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Cognitive Walkthrough + Heuristic Evaluation for Zillow 
Description:  
Zillow is a real estate website that allows users to search for residences to buy, rent, 
sell or receive estimates for. For our project, we are choosing to focus on the rent 
feature. This part of the website asks the users for their desired location and sends 
them to a search results page. There they will see a map, home results, and filtering 
options, such as price range, number of bedrooms, home type and more. Basic 
information about the home can be noted along with booking tour appointments.  
 
Users and Goals:  
Our client, Zillow, is focused on improving its house search process for college 
students. Zillow hopes to accommodate students’ needs to rent places by providing a 
better service for finding housing around a school. Our target user group is the 
University of Washington students who have had little to no experience in using Zillow 
for rent searching. The user hopes to find the best listed housing that satisfies all user 
needs in an efficient and simple process. We are working with University of Washington 
students because affordable housing around UW is becoming harder and harder to find. 
Additionally, busy college students often do not have a lot of time to look through 
multiple listings and correctly determine which property is the best. We hope that 
improving the housing search process would benefit the student population, as well as 
increase the number of college students using Zillow as a tool for their rent search. 
 
User: College student looking for housing around UW 
Task 1: Save a property that meets all user requirements 
Steps: 

1. Go to Zillow.com  
2. Go to properties for rent page  
3. Put in property requirements/features  
4. Select a property 
5a. Save the property  
 

Task 2: Request a tour of a housing around UW that meets all user requirements 
Steps: 

1. Go to Zillow.com  
2. Go to properties for rent page  
3. Put in property requirements/features  
4. Select a property 
5b. Request a tour of the property 
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Results for the Tasks 
1. Started on the Zillow landing page. Clicked on the renting tab above the search 

bar. 
2. Put in zip code for UW and got to the properties page. Many houses within the 

zip code popped up. A little bit overwhelming, not sure where to start. 
3. Found the filters at the top of the page. Added filters for price, beds, and home 

type. The listings shown on the map decreased.  
4. Scrolled down on the right of the screen to view more properties. Clicked on a 

house that costs 2,850 dollars per month with 4 beds. A screen popped up 
automatically showing the details of that listing. I decided I didn’t want the house 
anymore, so I clicked the “x” button and was able to go back to where I was on 
the listings page. 

5. (a) I found a house that is cheaper and better and wanted to save it for later. I 
clicked the heart button at the top of the page, and a screen popped up and told 
me to “sign in or register to save home”. After signing in with Facebook, I was 
able to save the home. 
(b) On the right side of the screen, there was a box where I could I put in 
information for requesting a tour. After putting my contact info, I clicked on “send 
tour request” button. The box showed, “tour request sent” and asked me to 
upload a profile picture, but I just ignored it because I’m busy. 

 
 
Overall, the user using the rent function of Zillow could experience a few 
problems.  There was a problem with not sure what to do after being directed to the 
property listings page (from the landing page). The listings page is pretty overwhelming 
with many purple dots on a map that is located at the left side of the screen and pictures 
of houses with price on the right side of the screen. The user might start looking for 
houses randomly by scrolling down on the right side and then realize that the houses 
don’t match the user’s requirements. Then, the user realizes the need filter houses to 
have precise search. The filter bar isn’t very obvious at first as it is compressed at the 
top of the map, only displaying three filters. To resolve this problem, it might be better to 
direct the user to input filter information after being directed to the properties page to 
prevent losing track and getting overwhelmed by all the listings. This could be 
implementing a floating arrow that points to the filter bar or have the filter bar be more 
obvious by increasing the area it takes on the screen. 
Another issue is not being able to put in “University of Washington” when putting in 
location information at the landing page. This might be hard for students who do not 
know the zip code or have trouble refining search to a smaller area in Seattle. Another 
problem is sometimes zip codes are shaped irregularly, and properties in some areas 
(different zip code) would not show up, even though they may be closer to the school. 
My recommendation is allowing users to input the school name to find houses around it. 
It would also be efficient to enable the user to put in multiple zip codes and compare 
houses from different zip codes. It would also be helpful for Zillow to suggest other zip 
codes or districts closer to the user’s initial input and help to keep the options open for 
the user to explore other houses. 



 
Heuristic Evaluations 
Severity Rating: 
Priority 1 = A critical problem that needs to be resolved immediately, is preventing the user to accomplish 
tasks 
Priority 2 = This problem is confusing/troublesome for the user to accomplish tasks, but still doable  
Priority 3 = A minor problem that needs to be fixed to improve the smoothness of doing the task 

Heuristic Pass/Fail 
Severity 
Rating 

Explanation Design Change 
Recommendation 

Visibility of system status Fail  Users need to be 
informed more 
about what they 
are doing 

Help and direct users, let 
them know what is going 
on/what is coming up next 

Property Listings page Priority 2 Filter feature is not 
obvious, hard to 
locate, few filter 
options are 
showing up on 
page 

Improve the filter’s 
presence on the page so 
more people can see it 
immediately and start 
searching for the right 
houses 

Match between system and 
the real world  

All Pass n/a Maybe consider using 
more personal words and 
phrases to connect with 
the user better 

User control and freedom All Pass n/a  
Consistency and standards Fail Inconsistent sign 

in/register 
information  

Have consistent 
descriptions and signage 

Pop Up Box for sign in/register 
on the property listing page vs. 
clicking on “save” from the 
selected property page 

Priority 1 The pop up for sign 
in on the property 
listings page allows 
the user to create a 
new account and 
the pop-up box 
from clicking “save” 
does not allow 
creating a new 
account 

Have the two sign 
in/register pop up boxes 
use the same words and 
have the same 
feature/functionalities  

Error prevention Fail Signing in and 
registering is 
problematic 

Have more description to 
direct the user to 
accomplish tasks 

 
“Sign in or register to save a 
home” Pop up Box (from 
clicking “save”) 

Priority 1 Cannot register 
with email, user 
can only sign in 
with Facebook or 
Google plus on this 
screen, 
confusing overall 

Improve consistency of 
messages and allow email 
registration for a new 
account 

Recognition rather than recall All Pass n/a  
Flexibility and efficiency of use All Pass n/a  
Aesthetic and minimalist 
design 

Fail Overwhelming, 
interface too busy, 

Implement minimalist 
design and improve layout 



bad layout, no 
hierarchy 

Property Listing page Priority 2 Overwhelming 
purple dots on the 
map, dots show 
price under and 
overlap each other 

Combine single dots to 
show a big dot that 
indicate multiple listings in 
that area, and separate to 
individual dots after 
zooming in 

Selected Property page Priority 3 Lack of hierarchy 
and organization 
for displaying the 
property’s 
information 
(just a long scroll) 

Have expandable tabs or 
add anchors to direct the 
user to see what the user 
needs to know 

Help users recognize, 
diagnose, and recover from 
errors 

Fail The user can run 
into many errors  

Explore different error 
situations and prevent 
them from happening 

Property Listing Page Priority 1 Rent amount 
incorrect doesn’t 
say anything  
(ex. User is able to 
put in $1500 – 
$100 for the price, 
which shouldn’t 
even be possible in 
the first place) 

Show error message, or 
check to make sure the 
amount range is correctly 
inputted to prevent the 
user from putting in an 
impossible range first 

Property Listing Page Priority 2 When no result 
found, only tells me 
to change search 
criteria or zoom 
out, which often 
does not resolve 
the problem 
 

Explore other ways the 
user might run into an 
error, provide more 
suggestion on resolving 
the problem 

Help and documentation Fail Lack of signage 
and explanation for 
some features 

Add more documentation 
and signage 

Property Listing Page Priority 3 The listings for rent 
are all in purple, 
but in different 
shades. The user 
cannot find 
information on 
what the different 
shades mean 

Have a key box on the 
map to show what the 
different shades of color 
indicate 

 
The heuristic evaluation results indicate that the usability test would concern with 
making search more efficient and effective. The website’s search functions and filtering 
can be improved to further accommodate user’s needs. We would also need to work on 
informing the user and directing the user to complete tasks with the appropriate signage 
and descriptions. These will be our focus points in our usability tests.  
 
 


