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“Features, features, features,” Markus Teschner, thought to himself, “everyone wants new fea-
tures, and of course by yesterday.” As the head of product management at Immowelt AG, a
Nuremberg-based real-estate web portal, Teschner was responsible for defining new function-
ality for the portal. He was supported by Lara Müller, the senior product manager for Internet
development and Frank Schmidt, a senior product manager and usability expert.

For any new software feature at Immowelt, Teschner, Müller, and Schmidt formed the core
team that held final responsibility for the feature. And now an old idea had come back to the
forefront. It was time to extend the web portal with functionality that allowed users to take on-
line notes on properties they were interested in.

1 Context of the Note Taking Feature

1.1 The “Note Taking” Feature at Immowelt AG

Teschner’s team met regularly to discuss new ideas to improve their web platform. At one of
these meetings, they discussed an old but proposed-again feature that enables users to take a
note with some important information about a property of interest.

The analysis of a user survey revealed that many users (without access to the proposed fea-
ture) took notes on paper or on a computer or a smart phone independently of the Immowelt
platform.

This led the core team to ask: 

• How can we present these property-related notes on our platform?

• What information can we use from such notes? 

• How could the new feature help customer retention? 
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• How can this feature impact the profits of Immowelt? 

• Alternatively, what are the benefits for the Immowelt platform? 

To understand the context of these questions, it is necessary to understand what needed to be
taken into consideration when adding a feature to a website like immowelt.de: 

• What is needed to design the feature (factors of influence)? 

• What are the steps to design the feature? 

• What is needed to handle the life-cycle (bug fixing and updates) of the feature? 

• In addition, what is the target (business) of the company?

1.2 The Company

Immowelt AG (formerly, Data Concept GmbH) was founded by Carsten Schlabritz and Jür-
gen Roth in 1991. They wanted to offer simple usable software for real estate agents to save
them time and expenses.

The company was first presented at CeBIT in 1992, just one year after its inception.

By 1993, their first product Makler 2000 Office was successful and used in Germany, Austria,
and Switzerland. Five years later, Makler 2000 became one of the five best software solutions
for real estate property software. Twelve employees were working on the software. Data Con-
cept presented itself at “Le marché international des professionnels de l’immobilier” (MIPIM)
in Cannes for the first time and offered Makler 2000 Pro, a special solution for the needs of
commercial real estate agents.

The reason for continued growth of the company can be attributed to the start of the property
portal www.immowelt.de in 1996. As one of the first online marketplaces for apartments and
houses, immowelt.de marked the advent of a new era in the property market.

Another new chapter started in 2000 when the publishing group Georg von Holtzbrinck joined
forces with Data Concept GmbH as a strategic partner.  As a result,  the company was re-
branded from Data Concept to Immowelt AG.

In 2002, Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung (WAZ) and Münchener Zeitungs-Verlag invested
in Immowelt AG and started the Immowelt Media Network. In 2005, the portal ferienwoh-
nung.com (vacation rentals)  was started (formerly known as fewoanzeigen.de).  Two years
later, a web based software named Immowelt i-Tool was created. It provides administrative
support  for  property  listings,  to  real  estate  agents  on  the  Internet.  The  Technischer
Überwachungsverein Süd (TÜV SÜD) honored immowelt.de with the ‘s@fer-website’ certifi-
cate.

Since 2008, users of immowelt.de have been able to search for a property using its mobile
website. With the first immowelt.de app for the Android platform in 2010, Immowelt AG en-
tered the mobile arena. Currently, apps for all common mobile platforms as well as Windows
8 are available. Since 2009, immowelt.at has been representing Immowelt AG in the Austrian
market. One year after the launch, the property portal was one of the leading providers of on-
line real estate services in Austria. A relaunch of the portal as immowelt.ch in Switzerland —
also  online  since  2009  — featured  a  more  modern  design.  In  2011,  Immowelt  AG was
awarded the Bayern’s Best 50 award. This is an award by the Bavarian state government for
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growing companies which create jobs. A year later, the company was awarded with Top Job
for the second time. This is an award for excellent personal management in medium-sized
companies. Currently, Immowelt AG employs more than 270 employees. In November 2012,
the enterprise acquired additional offices and now occupies more than 4,500 square meters of
office area on the company headquarters in Nuremberg.

2 Development of the Note Taking Feature

2.1 Developing a Vision for the Proposed Feature

Teschner and his team created a user story after interviewing potential users of the platform,
checking best practices and performing a competitive analysis. They examined the responses
to their user survey and weighed them. The information resulted in a list of characteristics of
the feature and how it should work.

“A challenge for the team is to define a feature that fits seamlessly into the other
functions of immowelt.de. It should not interfere with the search process of the
user.  To  sum  up,  the  feature  should  be  findable  but  not  showy”,  explained
Schmidt.

The behavior of the new feature was written down in a storyboard and the design team devel-
oped design prototypes of the feature.

2.2 Recording Detailed Requirements

The team considered how the characteristics of the feature should work, what the constraints
(business and technical) were and how its development could be done profitably.

Teschner and his team defined the following basic aspects of the feature in the first slides of
the storyboard: 

• Users who are logged in at immowelt.de should be provided with an interface that
does not interfere with their property searches. 

• It should be possible to set up notes for every property listing, to add an address as the
provided address on the listing is usually not complete, to enter viewing dates and to
add any other free text annotation.

Furthermore, specific actions relating to the property listing performed by the user must be
recorded (automatically through contact requests or manually through phone calls). One of the
main goals of the feature was customer retention, which was realized by the requirement that
only signed in users could take a note. Notes for a property listing of a logged-in user should

Case-2014-01-Immowelt-User-Experience-Design - http://pmbycase.com - 2018-08-07. 3CC BY SA 4.0, see last page for authors and credits.

http://pmbycase.com/


be visible on the wish list1, on the results list and on the respective exposé. Editing notes
should be possible only on the exposé itself. If a property listing is deleted from the wish list,
associated states and notes should also be deleted.

Additionally, the team had to meet some extra requirements to embed the feature into the plat-
form in a consistent way.

Beside the basic data, the team defined some common requirements. A requirement they con-
stituted was that the users would have to sign in to take notes. All the collected data has to be
written to a database. The usage of the feature has to be tracked by Adobe Analytics, which is
the tool of choice for usage tracking at immowelt.de platform.

Teschner summarized all requirements in slides in the storyboard. A mockup of the Story-
board was then made in PowerPoint®.

A few of the functional requirements are presented below:

A note contains:

• An input field for the note content. 

• The property status history — the status of the property for the person making notes.

• Input fields for the property address. (Property listings often conceal the address of the
property. Thus, a searcher can add the address.)

All relevant steps a user executes for a property listing are recorded in the note field with the
date. For example, “[Date Time] contact request sent”. Furthermore, each executed step is
represented by an icon. Comments and references to contact requests are also transferred into
the note field. If a user takes notes on the page of the property listing, sends a contact request
or contacts the supplier of this property listing by telephone, the property listing in question
will be added to the wish list automatically. (For a detailed description, see “User Experience
of the Note Taking Feature” later in this case.) In a later version, suggestions for property re-
lated services such as a moving company, were added.

The owner of all this information was Markus  Teschner,  the head of product management.
The resulting output was called a Storyboard. A Storyboard is a visual way to demonstrate the
interactions of a user with the product and contains some extra information as seen below.
One slide of the storyboard is shown in Figure 1. Storyboards at immowelt.de are a technique
to present the user interface behavior of the feature to the developers.

Using this information, the design team had to decide on how to design the feature.

1 The wish list is one view the portal offers: If a user takes notes on a property listing, the listing is put on the 
wish list automatically. Furthermore, the user can put a property listing from the results’ list to the wish list 
by a clicking on the “Merken” (English: Bookmark) button. 
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Figure 1: This storyboard extract shows the steps
a user has to follow to take a new note if he or she is signed in or not.

2.3 Design Decisions for the Note Taking Feature

Teschner and his team made decisions about the Note Taking feature depending not only on
usability but also on balancing various other factors.

The stakeholders and the team considered how useful the system with an added note-taking
feature would be, whether they felt that it was suitable, whether they would like to use it, how
much it would cost to develop and deploy it, financially and in terms of personal, social and
organizational consequences.

To support decision-making, the team used several strategies and tools: Initially, the story-
board and click dummies were created. These were later updated during the meetings. De-
pending on technical and stakeholder requirements, the team visualized users’ and stakehold-
ers’ needs using these tools in several meetings.

Teschner and his team used several screen mockups to display their ideas of the placement of
the feature as shown in Figure 3 through Figure 15.

Extra non-technical requirements for the Note Taking feature were: 

• The feature had to be findable but not showy.

• Users should not be kept off from the search process and from looking at other offers
while accessing the feature.

• In the wish list view, notes cannot not be edited.
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2.3.1 Visualization of User and Stakeholder Needs

To visualize user needs, the Storyboard technique mentioned above is used. Teschner painted
out several user interface behaviors and bullet points on the slides of the Storyboard. The Sto-
ryboard, therefore, is one of the main sources for developers to implement a possible solution.

Design prototypes such as click dummies or graphical mockups were a second technique,
which were used by the team to present the visual behavior of the feature. For developing
click dummies, they used Axure, a tool used to create interactive wireframes and mockups. An
HTML click dummy was also used to iterate through requirements with the stakeholders and
to support the development team in creating a first design prototype. Examples of mockups
can be seen in Figure 3 - Figure 7. Figure 8, finally, displays the implemented version.

While developing click dummies and mockups, the company’s style guide had to be kept in
mind. The positioning of the feature on the web site and the integration of the feature in the
existing canon of functions were also considered during the development.

Major design decisions had to be verified and discussed with stakeholders.

2.3.2 Verification of the Design Decisions

Based on the user analysis, fictitious user groups called Personas, which stand in for the actual
users,  were used to verify decisions. Immowelt used five Personas called Ben, Wolfgang,
Daniel, Bianka and Sonja. Each Persona represents a group of people, searching for property
listings, that share a common characteristic. Persona Ben is shown in Figure 2. Other Personas
are shown in the Appendix.

These Personas have common information about personal data, a motto, a background history
for details and a selection of wishes and goals. The goals specifically helped Teschner and his
team to get a better assessment of the Persona. (Note: Personas were present for all team
members in design meetings to discuss pro’s and con’s for design decisions.)

An external company was tasked with developing the Personas. This company takes care of
usability testing for the feature and the immowelt.de platform.

As soon as Teschner’s design was approved by the stakeholders, the developers could begin
implementing the feature on the platform.

2.3.3 Release of the Note Taking Feature

After the development team implemented the feature as designed, some usability tests were
performed on the feature.  The development team interviewed experts  to discuss the com-
monly used terms for the buttons and labels of the feature. This step was necessary to fulfill
the requirement that the feature should be embedded in such a way that the whole platform
was kept consistent.

A new version of the Immowelt platform with the integrated feature was then deployed.

The team then analyzed the behavior of the users using the feature. If the team recognized any
anomalies regarding the usage rate of the Note Taking feature, they released newer versions
with an alternate behavior or design.

Tests were important for the team, because they had to check the technical functionality as
well as the user experience with the feature.
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Figure 2: Persona Ben (usability.de, 2010)

2.3.4 Quantitative and Qualitative Evaluation

After deploying the feature on the platform, the team processed user analytics. The analysis
was done using a tool called Maxymiser® for automated, multivariate testing. Based on the
results of this analysis, the team developed variants, if the results weren’t as expected. Each
user got a random variant of the website. This is done at the same time and every variant is
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chosen at the same rate. Using this test, they could observe the user behavior in a quantitative
way. The tests were processed on a live system, where the feature was deployed.

If there were any changes to be made, a new version was developed and deployed in further
iterations. An external company was engaged to process the usability tests to verify complex
observations that the team had deduced with Maxymiser. In contrast to multivariate testing,
the usability test produced qualitative results.

The following screenshots, shown as Figure 3 through Figure 7, display different versions of
the placement of the feature in the exposé view, before its deployment on the website:

In Figure 3, the user can take notes with two buttons that are located right next to the overall
description of the property and the detailed information of the property.

Figure 3: Note Taking feature in exposé view (version 1).
This was a draft in the first phase of the design process and was discarded.
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Figure 4 shows the next  version of the exposé view.  The user  has  to press the “Notizen
hinzufügen” (English: Add notes) button above the description of the property to add to the
existing notes on the property. If no prior notes were taken, the user can choose the “Notizen”
(English: Notes) tab to take notes about the property.

Figure 4: Note Taking feature in exposé view (version 2). This was again a draft that was
later discarded. The team created scenarios and tested the version with every Persona.
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The next version (Figure 5) again shows a tab to take new notes but if notes were already
taken, they were displayed between the picture and the description of the property. In this ver-
sion, the notes were displayed in a yellow box but not with a symbol as in Figure 3.

Figure 5: Note Taking feature in exposé view (version 3). 
This was again a rough version which was discarded.
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Figure 6 shows the exposé view with the Notizen tab on the right side of the website. The dis-
play of existing notes on the property that appear below the picture of the property has been
omitted in this version.

Figure 6: Note Taking feature in exposé view (version 4). 
This was again a rough version which was discarded.

Case-2014-01-Immowelt-User-Experience-Design - http://pmbycase.com - 2018-08-07. 11CC BY SA 4.0, see last page for authors and credits.

http://pmbycase.com/


For the next version, shown in Figure 7, the Notizen tab on the right was omitted. Instead, the
“Meine Notizen” (English: My Notes) option is placed below the picture of the property. Ex-
isting notes on the property were not displayed readily in this version.

Figure 7: Note Taking feature in exposé view (version 5).
This was again a rough version which was discarded.
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In the final version shown in Figure 8, the feature was placed below the picture of the prop-
erty. The user had to click onto the link “Machen Sie sich hier eine Notiz zu dieser Anzeige”
(English: Here you can take a note to this property listing). Furthermore, no additional tab for
taking notes was included.

Figure 8: Note Taking feature in an implemented exposé view.

This version was the first live version of the feature on the immowelt.de platform. As seen
here as well  as in the following figures,  the view and behavior of the feature were often
changed. New iterations were necessary, if there were any design issues before the tests with
Maxymiser and after the deployment of the feature.  Iterations were also necessary,  if  any
problems related to user experience were encountered either during the user analysis or after
the usability test.
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Figure 9 and  Figure 10 show the different versions of the results list.  In the first version,
shown in Figure 9, it was possible to take notes in the results list.

Figure 9: The Note Taking feature in results view, a rough version of the result’s view.

Figure 10: The Note Taking feature in results view in August 2013.
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The option to take notes in the results list was dropped in this version, shown in Figure 10,
and in all subsequent versions, shown in Figure 11.

Figure 11: The Note Taking feature in an implemented results view in May 2014.

Figure 10 and Figure 11 show different versions created between August 2013 and May 2014.

The view of the wish list has not changed since August 2013.
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Figure 12: The Note Taking feature in an implemented view of the wish list.
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Figure 13: The Note Taking feature viewed as part of the wish list in August 2013.
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Figure 14: The feature in May 2014 after pressing the button “Machen Sie sich eine Notiz zu
dieser Anzeige” (English: Take a note for this property listing); the user has to be logged in.

3 User Experience of the Note Taking Feature

Assume Bob, a person, not a Persona, is looking for a new property on the immowelt.de plat-
form. Initially, Bob needs to enter the name of the city and the type of property he is looking
for. When the “Suchen” (English: Search) button is clicked, Bob is shown a list of all proper-
ties which meet his search criteria. When one of the properties is selected, the details of the
selected property listing will be shown.
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As seen in Figure 8, Bob can add notes to the property by clicking on the field below the pic-
ture of the property. The note field is also visible, if Bob had already signed in, but has not
taken any notes on the property.

Assuming Bob has an account, there is the possibility that he has not signed in, but has taken
some notes before. When he signs in, the “Meine Notizen” (English: My notes) panel is dis-
played in the editing mode as shown in Figure 15.

Figure 15: Editing mode: A user can take notes in the text field or click the button “Schnell-
notiz” (English: Quick note). A user can enter the address if he already knows it.

When Bob is looking at the overview of multiple properties in the results list, he can view any
prior notes taken on the property. When he is in the exposé view of a single property, he can
add notes in addition to viewing the existing ones. Figure 8 shows the detailed view of a sin-
gle property.

As shown in Figure 15, Bob can edit the content of the field. Using the button “Schnellnotiz”
(English: Quick note)2, see Figure 17 and Figure 18, the process state of the acquisition is dis-
played. Additionally, there are some input fields for editing the address. This is free text input
and there is no validation of the address.

In the most recent version, if the real estate agent included the address of the property, it will
be shown on the map. However, this is usually not the case.

2 Quick notes are predefined notes, which could be selected by Bob.
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The exposé view has also a reading mode where all notes are displayed, as shown in Figure
16. When the “Bearbeiten” (English: Edit)  button is  clicked, the view switches to editing
mode and the notes can be edited. The address is be displayed, if it is available.

Figure 16: Reading mode: A user can read all notes ever entered.

The “Schnellnotiz” (English: Quick note) button is a drop-down menu with different options
depending on whether the property is being rented or for sale, see Figure 17 and Figure 18.

Figure 17: “Schnellnotiz” (English: Quick note) for property listings for rent.
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Figure 18: “Schnellnotiz” (English: Quick note) for property listings for sale.

When Bob clicks on the “Machen Sie sich eine Notiz zu dieser Anzeige” panel, it will result
in two outcomes, depending on whether he is signed in or not. If he is signed in, the Meine
Notizen panel will be displayed. If he is not signed in, he is linked to a sign in screen as
shown in Figure 19, after which he is redirected to the Meine Notizen panel on the property
listing.

Figure 19: Sign in Screen

When Bob signs in, he can choose to either take new notes or inspect the existing notes on the
property. Bookmarking a property can be done either in the exposé view, see Figure 8, or in
results view, see Figure 11. If he presses the “Merken” (English: Bookmark) button when he
isn’t signed in, he will be taken to the sign in screen, see Figure 19. If he is already signed in,
the property will appear on the wish list. Additionally, the button turns into “Gemerkt” (Eng-
lish: Bookmarked). If a property listing is deleted from the personalized wish list, the notes
and states of the property are also deleted.
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An option to print notes on the property is also available in the exposé view, see Figure 8, if
the user is signed in.

The wish list displays the bookmarked properties and the notes associated with those proper-
ties as shown in  Figure 12. Every property with notes is bookmarked automatically. If the
property listing is deleted, Bob cannot edit or take new notes. The property listing will then be
shown in gray.

The results view displays an overview of existing notes on the properties the user has previ-
ously shown interest in, see Figure 11. Related properties are also shown on the wish list and
marked as “Gemerkt” (English: Bookmarked). He cannot take new notes in this view as it is a
read only view. To edit the notes, he has to click on the link of the property.

4 Summary

4.1 User Experience Design for the Note Taking Feature

Teschner and his team developed the Note Taking feature in a highly agile environment. The
tools and strategies used in the development process facilitated for a quick response and en-
sured high quality.

However, the team had to deal with issues that arose not only from the complexity of the fea-
ture, but also due to the requirements of the stakeholders.

The deployment of the feature every week led to frequent changes in appearance of the web-
site which in turn led to changes in feature behavior. (Inconsistencies in the platform’s behav-
ior for non-important features were acceptable.) This led to the feature not being used as ex-
pected. The design team, the stakeholder, and the development team tried to motivate users to
use it more often. They went through several iterations to improve the feature’s behavior and
design, in order to increase the user acceptance of the feature.

When a feature is designed, the initial design is rarely the final one. What we have seen at Im-
mowelt is an iterative approach to design the Note Taking feature with respect to user experi-
ence design.
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Appendix

Exhibit 1

Figure 20: Persona Wolfgang (usability.de, 2010)
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Exhibit 2

Figure 21: Persona Sonja (usability.de, 2010)
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Exhibit 3

Figure 22: Persona Daniel (usability.de, 2010)
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Exhibit 4

Figure 23: Persona Bianka (usability.de, 2010)
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