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Help Me Buy: The Value of a Strong Routine 
Andrea L. Dixon, PhD – Editor, Keller Center Research Report 

In the residential real estate arena, some home 
buyers are quite inexperienced while others are 
knowledgeable and experienced in the home-buying 
process. Most residential real estate agents help 
novice and experienced clients with home 
purchases. Yet, even the most experienced client is 
likely to have less home-buying experience and 
knowledge than the professional real estate agent. 
Consequently, as the Keller Center Research 
Report audience knows, the agent plays a crucial 
role in framing and shaping the home-buying 
experience for the client. 

How clients make sense of the plethora of information in the home-buying process takes us into 
an area of research called information processing, a cornerstone of consumer behavior. 
Consumer behaviorists have been hard-at-work studying how consumers attend to, process, and 
use information sources, because scholars need to understand how consumers process 
information in order to understand consumers (Hoyer and MacInnis 2010). The outcome of the 
information processing process – making a decision, buying a product or service – is of keen 
interest to scholars and practitioners. 

Researchers have been working in this area for well over 100 years. The classic five-stage 
consumer behavior model (problem recognition, search, evaluation, purchase decision, and post-
purchase evaluation) underpins thinking in business and the academy  (Solomon 2013). In 
addition, the consumer’s buying process intersects with a salesperson’s or agent’s selling 
process. Processes or routines play an important role in guiding and directing the behavior of 
both parties. 

In this article, we focus on how the real estate professional creates and manages a home-
purchasing routine that works well for the buyer, whether novice or experienced. Research 
suggests that routines result from the interactions of those involved in the exchange. That’s not 
surprising. However, consider this. When the interactions between individuals (buyer and agent) 
and the information transmitted (buying criteria, for example) are clear and intentional, a strong 
routine can emerge (cf., Bapuji, Hora, and Saeed 2012).  Strong routines are more likely to evoke 
expected responses than are weak routines. 

Real estate agents who create strong buying routines  
help clients move toward successful purchases. 

And, we propose that the changing nature of information sources in residential real estate may be 
weakening routines in ways that are not necessarily obvious to the real estate professional.  
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Setting the Buying Criteria: Old Routine 

To effectively assist a prospective home buyer, the agent needs to understand the buyer’s needs. 
In the home search process -- pre-Internet -- the agent sat down with the prospective home 
owners, engaged in a discovery process, and developed a list of buying criteria. At the close of 
the discussion, the agent would summarize for the home owners what she heard and gain 
agreement that these criteria would drive the buying process. As the prospective home owners 
and their agent visited homes, both parties would “update” their criteria based on the prospective 
home owners’ feedback on each house. 

Since there were fewer other information sources available to the home buyer prior to the 
Internet, the routine that emerged surrounding the buying criteria was most likely strong and 
consistent. The agent had direct interaction and engagement in the buyers’ process. The result: 
the strong routine became an integral part of the process, making information processing easier 
(i.e., reduced cognitive complexity), decreasing uncertainty, and improving the overall buying 
experience for both parties (Becker and Knudsen 2005). 

Today, after buyers spend a house-hunting day with their agent, they may return to their 
residence or hotel, and spend time using on-line sources to “look further.” Buyers may identify 
new criteria and discuss the elements that they, perhaps as a couple, are willing to “trade off.” 
The challenge for the real estate professional is that this conversation happens off-line…at a time 
when the real estate agent is not present or privy to the unfolding conversation. The buying 
criteria may be changing. The historical approach or routine for understanding the prospective 
home owners’ buying criteria is weakened.  

Setting the Buying Criteria: New Routine 

Today, real estate professionals might consider a new routine for keeping abreast of a client’s 
changing buying criteria. Every time the agent is in contact with the home buyers, the agent 
might ask: 

“What additional information have you [and your spouse] considered?  
[THEN], As a result, in what ways have your home-buying criteria changed?” 

It is crucial for the real estate professional to establish a new routine for learning about, updating, 
and confirming the client’s buying criteria. The new routine, first and foremost, acknowledges 
that the buying criteria are fluid. In fairness, the buying criteria have always been fluid for the 
home buyer but, in the advent of additional information sources, the buying criteria are less 
transparent to the agent.  

Secondly, the new routine must embrace the fact that the buyer is engaged in the buying process 
outside the presence of the real estate agent. As a result, the buyer is “different” each time s/he 
meets with his/her agent. By engaging with other information resources outside the presence of 
the real estate agent, the buyer is updating and changing his/her buying criteria and, in essence, 
changing who s/he is as a buyer. 
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Third, by incorporating a new routine or process 
whereby the agent asks the buyers about the new 
information and changed buying criteria, this explicit 
approach makes the invisible visible to the agent. 
Additionally, by driving the conversation about the 
changing buying criteria, the real estate agent stays in 
the center of the buying process with the prospective 
home owners. 

Academic research on routines in the area of hotel 
services provides some additional perspective on how 

agents can drive stronger routines (Bapuji, Hora, and Saeed 2012). In their research on routines, 
they explored the opportunity to use physical cues (non-human actors) to reinforce the verbal 
messaging surrounding a hotel service. As we extrapolate from their work and consider the 
implication for the residential real estate industry, we propose that a physical cue surrounding the 
updating of buying criteria will strengthen the routine even further. 

Each time the real estate professional engages face-to-face with his/her clients, the agent can 
hand the client a buying criteria status report (on a paper or digital format). That form would 
summarize the current buying criteria (to the best of the agent’s knowledge) and be easily 
updated by the prospective home owners. The updating of the form would be completed in 
concert with the conversation resulting from the questions: “What additional information have 
you and your spouse considered? In what ways have your home-buying criteria changed?” 

Implications of Routines for Real Estate Professionals 

How information is managed in the home-buying process is important. We have dedicated this 
entire issue of the Keller Center Research Report to the subject of information processing. 
Routines are an important part of how we, as human beings, make sense of and manage our 
complex world. The home-purchasing process is complex for the novice and experienced home 
buyers. Professional real estate agents who develop a strong routine surrounding the process of 
understanding the home buyers’ changing buying criteria will stay in the sweet spot of the 
process with the buyers. Encouraging the buyers to discuss and update their buying criteria with 
each interaction will also assist the buyers in managing the complexity surrounding the home-
buying experience. 
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