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as well as intercept interviews. She also collected secondary research 
on Amazon’s shopping competitors, and she finalized the Participant 
Selection and Findings sections of the report. Gabby dealt with 
organizational tasks.

Meet Michael Fletcher
He was responsible for systematic observation and AEIOU, as well 
as structured interviews. He also gathered secondary research on 
Amazon’s intended audience, and he finalized the Observational 
Methods section of the report. Michael took the majority of the photos 
that document the research process and created the main model.
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Amazon’s customer reviews, and she finalized the Interview Methods 
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A group of five Visual Communication 
Design students at the Ohio State University 
conducted a study to determine how 
successful the Amazon shopping omni-
channel experience acts as a design. The key 
questions examined the usability, usefulness, 
and desirability of the design.

Secondary research was gathered before the 
study in order to better understand Amazon’s 

Project Overview

history, competitors, audience, interfaces, and 
current reviews. After the secondary research 
on these topics was conducted, the team 
members observed Amazon customers at 
Amazon Locker stores in five ways. A diverse 
array of participants was then selected for 
interviews to gain deeper insights into how the 
Amazon Shopping omni-channel experience 
acts as a design. 
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Secondary Research

History
Amazon.com, the world’s largest online 
retailer, was founded in 1994 and launched 
in 1995 by Jeff Bezos. After compiling a list 
of products that he thought would sell well 
on the internet, Bezos decided that books 
would sell the best. The business was run 
out of Bezos’ garage at first, until it became 
successful enough that a larger space was 
necessary. The enterprise didn’t move to a 
warehouse immediately; Amazon first ordered 
from other sellers and shipped to customers 
themselves. 

Over time, more products were added and 
more companies were acquired. Movies 
and music were added in 1998, toys and 
electronics in 1999, and apparel from places 
like Gap and Land’s End in 2002. Audible was 
purchased in 2008, and Zappos was acquired 
in 2009.

Amazon has also added a variety of services 
since its inception. Marketplace, Amazon’s 
third-party seller, launched in 2000. Amazon 
Web Services, which offers cloud computing 
and internet traffic data, launched in 2002. 
Amazon Prime, the now-popular premium 
user service launched in the US in 2005. 
Lately, Amazon has been manufacturing their 
own products, such as the Kindle (released in 
2007) and the Kindle Fire (released in 2011). 
Users can shop the AmazonBasics store 
for anything from tech accessories to home 
decor. Echo and Alexa have been released 
most recently.

Target Audience
As the reach of Amazon has extended over 
the past decade, one thing has stayed 
the same: the importance of the customer 
experience. Amazon’s missions is stated as 
follows: “To be Earth's most customer-centric 
company where people can find and discover 
anything they want to buy online.” Although 
Amazon’s reach stretches across many 
products and services, Jeff Bezos “continue[s] 
to focus relentlessly on [his] customers.” 

The company uses a primary customer 
approach to define its business. This 
emphasis on the “primary” is the reason 
Amazon has attracted such a broad 
customer base to its interfaces. Amazon 
does everything possible to make the user’s 
experience pleasant by demanding more from 
its distributor and sellers. 

Amazon pairs their primary customer objective 
with an interactive marketing strategy. With 
this, Amazon “aims to relate to a customer 
through various interactive systems” and 
“allows a customer to receive the messages 
themselves.” Thus, the company provides 
direct access to its service through multiple 
mediums. The interfaces are catered to the 
customer at the micro-level, and thus markets 
to each individual on the site. That is to say, 
Amazon’s target audience is their current 
audience.

Competitors
One of the reasons current Amazon users 
keep returning to Amazon is that it offers the 
products and features of many individual 
stores combined. This wide variety of 
departments and shopping methods gives 
Amazon a lot of competitors, and as more 
departments are added over time, more 
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Interfaces and Features
Amazon users are offered a variety of 
ways to shop; Amazon.com has an app 
version that provides users with quick and 
simplified access to the search database. 
Both the website and the app feature “one-
click purchase,” so shoppers can complete 
purchases in less than a minute. The Amazon 
app and Amazon Prime have become 
important components of the Amazon 
brand because they provide easier access 
to consumer goods. Prime members have 
access to the Prime Now app, which offers 
same-day delivery for certain items, provided 
they are in select zip codes.

While Amazon makes it easy for customers 
to review and rate products they have 
purchased, there is no current system on 
Amazon.com to review the website as a 
whole, let alone the design interface. Many 
third-party business review websites such as 
Sitejabber claim to have thousands of reviews 
for the shopping website, but their credibility 
is unknown. However, Sitejabber claims that 

competitors will emerge. In terms of other 
online stores who offer shipping, Amazon is 
rivaled by Walmart, Target, Best Buy, Staples, 
Radioshack, Sears and Big Lots. While 
these online stores may not have the same 
department variety as Amazon, they compete 
well by offering brand-name familiarity and a 
store location where items can be picked up 
without shipping wait-time. Recently, Amazon 
has been competing with brick-and-mortar 
stores by offering store locations for pick-up 
and for Prime Now services which has put 
them ahead of their online-only competitors—
eBay.com, Overstock.com and Wayfair.com.

Current Reviews

out of 7,066 reviews from the community, 
over 5,000 customers rate Amazon.com five 
stars (on a scale of one to five stars). Over 
1,000 people gave Amazon.com four stars, 
and about 850 rated it between one and three 
stars. These ratings seem promising, and 
many reviews describe excellent experiences 
when using the shopping website. Customers 
that rated Amazon.com one star were usually 
upset about a specific product or a special 
circumstance that negatively impacted their 
Amazon experience. 

  
The reviews speak volumes to the overall 
Amazon experience, but not much to the 
interface. Only reviews commenting on 
the simplicity of using the website can be 
used to understand the effectiveness of 
the interface. The same dilemma applies to 
the Amazon Prime Now website. However, 
the Amazon shopping app and the Prime 
Now app can be reviewed and rated in the 
Apple App Store. Out of only 327 reviews, 
the Amazon shopping app has an average 
of three stars on the 1-5 star scale, with one 
star being the most common rating. Taking 
into consideration that reviews can be biased 
and that someone with a poor experience is 
more likely to rate the app, most the reviews 
suggest that the app is not as user-friendly 
as it was before recent updates. Some 
customers comment on a bug in the app, 
but most express their disapproval with new 
features that make the app harder to use. It 
appears that while Amazon strives to add 
new features to their app updates, the users 
may want a simpler version of the Amazon 
interface. The Prime Now app has an average 
rating of two and a half stars. Again, most of 
the comments revolve around what is wrong 
with the app rather than what is working.



7

Participant Selection

With multiple researchers going into the 
field to collect new data, it was important to 
set clear classification standards on how to 
describe observed participants. Age ranges 
were broken up as follows: children are ages 
12-17, young adults are ages 18-29, adults 
are ages 30-49, mature adults are 50-69 and 
seniors are ages 70 and up. Ethnicity and 
gender descriptions were also clarified before 
observational research. 

Observed Participants
All observed participants were located inside 
or outside of the Amazon Locker store on 
High Street, and thus were picking up or 
returning packages ordered from Amazon. 
Particpiants were selected in this way to 
insure all people observed have used an 
Amazon interface. Men and women of all 
races were observed in this location. While the 
male-to-female ratio observed using Amazon 
was nearly equal, more Caucasians were 
seen using this location than racial minorities. 
About 75% of the people observed in the 
Amazon Locker store were young adults, 
which is most likely due to the proximity of the 
store to a college campus.

Survey Participants
On the contrary, the survey had a more 
random participant pool since it was 
posted on Facebook. The survey fielded 
35 participants. The only requirement for 
the survey was that the participant had 
used Amazon at least once before. When 
survey responses were closed, 80% of the 
participants were women and 91.4% of all 
participants were white. A little over 50% 
of participants stated that they were young 
adults, and nearly 30% were mature adults. Of 
everyone who took the survey, 68.6% of them 
were Prime members. 

Interview Participants
For the interviewing process, participants 
were chosen more precisely. All the people 
interviewed had experience with Amazon; 
however, their age, gender, ethnicity, lifestyle, 
and unique Amazon experience differed. Out 
of the sixteen people who were interviewed, 
seven were male, eight were female, and 
one was gender non-conforming. Nine of the 
participants were young-adults, two were 
adults and five were mature-adults. Twelve of 

the participants were prime members or had 
access to a family member’s prime account. 

A variety of participants were chosen since 
different people have different shopping 
needs. The goal for each participant selection 
was to represent varied user experiences 
based on race, age, location, and lifestyle. 
Age variation was particularly important since 
age plays a large role in one’s relationship 
to technology. Four of the interviewed 
participants were intercepted after picking 
up a package from the Amazon Locker 
Store to get a unique, timely account of their 
experience.
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Observation Methods

To determine how successful the Amazon 
Shopping omni-channel experience was as 
a design, it was important understand the 
experience through five primary research 
methods which included Systematic 
Observation & Place-Centered Behavioral 
Mapping, Trace Measuring & Structured 
Inventory, Systematic Observation & AEIOU, 
Casual Observation & Journal, and Participant 
Observation & Narrative Record. Together, 
these tools gathered a dynamic breadth and 
depth of data on which to base our analysis 
of the Amazon Shopping omni-channel 
experience design. 

Systematic Observation & 
Place-Centered Behavioral Mapping 
The researcher went to Amazon@Columbus 
locker location and observed how many 
times people pulled out their phones and 
how many times people went to the front 
desk for assistance (whether because they 
were confused or felt they needed further 
information from a human). In addition, 
the researcher watched the behaviors of 
individuals within the Amazon environment 
to gain insight into the easiness and 
effectiveness of the interface. These 
observations included coded markings on a 
simplified store map to indicate where users 
asked for or received help from the Amazon 
staff and where they used their phone. 
The tools used to document Systematic 
Observation & Place-Centered Behavioral 
Mapping included photographs and store 
maps with markings made during the duration 
of the observation. 

The researcher found the systematic 
observation and place-centered behavioral 
mapping effective. However, the researcher 
was unable to see if the participant was 
using the Amazon Shopping App or the 
mobile version of the Amazon website. This 
information could have ascertained which 
interfaces cause confusion.

Trace Measuring & 
Structured Inventory 

The researcher went to Amazon@Columbus 
locker location and observed how many 
packages people retrieved from lockers to 
take out of store and how many packages 
people returned to the store. Furthermore, 
the size of packages was noted with the 
following system: large, medium, small, and 
padded envelope. The goal of comparing 
pick-ups and returns was to obtain an 
impression of Amazon’s success and their 
users’ needs. Notes were also taken on the 
contents of packages that were opened in the 
store. The observer gathered this data with 
structured forms that were completed during 
the observation. Photos were also taken to 
capture the context of the research. 

The researcher found trace measuring in the 
Amazon locker effective in understanding 
the ratio of purchases to returns, and thus 
in inferring a certain level of customer 
satisfaction. Trace measuring also provided 
an interesting opportunity to see the workings 
of the store, the clientele and the business. 
However, it was difficult to connect the 
observations to the omni-channel shopping 
experience as a design.
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Systematic Observation & AEIOU  
The researcher went to Amazon@
Columbus locker location and looked for 
the activity of app usage. Human-to-phone 
and human-to-human interactions were 
noted, as were the perceived emotions 
of the user while interacting with the app. 
A structured chart was used to organize 
observations into the categories of actions, 
environments, interactions, objects, and 
users. The researcher took detailed notes 
on the interaction of store elements to 
understand Amazon’s shopping omni-channel 
experience. Photos were also included 
to further document the experience. The 
photos and structured chart were combined 
by the observer to code and create a 
visual framework in order to find and study 
relationships.

The researcher found that the AEIOU method 
was an effective way to understand the 
Amazon experience. It enabled categorization, 
organization, and analysis of each element 
of the store. Unfortunately, the method was 
challenging in that it demanded complete 
awareness of every aspect of the store. After 
reflection, the researcher concluded that a 
quicker medium to record (such as a laptop) 
and a less busy location would allow for richer 
absorption of information.

Participant Observation & 
Narrative Record 
The researcher experienced the Amazon 
shopping omni-channel experience first-hand 
by ordering a product on Amazon, receiving 
notifications, and picking up the item at the 
locker. The pick-up was done while observing 
other users in the store. The observations 
were focused on the extent to which the 
experience was usable, useful, and desirable. 
The observer wrote a journal, took photos, 
and screenshotted the app while participating 
in the user experience Amazon has designed.

The researcher found it very difficult to remain 
unbiased in the journal entries. It was hard to 
rationalize why specific decisions were made, 
because they felt “normal” and habitual. 

Casual Observation & Journal 
The researcher went to Amazon@Columbus 
locker location and wrote down everything 
that was experienced during the duration 
of visit. There were no specifications or 
requirements to fulfill; rather, the observer was 
immersed in the store and took notes. Photos 
were also taken to visually document the 
environment.

The researcher found casual observation 
and casual journal to be an effective way to 
quickly gather data. However, the researcher 
concluded that the method would have been 
more effective if focused tools were used and 
if it had centered on the research questions 
and objectives. 
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Interview Methods

To further determine how successful the 
Amazon Shopping omni-channel experience 
was as a design, it was important to conduct 
a series of interviews. The methods for 
interviewing consisted of survey, semi-
structured interview, structured interview, 
unstructured interview, and intercept 
interviews. 

Survey
The survey was created online and shared 
on Facebook. Data was gained quickly, 
even though some questions were long and 
detailed. The digital survey creator used 
provided charts for easy data analysis after 
participants submitted their answers. While a 
mass amount of data was acquired through 
the survey, more qualitative answers to in-
depth questions would have helped to form 
better insights about the sample population.

Unstructured Interview
For unstructured interviews, four participants 
were chosen to represent a spectrum of 
Amazon users. One opening question was 
asked to all interviewees, and follow up 
questions were asked after. While there 
were topics that the researcher wanted to 
cover, the interview was set up more like a 
conversation than a question-and-answer 
session. Unbiased information was collected 
from participants. The interviewees seemed 
more at ease with this method. Sometimes 
participants answered with only one word, 
and the moderator found it difficult to think 
quickly in order to keep the interview flowing. 
A note taker recorded questions and answers 
in a spreadsheet.

Semi-Structured Interview
For semi-structured interviews, three 
participants were selected that use Amazon 
regularly. The interview started with the 
same opening question as the unstructured 
interview. Follow up questions were asked, 
and conversations could flow freely, but the 
interviewer made sure to ask key questions 
that related to Amazon services, Prime, 
product choice, and checkout process. 
Semi-structured interviews allowed for a real 
conversation while still staying on important 
research topics. The variety of participants 
created a good spread of information to 
be collected. Similarities were present and 
identified in the younger interviewees. A note 
taker recorded questions and answers in a 
spreadsheet.

For structured interviews, five current Amazon 
users were chosen as participants. 
Since structured interviews call for a more 

question-and-answer based interaction, 

questions were organized in a Google Doc 

and asked word-for-word to each participant. 
Specific questions led to specific answers, 
which helped in the analysis process. Out 
of respect for the participants, no interview 
lasted longer than 20 minutes, which meant 
sacrificing a certain level of detail. A note 
taker recorded questions and answers in a 
spreadsheet.

Structured Interview
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Out of 18 people intercepted at the Amazon@
Columbus Locker store, only four were willing 
to participate in the interview. Everyone 
that was intercepted was either waiting for 
a package or walking out of the store. The 
moderator read a script of questions relating 
to their latest purchase, product selection, 
check-out experience, notification experience, 
and Amazon as a whole. It was difficult to find 
people willing to participant; in the future, an 
incentive might help to collect more interview 
data. A note taker recorded questions and 
answers in a spreadsheet.

Intercept Interview

Analysis

Once all research was completed, the 
observational and interview data was coded 
and broken up for analysis. Deep analysis 
of all research methods revealed insights 
that helped to understand how the Amazon 
omni-channel shopping experience acts as 
a design. Data was organized into groups 
to determine whether Amazon’s shopping 
experience is usable, useful, and/or desirable. 

Usability
The usability of the Amazon omni-channel 
experience can be explored through Amazon’s 
multiple interfaces: Amazon.com via desktop 
monitor or laptop, Amazon.com via mobile 
view, and the Amazon Shopping phone 
application.

It was discovered that nearly all of Amazon’s 
users prefer the website interface on a 
desktop monitor or laptop over interfaces on 
a mobile device. Due to the website’s large 
screen and functionality, users consistently 
choose to use the website when researching a 

new product, comparing products, or buying a 
new product. Multiple users mentioned during 
interviews that the website is their preferred 
method of shopping though Amazon because 
they can more easily compare items. Users 
do this by having multiple tabs open, putting 
items in a wish-list to compare later, or placing 
items in their shopping cart to go through 
later. 

Even though nearly all users prefer the 
website interface on a desktop monitor, many 
of them also have the Amazon Shopping 
app downloaded on their phone. The phone 
application tends to be used less for making 
new purchases and more for reordering the 
same product or tracking packages. The 
app is also used for price comparisons when 
shoppers are in brick-and-mortar stores. 
User’s note that since Amazon covers a wide 
variety of departments, they feel that they 
can use the app to compare prices from 
practically any brick-and-mortar store. While 
the app users are demographically diverse, 
they tend to have similar Amazon shopping 
styles; most are Prime members and frequent 
shoppers of Amazon. Non-Prime members 
and users who online shop less frequently 
may have the app, but use it rarely or not at 
all. 

Those who do not have the phone application 
occasionally look up the Amazon website on 
a browser on their phone. The mobile view 
of the website differs from the downloadable 
application; however, the mobile website is 
used for on-the-go user price comparisons 
much like the app is. 

While the website and the application have all 
the same features, they are used for different 
things in different situations. Users appreciate 
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Usefulness
Within the Amazon interfaces, multiple 
features exist to make the selection process, 
saving process, and check-out process more 
useful. Amazon offers features like department 
searching, similar item comparisons, customer 
reviews, wish-lists, one-click payment, 
package tracking, and Prime membership.

Amazon customers shop most frequently 
in the departments of electronics, beauty/
personal care, phones/phone accessories, 
household items, office items, and books. In 
fact, books are the most shopped department 
of Amazon, which is unsurprising since 
Amazon began as an online bookseller.

When Amazon users were asked what 
information is most useful when choosing 
between products on Amazon, the majority 
of people said that price, product description 
or features, and pictures were the most 
important. Customer reviews and star ratings 
do not tend to be the first piece of information 
people use when determining the quality 
of a product. However, once a customer of 
Amazon is intrigued by either the product’s 
price, product description, or pictures, they 
tend to use features like customer reviews 
and star ratings. Research shows that people 
initially look at the star rating of a product 
before deciding to read the customer reviews. 
For example, if the rating is a one or two, 
people tend not to look at the reviews. It 
was found that higher star ratings and better 
reviews encourage people to buy a product 
because they trust it’s quality more.

overall experience with app: 4.6

overall how important is the 
star rating when choosing: 3.6

overall how important are customer 
reviews when choosing: 3.8

both interfaces for different tasks and find 
both easy to use. People tend to have good 
overall experiences when using both website 
and app interfaces.

0 5 10 15 20 25 30
clothes

toys & games

home improvement

sports related

patio/lawn/garden

electronics

appliances

arts/crafts

automobile parts

baby items

beauty/personal care

books/CDs

phone/phone accesories

computers

groceries

household items

luggage/travel gear

musical instruments

overall experience with website: 4.5



13

   
Customer feedback is not the only useful 
feature Amazon provides. Amazon users 
frequently want to compare items before 
purchase, so Amazon created a section that 
compares similar items on each product page. 
This feature shows multiple similar products 
from the search results and compares their 
specs without the user having to do any 
research of their own. It was found that people 
who use this section are often confident in 
their selection of a specific product. However, 
as useful as this feature is, it is low down on 
the product page and therefore often goes 
unseen or unused by Amazon customers. 

While nearly all users like to compare 
products, many do not use the “Compare to 
Similar Items” section; instead, they perform 
their own research.

Amazon users often take full advantage of 
other useful features like the “Wish List” 
and “Save for Later.” These features are 
helpful because they keep the shopping cart 
uncluttered, which enables quicker purchases. 

Amazon allows members to have stored 
payment information for convenient check-
out. They even offer a feature called “One-
Click Check-Out” which orders the item of 
choice to the default location with the default 
payment. Research found that Amazon 
customers often use the membership feature 
of having their information saved for payment. 
While users trust Amazon to retain their 

information, they rarely use the one-click 
payment feature because they are concerned 
that their information will be incorrect. 

During the waiting process between ordering 
and delivery, Amazon has a package tracking 
feature and sends out notifications about the 
delivery process. Research shows that users 
find satisfaction in receiving notifications 
about their purchase. However, users tend 
not to pay much attention to the surplus of 
notifications Amazon sends out. Most users 
begin to take notice of notifications when they 
are anxious for a package or feel that it is late. 
Amazon customers find the ability to track 
packages through the app useful.

Desirableness
Amazon’s benefits, such as the convenience 
of Prime-status membership and a variety 
of discounted prices, create a desirable 
experience for their customers. Research 
found that the majority of online shoppers 
care a great deal about price when choosing 
a product, and Amazon works hard to make 
their prices as desirable as possible. 

Customers generally think that Amazon is 
cheaper than products in competing stores. 
Multiple Amazon users reported a time when 
they were in a store and thought a product 
was overpriced, which prompted the user to 
take out their phone and compare the price to 
Amazon’s offers. Users often choose Amazon 
over other stores because of Amazon’s 
competitive prices.

overall how often do you refer to the 
compare similar items section: 3.2
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In conclusion, the Amazon omni-channel 
shopping experience is successfully designed 
because Amazon users find the experience’s 
speed, variety, price, and accessibility 
convenient. These four attributes of Amazon 
make the website desirable, useful, and 
usable.

Even though Amazon offers low prices, they 
also have prices that directly compare to or 
exceed prices in brick-and-mortar stores. 
Users told the interviewers that they often do 
not pick the cheapest option because they 
fear it will be low quality. Instead, users tend 
to desire and purchase the second-cheapest 
option to ensure good quality. Analysis of the 
data shows that Amazon customers favor 
products that are discounted because it 
implies that a high-quality item is now cheaper 
than an already low-priced item.
 

Prime Members
70.5%

Not Prime
29.5%

overall how important is price 
when choosing: 4.3

Money is not the only factor that determines 
desirability – speed and convenience are 
equally important. For this reason, Amazon 
created Prime status membership. Users find 
Prime membership status desirable due to its 
free two-day shipping and easy returns. To 
fully exploit the convenience of Prime, Prime 
members also tend to choose Prime-eligible 
products over the other options. They love 

the convenience of the speed of Prime, but 
often find the price of the subscription too 
high. Even though users complain that Prime 
is expensive, frequent online shoppers agree 
that it is worth it.
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
Casual Observation 
and Casual Journal
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
AEIOU
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
AEIOU
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
AEIOU
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
AEIOU
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Appendix
Visual Framework 
for AEIOU 
Observation
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data of 
Personal Narrative
(journal page 1)
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data of 
Personal Narrative 
(journal page 2)
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data of 
Personal Narrrative 
(journal page 3)
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data of 
Personal Narrative 
(journal page 4)
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data of 
Personal Narrative 
(journal page 5)
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
Place-Centered 
Behavioral Mapping
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
Place-Centered 
Behavioral Mapping
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Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
Place-Centered 
Behavioral Mapping
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Appendix
Observation 
Participant 
Guide for Trace-
Measuring 
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
Trace-Measuring
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
Trace-Measuring
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Appendix
Observation Guide 
and Field Data for 
Trace-Measuring
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Appendix
Interview Guides: 
Questions Asked
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Appendix
Interview Note 
Guide

Link: https://
docs.google.com/
spreadsheets/d/1
vicF6rWhIcHFAnW
d8mrmjuqjJel4oF
UBrfc9O5CMmzY/
edit?usp=sharing
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