
Waterstones

Waterstones is a chain of British book shops located primarily in Europe. I personally have 

always been a fan though have found the app and website tedious to use. Though it serves 

the fundemental purpose as a platform from which to buy books, the user experience is 

primarily one of frustration and claustraphobia.



I find the Waterstones app has a discoverability issue especially when compared the 

experience of being in-store. There is little versatility with respect to the products the user is 

exposed to and the journey to browsing in genres of your preference is far too labourous. The 

overall organisation of the landing page is cluttered and takes away from a good user 

experience.



The redesign of the navigation system and homepage of the app serves in favour of browsing 

and appropriate discoverability of new products that the user will be more inclined to 

purchase. In an effort to streamline the user experience on the whole, I feel I have designed a 

product that would directly benefit both the company and the customer.
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Mobile App Redesign

Project Summary
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My Role

Having identified issues myself, I wanted to get outside perspectives to see if the generic user 

would identify the same issues. Through primary research methods such as surveys and 

interviews, followed by secondary research methods primarily consisting of competitive 

analysis and desktop research, I was able to conclude a list of key points to focus on in the 

ideation stages.

Research Summary

To kick off the ideation stage, I developed some ‘How Might We’ questions.

Once all of the functionality and visual design is completed, I compiled a prototype. Though it 

is limited in its functionality due to the lack of a functioning search feature, the fundemental 

ideation is realised. Though I did not pursue certain aspects of this redesign that I had initially 

intended, such as the author profile, community influence on casual browsing and wishlists/

recommendation features, as the browsing and search functionality took priority.

Where did you end up? What did you learn? How does it work and why was this worth doing?

Proposed Solutions
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Result
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Primary Research

Secondary Research

I started my primary research by approaching some of my friends and asking them to simply 

use the app in order to find a book they would be excited to buy that they didn’t already know 

of (a necesssary factor seeing as the landing page predominantly features popular titles). I 

timed this exercise with 8 individuals and the average time spent browsing before settling on 

a book came to 5m46s.



These are the most common pain points I identified

 Too many clicks - User spends too long in menus

 Unclear navigation - User unable to locate ‘shop by category’ option

 Too broad or too specific - User is either overhwelmed or underwhelmed by menu

 Book information tedious to access - User frustrated by book profile pages, having to 

scroll too far for the synopsis.




Further to this direct feedback of the Waterstones app, I also sent out a survey to smaller 

communities of authors and readers in the UK about their general book buying habits.



Questions included:




 Which website/app do you use to browse and buy books

 What is your prefered storefront to visit to browse/buy books

 What about a book makes you want to buy it?


        



From the results of 861 responses, I found that 84% of respondents both browse and buy 

books from Amazon, while 12% say they browse at Waterstones but do not buy. 60% said they 

are drawn to a book by the cover, 22% go by recommendations and 17% go by author.

The notable lack of an option for the blurb is due to the fact that to read the blurb, you first 

have to pick up the book which again most people do following these initial driving factors. 

The prevelance of cover art being a motivation to purchase is interesting seeing as the art has 

no influence on the work, though indiciates the important of thumbnails in the app.

My secondary research consisted of mostly competitive analysis and independent desktop 

research, though this proved difficult seeing as there are so few mainstream apps that provide 

browsing features for books. I looked at mobile versions of book publisher websites including 

Taschen, Penguin and Titan. Penguin notably had a very similar structure to their user 

experience though their search functionality was far more intuitive in that you can specify and 

refine your search as you go.



Penguin also has more variety to their platform, using articles as a way of promotion with calls 

to action for buying the book of focus at the end of the read, which in themselves provide 

good value. All of this culminates in a positive and engaging user experience in what at least 

appears to be an active and engaged community.



Unfortunately the only community aspect of the Waterstones app and website are the 

somewhat intrusive book collections being advertised.

My research identified the following

 The Waterstones app menu system is too long and unclear

 A user wants simplicity and freedom to refine searches at any point for an easy browsing 

experience

 Thumbnails are a vital component to the promotion of a product closely followed by a 

blurb/synopsis, which is not currently easily accessible

 Waterstones as a storefront acts as more of a source to browse, though the app falls 

significantly behind in this function

 Publisher apps and websites act as more of an advertisement and community hub than 

an outlet, something Waterstones pushes in a somewhat intrusive manner.

User Flow

Defining the Issue

Following from this research, you can see the profound lack of user influenced 

recomendations. Relying so heavily on highlights, even going as far down as sub-

subcategories, is alienating to users with different tastes to the Waterstones curators. 

Ultimately the issue is a developmental one in that the best solution would be 

recomendations based on individual user browsing, however from a UX perspective, it 

becomes an issue with discoverability of smaller authors. This will influence the design 

process going forward.

How Might We...

Sketches & Wireframes

Visual Design

User Testing

I started with pen and paper sketches of ideas so I can get a rough idea of what might work 

and how the user might interact with the different ideas.



I make sure to come up with at least 3 decent concepts before creating low fidelity wireframes 

of the design options in Figma.

Once I am satisfied with the quality of the wireframe mockups and have tested for any 

usability issues, I move onto the visual design and user interface. Waterstones has very basic 

branding and I wanted to honor that classy minimalism while adding a bit of an academia 

aesthetic.

Theory

Practice

Assess Define Ideate Prototype Evaluate

How might we...

Convey information of new 

books without cluttering 

the user feed?

How might we...

Change browsing features 

and search filters to 

improve the appropriate 

product discoverability?

How might we...

Create a more personalised 

user experience?How might we...

Encourage more 

community engagement 

and contribution?

Empty space.

Requires full 

scroll before 

actually seeing 

any books.

Unnecessary 

clutter

Too tall. 

Would be 

better as a 

carousel.

This is the 

second 

coming soon 

section on one 

page.

Consistent 

audience 

engagement.

No filtering options

Bizarre prioritisation 

of recommendations

Generic


Recommendations

Actual books are


too low a priority.

Could the app benefit from a more 
interactive onboarding process? Choosing 
prefered genres etc. to established decent 
personalised recommendations that only 
refine the more you browse/buy.



Who is the target demographic? Are they 
steering the app towards a specific market 
or trying to hit every base?



If they have the ability to gather stats to 
determine interest, why are they 
exclusively doing it on such a broad scale?



Could the app benefit from a community 
aspect? Social engagement and a sort of 
book club doing recommendations rather 
than faceless curators?

Initial Questions

Menu Screen

I developed a more user friendly search menu, showing previous searches by the user and 

trending searches amongst other users rather than curated search suggestions.



The filter function proved to be a challenge though I settled on a dropdown list, as the 

generic user likely won’t be user filters very much, I felt comfortable adding some extra steps 

to make it an ultimately more streamlined system.

The menu screen is also more streamlined, rather than progressing onto a while new screen 

when you select a category, you are rather presented with a preview of popular 

subcategories. This way you are not disoriented by the flow of browsing though keep the 

option to browse more in-depth.



I also condensed the ‘Highlights’ into a collections option as these are so often made readily 

available and are not the users driving motive for browsing.

Search Menu

Waterstones’ membership program, Waterstones Plus, takes up too much of the screen in 

the original design, so I turned it into a much less intrusive tab above the main navigation 

bar at the bottom. The ring around the logo shows your progress towards your next reward 

and when pressed, reveal a digital membership card along with your available balance as a 

result of rewards. Having this readily accessible on the front page is a bonus for plus 

members and a hint to the average user without intruding on their experience.

Plus Panel

Product Panel
As with the current Waterstones app, pressing on a book will 

reveal a panel with the product details. I replicated this while 

making very minimal changes for the sake of simplicity and 

consistent app functionality, though this is something 

ultimately I cannot fault with the original app.



One notable addition I made was to add an area for books 

from that particular author. My research showed that often 

people are more inclined to buy a book by a familiar author 

and so I felt this was an essential addition.

Although user testing with this prototype was difficult due to the limited functionality, I was 

able to get some valuable feedback. By showing this prototype to the same people I had 

shown prior plus some new people I approached who had no experience with the 

Waterstones app, I was able to gather insight of those informed and those uninformed on the 

changes made.

Feedback Points

 The experience is a lot smoother, I feel like I can focus on the books

 There seems like there’s a lot more space

 Although I probably wouldn’t use the search filter, it’s reassuring knowing it’s there

 The browse menu is far more helpful than the search menu

 The highlights actually seem useful.

 It’s quite stylish, for a bookshop app, it’s got nice colours

 I could do without the banner ads but I guess they break it up a bit

 It seems easy enough to navigate, especially if you know what you’re looking for.

Informed

Uninformed

Overall I would say a very positive and productive user testing experience. Despite the lacking 

functionality, there were clearly insights into concerns about navigation, breathability in the 

browsing space and the search filter option.

In the end I think I have developed a more streamlined and user friendly interface and app 

structure, at the very least for the browsing experience. I created a high fidelity prototype of 

the essential aspects of the app I was aiming to improve upon and implemented the 

necessary changes according to user feedback and my own research.



I learned a great deal. Due to the focus on navigation, I learned about filter options and the 

niche user data involved in making educated decisions on what a useful search filter should 

include. I learned a massive amount about user interaction with products and the 

importance of a viable discoverability system and how that works hand in hand with user 

retention. It’s a shame that I was not able to expand on discoverability, due mostly to my 

lacking a necessary user data and it being more of a developmental issue, though my 

research into it was fascinating.



This was definitely a productive exercise for my own personal development and has given me 

opportunity to deepen my knowledge and understanding of user interaction and 

experience, the research process and the complex theory of app navigation, all of which I will 

carry with me into my next project.

Ryan Appleyard


2022

The landing screen is now more streamlined, presenting a carousel of curated highlights, in 

itself slimmer to declutter the screen and with a consistent graphic layout. I redesigned the 

icons and utilised a more legible font and colour scheme that I feel better reflects the 

Waterstones brand.



I decided in terms of book previews to allow the cover to give all the information and instead 

only show the price. This better reflects the experience of browsing books in person which in 

itself is highly sought after.

Landing Page


