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Introduction
For most organizations, the strategy to create a high-performing e-commerce site 
consists of copying the user interface from another storefront and sending a handful of 
‘open for business’ emails to their pre-existing customer list. Unfortunately, this ap-
proach usually generates less-than-stellar results and leads to:

•	 Poor site usability
•	 Frustrated users
•	 High abandonment rates
•	 Expansive, costly ad campaigns with low conversion rates 

You may be asking yourself ‘How do the top e-commerce sites create high-conver-
sion sites that consistently outperform their industries?’

The answer is leveraging e-commerce usability research 
to resolve UX/UI design issues that lead to site aban-
donment and suppress conversion rates.

E-commerce leaders at the top companies understand the direct correlation between 
usability, site abandonment, conversion rates and sales. They invest in user experience 
optimization strategies that uncover what design patterns create unneccesary friction 
that	causes	users	to	leave	sites	frustrated	without	finding	products	that	match	their	
unique needs. 

What will this guide teach me?

We created this guide as a resource for executives that want to create better-perform-
ing e-commerce sites. We’ll walk you through three UX guidelines, backed by over 
32,000 hours of usability research from the Baymard Institute, used by some of the 
world’s leading e-commerce sites to alleviate the issues that keep users from advancing 
through the conversion funnel.

Our	goal	is	to	shed	light	on	how	your	organization	can	benefit	from	using	third-party 
usability research data to make better, more-informed UX/UI design decisions that 
keep users engaged while they shop and unlock the hidden revenues in your site.



54%
of major US e-commerce sites suffer from 
‘over-categorization’

UX Guideline #1 - Implement 
product types as filters (not 
categories) when they share 
key product attributes  
The category taxonomy is foundational for any e-commerce site. 
A site can score well at every other usability factor, but if the 
category	taxonomy	is	poorly	designed	users	will	struggle	to	find	
suitable products and abandon your site.

A tell-tale sign of a poorly-designed taxonomy is over-cat-
egorization. This is caused when product types and sub-types 
are implemented as mutually-exclusive categories in the category 
tree,	rather	than	correctly	implemented	as	filters.

Wrongly implementing product types as 
categories caused a bevvy of usability is-
sues, with the most severe making it im-
possible for users to see all product types 
that potentially matched their purchasing 
criteria in a single view. 

To workaround the issue, users opened product listing screens in 
multiple tabs and switched back-and-forth between them. Even 
more detrimental to the product discovery experience, test sub-
jects would aggregate items in the shopping cart and use it as a 
makeshift product comparison tool. 

Our reference usability research showed that over-categori-
zation consistently caused site abandonments because users 
were frustrated that they weren’t able to see a combined list of 
product	types	on	a	single	page	with	a	unified	view.

Over-categorization can be avoided by implementing product 
types	and	sub-types	as	filters	instead	of	categories.	This	ap-
proach provides a better product discovery experience because 
shoppers	can	start	by	viewing	a	broad	scope	of	products	first,	
then	narrow	down	the	product	list	by	applying	filters	for	attributes	
and features important to them.



Percentage of test users 
that overlooked entire 
sections on the product 
page:

27%
‘Horizontal Tab’ page layout

8%
‘Vertically Collapsed Sections’ page layout

7%
‘One Long Page’ with ‘Sticky TOC’ page 
layout

UX Guideline #2 - Avoid 
‘horizontal tabs’ as the 
product details page layout
Nearly all users navigate through a product details page before 
making any purchase, and it’s often on the product details page 
where shoppers make the decision to purchase an item or not. 

One of the most important decisions an 
e-commerce team will make is the lay-
out type they’ll implement to organize 
and structure data on the product details 
page. 

Of the dominant e-commerce page layouts, our reference usabili-
ty research showed that the ‘Horizontal Tab’ layout performed the 
weakest despite its popularity.

Structuring page sections and organizing product details as side-
by-side tabs caused discoverability issues where secondary tabs 
were often overlooked causing shoppers to miss entire sections 
of purchase-driving information. 

On layouts that used horizontal tabs, 27% of test subjects did not 
view sections behind the non-default or secondary tabs. This was 
three times more than layouts with vertically-collapsing sections 
where only 8% of subjects missed sections. Only 7% of test 
subjects overlooked sections on layouts structured as ‘One-Long 
Page’ with a ‘Fixed Table of Contents.’

Horizontal tabs frequently caused users to miss sections of product 
information on secondary tabs



What is an ‘account wall’?
An account wall is a design pattern that 
serves as a user state-based content filter. 
There are two states: the user is either 
signed in as an authenticated named user 
or they are not and considered ‘anony-
mous.’

Account walls are predominantly used to 
drive site personalization which is general-
ly accepted to be a good thing for e-com-
merce sites to support. However, account 
walls can hurt the user experience and 
cause exceptionally high abondonment 
rates if wrongly implemented.

UX Guideline #3 - Avoid Hiding 
Products Behind an Account 
Wall
Forcing users to ‘sign up’ or ‘sign in’ before they can browse 
your site or product catalog creates friction that most users won’t 
tolerate. 

Our reference usability research showed 
when faced with an account wall before 
being able to browse the site, 89% of test 
users abandoned the site.

The reluctance toward registering for a new account was large-
ly driven by a perception that registration meant the user would 
receive unsolicited email marketing. Half of the subjects assumed 
they would automatically start receiving newsletters if they gave 
their email. 

While there are business reasons for having an account wall, the 
benefits	of	this	design	pattern	should	considerably	outweigh	the	
negative user experience before choosing this approach, and 
workarounds or alternative design patterns should always be 
considered.

For example, account walls are often used on sites where much 
of	the	e-commerce	experience	is	account-specific.	This	is	com-
mon for B2B sites where product entitlements (products a cus-
tomer	is	approved	to	buy),	price	and	fulfillment	options	are	driven	
by business rules tied to the customer’s account. Some B2C site 
types,	such	as	those	offering	flash	sales,	also	lean	on	this	de-
sign pattern although it’s much less common compared to B2B 
e-commerce sites.

Our reference research showed usability scores improved when 
sites allowed browsing without requiring the user to sign up for a 
new account or, if they already had an account, forcing them to 
sign	in	first.	

If there are business reasons for only showing price behind an 
account wall, the alternate and more optimal design pattern is to 
hide price on public pages, rather than hide products behind the 
‘sign up’ or ‘sign in’ forms.



The e-commerce UX guidelines in this guide are a tiny sample of the usability elements that 
can be measured on a site. A holistic UX optimization strategy should consider a broad set 
of factors across the functional areas shown in the image below.
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The Way Forward
The	first	step	towards	optimizing	your	e-commerce	site’s	user	experience	is	
conducting a UX audit. As part of our commitment to helping e-commerce 
teams deliver better online buying experiences, and to help get your team start-
ed, we’ll provide you with a free ‘E-Commerce UX Audit Report’ for three (3) 
usability elements on your site. 

What your team will learn from the UX audit:

•	 how to leverage research-backed UX guidelines to build better interfaces
•	 how usability research data can help resolve in-house UX/UI debates
•	 how your team reacts to unbiased credible feedback on current designs

This	is	a	courtesy	service	offered	at	no	cost	and	with	no	obligation	to	work	with	
us in the future.

If you think your team could benefit from an 
e-commerce UX audit...

Six Vertical wants to help

Request Your Free UX Audit Report >

www.sixvertical.com  -  (971) 319-1810

http://lp.sixvertical.com/ux-audit

