he story behind one of the
newest [T innovations in estare
agency, Virtualneg, [san unusual
oane
Faul Stefka was embarkingon a
Master's degree ina new subject,
Interactive Production, when he got a
callfrom a frlend who knew of Stefka’s
extensive backgroundin [T - he has
workeo onGovemment projects and
also, rather tellingly, desigaed suecessful
IT products for children.

Website
The call came from Darren Allett, an anea
manager for a firm of estate agenis called
Eridges in north-east Hampshire:"Darren
said they were struggling with their
wensite and with thalr IT generally and
could lgo and take o look. | started by
spending & day to help out and was then
asked for an evaluation.”

Stefka saw asituation familar tomany
sirnilarhy-sized astate agents - Bridges had

attheir weebsite but =oon realised | couldn't
separate it from the rest of the acency's
operations, It wasn't justa matter of solving
the prokiemthat injtially annayed them,
whereby their properties were uploadling
10 a portal but not updating”

Stefka went away and wrote a 34
page proposal 1o build a web-enabled,
bespoke system which he felt suited the
business’s specific nesds. For example,
Bridges at the tme rana call-centre type
aperation to handle customer gueries
and it was important that its staff were
ahle to access all information from the
branches instantly. Instantly means
exactly thai - new applicants popup
on the database the second they have
registered, so that they can immediately
b matched, by the system, to properties,

Documents

The proposal axoincleded a new
website, and generation of all
stanclard letters, particulars, contracts,

Paul Stefka, standing, with
Tony Raffermarti of Bridges

advertisements and forms, diary
management and follow-up, 2nd staff
commissions, Back-upand back office
suppart was an Impaortant part of the
proposition, with trouble-shooting dene
remately and all properties automatically

<l didnt kreow how to send something o
print, a5t wasa job he did veey rarely and .t
wasiy T obwvious hiow 1o do it

“With our systerm. | wanted anyone w
be able to sit infron: of a screenand sort
out very gquickly how it all worked even

four branches, is grovdng, and |s proactive
fm its area. “One moment the T guy was
fiekding calls about the website and the
pveet minwte, he was off to fiea ammed
printerinone of the branches. | had
orginally been commissioned [ustto ook

Academic exercise

Paul Stefka was doing hi

uploaded and updated by Virtualneg's
own server on the agency’s behall.

But what distinguished it all was - and
{5 = its sheer simplicity: | came across
one person at Bridges who hed used the
previous softwane system for two years but

s Master’s dearee when he was asked tot tan estate agent’s |1
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set-up. The result so far? A dissertation that won him a distinction and eight satisfied customers

ifthey had never ssen it before - and by
guickly, | mean within 2 minute or two.,
Ii's desigried to be exceptionally user
frendsdy, with ne hadden buttons”

Stefiawaorked with Bridges onthe
progect, which he simultanecudy wrote up
o his dissertation: AlthoLgh the work|
had done appiied to Bridges, | aiso looked
at the industry as a whale, Tha conceptis
that I has been ried and tested bat that it
ran ha hespoke foramy agent”

Evolving

Thedissertation won Stefle a distinction
buthe centinued to work on the systam
for Bredges until June last year ™l tned
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to perfect it but itwill never be finished
itwall constantly evolve, Estate agency
changes and so does technology.” By
June, hewavar, he felt confident encugh
to launch his product to other agencies,
and to date he has elght customers
These include two agents abroad
In Majorca and Minorca, and six in this
country, Every version of Virtualnegis
cifferent. For example, the Majorcan
agency lets aut holiday hames, so the
ﬁj':rlt'lll Elll_i_ﬂl'.la:._‘ul::'\- ':|'|-1'|.
Anather agency, Richard Worth,
operates astrong lettings business,
so theirVirualneg system includes a
lettings marketing system and, shortly,
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a complete leltings management system.

Oneof Stefha’s most enjoyable
challenges was going indo Barons estate
agentsin Basingstoke, Hampshre, where
this suceessiul firm had worked up a
strong reputation for customer service but
hiad just one computer"l thought it weukd
belike gaing inwith a highly charged
racing bicycle only to find that the client
didnT understand the concept of a bicycle,
butin fact Hearned a lot from them

“Because they had been operating
auite traciitiorally, | picked up a ot about
hew agency itseil works, and because
Barons had ne preconcelved nations,
they came up with three or four really
aeod ideas. They had been veormiod that
thair guys would stop selling and spend
allday onthelr computars, butthat hasn't
happenaed”

Advertising

some of the ideas suggesied by Stelka’s
agency clients wers obwvious to an

estane agent but not 1o anyone in T
"One wanted 1o know why they couldn't
simply rlght-click an a property and send
it off for press advertising, (tseemed like
agoodidea, so lincurporated it

However, there ane some features that
Virtualweg doesn't incorporate,

“WedonT do text alents, becsuse |am
net really sure they add any value, Tha
feedback we've hadisthat people find it
very annoying tobe aleried by thelr phone

BESPOKE SYSTEMS

tova pat-very-good picture of ahowse on
it. However, we haven'thad any requests
for the service yet and that may change
& screen bechnotogy on mobile phones
Impronves”

Only one of Stetka’s customers
wants 360-degree virtual tours and
Stedka ks a little sceptical about those
too as he believes thay can distort the
shape of rooms. He does, however, like
tha Matropix 30 wallkthrowghs, But
essenmially, as he says, hewill do what the
CUSTOTHEr Wants.

Approach

Cost-wise, agentswill have tomake their
own comparisons Virtuaineg costs an
average of £2,500v0 £3,000 per office,
Including et-up and training, plus £250
peroffice monthly for full support and
hasting services,

Theapproach seems popular ameng
the custorrers 5o far, Tony Haffermat,
managing directar of Bridges, positivaly
reves about the systemand, unsolicited
was the ana to el The Negotiatar 2bout
I "Compared (o our obd software, therels
simiply o comparson, This is a breath of
freesty gir, Cur stafl used to spend howrs on
helplines tryingtofix the many niggling
problems we faced day inand day out.
Virtuaineg has proved amazingly reliable”

Another client, Richard Woreth,
says he faels that the Virtualneg team
has become an extension of his own
business,

Stefka's business, which has so far
survived an hisown skills and a small
netwark of freelance frends, s now
poised for growth. He has recruted an
office managerandis now loaking for a
programmer; 1 feel we have got to the
stane where we ane ready far a big sales
driwe’

Well, he passea his exam — sowho
knews where this master of the universe
could take his IT propesition next,

Details: 0345 064 5588
www.virtualneg.com



