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Sealing the CalHFA Web Site with a KISS
Keep It Simple & Straightforward 

Imagine a brand new desk. Your desk has drawers with essential tools for completing your job. 
The desktop contains file trays where you place your most important papers. Your desk is 
organized, your desk is useful and your desk is simple.

Now, flash-forward six years and look at your desk. Your desk has seen years of projects, years 
of sticky notes and memos, six years of acquiring new tools that should replace the old. How 
does your desk look now? More importantly, how difficult is it to find that important file you need 
or that specific pen that writes the best? The process for finding your key files and tools is no 
longer straightforward.

It’s time to reorganize; it’s time to “Keep It Simple & Straightforward.”  

CalHFA’s web site began to look like your desk after six years of updates. In those six years the 
Agency encountered many changes – both major and minor. As the Agency evolved so did the 
web site and little by little we ended up with a site that made it difficult for our business partners 
to locate important files and tools. Web users picked up the phone, and valuable staff resources 
were used to point web site business partners, first-time homebuyers and borrowers to the files, 
pages and tools they needed. More importantly our business partners were spending 
unnecessary time navigating our site instead of helping Californians find safe and affordable 
housing.

The Agency knew it needed to take a long-term, strategic look at revamping the CalHFA web 
site.  In January 2010, CalHFA’s Marketing division began the 15-month project for revising the 
CalHFA web site, which launched on April 1, 2011. The project was thorough and extensive, 
incorporating everything from usability research and in-depth interviews to post-launch opinion 
surveys. 

The site revision research and planning covered four key categories of web design: Navigation, 
Content, Visual Design and Technical Specification & Code. Research was comprised of web 
site standards documentation, several in-depth interviews with individual CalHFA business 
partners and CalHFA staff working groups from each division of the Agency. This is what we 
discovered.  

� Navigation: During our interviews it became very clear that our business partners did not 
understand where to go on our site to get the information they needed after landing on 
the home page. Once they did enter the site they were looking at a web page with too 
many links which made it difficult to find what they needed. This page was the equivalent 
of your once-simple desk that now has six years of added files and tools.  

The solution was obvious, simplicity and straightforwardness. Our navigation needed a 
“KISS.”

o The home page was transformed into simple and obvious choices for our visitors; 
First-Time Homebuyers, CalHFA Homeowners, Lenders/Realtors/Nonprofits and 
Multifamily Developers/Managers. (Attachment A) 
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o The secondary pages went from cluttered, link-heavy pages to organized 
“tabbed” navigation which offered simple choices at a glance. (Attachment B) 

o For additional navigation assistance we added breadcrumbs, a common 
navigation practice, and a search feature. 

� Content: Many of our calls for help focused on finding all of the pieces needed to 
prepare a loan file (i.e. which income limits coincided with which first mortgage program 
or what additional forms were needed for the down payment assistance programs). 
Some questions were asked simply because the terminology used was unclear. 
Comments from our interviews revealed that web site visitors wanted to know quickly 
what is new with CalHFA and with the web site.  

To address these challenges, Marketing pulled in subject matter experts to assist in 
restructuring content and revising terminology.  

o Scattered loan program information is now assembled in simple and 
straightforward Loan Program Handbooks (Attachment C). After researching best 
practices for this on other mortgage financing sites, a handbook for each 
program was created containing everything needed in one place from income 
and sales price limits to forms and marketing materials. The handbook is in PDF 
format which makes it easy to search and also lets partners print a professional 
looking reference guide to keep at their desk.  

o To address misunderstood terminology, we had to KISS away the fancy words 
and get back to basics. To do so, we changed many of the titles to simple and 
straightforward terms. This is in line with one rule of web site design… “Don’t 
make your visitors think.”  

o The CalHFA site has a wide variety of visitors, so having all news and updates in 
one location wasn’t working. News and updates from Homeownership are not 
necessarily relevant to visitors to our Multifamily Developers section. To deliver 
the appropriate news to the appropriate audience, our new site has section-
specific sidebars that contain news and visual ad space pertinent to the viewer.  

� Visual Design: During our in-depth interviews with our business partners we were 
critiqued on the bland and uninviting look of our secondary pages. The home page, they 
felt, was warm and friendly, but the rest of the site needed a face lift.  

The new design was planned and developed with some key ideas in mind: bright, 
friendly, inviting, crisp, clean and, you guessed it, simple and straightforward.  

� Technical Specifications & Code: Web site standards continually evolve and improve 
over time. The CalHFA site was utilizing “tables” as a way to layout each page on the 
site. “Tables”, once the standard, were now a thing of the past.  

The new CalHFA web site embraces cascading style sheets (CSS) and removed the 
outdated tables for page layout. The usage of CSS makes it much easier to maintain a 
web site’s style and layout while saving time and avoiding mistakes. 
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The project of revising our web site did not end the day it went live.  The real completion came 
when we surveyed our web site visitors (Attachment D) and conducted quantitative and  
qualitative focus groups. We hoped that we addressed the issues, researched the best solutions 
and implemented those changes with success. With our fingers crossed the survey results were  
revealed. Much to our pleasure, our visitors and focus group attendees, overwhelmingly 
approved and praised our changes.  

We’ve cleaned off the desk, organized our file trays and drawers…and sealed the CalHFA web 
with a “KISS.”
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NEW SECONDARY, TABBED PAGES
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Thanks for simplifying 
my life. Great Job! 

Overall excellent job. Easy to 
maneuver and locate items. 
Highlights on current info at a 
glance without having to go into 
different steps to retrieve is 
valuable. Definite Improvement!!

This is a huge
improvement!! 
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