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The Sea of 
Sameness
Drive through any major market in America and count the real estate signs.
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industry leaders agree

Lauren Henss,

VP of Marketing at First Team Real Estate

Puts the competitive logic plainly: the industry has always 

been behind consumer brands. The gap is acknowledged. 

The question is whether closing it is treated as a strategic 

priority or a nice-to-have. For the companies in this year's 

Exhibit Awards, it was a priority.

Chelsea Hock,

Chief Marketing Officer at Vanguard Properties

"We looked around and everyone else was doing the same 

bright, white, fresh palette. And we said, let's do something 

unexpected."

Describes what that decision looked like from the inside at 

Vanguard Properties. In 2018, when competitors were 

moving toward lighter, brighter palettes, Vanguard went 

dark. The result is a brand that is immediately recognizable 

in the Bay Area market. The decision to be different is, at 

bottom, a strategic one — and the evidence is visible in the 

submissions to this year's Exhibit Awards.

80%
Of New Agents 

Don’t Renew

40 Years

Hobbs has tracked this pattern 

across real estate branding

92%
Agent Retention 

at Epique Realty
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What Good 
Looks Like

The strongest submissions shared something that proved 

difficult to define at first and then, once seen, impossible 

to miss.

03



�
�
��
	�������	���
������

$)*-"%�* �*(##*)�*)*�"%*+##'*-&�*���*�!#*
�#��!#*)*,#"�*�*(�%�'#*-�!���

cV`Z]CKbWH`]CZ]SN^L]]LbW]ZCbZCV`ZP9P\[IJGDBDU[

8O;?>AZ]V<K`7ZbW`Z=S<RLCMZCV<CZFKbT`7Z7L66L5SRCZCbZ

7`6LW`Z<CZ6LK]CZ<W7ZCV`WZL^Fb]]LNR`ZCbZ^L]]4Y

3a@XQ:2_@EX_Q2X10/.

jihfgieed

{ihdxdzrhopftdfmkrfslqhw

�����Z������Z�����Z����Z~�~~�Z��}���Z���Z��}�Z}����|Z

����Z������������|Z�����Z������Z��}�������Z���������Z

}�������Z���������Z��}��~��~}��Z���Z�����������|�

{�qpzihf{i��xhd

��Z}��¬��Z°��Z�Z�}���Z�����|Z�Z}��¬��Z°��Z����Z�©������}Z

����������|Z�Z}��¬��Z°��Z�����������Z������Z�}}Z������}�Z

~�����Z���Z��~�|�

Àr¼xhf»qhf·o¹

×<WZÎ5ßZ7`]5KLN`]ZVL]Z`T<RS<CLbWZ5KLC`KL<ZLWZC`K^]Zb6Z

R`HLNLRLCMZ<5Kb]]Z5V<WW`R]4ZÆbW]L]C`W5MZL]ZÅV`K`Z^b]CZ

NK<W7]Z6<LRZÄZWbCZN`5<S]`ZCV`MZR<5ßZHbb7ZLW7LTL7S<RZ

<]]`C]ÃZNSCZN`5<S]`ZCVb]`Z<]]`C]Z7bZWbCZVbR7ZCbH`CV`KZ

<]Z<Z]M]C`^4ZcV`ZNK<W7]ZCV<CZ]5bK`7ZVLHV`]CZÅ`K`ZCV`Z

bW`]ZÅV`K`ZCV<CZH<FZ7L7ZWbCZ`ÙL]C4

��



�
�
��
	�������	���
������

&!#�� ��%��%�����!"��

�"��#$��!%���#����&!#��

%��#$%"�#���� ���%������"���

2!��&!%��+"��#.�

NKEMEBLIFDE?MBEMA;DH@MKBAKEBEF>A@>L;HB=>LAE<AB@LB

JK@=KB?E;HBEMA;AEB;LGBF>?A9;9EBD?;LGMB>:E?;AE8C

7B=>LMIFE?BJK>B@MB6?@9KAELEGB>?BIL=E?A;@LB@MBL>AB

:?@F;?@H5BH>>4@L9B6>?B;BD?;LGBAK;AB=>FFIL@=;AEMB

E<:E?A@ME8C

NKE5B;?EBH>>4@L9B6>?B>LEBAK;AB=>FFIL@=;AEMB=;HFB;LGB

A?IMA8BNKEBD?;LGMBAK;ABILGE?MA;LGBAK@MBGEM@9LB6>?BAKEB

EF>A@>L;HBMA;AEB>6BAKEBDI5E?3BL>ABAKEBA?;LM;=A@>L;HB

MA;AEB>6BAKEBM;HE8

ÔÓÒ
l��#�� �#.��Ü.%#$�á .%����!#�

à .ß!"�#�à.�ß#��

ìÓÒ
á#�ß.%�#�B �%���"�l��#�"��

S�.#��f �

e_a^\Xd^[Y[^ZB[VBU\XWXB^\XBUcWTVB]dTB^\XBS[Va]RVB]dTB

^\XBXPQXW[XdYXBb]^Y\Oe

m�$%�l"��

¢;HH±MB6?;F@L9B�B;IAKELA@=@A5B;MB;H@9LFELAB�B:>@LAMB

A>J;?GBAKEBF>MAB=>FF>LB6;@HI?EBF>GEB@LBD?;LGB

GE�EH>:FELA�BAKEB9;:BDEAJEELBJK;AB;B=>F:;L5B

=H;@FMB;LGBJK;AB@ABGEH@�E?M8B�KELBAKEBJEDM@AEBM;5MB

�:E?M>L;H@ EGBME?�@=E�B;LGBAKEB>LD>;?G@L9BE<:E?@EL=EB

6EEHMB9ELE?@=3BAKEBG@MM>L;L=EB@MBL>AB�IMAB;BF;?4EA@L9B

:?>DHEF8B�AB@MB;BA?IMAB:?>DHEF8

�|\XdBXSXWZ^\[dsB\]VBYcdV[V^Xd^BY\]W]Y^XW[V^[YV�B[^B

~XYcbXVBWX]RRZ�BWX]RRZB[bQWXVV[SXOe

m"�#��2���

�>L9±MB>DME?�;A@>LB?E6HE=AMBJK;ABKEBK;MBMEELB;=?>MMB

Ã»ËBELAE?:?@MEB=H@ELAM�BAKEBD?;LGMBAK;AB;=K@E�EB

=>LM@MAEL=5B;ABM=;HEBG>BM>BL>ABAK?>I9KB=?E;A@�EBA;HELAB

;H>LE3BDIABAK?>I9KBM5MAEFM8BNKE5BDI@HGBAKEBAEF:H;AEM3B

AKEB9I;?G?;@HM3BAKEB9>�E?L;L=EBMA?I=AI?EMBAK;AB;HH>JB;B

AE;FB>6BAELBA>B:?>GI=EBJ>?4BAK;ABH>>4MBH@4EB@AB=;FEB

6?>FB;BAE;FB>6B;BKILG?EG8

��



� � � � � � � � � �

����
�
�	�	���
�	����

'$1*#+*.)1*%#".*(10"!".1$.*".0 /. 0-&*+-!& 01"*!$*01-&*1".-.1*

,0-$�*".0-.1��*!"*-*%!" $�10".-$�!$�*#+*�)#*.)1*(0!%-0�*

- �!1$/1*-/. -&&�*!"�

��



=:<;7986574321;9

���
��������
�
��	������

����


�������
��������

��	�����
�
��	��
�	������������
���

��
����
�

£�¢}�¢��}¡��¢ �}��}��¢}��¢ ��}����}�¢����}�����¡��}

��¢ ��}��}����}�¢}�� ��}����}����¢��¢�}�}�¢}

����}�������}��¢ ����

ª©¨¦§©¥¥¤

��¢ }���}�� ��}���¢}�}���� �}´�� �}����}��¢ ��}

�� �}��}��¢}��}¾¢¢�}¡�  ¢¡�¢�}��µ}������}��¢ }

���}�¢¢}®¼Ã�¢ ¢���¢�}¡� �¢ �}´¢� �}������´��¢�}

� �}¢¾¾¢¡���¢��}������ �}��¢}´�� ���

ÑÐÍÏ¨¦ÌÇ¨¦ÈËÊ

�¼�}��}����}¾��}��¢}��¢ �æ}£�����}��¢}×�¢���� }¾��}

¢�¢����� �}�¢}����

ò©¤ð¦íÇìË©¤

#
��!
���

���

kWRd[gRd]RXU]RjX[g`]`S_RX`d[`h`SQ]WRXP[

gjVXd]S`b_T[]W`[]jX`[jM[]W`[\SbXgK[]W`[R_bP`SQ[

R][fd`dK[]W`[d]jSR`d[R][]`eedK[]W`[JSj_Rd`d[R][_bI`dG[

F[\SbXg[\fRe][]j[b]]SbU][UjXdf_`Sd[VRee[ejjI[

gRMM`S`X][MSj_[jX`[\fRe][]j[b]]SbU][bXg[S`]bRX[

bP`X]dG[EX[b[\fdRX`dd[VW`S`[bP`X][W`bgUjfX][

bXg[JSjgfU]RhR]Q[bS`[]W`[JSR_bSQ[S`h`Xf`[gSRh`SdK[

UjXMeb]RXP[]W`[]Vj[Rd[Xj][ifd][b[\SbXg[`SSjSGZ

cLYDHYOYCBHDANHHYNaa^a@

0�.�--����
�&���
���

�x����}������~��}{z������}~�xw�}�|�x|�ut}x�}x}�����|}�yz������w}�s}|v��}����|��wr}{q��t}px�o�|�wu}�������w}��}

�qx��x|��}xux�w�|}x}��wu��}���|����w�}����}|v��}���q�}|v�}xu�w|n}mv�}�����|}��}x}~�xw�}|vx|}xu�w|�}s���}�lw���v�z}

�q��}�x|v��}|vxw}�~��ux|��w}|�}��pz�t}l�|vr

?>



T H E  B U S I N E S S  CAS E

61%
Buyers found their 

agent through 

referrals

Marketing vs Collateral

80%
New agents 

don’t renew

Henss draws a sharp line between collateral and 

strategic marketing — a distinction most real estate 

companies have not fully internalized. A brokerage 

can produce volumes of print materials and listing 

presentations for agents while still failing to do brand 

strategy. The difference is intentionality: does each 

piece connect to a coherent point of view, or is it a 

transactional deliverable designed to be used once 

and forgotten?

The companies that answered this question clearly in their Exhibit Awards submissions were the ones that had 

moved past collateral and into system-building. They had not just produced materials. They had built the 

infrastructure that allowed those materials to be produced consistently, at scale, without eroding the brand.

“A flyer is not marketing. It's collateral. Is it a portion 

of the brand? Absolutely. Do I call it strategic 

marketing? Absolutely not.”

Lauren Henss

System Building

Observation Problem �esult

First Team Real Estate worked 

with an outside agency to 

develop their brand 

architecture and found that 

when the work was delivered, 

there was no plan for putting it 

into practice.

There was no omnichannel 

system behind it.

No website�

No activation�

No rollout.

“Design without activation is the most common—and 
expensive—brand failure in this industry.”
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S E C T I O N  0 4

The AI 
Inflection 
Point
Artificial intelligence arrived in real estate marketing at a 

moment when the industry was already struggling with the 

sameness problem.
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“AI models are specifically built to be very risk-averse. They 

don't take chances, and they don't have intuition in the same 

way that humans do."
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T H E  A I  I N F L E C T I O N  P O I N T

Lauren Henss at First Team Real Estate describes 

testing 90+ asset variations per paid campaign — a 

volume no traditional design workflow can sustain. 

This is only possible when the brand system does 

the heavy lifting: when guardrails are clear enough 

that execution is fast without being inconsistent.

Asset Variation Per Paid 

Campaign90+

14,000
Compliant Ads 

Processed

What Experts Agree On

“You have to have a real knowledge and 

understanding of what your brand strategy and 

framework are going to be before you throw it 

into an AI engine to produce a visualization."

Jodi Hall

"How fast can a small brand elevate itself by 

leaning into AI? That's really an interesting 

question."

Don Hobbs

Infrastructure Wins

Halls observation captures the challenge in a 

single sentence. The technology is available. 

The infrastructure to use it well is not in most 

companies. The brands that will benefit most 

from A in the next five years are the ones 

building that infrastructure now — not because 

they are betting on a particular tool but 

because they understand the tool is only as 

good as the foundation beneath it.

The Better Question

Hobbss uestion — how fast can a small brand 

elevate itself by leaning into A  is the right 

uestion for companies that have done the 

foundational work. For those that have not the 

more urgent uestion is: what are we feeding it 

and what will it reflect back

1 7
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The 
Recognition 
Gap
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the 2026 judging panel

Judges Perspectives

"The gap exists in execution, 

and primarily in consistency."

"I want to see if I can feel who you 

are before I read a single word."

"AI will tell you who you are. That's not 

the right order of operations."

“AI models don't take chances and 

don't have intuition in the same way 

that humans do."

"Give me the comfort in knowing 

you'll guide me through this very 

messy process."

"Recognition changes what the 

industry pays attention to. That's 

how standards move."

Additional panel: Effie Atsaves, VP of Marketing, Leading Real Estate Companies of the World; Tristan 

Ahumada, Founder, LabCoat Agents.
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the 2026 Winners

Exhibit Awards Winners
Meet the

Twelve companies recognized across real estate 
brokerage and mortgage lending categories.
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THE STATE OF DESIGN IN  REAL ESTATE AND MORTGAGE — 2026

D ATA  S O U R C E S  &  E D I T O R I A L  N O T E

Sources & Methodology

Zillow Consumer Housing Trends Survey

June 2, 2022 · n=2,000+

zillow.com/research

NAR 2024 Profile of Home Buyers and Sellers

November 2024

nar.realtor/research-and-statistics

NAR Membership Data / State License-Renewal Records

Ongoing

nar.realtor/membership

McKinsey & Company, as cited in Inman

December 15, 2025

inman.com

Editorial Note

All data in this report was drawn from publicly available research or direct interviews conducted by MAXA 

Designs between April and June 2026. Quotes have been lightly edited for clarity and length with 

contributor approval. No financial compensation was exchanged with judges or winners in connection with 

this report or the Exhibit Awards evaluation process.

This report does not constitute financial, legal, or marketing advice. The perspectives of judges and winners 

represent their individual views and professional experience, not those of their employers or affiliated 

organizations. Reproduction of data, quotes, or findings from this report requires written attribution to 

Exhibit Awards and MAXA Designs.

C O N TAC T  &  P E R M I S S I O N S

For permissions, data inquiries, or to submit for the 2027 Exhibit Awards:

hello@exhibitawards.com · ExhibitAwards.com
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