When designing digital products—whether ecommerce catalogs, media libraries, or directory-style sites—it's
tempting to rely heavily on search boxes. After all, a search box promises direct hits, instant gratification, and the
glory of algorithmic https://www.gmapswidget.com/how-smart-categorisation-stops-large-websites-from-feeling-
overwhelming/ prowess. But what about the users who don't want to—or can't—refine their intent into keywords?
Those who prefer to browse rather than type? Helping these users is a design challenge that's often overlooked,

but it's absolutely critical for a great discovery UX.

In this post, we'll explore how to help users who want to browse, not search, focusing on the right use of a site
search box alongside thoughtful categories and category landing pages. We'll dig into why choice overload is
an organization issue and why information architecture is as much part of the product as the interface. Along the
way, you'll see how categories act as mental maps that guide users through complex information without

overwhelming them.

Understanding Browsing Behavior vs. Search Behavior
Users arrive with different mindsets. To design effectively, you have to understand these differences:
Browsing Behavior Search Behavior

® Users are exploring, looking for inspiration or discovery.
* They often have a vague or evolving goal.
® They prefer to see context and alternatives laid out.

* They use categories, filters, and visual cues to navigate.

® Users have a specific intent or item in mind.
* They formulate keywords or phrases to find exact matches.
* They want quick, precise results.

* They expect relevance and ranking from search algorithms.

Both behaviors are valid, and in practice, many users shift between browsing and searching during a session. But

browse-first users often lose out on poorly organized sites where search is the only well-supported option.
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Why Choice Overload Is an Organization Issue

“There's too much to choose from.” This complaint isn't new, but its root cause is frequently misunderstood.
Choice overload doesn't mean your product has too many items in a purely quantitative sense. It means users

can't understand and navigate that choice because your organization isn't working.

Think of a massive supermarket aisle with 200 brands of breakfast cereal spread out haphazardly versus a store
where cereals are arranged in sections: organic, gluten-free, children’s favorites, cereals under $5, and so on. The
second example isn't about fewer choices. It's about meaningful categories that provide context—a mental map—

so the shopper can narrow their focus naturally. This is what good information architecture (IA) accomplishes.

Information Architecture as Part of the Product

IA doesn't just live “behind the scenes” or in a developer's sitemap. It is part of the product experience itself. How
your categories, labels, and navigational structure are crafted directly shape how users perceive, trust, and engage
with your content.

* Well-organized IA reduces cognitive load. When users see intuitive categories, they spend less energy

figuring out where to look, and more energy on deciding what to pick.

¢ [t aligns with users’ mental models. Categories should reflect the way users think about your product—not

just how your business is structured.

* It enables effective browsing. Browsing is a journey through a thoughtfully curated landscape; poor IA is

like a maze without signs.

Using Categories as Mental Maps to Empower Browsing

Categories are more than a list of folders or menu items. They are mental maps that guide users through complex

decision spaces:
e Categories organize content into meaningful clusters. This allows users to drill down in a logical way that
supports exploration.

* They help set user expectations. From the category titles to the landing pages, users preview what they'll

find inside.

* They provide flexible entry points. One user might enter through “Men’s Shoes — Athletic” while another

comes in via “Running Shoes — Clearance.” Both paths should make sense.
To create effective category landing pages:
1. Keep labels clear and familiar. Avoid jargon, brand-exclusive terms, or overly clever names that require

explanation.

2. Use featured collections strategically. Highlight thematic or curated sets that spark discovery within the

category.
3. Provide visual cues and hierarchy. Use images, descriptive text, and nested categories to reduce ambiguity.

4. Test with real users—like your mom. Would she know where to click first?

Featured Collections Can Spark Discovery

Featured collections are a powerful tool on category landing pages. They break down broad groups into digestible,

interest-driven chunks that appeal to different user motivations:



"won

* Seasonal collections: “Spring Jackets,

Back to School Supplies.”
* Thematic collections: "Eco-Friendly Products,” “Gifts Under $50.”

"on

* Popular picks & trends: "Top Rated,” "New Arrivals.”

These curated collections serve as signposts within the broader category, giving browsers a starting place or
inspiration to explore further.

Balancing Site Search and Browsing

It's critical not to treat search as an escape hatch for poor organization or a substitute for browsing experiences.

Instead:

* Design search and browse as complementary, not competitive. Site search gets users with a clear goal

to the right item quickly; browsing supports those still exploring or unfamiliar with what they want.

* Make category landing pages and browse navigation highly accessible from the homepage. Don't

bury your categories behind obscure menus or rely only on search.

* Use search data to inform category structures. What terms do people search for? Are those reflected in

your categories or featured collections?

* Ensure search results pages help browsing too. For example, show category breadcrumbs, offer related

categories, or suggest featured collections inline with search results.

Practical Tips for Designers and Product Teams

1. Sketch the Information Hierarchy First. Before building Ul, create a clear hierarchy diagram of your
categories, subcategories, and featured collections to ensure logical flow and manageable breadth.

2. Test Navigation With Non-Experts. Ask people unfamiliar with your product (your mom is a classic tester!)

to find items by browsing alone. Note where they hesitate or get lost.

3. Avoid “Mystery Menu Labels.” Use straightforward, universally understood terms to label categories. Clever

or brand-centric jargon can alienate users.



4. Don’t Dump 40 Links at Once. Mega-menus or sprawling category lists overwhelm users. Prioritize key

categories and use progressive disclosure for deeper levels.

5. Prioritize Mobile-First Design. Desktop navigation can't just be shrunk to fit smaller screens. Browsing on

mobile needs thumb-friendly category access, visual hierarchy, and easily tappable featured collections.

6. Iterate Based on Analytics and Feedback. Use user behavior data and qualitative feedback to refine

categories, labels, and browse features regularly.

Summary

Helping users who want to browse, not search, means accepting that discovery is a journey—not a quick keyword
sprint—and that designing this journey depends heavily on thoughtful information architecture and user-

centered categorization.

Categories serve as the critical mental maps users rely on to navigate choice without overwhelm. Clear category
landing pages enriched with curated featured collections provide structured yet inspiring gateways into your
content. Meanwhile, site search boxes continue to serve goal-driven users, but should never be the sole or crutch
navigation option.

Ultimately, browsing behavior and search behavior both deserve respect—and great design. Organizing your
product to support both with well-crafted IA reduces choice overload and creates a more graceful, accessible

discovery UX for all.



