MY REALTOR

PAPER PROTOTYPE

Project Introduction:

The application that we propose to develop provides a user interface that allows users to analyze real estate statistics in different areas that would assist them in purchasing property.  It will provide a general overview of the fluctuations in the current residential real estate market. Also, it will provide relevant information including details about the neighborhood, increases and decreases in prices, and other pertinent data.
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Three Tasks for Prototype:

1) Task #1 (Easy) – Calculator

a. User wants to be able to calculate monthly payments.  
i. Steven Lothrop (1.f.4) mentioned that he wanted to input a single number and find out what type of housing he could afford.
b. Methods: 
i. Steven Lothrop obtains a pre-approved loan from a loan-officer.
ii. User will work with a broker to refine loan details.
c. Objects and Communication:
i. User contacts a loan-officer.
1. Personal information must be on hand to determine loan details.
ii. User contacts a broker. 
d. Environment: This task can be performed either at the office of a broker or at the home of the user. The office of the broker will probably be free of distractions, and the social situation will be a business setting. At home, calculating monthly payments might not be a pressing issue, so the user may be distracted.
2) Task #2 (Medium) – Comparison of Statistical Data
a. Task Description: User wants to compare side-by-side geographically specific statistical data.  
i. Kathy Wang mentioned in (1.g.iv) that she had trouble comparing multiple places, and would like a utility to compare places based on qualities that are important to her (1.g.iii).
b. Methods: Users currently look up data on individual areas/units through local publications, and selected professional resources.

i. When comparing prices and housing data:

1. Steven Lothrop initially determines budget by getting a pre-approved loan plus monthly income after taxes.

2. With this information, Steven Lothrop contacts realtors and is returned with listing of homes with price and other data.
3. Using this data and housing list, Steven Lothrop looks up other relevant data on selected locations through Google-Earth, city-hall website, and other business websites.

c. Objects and Communication: 

i. In determining prices, Steven Lothrop and CJ Chang make use of human resources, in particular realtors to get initial prices of real estate.

1. CJ Chang supplements this information by looking into literature at a library. 
ii. Kathy Wang makes good use of publications including Newspaper classified ads, Wall Street Journal, and the online Craig’s List to compare prices.

1. To compare descriptions and details, Kathy Wang utilizes the Guide to the good life of Berkeley, and open houses.

d. Environment: The location will change depending on the information being gathered.  CJ Chang performed his geographic research at the Chamber of Commerce, which is usually a quiet environment.  Kathy Wang looked through the newspaper within her apartment, where her roommate could serve as a distraction.
3) Task #3 (Hard) – Search Specific Criteria
a. Task Description: User wants to find real estate that meets certain criteria (ex. Price).
i. CJ Chang expressed in (1.a.i) that he would search based on a specific price range.
b. Methods: 
i. Steven Lothrop determines what he can afford from task #3.
ii. Steven Lothrop then submits this to a realtor who returns a list of matching locations, and combines these results with a list generated from manually searching local publications.
c. Objects and Communications:
i. Users need whatever Objects and Communications used from task #1.
ii. Users take advantage of realtors ability to search for real estate.
iii. Users also make use of local publications.
d. Environment: The tasks can be performed at multiple locations. If the user is researching, using the Internet, he can essentially be anywhere with either LAN or wireless Internet access. However, other methods of finding information may be site specific. For example, CJ Chang, in his interview (1.f.ii), said that he goes to the chamber of commerce to find information about housing area criteria.
Paper Prototype:

The prototype can be found through the following URL:

http://serenaserena.com/cs160/index.html
Design Rationale:
Interaction Styles:  

My Realtor is designed based on two user interaction styles: direct manipulation and form fill-in.  We used direct manipulation because it is both easy to learn and provides users with a visual confirmation of his/her actions. We chose to use form fill-in because users can easily enter in specific data, which is required for calculation and searching.  

1. Hovering

a. This element of our system is designed to allow users to gain more in-depth information about a specified geographic area, without having to change overall view of the map (i.e. entire US, State, region, etc).  This functionality lets users quickly scan details of different areas without having to “zoom” in and out of various regions, or chose those locations for direct comparison.  

i. We believe that this will give users a great deal of flexibility in displaying the desired information.

ii. In addition to the tabbed Compare system task, this functionality was desired by one of our volunteer’s (Kathy Wang).

iii. Feature was borrowed from CNN Money’s MapoftheMarkets 

b. This effect is another way to easily display the information desired by an interviewed user.  The way the information is displayed is also consistent with way it appears in the tabbed view, so the users will be familiar with the displayed layout.  

2. Fixed Main Taskbar / No Scrolling

a. The Main Taskbar element of our system is fixed and located below the “My Realtor” banner. To keep the menu bar simple and uncluttered, we decided to only list topics for the three main functionalities (statistical comparison, search based on criteria, and monthly payment calculation) that we provide, in addition to the introduction and help pages. There will be no drop down menu from the fixed main taskbar. There will also be no horizontal or vertical scrolling found within the entire website. 
i. These choices were based on simplicity, consistency, and user friendliness.

ii. These design aspects were not directly influenced by our users, but were found to help the user’s familiarity with the orientation of the functions, along with the ability to easily compare and access all sets of data/functions.
iii. This idea was inspired by realtor.com.  We liked their simple menu bar, but were frustrated comparing the large results of homes returned. 

b. Drop down menus were not found to be user friendly due to the amount of critical information that could be hidden if the user was not aware of the drop down function. These buttons on the menu will be both textual and graphical.  The graphical aspect of each button on the menu will aid the user in the understanding of the function that will follow once clicked, and that it is a hyperlink to the actual function. 
3. Sidebar Tabbing

a. The sidebar is fixed on the left side of every screen. For tasks, the sidebar will be larger and contain more information. For the home and help pages, it will contain links to content within the current page. The sidebar was designed to accomplish the following goals:
i. Consistency: the sidebar will give the users a constant area to look for information; it will be where users enter information to use the statistics, search, and calculator utility functions.
ii. Natural positioning: we decided to place the sidebar on the left portion of the screen to place it where users will naturally look for the most important information, reflecting the fact that our users are used to reading left to right.

iii. Information Retention: for the three task pages, the sidebar will contain separate tabs that hold the informational fields for each task. This way, the user can switch between tabs without losing previously entered information. The tab buttons also serve as links to the other pages of the website.
b. The width ratio of the taskbar to the size of the rest of each of the task pages is approximately 4:6, a size which we agreed to test on the users because the sidebar was large enough to fit the information we wanted, while leaving enough space for map information on the rest of the page.
4. Highlighting/Spotlighting Effect

a. This element of our system is designed to aid novice navigators of our site.  It can be found on our main introduction page.  The basic interaction is that the user will “mouse-over” one of our “tasks”, where the system will respond by enlarging the Icon, changing the description on the left, and also highlighting the button/link in the menu bar.  If the user clicks on the mouse-over area, it will send the user to the chosen task’s page.  

i. Two major design guidelines were followed in this element: consistency, and focus/simplicity.  

ii. Although this effect is not a directly influenced by ideas from the Task Analysis, we felt that it was an innovative way to allow users to quickly learn and be accustomed to our site, therefore, reducing the amount of documentation and “help” needed to navigate our site.

iii. Inspiration for the mouse-over effect was derived from the “notes” feature found in Adobe Acrobat Reader.
b.  Although we wanted to have a great deal of functionality on our page, we felt that too many sites and programs were very complicated to use.  So we decided to compactly teach users how to reach our main tools, while at the same time, give them information on what our tools do.  This effect is consistent since all 3 of our tasks are highlighted in a similar manner.
5. Direct Manipulation / Zooming of the Map
a. This interface element lets the user to visualize locations of specific real estate property through an online map.  Moreover, the user is allowed to directly manipulate the map in order to zoom into desired geographic areas.  Clicking a particular state or area will cause the map to perform a “zoom-in” function of that state.  One can repeat this process until specific neighborhood is located.  In addition, there is a “zoom-out” button that allows the user to zoom-out one prior level.  

i. The major design guidelines followed were focus, simplicity, and catering to universal usability (from Schniederman’s eight golden rules.  We feel that the majority of users will easily be able to access and manipulate the mapping functions.

ii. This element was implemented as a result of helping users compare statistical data.  Users will be able to zoom into specific areas and check a box to compare it with another previously found area.

iii. The idea of the zoom-in/zoom-out map was taken from Google maps.  The property comparison feature is derived from many product comparison sites, such as in buying a computer online from dell or comparing electronic products on cnet.com.
b. The zooming of the map is an additional feature that aids in geographically visualizing real estate location when one is looking to invest and buy property. Furthermore, it is one option of allowing the user to compare statistical data between different property areas.  
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