Goal Statement:

The ultimate goal of a buyer on eBay is to locate and submit the winning bid on an item listed in an eBay auction. However, before a potential Buyer (referred to as a “Browser”) decides to purchase or bid on an item, they must first be able to successfully navigate, locate, view and absorb specific item information efficiently. In other words – a successful eBay Browsing Experience. 

eBay Browsing Experience: 

In order for the potential eBay buyer to have a successful eBay experience (as described above), several key criteria must exist and function in a manner that is supportive to the Browser and their goal. First, the Browser must be able to quickly and effectively scan a list of items for sale or auction that meet their criteria. Second, the Browser must feel confident that the information presented to them is timely, correct and representative of the item. Third, the tools provided by eBay to assist the Browser in finding and/or tracking an item must function and behave as anticipated, and will not conversely disrupt their search for “the item.”

Problem Description

1) 
List View:

Currently, the eBay default display, “List View” (and alternate display “Picture Gallery”), does not optimally facilitate quick, effective, scanning and browsing. The “List View” thumbnail images, created dynamically from digital images submitted by a seller, are rendered in uncomfortably small dimensions, are often over-compressed, and sized inconsistently. These thumbnails are the first thing the Browser sees (of the item), and therefore are extremely important in terms of triggering a decision to view the item  in detail (Item View). However, the small, difficult-to-view images make prolonged browsing tedious, uncomfortable and tiring, compromising the Browser’s ability to browse for extended periods of time.

2) Picture Gallery:

The alternative display, “Picture Gallery”, also does not provide an optimal browsing experience. Although the thumbnail image dimensions are rendered noticeably larger (compared to “List View”), the layout of the information accompanying the images is visually complex and difficult to scan effectively. Items are listed in a two-across display, versus a single line, requiring the Browser to scan items left to right, instead of downward as they do in “List View.” Key item information such as Title, PayPal Accepted, Price and Time Remaining are forced to wrap to multiple lines – creating an inconsistent layout from item to item. The inherently complex layout requires the Browser to spend more time deciphering and looking for key item information, interrupting their ability to scan items easily and absorb content.

 Additionally, the “Picture Gallery” layout increases the number of pages in a Browser’s “view”. Although there are the same number of items listed (Item and Picture), the increase in page real estate resulting from the information design automatically increases the number of pages to view – creating a false impression of more items (compared to “List View”) and a potential for confusion. Despite the fact the thumbnail size is more comfortable for viewing, ultimately the Browser spends more time scanning due to irregular page layout and page number increase, impacting ease of use and perception of site behavior.

3) “Back To​____​​​​_______":

eBay Browsers may experience uncertainty or confusion in instances when toggling between List View and Item View, or when tracking various auction Items if they do not use eBay specific, proprietary navigation. A key button-link, “Back To”, located on most “View” pages, is not obvious to the Browser, in both location and/or design. Because it is easily and often overlooked, Browsers instead use their Internet browser BACK button, resulting in:

1) Browsers clicking BACK (more than) once to return to a “main” screen

2) A screen load with the “wrong” or unanticipated item information

3) A screen which appears to be “missing” information 

When this occurs, the Browser’s focus is disrupted as he or she attempts to clarify “what happened” (2 and 3 in particular). The Browser is required to expend additional time and energy “figuring it out” by retracing their steps and actions or repeating the process, instead of continuing to view items in their search. Because the eBay “Back To” button-link is not appropriately emphasized (and therefore not utilized as designed), the site does not behave in a manner the Browser expects, disrupting their search and exacerbating the amount of time and effort to view and track items.

Re-Design Solution:

1) Item View and 2) Picture Gallery:

Both “Item View” and “Picture Gallery” have positive and negative attributes that have been identified through contextual inquiry and user interviews. A redesign incorporating and implementing this information will enhance the Browser’s ability to quickly scan, identify and absorb item information more efficiently and easily. This can be accomplished by:

1) Increasing the size of the thumbnail images in “List View” by 30% (roughly the size of the “Picture Gallery” thumbnails) for more comfortable viewing

2) Modifying compression so the images are more legible

3) Implementing support for various image dimensions to enhance consistency and legibility  

It is also recommended that eBay remove the “Picture Gallery” viewing option from most Categories (if not altogether from the site), as its’ information design inhibits the display of key item and does not offer any increased value in regards to the display of item information. The easy-to-scan, regular (predictable) pattern that will emerge from the “List View” thumbnail redesign will more than justify removing the “Picture Gallery” view entirely. Additionally, removing the “Picture Gallery” view option will eliminate the confusing, number-of-pages discrepancy that occurs if a Browser switches between “Item View” and “Picture Gallery”. 
3) “Back To___________”:

Given the quantity of information, navigation and page components on eBay List View, Item View, and related screens (such as My eBay), it is not surprising that the “Back To” button-link is frequently overlooked. As many eBay tools and functions involve an update in the form of a transparent (not noticeable to visitors) screen refresh, it is important that all navigation elements intended to keep Browsers on a particular path be prominent graphically and location on the screen be obvious. 

Because the “Back To” button-link fails to be noticed and acted on by Browsers, it requires a redesign with the following criteria:

1) A new look and feel with emphasis on color and/or size to make it “stand out” amongst all other elements on any given screen

2) More prominence on applicable screens so that it is more obvious and accessible

By redesigning the look and feel of the button-link and emphasizing its location, eBay Browsers will have more opportunity to access and click on it, versus relying on their BACK button in the Internet browser navigation bar. Browsers will be able to toggle between “Item View” and “List View” more efficiently; instead of clicking “BACK” multiple times, they can navigate directly to the “View” with one click. They will also be able to track and navigate between multiple auctions in a similar manner more quickly and with reduced errors and confusion.

User-Centered Design Analysis + Reasoning:

eBay Browsers familiar with the eBay environment know that finding an item requires a significant amount of uninterrupted time and focus, and that looking for an item on eBay is by no means a stress-free task. Browsers are challenged by the numerous category and sub-category listings, hundreds of auction listings, and screens with numerous elements – search fields, icons, links, information and images which have to be navigated, deciphered and considered before making a decision to bid/purchase or pass up an item. All of which needs to occur before an auction ends or they are out-bid. 

Contextual inquiry, user characterization, and task analysis have revealed that experienced eBay Browsers place a high value on efficiency, and incorporate time-saving methodologies and tasks to manage their time on eBay successfully. However, eBay does not support its Browsers optimally in this context. eBay Browsers currently experience issues which increase their already vested time locating an item, such as fatigue, confusion, navigation inconsistencies and general irritability if the site does not perform to their expectations. Compounded by the fact that the their own environment may be less than ideal for comfortably browsing eBay, potentially working in a context with inappropriate lighting, noisy, or cramped, awkward workstation arrangements.

The items recommended for redesign are important, if not key elements in the Browser’s scanning and navigation techniques. Creating a consistent thumbnail representation and increasing the dimensions will only facilitate the meeting of a Browser’s goals and promote a better, more qualitative eBay experience. Additionally, through enhancement and repositioning, eBay will eliminate or reduce the confusion encountered with the current “Back To” button-link, allowing the Browser to quickly navigate and accomplish their goal more efficiently, ultimately leading to a more positive eBay experience. 

While one might argue that the proposed redesigns are too insignificant to make an impact, it is important to keep in mind that these smaller issues and pain points add up to a perceived larger issue ​​ – that eBay can be overwhelming and difficult to use or understand. By making changes to the most utilized and important components of the browsing experience, Browsers will undoubtedly feel more successful and confident as they meet their goals more efficiently and effectively, as well as be more inclined to revisit and invest more time on eBay on a frequent basis. 

