
 

December 11, 2019  
 
Zillow Usability Research  
Spencer M.Rascoff 
1301 Second Avenue  
Floor 31  
Seattle, Wa 98101 
 
Dear Mr. Rascoff: 
 
My team is reaching out to you with our report, “Zillow Usability Research,” addressing 
the results of our research and tests on the Zillow website. We are students at the 
University of Washington under the department of Human Centered Design and 
Engineering. As part of our usability research class, we chose to explore Zillow from a user 
experience view and conduct tests on potential users. It was in our interests to reach out 
and present to you our findings. 
 
This report will discuss our research questions along with our method for testing. Zillow 
has many user groups; however, we chose to focus on college students because of our own 
experiences with renting around the university area as well as access to that specific user 
group. We chose to analyze the effectiveness and user control of the site to find a home 
for the user under their desired criteria. We also tested the discoverability of Zillow’s, 
features to filter through their criteria. Lastly, we observed whether users could take the 
next steps after finding a home they are potentially interested in. This report will end with 
recommendations such as widening the scope for the search feature and improving 
consistency in the save feature.  
 
We hope that you found our report on Zillow useful in terms of what we felt the site’s 
strengths and weaknesses are. In addition, we hope that you cater to a broader user group 
as Zillow is a helpful site for a variety of users. Thank you for your time in reading our 
report. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact us at hcdeg12@gmail.com.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Reksha Rathnam  
Kelly Xu  
Melody Xu  
Monica Posluszny  
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Executive summary  
 

Zillow is a real estate website that can be used to find homes to buy, rent, or sell. Not only 
does it have important information regarding the residences but also interactive features 
such as saving listings and booking tours that attempt to create a user-friendly experience 
overall. For this study, we specifically look at the renting features of Zillow. We plan to 
exclusively test Zillow’s website in meeting the needs of college students in finding rental 
homes because they are a big part of the renter population. 
 
We conducted a usability test on Zillow to test how users were able to narrow down 
search results based on preferences,  find desired housing in a specific location, save 
housings, and contact the housing lister through the website. We assessed the 
effectiveness, discoverability, and satisfaction of the site features through analyzing how 
well user were able to accomplish goals. Findings and recommendations from this study 
are intended to help the Zillow product team improve current features and increase the 
retention rate of users in using Zillow to rent homes. 
 
Through our usability study, we found successful elements of Zillow as well as ones that 
could be improved. The major findings from the study are issues related to discoverability 
and  effectiveness of site features, such as the Draw and Save features for apartment 
listings. Participants had trouble finding and recognizing such features, and therefore 
were unable to fully utilize all of Zillow’s features and its functionalities. Some features 
were ineffective due to being  inconsistent with others, not visible enough for users, or not 
intuitive to be used for the right purposes. Additionally, participants had to use external 
sites in order to complete some tasks.  Overall, the site could be improved by reducing 
confusion, miscommunication, and inconsistencies, which would boost the overall user 
experience in using Zillow. We also proposed steps to take in the future that would help 
improve the above areas and provided more in-depth design recommendations.   
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Introduction  
 
We were interested in testing the Zillow website because there are many components 
that are part of the housing search journey and we plan to focus on the renter perspective 
as it is a key experience. The goal of this usability study is to test Zillow’s website in 
meeting the needs of college students in their attempt to find housing to rent. Below are 
our research questions:  
 

● Effectiveness/User Control: How easy is it for users to input their criteria for their 
desired home?  Can the user find a residence that fits their criteria?  

● Discoverability: Can users utilize Zillow’s features to narrow down and rediscover 
their searches?  

● Satisfaction: How can we improve the overall satisfaction of Zillow users when 
looking for rental housing options? 
 

Our team consists of three seniors and one junior in the Human Centered Design and 
Engineering department in the University of Washington. We are eager to share our 
results of our project on Zillow and have enjoyed the research and testing processes. Our 
report will include an overview of our participants,  the testing environment, our roles, the 
procedure along with a description of our tasks. Our results and recommendations will 
follow and the report will end with our conclusion, appendices and final reflection.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5 



Methods  
 

Participants  
We recruited our participants using a screening survey online via google forms and spread 
it through social media and word of mouth. Using our exclusion criteria, we found 8 
participants for our usability study. We chose college students who are between the ages 
of 18 and 25. We decided on this age range because we wanted to explore the college 
students user group and this range covered most undergraduates, graduates and PhD 
students. We also made sure they had some renting experience so they understood the 
renting terminology. Another exclusion criteria was if the participant used Zillow in the 
past three months. We didn’t want the site to be fresh on their minds during the testing 
process. The table below shows a summary of the information regarding the participants 
we chose. 
 

Average age  Ave: 20.88 Range: 20 - 22 years old  

Gender  5 Female, 3 Male 

Occupation  All 8 are University Students 

Prior Experience with Renting  All participants have had renting experience in the 
past two years. 7/8 participants are familiar with 
renting websites and 1/8 has rented a house owned 
previously from a friend. 

Prior Experience with Zillow  5/8 participants are familiar with zillow or have 
used it in the past.  

Average Tech Experience  Ave: 6.75 Range: 4 - 9 on a scale of  
1(inexperienced) - 10(experienced)  

 
 
Environment/Testing Conditions/Roles 
Our team reserved a study room in the Odegaard library for the ease of location and 
capacity to comfortably seat 3-4 people. We used UserZoom, an UX research site, to help 
conduct the tasks. We had two laptops present, one for the participant to perform tasks 
and the other for the notetaker and facilitator to begin, view, and end the User Zoom test. 
During the test, we had one moderator who facilitated the tasks and one note-taker from 
our team who took notes as well as filled out our data logging tables. If we had an 
additional team member available, the member would act as another observer and take 
general notes.  
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Format/Procedure  
1. We greeted the participant and informed them of what the study will look like and 

answered any questions.  
2. We had them fill out a consent form for filming as well as asked them some 

pre-task questions. Their answers gave us an idea of their renting experiences as 
well as their thoughts about Zillow. 

3. Conduction of Tasks  
a. We read the task outloud and gave them the written version to reference.  
b. We encouraged them to think out loud.  
c. We prompted them in a direction if they asked for it/took longer than 5 

minutes.  
4. We asked them some post-task questions to gather their opinions about the task 

and the site overall.  
5. We asked post-test questions once all tasks were completed to understand how 

they felt about Zillow overall.  
6. We answered any questions they had and thanked them for their time. 

 
Tasks   
Task 1: Find homes in a city with basic requirements 

You are interested in renting a place in the future with a roommate, and you want 
to have a basic idea about the current renting rates of houses and apartments in 
the city of Seattle. You also own a cat. Using Zillow.com, look for available 
house/apartment rentals in Seattle that allow pets with a price range of 
$1,000-3,000 and 2 baths. 
 

Task 2: Filter out homes around a specific location  
You want to specifically live near the Seattle University. You are open to homes in 
all around the campus. You want to narrow the results to just show homes around 
the Seattle University.  

 
Task 3: Save desired homes and be able to find them 

You have found a few listings that you are interested in and you want to keep them 
for later viewing. Save at least 5 different listings and locate them within the Zillow 
site. 

 
Task 4: Contact lister  

You have found a home that really suits you and would like more information about 
it. Find contact info of the lister and contact the lister by sending a message to ask if 
it is possible to move in next week. 
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Metrics  
 

In addition to taking notes during observations of participants, here are some other types 
of data that we gathered for this study to provide more insights. The types of data below 
are mostly qualitative and can be found in the Appendix. 
  

Screening Surveys  Ask questions about participant demographics, background, 
experiences in using Zillow, etc. Allow researchers to gather 
information about possible participant candidates, screen 
participants that would be the best fit for the study, and 
schedule time with each qualified participant. 

Pre-test 
Background 
Questionnaires 

Gather information about attitudes, experiences, and 
knowledge about using different renting sites. 

Post-task 
Questionnaires 

Given after participants complete each task to capture 
immediate thoughts, impressions and attitudes after each task. 
Participants were asked to rate their experience in doing the 
task on a Likert scale and provide comments on what stood out 
to them when completing each task. 

Post-study 
Questionnaires 

Gather information about the overall experience in using 
Zillow. 
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Results 
 

After conducting tests for all 8 participants, we analyzed our data and found both 
successes and areas that need improvement on the Zillow site. Below are the results from 
our usability study.  

 
Successes: 
 

1. Filters: Allow participants to narrow down search results. 
Our participants overall found that the filter bar, which follows global website filter 
standards and practices, was fairly easy and simple to use. All participants were 
able to use this feature to put in home requirements and narrow down search 
results for task 1. Having this feature reduces information overload for the user 
and shortens the home search process. The average task duration for task 1 was 
the shortest out of all tasks. Overall, the filter features greatly improve the 
efficiency of finding a home that meets all user needs. 

 

 
Figure 1: Zillow search filter bar 

 
 
 

2. Listing: Information is displayed effectively. 
Another success is that Zillow displays important information, such as price, 
location, home features, and home lister information effectively for each listing. All 
listings have the same consistent layout, which helped participants to complete 
task 4 fairly easily. Overall, task 4 (contact home lister) was rated by participants as 
the easiest task. 
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Figure 2: Basic listing information page with clear “Request a Tour” box 

 

3. Save feature: Participants can click on hearts to save and go back to view 
previously saved listings. 
8 out of 8 participants agree or strongly agree that they found the task of saving 
homes useful.  They indicated that it is a simple process to save listings by clicking 
on the heart icon. It is also convenient to find saved listings in the upper right 
corner as a global feature, which also  updates the number of saved listings. 
Additionally, having saved listings as hearts that show on the map is helpful for 
locating housing locations, which improves the discoverability of saved homes.   
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Figure 3: Single Listing 
 

 

Severity Rating: 

Below are the severity ratings of the problems that may occur during the usability testing. 
We categorize each problem to a severity level based on discoverability, effectiveness and 
satisfaction  to prioritize issues and determine the order in which these issues would need 
to be addressed. 

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 participant when doing 
the task, but the participant was still able to complete the task. 

Priority 3 = A minor problem that doesn’t impact the user’s ability to complete the 
tasks, but needs to be fixed to improve the overall experience of using the site. 

 

Findings and Recommendations: 
 
Key Finding 1: Poor discoverability of the draw feature on the site  
Severity: Priority 1 
Description  
The draw feature is available on the map, but it is not noticeable to many participants. For 
task 2, the feature is meant to help participants narrow down their choices of listings by 
area without the need to use the search bar, but many chose the search bar instead. Most 
participants did not understand what this feature could do from its appearance, thus they 
did not click on the feature’s icon.  
 
Evidence 
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The evidence for  our first key finding are as follows: 
 

● 6/8 participants were not aware of the draw feature and did not use it. When some 
participants were asked to narrow down listings using the map, they ignored the 
draw feature. Participant 6 in Figures’ 4 and 5 below is one such example. 

 
Figure 4: Participant 6 begins search with “Schools” feature to narrow down listings 
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Figure 5: Participant 6 proceeds to skip over “Draw” feature and select more instead 
 

● Participant 3 ran through a search to look for Seattle University and then typed in 
address, did not use the draw feature to narrow down results. 

● Participant 5, “I really like this circle button, like the draw thing? This is super 
useful. I wish [Zillow] would make all the icons here bigger and color so I can see it. 
Also, don’t just say draw, say draw the area you want.” 

● Participant 5, “I think it’s easy when you know what this button is about… I guess I 
kind of saw it but didn’t read it. I mean I was clicking school and all this stuffed 
popped up, so I didn’t want to click [the draw button] below it. But that’s awesome.” 
 

Recommendation 
The draw feature can be a useful tool for Zillow users to have when trying to locate 
housing options in a specific area that is not pre-defined by a city or zipcode. To allow for 
this feature to become more discoverable, some recommendations are to change the 
naming convention it has, the placement of it, and make it appear more uniform to the 
buttons around it. To begin, “draw” is not a clear explanation to what the feature can do. 
Calling the feature “____” would clarify the function as well as give a brief explanation to 
the user on how it can be helpful. The placement of the button can also go above the 
“Schools” button as the “Draw” button is more closely related to the zoom in and out 
features. By grouping these features together, it creates more cohesion that these are 
meant to manipulate the map compared to showing information. Lastly, Zillow can change 
the default color of the button. The button is highlighted on default which makes it easily 
missed or seemingly daunting to the user, typically when the button is highlight blue, it 
means the feature is in use. This break the mental model users have of how the buttons on 
Zillow operate so creating uniformity may benefit. 
 

Key Finding 2: Poor discoverability of the draw feature functionalities (how to use) 
Severity: Priority 2 
Description:  
Functionalities within draw feature were also not communicated effectively to 
participants to make the most use out of this feature. It was not intuitive in using it to 
select areas and narrow down search results by area. When using this feature, many 
participants did not realize they need to click on “apply” after drawing a region. 
Additionally, they did not know that they could draw multiple regions  before clicking on 
“apply”.  
 
Evidence:  
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Figure 6: Participant 5 selected enter before noticing “Apply”  option 

 

● Participant 5, after finishing circling map (Figure 6), “And then enter. Nothing 
happened. Wait.. ‘Draw shape around the feature you would like to live in (notices 
and clicks apply button). Ohhh. Apply, there’s one, ooohhhh.” 
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Figure 7: Participant 6 proceeds to skip over “Draw” feature and selects “More” instead 
 

● Participant 6 (Figure 7), “Ok I’ll draw from here (hovers over draw) Ok well I guess 
that’s disabled, (searches briefly). Oh! Apply.” 

 

Recommendation:  
Once a participant decides to explore the draw feature, the question of how to use it 
appears. When the user goes into “draw” mode the only instructions that are available 
appear in a gray banner at the top of the map which has been shown to be unnoticable. 
Changing the coloring of the banner will allow it to be more noticeable as well as draw the 
user’s attention to potential copywrite that explains how to use the feature as well as the 
“Apply” button that is needed to complete the feature usage. Another improvement that 
can be implemented is if it is the user’s first time using the “draw” feature, there can be a 
quick tutorial that appears. A small animation of a cursor circling an area of the map and 
clicking apply can continue to repeat until the user clicks on the map to draw themselves. 
This allows for a visual instruction to the user as well as a prompt that they can begin using 
the feature upon first time usage. 
 

Key Finding 3: Search feature limitation/inefficiency 
Severity: Priority 1 
Description: 
Unlike Google, Zillow does not accommodate types of search that locate a general area by 
inputting keywords in the search bar. Participants were not able to complete task 2 
without going to another site to look for additional information to put into the search bar 
on Zillow.  
 
Evidence: 

● 8/8 participants had to access a different tab to google the address, zip code, 
neighborhood, etc. come back to Zillow to locate listings around Seattle University. 
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Figure 7: Participant 4 searches Seattle University in Google search 

 

● Participant 4 (Figure 7), “Ok, so I just type in Seattle University.  In the address bar 
and then click search and I see the results. (User prompted to check results again, 
realizes it’s not Seattle University) Wait.. this is University District. (Searches 
‘Seattle University’ again) Nope, didn’t do anything...I’m going to open another link 
and search Seattle University Address, copy the address, and paste it on the Zillow 
website.” 
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Chart 1: Average Ease of Use rating by users 

● The ease of use rating showed that task 2 was the most difficult when participants 
responses were combined. 

 

 
Chart 2: Task 2 was the longest task on average.  
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Recommendation: 
We recommend Zillow to have a search feature similar to that of Google’s. If a user would 
like to live near a library, restaurant or another landmark, it would be useful to type in the 
name and have it appear as an option. We suggest to not limit the search feature to just 
cities and zip codes because if a user is unfamiliar with the exact location, they are forced 
to find it elsewhere, outside of the Zillow website. In addition, if a specific address is given, 
it would be helpful to see listings within a 5 miles radius (or a distance of the user’s 
choosing) of that location instead of restraining to that one address. A scenario of this 
would be if a user would like to live close to a friend’s house.  
 

Key Finding 4: Inconsistent save feature / Poor discoverability  
Severity: Priority 1 
Description: 
Overall, the save feature was liked by all the participants. They found that it was very easy 
to click on the heart next to each listing to save them. However, they recognized that 
some listings did not have a heart icon to let them save it. After further digging, only one 
participant was able to figure out how to save those type of listings.  
 
Evidence: 
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Chart 3: Participants found task 3 useful and majority would repeat. When it came to finding 
information needed, some participants found it easier than others because they did not encounter 

multi-listings 
 

● The users who disagreed or were neutral with the statements “It was easy to find 
the information I needed” and “I found it easy to find every feature need for the 
task” are the ones who encountered multi listings. It was not easy to find the save 
option for the listings that did not have a heart available in the search results. 
Participant 8 struggled to find save option and did not find it.  

 

 
Chart 4: Average task duration without outlier 

 

● While Task 2 was the longest on average, if you take out the one outlier (one user 
took 12 minutes compared to the rest of the users which took 2-6 min), Task 3 
ended up being the longest on average. The longer length of time stemmed from 
users who encountered multi-listings and could not find save option for it. 
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Figure 8: Participant 7 only one who found multi-listing save option after a long time 

 

● Participant 7 (Figure 8), “...but it doesn’t have a little heart on it. So I’m gonna try 
clicking on the image, that doesn’t give me a heart… And looking through here, 
there’s lots of amenities and how I can reach them, but it doesn’t have any 
information for saving. Which is cool. I’m going to try to ‘Expand’ in the upper right 
hand corner. Looks like that brings me to a different window...still I’m not finding 
anything for selecting anything. And I’m going to click onto my two bedroom. To 
see if this is something, there we go. So I can come in and look at this specific 
building, under the little dots for a specific unit…” 
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Figure 9: Participant 2 giving up trying to find multi-listing save feature 
 

● Participant 2 (Figure 9), “I like this place, but it won’t let me save it. That’s dumb. It 
should let you save anything. I don’t know if there’s any option to save it….(user 
guided back to explore multi listing more) I’m seeing a request a tour here, but it 
doesn’t really save it. (Selected Expand). I expanded it to see if I could have more 
options there. But it looks like it just shows me a little bit more information about 
the schools there… It doesn’t say [whether there’s a save feature]” 

 

Figure 10: Participant 2 giving up trying to find multi-listing save feature 
 

● Participant 4 (Figure 10), “So I’m clicking on the house...on the right side...I can just 
click on it and save the home...Some of them don’t have [the heart]. (enters new 
multi-listing) I’m trying to find the save button. I can’t find it. Expand? (Continues 
scrolling) I don’t see it.” 

  
● Users guessed three different things regarding multi-listings. Participant 8 thought 

the owner needs to be contacted before saving, Participant 6 thought they were 
unavailable rooms or listings under construction, and Participant 5 thought it 
meant they were out of rooms. 

 

Recommendation: 
We recommend that all listings have the feature (heart) available on the surface. For 
listings that have multiple sub listings such as apartments or multiple houses in one, we 
recommend still having the heart feature available and once the user clicks on it, they will 
have to pick which one or have the option to save the entire listing. The user should also 
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have the option to “save all” which would allow them to save all the listings they have 
filtered down to.  
 

Key Finding 5: The School feature overwhelms 
Severity: Priority 3 
Description:  
Many of our participants clicked on the schools feature in an attempt to check 
universities, which wasn’t an option. They were also overwhelmed with the amount of 
sudden change on the map and the clutter of all the results together.  
 
Evidence:  

● Participant 2 (referring to school feature) “...this is just for elementary schools and 
what not...it would be helpful for university students if they put in colleges there.” 

 

 
Figure 11: Participant 5 struggling with school feature 

 

● Participant 5, while looking for Seattle University (Figure 11) “...I’m just very 
confused, show schools on map?...ok you know what? This is too hard.”  
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Figure 12: Participant 3 struggling with school feature 

 

● Participant 3 (Figure 12) “I guess schools [button]...(user hovers over different 
schools) I’m trying to see if they show any universities on this list...well, that’s 
unhelpful.” 

 
 
Recommendations:  
After a user clicks on the schools feature, we would recommend not having the default 
setting to all the schools (all checkboxes checked) and instead having none of them 
checked until the user picks one or more. We also recommend having a category for 
Universities in the area because a good proportion of Zillow users are college students.  
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Conclusion 
 
We hope that the Zillow design team would find our findings helpful for site improvement 
and redesign. As for next steps for this project, we would like to test with a wider 
participant group to gain more perspectives and confirm our current findings. We would 
like to have a more diverse group of college students coming from different backgrounds 
and with different levels of computer literacy. It would also be desirable to have a fairly 
even number of males and females and a bigger age range  of participants in our usability 
testing.  Our final recommendation consists that we learn more about our participants and 
their experiences through interviews. Lastly, conducting competitive analysis of market 
competitors would help to provide stronger recommendations to Zillow for improving the 
site.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

24 



Appendix 
 

Appendix: Usability Test Kit 
 
Description 
 
Real estate websites make finding a home easier and faster for those looking for a place to live as 
well as those who have homes available in the market. Zillow is a popular site that allows its users 
to find house or apartments to buy, rent, or sell. Not only does the it have important information 
regarding the residences but also interactive features like booking tours and overall attempts to 
create a user friendly experience. We plan to test Zillow’s website in meeting the needs of college 
students when finding housing to rent. We will assess the effectiveness of the site through 
analyzing how well Zillow presents the necessary information to its users to successfully find their 
desired homes. Specifically, we will evaluate the filter, save, and landlord contact features.  
 
Pre-Screener Background Questionnaire 
[This questionnaire will be completed online through Google Forms. Out of the qualified participants, ten 
will be chosen at random (five males and five females).] 
 
Title: College students needed to help evaluate usability of Zillow’s website  
 
Description:  
We are a team of students studying at the University of Washington. We are in a Usability 
Research Techniques class and are seeking participants for our usability study. Please fill out this 
quick screening survey below if you are interested. It will take less than five minutes to complete 
and your answers will not be seen outside of our student group. You will be notified by November 
11th if you qualify for our study and the time you will be completing the study. This study is 
primarily for our own learning. Footage will not be used outside of this class. Participants will have 
to be 18 years of age or older. The duration of the test will be one hour and will occur in Odegaard 
Library, located on the University of Washington Seattle campus. Refreshments will be provided 
and participants will be given a Starbucks gift card.   
 
Screening Questions:  
[Some questions below will have a asterisk next to them indicating that answers are mandatory.] 
 

1. Name:* 
2. Age:* 
3. What is your occupation?* 
4. Are you a college student? If so what standing?* 

[Multiple Choice] 
❏ Not in College 
❏ Undergraduate 
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❏ Graduate Student  
❏ Other ___________________ 

5. Have you rented a house or apartment in the past two years (not including through Airbnb 
or similar short term renting websites)?* 

6. Which renter websites have you used? Select all that apply.* 
[Check boxes] 

❏ Redfin 
❏ Craigslist 
❏ Zillow 
❏ Facebook Group 
❏ Other ____________________ 
❏ None of the above  

7. How recently have you used the above checked websites?* 
[Multiple Choice] 

❏ Never 
❏ Within 1 month 
❏ Within 6 months 
❏ Within 1 year 
❏ Within 2 years 
❏ More than 2 years ago 

8. When are you free to participate in the study? Please select all the time ranges you are 
available. The study will take about 1 hour.* 
[Check boxes] 

❏ Tuesday, Nov 13 2:30pm 
❏ Tuesday, Nov 13 3:00pm 
❏ Tuesday, Nov 13 3:30pm 
❏ Tuesday, Nov 13, 4:00pm 
❏ Tuesday, Nov 13 4:30pm 
❏ Tuesday, Nov 13 5:00pm 
❏ Thursday, Nov 15 3:00pm 
❏ Thursday, Nov 15 4:00pm 
❏ Thursday, Nov 15 5:00pm 
❏ Friday, Nov 16, 9:00am 
❏ Friday, Nov 16, 10:00am 

9. If the above times conflict with your schedule, please provide three one-hour time periods 
that you are available in the days between Nov 12th and Nov 16th. 

10. Email: __________________ *   
 
Termination Criteria:  
[Screening questions not listed below provide background and additional information. The ones listed 
below are intended to be for exclusion criteria.] 
 
Question 2 eliminates participants not in the range of 18 to 28 years old. 
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Question 3/4 eliminates participants who are not current college students. 
Question 5 eliminates participants that do not have long-term renting experience in the last two 
years. 
Question 7 eliminates participants that have used Zillow in the last 6 months.  
 
Introductory Script  
 
Participant introduction: 
 

❏ Greet participant and offer refreshments 
❏ Testing laptop ready with only Google Chrome opened 
❏ Note taking laptop ready  
❏ Take note of start time  

 
Script:  
 
Participant Name: _______________ 
Number: _______________ 
Date: _______________ 
 
Thank you for taking the time to participate in our study. My name is ____________ and I will be 
walking you through the study. This is ___________ and she’s here to observe and take notes 
throughout the session. I am going to read a quick introductory script to make sure our 
instructions are consistent between all of our participants.  
 
We are asking participants to explore the Zillow website to test its effectiveness in finding a 
desired home for its users. We want to make it very clear that we are testing Zillow’s website,  not 
you. Any issues encountered is the website’s fault, not the users. We ask you to think out loud as 
you walk through the tasks so we can understand your thought process.  Voice your thoughts, 
opinions, frustrations, and actions as you feel and do them.  For example, I will now open Chrome 
using the think out loud process.  
 
If at any point you feel stuck, I will not be able to offer an answer but can provide clarifying 
information for you. The test will last for a maximum of 1 hour. We will most likely finish before 
that time. If you need a break at any time, please let us know.  
 
As mentioned in our screener questionnaire, we will be filming you with your permission. This will 
help us later analyze Zillow’s website. It will not be seen by anyone outside of our project group 
and our professor. Here is the consent form and a pre-test questionnaire for you to sign and fill out 
before we start. Do you have any questions?  
 
Before tasks: 

❏ Give participant  consent form for them to read over and sign  
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❏ Start the camera  
❏ Give participant pre-test questionnaire for them to fill out 
❏ Ask participant if they have any questions 

 
Study Script  
 

❏ Completed reading the introductory script 
❏ All preliminary questions answered verbally in introduction script 
❏ Remind participant to think out loud 

 
Now we are going to begin the tasks. Here is the list of tasks you will be completing today and we 
will go through them one by one. Please begin by reading the first task and remember to think out 
loud. 
 

❏ Present printed out tasks packet to participant 
❏ Participant conducts task 
❏ Ensure participant thinks aloud 
❏ Observe and allow user to try task until completion or deemed failure to complete 
❏ After each task ask “On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being very easy, 5 being very difficult), how 

would you rate the [feature tested]? Why?” 
❏ Ask task specific questions and any follow up questions that arose 
❏ Repeat for every task 

 
Thank you for completing these tasks. 
 
Now that we are completed with the tasks, I have a few more questions to ask you about the 
overall experience of using Zillow. 
 

❏ Ask post-test questions 
❏ Allow note taker to ask any extra questions 

 
Do you have any questions for us? 
 

❏ Answer any questions 
❏ Provide incentive or means to receive 
❏ Stop recording, save file, replay to ensure saving 

 
Thank you very much for you time today. 

❏ Walk participant outside 
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Consent Form 
 
I hereby agree to participate in the Zillow usability study being conducted at the University of 
Washington in association to the Human Centered Design & Engineering department. 
 
During this study, I have agreed to: 

- Completing tasks on the provided computer 
- Being interviewed before, during, and after the test about the tasks I performed 
- Being audio and visually recorded during the study 

 
I understand and give my consent to allow the recordings and information gathered from this 
study session to be accessible to the Human Centered Design & Engineering Department at the 
University of Washington for research purposes only. I understand the recording and information 
will remain anonymous and my name and image will not be revealed to the public. I relinquish 
rights to the recording of this study session to the students from the Human Centered Design & 
Engineering Department at the University of Washington conducting the study on Zillow. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary and all information and recordings will remain confidential. 
I have the ability to withdraw from the study at any point. The descriptions and information 
gathered may be used to influence improvements to the Zillow website and at no point in time will 
my name be used or I will be identifiable.   
 
My signature below confirms I have read and consented to the information on this form and any 
questions I have, have been answered. 
 
Name (Print)  _____________________________________________________ 
 
Signature  _________________________________________________________ 
 
Date  _______________________ 
 
Thank you very much for your participation today! 
 
Pre-Test Interview  
 

1. Have you ever used Zillow before? If so, how many times? Describe one of your 
experiences.  
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2. Have you ever used another rental site in the past?  Describe the experience 
 

3. How often have you rented apartments in the past?  
 

a. What were the positives of the sites you used? Negatives? 
 

4. On a scale of 1-10, (1 being very inexperienced, 10 being very experienced) What is your 
computer/website experience? 

 
Task Scenarios  
 
Participant Version 

Task #1   

Goals/Output  Find  homes in a city with basic requirements 

Scenario  You are interested in renting a place in the future with a roommate, and you want 
to have a basic idea about the current renting rates of houses and apartments in 
the city of Seattle. You also own a cat. Using Zillow.com, look for available 
house/apartment rentals in Seattle that allow pets with a price range of 
$1,000-3,000 and 2 baths. 

 

Task #2   

Goals/Output  Filter out homes around a specific location  

Scenario  You want to specifically live near the Seattle University. You are open to homes in 
all around the campus. You want to narrow the results to just show homes around 
the Seattle University.  

 

Task #3   

Goals/Output  Save desired homes and be able to find them 

Scenario  You have found a few listings  that you are interested in and you want to keep 
them for later viewing. Save at least 5 different listings and locate them within the 
Zillow site. 

 

Task #4   

Goals/Output  Contact listing owner 
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Scenario  You have found a home that really suits you and would like more information 
about it. Identify the listing owner of the listing and contact him or her by sending 
a message to ask if it is possible to move in next week. 

 
 
Moderator Version 
 
Task #1  
You are interested in renting a place in the future with a roommate, and you want to have a 
basic idea about the current renting rates of houses and apartments in the city of Seattle. You 
also own a cat. Using Zillow.com, look for available house/apartment rentals in Seattle that 
allow pets with a price range of $1,000-3,000 and 2 baths. 
 
Goals: 

● Find  homes using search under rent tab option. 
● Be able to find and use filters to input housing information 

 
Observer Prompts: 
Do they notice the hidden “baths” tab under the “more” tab? 
 
Task #2 
You want to specifically live near the Seattle University. You are open to homes in all around the 
campus. You want to narrow the results to just show homes around the Seattle University.  
 
Goals: 

● Be able to find the draw feature 
● Understand what the draw feature does 
● Use the draw feature to draw the area around the campus to narrow down results 

 
Observer Prompt: 
Ask if they have noticed the draw feature. 
 
Task #3 
You have found a few listings  that you are interested in and you want to keep them for later 
viewing. Save at least 5 different listings and locate them within the Zillow site. 
 
Goals: 

● Realize that they need to create a Zillow Account before saving a home 
● Go through sign up and sign in 
● Click on hearts to save houses 
● Find saved homes tab to review saved listings  
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Observer Prompts: 
Do they successfully sign up? 
Do they notice that some listings do not have hearts showing up on the right top corner? 
Are they able to save a unit within an apartment building? 
 
Task #4 
You have found a home that really suits you and would like more information about it. Identify 
the landlord of the listing and contact him or her by sending a message to ask if it is possible to 
move in next week. 
 
Goals: 

● Click on a listing’s owner information that is on a new page 
● Use “add a message” to write a note to the landlord  

 
Observer Prompts: 
Do they identify the listing owner by finding the landlord page?  
Do they notice “add a message” within the “book a tour” box? 
Explore more ways to contact the listing owner. 
 
Post-task Questionnaire 
 
Questions below will be asked after each individual task. We chose to do this to minimize the 
amount of information the user would have to recall to answer questions about each individual 
task. 
 

Ease of Use  1 (Very difficult)  2  3  4  5 (Very Easy) 

How easy did 
you find it to 
complete this 
task? 

         

Evaluate the 
following 
statements 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree  Neutral  Agree  Strongly 
agree 

I would 
repeat this 
task in the 
future if using 
Zillow 

         

I found this 
task useful 
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It was easy to 
find the 
information I 
needed 

         

I found it easy 
to find every 
feature 
needed for 
the task 

         

 
Post-Test Interview  
 

1. On a scale of 1 to 5, how easy did you find Zillow.com to navigate? (1 being very difficult, 5 
being very easy) 

 
2. Which task felt the most difficult? 

a. Why? 
 

3. Which task felt the easiest?  
 

4. What feature is most important to you when searching for an apartment? Least important? 
Why? 

 
5. If you could change one thing about this experience, what would it be? 

 
6. Do you have an final comments you would like to share? 

 
Data Logging Tables  
 
[For our data logging tables, we define “Number of steps” as the number of clicks the user makes 
to reach the goal. “Number of errors” is defined as the number of times the user clicks the wrong 
button and/or enters a different page that distracts the user from completing the task.   Errors also 
includes pop-ups that explicitly state an error has an occurred and when the user clicks the wrong 
page feature and anything else that hinders their ability to complete the task. “Inspection 
patterns” is what the user looks at and analyzes as they attempt to complete the task. This will 
require listening to the users out loud thought process and taking note of what they explore first 
and where their arrow goes. “# of Assists” will keep track of how often we had to help the user 
which will show the ease of use of the website. “# of required task features used” keeps track of 
how many features that need to be used to complete the task are actually used by the user.] 
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Task Description  Start 
time 
End time 

Task 
completed
? 

Number of 
steps 

Number of 
errors  

Type of 
errors 

# of 
Assists 

Find home around 
Seattle, WA using 
basic search filters 

           

Narrow down 
initial home search 
to a smaller area 
around the 
University of 
Washington 

           

Save desired 
homes and be able 
to find them again 

           

Contact landlord 
about chosen 
home 

           

 
 
 
 

Task Description  Inspection patterns  # of inspected 
nav elements 

# of required 
task features 
used? 

Find home around 
Seattle, WA using 
basic search filters 

     

Narrow down 
initial home 
search to a smaller 
area around the 
University of 
Washington 

     

Save desired 
homes and be able 
to find them again 

     

Contact landlord 
about chosen 
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home 

 
 

Appendix: Participant Profiles 
 

Participant  Age  Rented in last 2 
years 

Renter websites used  Recent usage 

1  21  Y  Craigslist, Zillow, Facebook  6 months 

2  21  Y  Zillow  1 month 

3  20  Y  Zillow  1 year 

4  22  Y  Redfin, Zillow  2 years 

5  21  Y  Google  1 year 

6  21  Y  Facebook  6 months 

7  21  Y  Zillow, Facebook  1 year 

8  20  Y  None  None 

 
 

Participant  Have you ever used 
Zillow before? If so, 
how many times? 
Describe one of your 
experiences.  

Have you ever used 
another rental site 
in the past? 
Describe the 
experience 

How often 
have you 
rented 
apartments 
in the past?  

What is your 
computer/websit
e experience, on 
a scale of 1-10?(1 
inexperienced, 
10 experienced)  

1  - Used Zillow a good 
amount of times  
- Pretty easy to use  

- No, not really   - Yes, once 
in the past 
year  

6 or 7 

2  -Used Zillow many 
times 
-Mom was thinking 
about moving to 
Seattle and used 
Zillow to look at 
homes and save ones 
she liked 

-Used Redfin and 
apartments.com  
-Not super familiar 
with them 

-Rented 
twice in the 
last 2 years 

7 or 8 
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3  -Used Zillow last 
year to find place to 
rent 
-Doesn’t remember 
much about the 
experience 

-Redfin and Google 
 

-Rented 
once 

6 

4  -Used Zillow 5-10 
times  

-Redfin  -Rented 
twice 

7 

5  -Hasn’t used Zillow 
before 

-Google and other 
sites  

-Rented 
twice in the 
last 2 years 

7 

6  -Hasn’t used Zillow 
before 

-Facebook  -Rented 
once 

4 

7  -Period where where 
used Zillow 2-3 times 
a week 

-apartments.com  -Rented 
once 

9 

8  -Hasn’t used Zillow 
before 

-Hasn’t used other 
renting websites 

-Rented 
once 

8 

 
 

Appendix: Questionnaire Results 
 

Ppt  On a scale of 1 to 

5, how easy did 

you find 

Zillow.com to 

navigate? (1 

being very 

difficult, 5 being 

very easy) 

Which task felt the 

most difficult? 

Which task felt the 

easiest?  

  

What feature is most 

important to you when 

searching for an 

apartment? Least 

important? Why? 

If you could 

change one thing 

about this 

experience, what 

would it be? 

 

Do you have 

an final 

comments you 

would like to 

share? 

1  -4  - The second task felt 
the most difficult  
- I had to go off the 
site to find the 
Seattle university 
address  
- Draw feature can be 
better 

- The first task was 
the easiest  
- the filters were 
easy to use 

- The filters are the most 
important because it is 
useful to narrow down 
your search to what you 
want  
- draw feature isn’t 
really necessary  

- Make the layout 
consistent with 
what details it 
shows 

 

2  -4  -Second task  
-Didn’t provide an 
adequate way to find 
seattle university  
-Had to go outside of 

First and last task  
-First one might be 
a bit easier than 
last one  
-With five, not 

Most important: 
location.  
-Want to find a place 
near to where I go to 
school  

Can see the 
layout being 
better  
Make things 
easier to find  
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zillow to help him  
-Feels as though the 
site is catering more 
towards older 
people/those past 
school  
-Draw feature is kind 
of unnecessary  
 
 

completely sure if 
that is landlord 
information  
 

 
Least important: nearby 
elementary school 
 - schools feature and 
walk count 
-Don’t have kids  
-Walk to school 
anyways, want to find 
somewhere close to 
begin with  
 

Homes for you 
feature - not 
important for me  
Differentiate 
between filters 
and sort by - it 
needs labels  
Layed out a lot 
better  
 

3  -4 pretty easy  -Second task  
-Has to know the 
address of SU  
-Once know the 
address, was able to 
find the area 
-Process too 
complicated 
 

-Fourth task 
- Ask a question 
button right on the 
page of the listing, 
just scroll and and 
its visible 
 

Most important: price 
and bathrooms  
The filter requirements I 
want to know at first 
when finding a home 
 
Least important: pet 
feature  
College students don’t 
have pets 
 

Nothing, 
everything seems 
pretty 
self-explanatory  

Feels pretty 
easy to use 
and navigate, 
even for 
people who 
are not tech 
savvy 

4  3 Neutral.  
Filter features 
are easy to find, 
most features 
seem helpful  
 
 

Task 3, couldn’t find 
how to save some of 
the house 
 
 

Task 1, all in one 
space, the filters 
were close to each 
other, clearly 
labeled and easy to 
find one by one 
 
 

Most: Filter feature, can 
filter out requirements 
and easy to see all the 
houses that satisfy 
requirements and get rid 
not unwanted 
information 
 
Least: Don’t have one, all 
pretty useful 
 

Would prefer 
that all listings 
have the save 
button, would 
make the 
experience 
better. 

For contacting 
landlord, put 
out pictures 
and names of 
the people to 
contact for 
learning more 
information 

5  -3 
Nice features, 
just hard to find 
bc aren’t labeled 
clearly 
-Improve on 
colors, the map is 
gray and white 
and the words 
are also cray and 
white so they 
look very similar, 
need to be more 
colorful 
 
 

-2 
-Can’t even find 
where SU is 
-Can find on google 
but not on zillow 
Labeling of the map 
very confusing 
 

-1 
-Most important 
things need to 
know so on main 
page and easy to 
find 
4 is also easy, not 
as much stuff to do 
-Learning from 
overall the tasks, 
got familiar with 
the website, 
realized need to 
pay attention bc 
features are small 
-Problem with 
their colors bc not 
a reader, so like 
colors and if too 
hard to find, then 
just rather not use 
 

-Filter bar (most) 
Just need to select and 
its there 
 
-Heart (least) 
Clicking on the dot dot 
dot thing is too much 
 

-Like the draw, 
wish the icons 
and colors better 
-Also better 
explain the 
labeling so it’s 
clearer 
 
 

-Finding 
homes is hard 
-Search bar 
where i can 
type in SU, 
have more 
powerful 
search 
functions than 
zip code, city, 
etc 
-Likes having 
hearts on the 
map 
 
 

6  -3.5   -Task 2   -Task 1   -Filter is most useful   -Make listings  Filtered 
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Result age was 
overwhelming  
-Didn’t like 
inconsistency  
-Like the filtering 
features 
 
 

-Difficult to narrow 
down the university 
area  
-Don’t think the draw 
tool is necessary even 
if you know the area 
well  
 
 

-Bar at the top has 
everything  needed  
-It was easy cause 
everything I 
needed was in that 
one place  
 
 

-Narrows down search  
-Makes it easier  
 
-Pictures are unrealistic  
-Don’t reflect what place 
actually looks  
-Inconsistent between 
listings.  
 
 

consistent  
-Save feature not 
there in every 
listing, pictures 
more consistent  
-Would prefer 
them smaller  
 
 

criteria listed 
on listings on 
result page - 
unnecessary  

7  -4  -3, 
-Saving the housing 
options 
Wasn’t very clear 
that i couldn’t just 
like a place, i have to 
go in a select a unit im 
interested in  
-Although it's nice to 
go through the 
specific units, it's nice 
to just have an overall 
location 
 

-1, Finding general 
information about 
things 
-Being able to type 
in a location and 
general 
information isn’t 
hard 
-Selecting certain 
places might be 
difficult but not 
too bad 
-Finding point of 
contact isn’t too 
bad  but some 
contacts are weird 
and don’t want 
contact through 
zillow 
 
 

-Different ways of sifting 
through locations in the 
data (most) 
-Compare them the way 
I want to  
-Having all the data 
points  
-Wonder if there is a 
compare tool in zillow to 
see side-by-side data 
 
-Not looking for a house 
to buy rn  (least) 
-Potential listings and 
recently sold are not 
helpful to me for finding 
something im looking to 
go into  
 
 

-Want the hearts 
to show up on 
everything or not 
at all 
-Want the hearts 
to be more 
colorful bc white 
doesn’t add much 
 
 

-Draw feature 
is a little tricky 
with a 
touchpad  
-Making it so it 
doesn’t auto 
close or more 
straight lines 
could be more 
helpful 
 
 

8  -4  
-Everything was 
straightforward  
-Except couldn’t 
filter certain 
things without 
going into more 
options  
-Heart filled in  
 
 

-Task 2 
-It wasn’t intuitive  
Didn’t know where 
Seattle U was, had to 
look it up  
 
 

-Task 4  
-Just two buttons  
-Fast and easy to 
find  
 
 

Most  
-Filtering option  
-What I use the most  
Least  
-Draw feature  
 
 

-The draw 
feature  
-Potential if 
listings didn’t 
disappear and 
wasn't a lag  
-But just get rid of 
it 
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Final Reflection 
 
The experience of creating, running, and completing a usability study was really 
interesting and beneficial to all of us to understand the process of research and how we 
can learn from it moving forward. Some things we would do differently if we were to 
conduct this study again are clearing up the semantics and setting clear expectations. 
During one task, we had used the keyword “landlord” but it became confusing to our 
participants when they were given the task and skewed what they believed they were 
searching for to complete the task. We later adjusted this for the rest of the participants 
but are unsure if that affected the results. We also would set clearer completion 
expectations amongst moderators so we would have better unison amongst post-task 
questions and collecting data in general. These problems could have been potentially 
resolved if we had more practice sessions and pilot studies before the actual usability 
testings. We might need to start with everyone in the same room taking notes and 
practice being the moderator/observer altogether. This way we can communicate our 
understanding of the roles better and set clear expectations for each role. Overall, it was 
an interesting learning experience for us all to be moderators and observers to think and 
react quickly about clarifying questions and confirm our understanding of the 
participants’ responses and actions.  
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