contact in area

I want to compare 
different neighborhoods, 
see geographic, social, 
home values, economic, 
environment

I like helpful information 
and wants to learn more 
about site owner

I want someone in the 
area to work with as 
guide, support, and 
communication link from 
back east

What user 
sees 
(Touchpoi
nt)

Google search box About SCV, map Informative texts very 
organized;  
neighborhood and 
regional maps, links

About page, photos, 
team, testimonials

Contact form—phone 
number

What user 
does

Chooses keywords for 
most focused search 
about region (research 
what these are) 

Clicks on menu link or 
map area

Reads descriptions and 
clicks through to view 
different enlarged areas 
from map, views photos, 

Reads about Holly, 
testimonials, photo 
album, images of team at 
work. 

Calls Holly’s ell phone for 
quick gratification. Talks 
to Holly or else leaves 
message. Holly calls 
back quickly. 

What user 
feels

Stress from anticipation 
of move. Hope that 
information about the 
area will give familiarity, 
relief from the unknown. 

Feeling of being in the 
right place, hope that her 
questions will be 
addressed here

New knowledge of the 
place gives some relief.  
Yet, this is so complex, I 
wish I knew someone 
here…

Agent seems like a very 
knowledgable and 
genuinely helpful person 
that understands her 
needs, one she can trust

Relief to have someone 
to work with, a solid 
contact in the area.

Flow

!
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Persona 2: Local upgrade within Santa Clarita Valley
Search Home page Research About page Calls Holly

What user 
wants

“What is my home 
worth?”  
“What can I afford and 
where?”

“I want guidance and 
confirmation that we can 
do this for the price we 
estimated.” 

“I want to see listings for 
homes in areas I am 
interested in. Maybe 
customize a search.”

“Let’s see who wrote all 
this valuable content.”

“I want to visit some of 
the homes I saw online.”

What user 
sees 
(Touchpoint)

Google search box About SCV, maps, local 
listings

Informative texts very 
organized;  
neighborhood and 
regional maps, links

About page, photos, 
team, testimonials

Contact form—phone 
number

What user 
does

Chooses search terms 
for SCV housing values. 
Maybe goes to Zillow. 
Looks for MLS search in 
SCV. 

Clicks on menu link or 
map area

Researches areas and 
listings

Reads about Holly, 
testimonials, photo 
album, images of team 
at work. 

Calls Holly’s ell phone 
for quick gratification. 
Talks to Holly or else 
leaves message. Holly 
calls back quickly. 

What user 
feels

Anxiety, very busy with 
extra things to think 
about when moving.

This is a good resource “I could use a human to 
help me make sense of 
all this, and confirm that 
our thinking is correct.”

Sounds like people trust 
her.

I like her.

Flow

!
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Calls to action 
Based on these user flows the following calls to action should be focal points, easily found on home page. 


• Learn about SCV geography and sense of place

• Contact Holly

• See current SCV Listings

• What’s my home worth? 

Persona 3: Selling and moving out of Santa Clarita Valley
Search Home page Research About page Calls Holly

What user 
wants

Find out how much they 
can get for their house.

Local home values “What is my home 
worth?”  

An agent who will get 
them the best price.

We want to hire an 
agent

What user 
sees 
(Touchpoint)

Google search box. 
(Research these search 
terms) 

Links to housing value Recent sales by 
neighborhood

About page, photos, 
team, testimonials

Contact form—phone 
number

What user 
does

Chooses search terms 
for SCV housing values. 
Maybe goes to Zillow.

Reads about Holly, 
testimonials, photo 
album, images of team 
at work. 

Calls Holly’s cell phone 
for quick gratification.

What user 
feels

Anxiety, very busy with 
extra things to think 
about when moving. 
Wants to get best price 
for their house.

This is a good place to 
start.

“I could use a human to 
help me make sense of 
all this, and confirm that 
our thinking is correct.”

Sounds like she works 
hard to show homes 
and is a good 
negotiator.

I like her.

Flow

!
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SITE MAP
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