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It could be considered a requisite for a brand to invest in web 
design and content to optimise their online store. But all too 
often, the search function (the function that actually guides a 
customer through their journey, and all importantly, leads 
them to their product before conversion) is neglected. 

While traditional methods of website optimisation remain 
effective, the uplift they provide only scratches the surface of 
your online store’s potential. 

A retailer’s on-site search platform can be one of the most 
powerful tools they have – it sits within a website’s central 
function and responds to a large proportion of a user’s 
touchpoints throughout their customer journey. While not 
often considered, intelligent technology is working behind the 
scenes to deliver the optimal customer journey for the user 
and drive conversion. Wordstream’s research shows that 
across industries, the average landing page conversion rate 
was 2.35%, yet the top 25% are converting at 5.31% or 
higher. 

Taking into consideration the ever-evolving e-commerce 
landscape and rising expectations of users, Findologic will be 
deep-diving into some of the key components that make up a 
successful search function. The intricacies of customer 
behaviour today require businesses to look beyond default 
search functions and provide a truly seamless journey that 
inspires and intelligently guides customers. Adopting this 
customer-centric approach is the catalyst for dramatically 
improved conversion and revenue through an optimised 
customer experience. 
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INTRODUCTION

Key topics 
covered in this 
guide include:



The design and layout of a search and navigation function is a fundamental 
consideration. While it may not be part of the physical act of search submission, it is 
present before, during and after user interactions and plays a pivotal role within 
usability.

A well-designed search field and placeholder set the tone for the entire customer 
journey, even prior to the user’s initial interaction. Even minor design faults can 
produce severe pain points, destroying customer expectations and leading to site 
abandonment.

The design should be considered with customer-centricity in mind. From a technical 
perspective, optimisation of the design and layout of a search function is among the 
easiest of improvements to action. Although implementation of the following 
guidelines don’t present a huge burden, they can impact shop performance 
dramatically.

01
SEARCH FIELD 
DESIGN & LAYOUT
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“There is substantial evidence 
to suggest that a more 
prominent search bar 
encourages interaction.”

Search is arguably the most important channel for online retailers 
to perfect. It is directly linked to sales, playing a central role in a 
user’s discovery of products. There is substantial evidence to 
suggest that a more prominent search bar encourages interaction, 
reinforcing the requirement for the search field to hold a prime 
position, improving usability and accessibility. This design function 
is evident throughout the e-commerce ecosystem and is specifically 
relevant for those with extensive product ranges.

There are several design elements to consider that will increase (or 
in some cases, reduce) search function visibility. By default, the 
three most important elements are position, style and size.

1.1 DESIGN AND LAYOUT SHOULD 
REFLECT THE IMPORTANCE OF SEARCH
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Size
The size of a company’s search bar can guide a user by 

nudging them towards various alternative search routes. For 
example, the fashion sector operates on a very visual level. 

As a result, they typically guide customers to navigate by 
category and reduce the size of their search bar.

While the search field remains as a central search channel, it 
is important to recognise that it is not the sole solution for 

product discovery. Instead, the search field should be 
meaningfully integrated, taking into consideration the entire 

user experience and industry, and varying case by case.

Position
Standard best practice is to place the search field in 

the middle of the header for aesthetic purposes 
while remaining prominent and easily discovered.

Style
Search field style and design will always be influenced by 
several factors that are unique to an individual business –
these include frame, colour, font and size. Regardless of 

these personalisations, it is advised to increase visibility by 
using contrasting elements that stand out.



On average, users edit their original search query 3-5 times before they are met 
with their desired results. For example, initially, a user might search for ‘Nike 
trainers’ before refining their search to ‘Nike Air Max trainers’ based on the results. 
It is often the case that a user’s original query is deleted in the search field at some 
point in the process and they are forced to re-enter the query. When this happens, 
additional touchpoints are being added to the user’s journey, creating a lengthy 
process and introducing friction.

1.2 THE USER’S SEARCH 
QUERY MUST BE 
CONSISTENTLY PRESENT
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This concept applies more specifically 
to mobile. Mobile interaction differs 
from desktop, providing limited 
search input. The limited display on 
mobile can present a number of 
challenges when striving to provide a 
gold-standard experience. 
Consistently presenting a user’s 
search query and even incorporating 
the ability to delete a search query 
with little frustration (by presenting an 
‘X’ for example) can impact usability 
across mobile devices significantly.
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There will be instances when a user is 
either unsure about what it is they’re 
looking for, or may not know the name of 
a specific product. The search function 
should point these users in the right 
direction by suggesting topics or keywords 
(commonly in the placeholder). 
Pharmacies present an excellent use case 
for this – complex names for medicines 
mean that symptoms are often presented 
as prompts in the search field to aid 
product discovery.
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1.4 SPECIAL 
CHARACTERS
Special characters present a security risk 
in search, and as a result, characters are 
often removed, leading to the loss of 
context-relevant information and the 
return of unsatisfactory results. Most of 
the time, users are unaware that this is 
the case and continue to enter special 
characters as they would do across 
various different platforms. A solution to 
this problem is for businesses to mask 
special characters, allowing them to be 
used in the search, but not processed 
elsewhere behind the scenes, 
eliminating the security risk.

1.3 ENCOURAGE 
SEARCHERS WITH 
TOPICS OR 
KEYWORDS
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1.6 CATEGORY 
SELECTION
For retailers with an extensive and varied product catalogue, 
category selection can increase the accuracy of the search.

In terms of design, it is important to note the category selection 
tool is not intended to be the primary point of contact, and in 
isolation will not deliver desired results. The function serves to 
define an umbrella category under which a search result sits.

On-site search is essential, however, when 
we review common customer journeys, 
many of them begin elsewhere, be that on 
a blog, review portal, or social media. The 
ability to copy and paste within search is a 
requisite. Rather than submitting a search 
query repeatedly, users expect this simple 
integration across every search function 
they use.

1.5 ENABLE COPY 
AND PASTE 
WITHIN SEARCH

Since this function works in 
conjunction with the search field, 
it must be positioned close by to 
reflect their relationship to users. 
The industry standard is to 
present category selection as a 
drop-down menu that is attached 
to the search field. However, as a 
caveat, businesses should test 
this feature in advance – if 
incorporated incorrectly with no 
differentiation from the search 
field, it has the potential to 
impede the search process.
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1.8 RESET 
APPLIED FILTERS 
WHEN USERS 
REPEAT A 
SEARCH QUERY
Having drilled down into the search 
results, users often find that they 
have not been met with the products 
they wanted and reach a dead end. 
In this instance, a simple reset option 
to restore default settings is 
necessary, rather than requiring 
manual deselection by the user. 
While this seems contradictory to 
our previous rule ‘retain search 
settings’ it is an exception.

Referring back to our previous rule 
‘the user’s query must be 
consistently present’, we can see that 
many of these rules are 
interconnected. Businesses that 
incorporate a fixed search bar allow 
users to easily resend their existing 
search query and restore its original 
status.

Users often navigate to different pages throughout their journey, leaving 
behind the previous page where they had defined certain settings such as 
‘sort by price’ or ‘dress size’. If these settings have not been saved, when the 
user resumes their search, irrelevant results will be displayed.

1.7 RETAIN SEARCH 
SETTINGS
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AUTOCOMPLETION

Autocompletion is integral to a seamless customer journey within search. 
Ultimately, the role of autocomplete isn’t to speed up the process, but rather 
support users in their search. Successful autocompletion aids users in their 
selection of potential search terms and spelling mistake avoidance as well as 
inspiring them with purchase suggestions throughout the course of their journey.

Major players such as Google and Amazon have set a benchmark for autocomplete, 
and users now have a range of expectations surrounding search, however, in reality, 
the typical user actually has a very basic level of research skills. In fact, a mere 1% 
will adjust their search strategy when problem-solving on the web to get more 
relevant results. This very statistic demonstrates the potential autocomplete holds 
to add value and support users.

Autocomplete has a knock-on effect on the search function, potentially steering 
customers down a path that may be of little relevance to them. Consequently, the 
quality of suggestions is of paramount importance – Findologic have set out clear 
guidelines to assist in navigating the intricacies of autocompletion.

Note: Synonyms of autocomplete include Smart Suggest, Suggest function, Autosuggest, 
Query Suggestions, Flyout, Flapout, etc. Findologic will refer to this function as 
‘autocomplete’.
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2.1 SUPPORT 
USERS WITH 
KEYWORD-BASED 
SEARCH 
SUGGESTIONS

The ability to choose from a list of potential search terms within 
autocomplete is now considered a requirement by users so should be 
executed correctly. Retailers need to separate a) suggested search terms that 
deliver a range of products falling under an umbrella term or category, and b) 
suggested products that deliver specific items and direct users to a product 
page. Both add value, particularly if used in conjunction with one another. 
Some users, often those who are more open to browsing, rely on this support 
to discover suitable products. The absence of this function may force some 
users to abandon due to the lack of guidance in discovery.

When searching for a new jacket on the high street, you have the option of 
asking a sales assistant to point you in the right direction, taking into account 
brand, colour, size and style, rather than presenting you every single jacket on 
offer. Suggestions act in a similar way, guiding users towards more tailored 
results.
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2.2 AUTOCOMPLETE 
DESIGN
There is no best practice template for an autocomplete 
design, each company is unique, however, there are a 
number of factors businesses must take into account 
when building a successful function.
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Keep the number of search suggestions 
manageable
The number of search suggestions displayed should be kept deliberately 
limited. Too large of a selection, and users can feel overwhelmed with options. 
As a rule, suggestions should be limited to a maximum of 10 on desktop, while 
mobile users typically choose from the first three.

Design your 
autocomplete with users 
front of mind
When populating a small window with 
results, it is important to clearly 
differentiate data sets. Each data set, 
for example, category search, 
products or the number of results 
should stand out from one another 
for easy navigation.

Use labels to assist 
with differentiation of 
segments
Similar to the previous point, 
‘design your autocomplete with 
users front of mind’ labels should 
be used to distinguish between 
the various segments, for example, 
‘products’, ‘trending searches’, or 
‘categories’.
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Instead of sifting through an entire product catalogue, users often prefer to 
browse by categories relevant to them. Category search is particularly popular 

in the fashion industry - when users are looking for a pair of trousers, for 
example, results are far more relevant when shopping by gender.

2.3 ALLOW USERS TO 
SEARCH BY CATEGORY

Highlight the existing search term

Incorporate visual feedback that demonstrates the link between the 
search suggestion and the user’s search term.

Visually separate the autocomplete menu from the 
rest of the website

When the autocomplete menu is active, lower the brightness on the rest of the 
website to avoid distraction.
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2.4 MAKE A CLEAR 
DISTINCTION BETWEEN 
SEARCH SUGGESTIONS AND 
PRODUCT SUGGESTIONS

Search suggestions and product 
suggestions are two different functions. 
Search suggestions deliver multiple 
products under an umbrella term, while 
product suggestions deliver specific 
product pages, so it is best to visually 
separate the two within the 
autocomplete area.

Search suggestion should be prioritised in design, particularly on mobile devices 
where space is more limited than on desktop. In the early stages of a customer 
journey, search suggestion has proved to add significant value in guiding customers. 
As a result, it is also important to consider image size in product suggestions as 
businesses do not want to draw attention away from the search suggestion. While 
images allow an initial product preview, it is important that they’re not 
disproportionately large.

“Search suggestion 
should be prioritised 

in design, particularly 
on mobile devices 

where space is more 
limited than on 

desktop.”
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Something that may seem obvious, 
but is all too often forgotten, is the 
enablement of keyboard navigation. 
Use of the up and down keys, for 
example, has become instinctual 
thanks to the likes of Google.

There are some basic principles to 
follow in line with keyboard 
enablement. 

Firstly, the top search suggestion 
should not be automatically 
highlighted before the user navigates 
on to it. 

Secondly, when the user does 
navigate up or down to highlight a 
suggestion, it is best practice to copy 
this text into the search field. 

Finally, if the user decides that they 
wish to submit a new search term, but 
the highlighted suggestion has been 
automatically added to the search 
field (as aforementioned) the website 
should not require them to click the 
search field to do so.

2.5 KEYBOARD 
NAVIGATION
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“30% of enterprise-level online shops across 
the UK and USA present users with inadequate 
suggestions.”

While redundant or irrelevant search suggestions are rarely 
intended, it is an issue that even the largest online retailers are 
contending with, with 30% of enterprise-level online shops 
across the UK and USA presenting users with inadequate 
suggestions.

Ultimately, poor search suggestions will fail in assisting the user 
from point A, to point B, lengthening their journey and creating 
friction, however, there are things that can be done to minimise 
or even eliminate this risk:

2.6 AVOID IRRELEVANT 
SEARCH SUGGESTIONS
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Dead ends
Dead ends occur when a user is currently viewing 
a specific product, for example, a sofa, and then 
search suggestions present the user with that 
same sofa. Alternatively, search suggestions may 
be presented, but when selected by the user 
leads to a ‘No results’ page. In both cases, the 
search suggestion function has not added any 
value. Dead Ends typically present themselves 
when search suggestions are based exclusively on 
the search behaviour of previous users or when 
the product catalogue or data feed is not updated 
regularly. To avoid this, it is best practice to record 
search suggestions, and routinely check them for 
errors.

Duplicates
While similar to variants, duplicates mirror the 
search term exactly. If a user searches for an 
‘Apple laptop’ and the search suggestions display 
‘Apple Laptop’ the function is in no way guiding, 
inspiring or encouraging the user.

A standardised approach to generating valuable 
suggestions is to base results exclusively on a 
user’s search history. Utilising additional data 
such as conversion rates or result sets can 
achieve more effective search suggestions.

Avoid variants of the 
same search suggestion
It is an all too familiar story - several 
search suggestions are presented that 
either a) are synonyms of one another, 
or b) have the same meaning, but vary 
slightly in spelling or punctuation. 
Instead of being presented with a range 
of results to choose from, the user is 
limited in inspiration and exploration 
and less likely to find their desired 
products.
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Primarily, this is a technical 
challenge. Response time should 
not exceed 500 milliseconds. To 
achieve this, retailers must 
reduce network latency and 
work to eliminate issues that 
cause delays. Naturally, load 
times will vary, depending on a 
range of factors, but it is 
essential that it is kept as 
consistent as possible.

2.7 SPEED
Regardless of industry, company 
size, or reach, load speed is 
notorious for being one of the 
most important factors that will 
impact your site’s performance. 
Slow sites lead to abandonment, 
and for the autocomplete menu, it 
is no different. Users expect it to 
react immediately to their inputs.
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SEARCH RESULTS 
PAGE SPECIFICATIONS

While search field design and autocomplete play a huge role within the 
customer journey, the search results page itself tackles how users engage 
with actual products once they have arrived at their desired page. In the 
early stages of the customer journey, when items are yet to be selected, the 
ability to sort and filter is crucial, drilling down into individual results that 
individuals would ultimately like to add to their cart.
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From a user perspective, there are three key questions people ask themselves:

- Do the results match my search query, or shall I try again?
- Which results are relevant to me?
- Which product do I want to click on for more details?

If the search results page doesn’t provide enough product insight, users will 
jump back and forth between the search results page and the products page 
– this is both time-consuming and frustrating. Other fundamental 
considerations include the layout, filter and sorting systems. Since users are 
now at a point in their journey where they are presented with real products, it 
is vital that the page is optimised to increase the likelihood of conversion. 
There are a number of easy to implement ways this can be done that require 
minimal technical resources. 
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Display the number of results. Most users will 
judge the relevance of results by their 
frequency. Rather than scour hundreds of 
results, users that are presented with a clearly 
visible results volume can decide whether or 
not their search requires further refinement.

3.1 NUMBER OF 
RESULTS
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3.2 SEARCH 
RESULTS LAYOUT
Results can be laid out in two ways – list 
view, or grid view. The performance of each 
layout is largely dependent on whether a 
product is spec-driven, or visually driven.

Retailers with a combination of 
visually-driven and spec-driven 
products should consider 
implementing both views, displaying 
one or the other dynamically, based on 
a set of predefined rules.
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Spec-driven products require a lot of information – their 
features and specifications determine whether or not they are 
purchased. Electronics and household appliances fall under 
this category.

For spec-driven products, a list view is a favourable option as it 
allows for more product information so users can make direct 
comparisons without having to jump between the search 
results page and product detail page.
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For visually-driven products, a grid view is preferable as it 
focusses primarily on aesthetics. Fashion and furniture fall 
under this category. Displaying multiple larger, high-
resolution images enables users to seamlessly scan a page 
and select products based on appearance. Price, availability 
and size are secondary considerations.



25

3.3 HIGHLIGHT THE 
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
SEARCH QUERY AND SEARCH 
RESULT

Sometimes, a user may be confused as to why a 
certain product has appeared in their search 
results. There is logic behind the products that 
have been selected to appear based on a 
search query - this should be highlighted so that 
users don’t assume that the search function is 
ineffective.

3.4 THUMBNAILS SHOULD 
CORRESPOND WITH 
SEARCH VARIANTS
If an individual filters shirts by the colour red, 
even if a particular shirt is also available in blue, 
green and pink, the red variant should appear 
as the default preview image.
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All too often retailers will implement a one-size-fits-all approach 
and display a range of universal filter options, such as price, 
brand or availability. None of these are category-specific and 
the user isn’t able to refine their search effectively. In fashion, 
size is a universal filter, however when browsing trousers 
specifically, a leg length filter would be applicable.

A faceted search allows for category-specific filters, without 
actually requiring the user to select a category. This can be 
done by analysing the most relevant search results. For 
example, what are the top product suggestions for a particular 
search term and which category do these top product 
suggestions fall under? That search term can now be placed in 
a specific category, in which it can have relevant filters applied. 

3.5 FACETED, CATEGORY 
RELEVANT FILTERS
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3.6 FILTER 
HIERARCHY
The optimal filter structure is centred 
around search query relevance. Time 
after time filters are ordered 
alphabetically. Another go-to structure 
is to sort filters by the number of 
products they can deliver – both are 
inadequate and fail to consider 
convenience for the user. The most 
relevant filters should be displayed 
first, for easy selection.

3.7 FILTER BY 
ACCESSORIES
When searching for a specific product, 
accessories related to that product are 
often presented, flooding the search 
results page with items that were not 
on the user’s agenda. The severity of 
this pain point is exacerbated when 
sorting products by ‘cheapest first’. A 
simple accessory filter resolves this 
issue.
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It is near impossible to deliver accurate results at all times. Perhaps the 
retailer doesn’t stock a particular product, or the user intent is misjudged. It 
is important to have underlying rules that the search system can rely on to 
deal with these instances and minimise the risk of a negative experience.

It is important to accept that users will not always be met with their desired 
products – it is more worthwhile to focus efforts on customer-centric 
solutions that support users when their search has been unsuccessful. 
There are a number of protocols businesses can follow when a search is 
not successful. For example, the search function can make alternative 
search suggestions, or errors can be corrected. If a search query is relevant 
to your business but doesn’t deliver results, it is even more important to 
produce a suitable solution to the user.
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04
SEARCH LOGIC & 
SUPPORT
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4.1 AUTOCORRECT 
OBVIOUS TYPOS

All customers make spelling mistakes, 
specifically on mobile. Take the word ‘T-shirt’, 
for example – it is frequently submitted as 
‘Tshirt’ or ‘Shirt’. Rather than asking the 
customer to modify their search, or even 
present them with results that are less 
relevant (as the user may not have realised 
their error) typos should be corrected 
automatically.

Autocorrection can rectify issues to minimise 
the impact on the user, however, it is worth 
noting that the process should be completed 
transparently, informing a user of the change 
directly.

We mentioned previously that the error rate 
on mobile is higher than on desktop due to 
the limited screen space. As a result, a 
majority of devices will have autocorrect 
support built-in. By way of additional 
support, the search function can deliver 
search suggestions or autocompletion to 
further aid the user.
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There are a plethora of reasons that an individual may not be presented with 
results for their search term, perhaps they have submitted a cryptic search 
term or incorrect spelling. In the case that no results have been found, it is of 
paramount importance to present the user with alternative results that may 
even spark new interest and not just a blank page.

If a blank page is presented, the user only has two options. Either start their 
search again or abandon the search, highlighting the requirement of an 
advanced ‘No results’ page.

Based on several A/B tests, we have identified six factors that contribute to a 
quality ‘No results’ page. While it is not mandatory to implement all of these, it 
is important to consider which are relevant to your industry and audience.

4.2 PRESENT 
RELEVANT 
CONTENT ON THE 
‘NO RESULTS’ PAGES
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Alternative search 
suggestions
If the search function discovers 
related search results, these should 
be offered. 

Personalised
recommendations
Product recommendations based on 
the user’s shopping behaviour. While 
this may not present products related 
to the specific search, it is effective in 
holding the user’s attention.

Contact options for 
customer support
If a user is really struggling to find their 
desired product, it may be that they 
wish to speak with customer support to 
receive more specialist guidance. Live 
chats or phone support are 
commonplace, and contact details 
should be presented on-page.

Popular products
In our previous point, we touched 
on popular products. While these 
suggestions are not directly related 
to the original search query, it does 
ensure that other products are front 
of mind.

External advertisements
While presenting the exact search 
results an individual was looking for 
may not be possible (perhaps your 
business does not stock this product, 
for example), retailers can still help, 
by referring users onto a company 
that can.

Category suggestions
To set users back on the right track, 
category suggestions are often a 
good option. The categories should 
be related to the original search 
query, however, if this is not 
possible, popular categories provide 
an appropriate solution too.
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4.3 CONSIDER 
SEASONALITY IN 
YOUR PRODUCT 
RANKINGS
There are a number of retailers whose 
products vary based on the season. 
Seasonality should always be taken into 
account. When searching for a coat in 
the summer, thick, heavy winter coats 
should not be presented high on the 
page, as the chances are that they are 
of less relevance to the user.

While the order of products should 
always vary depending on the season, it 
is also important that less relevant 
products which are not in season are 
not excluded completely.

4.4 AUTOMATICALLY 
FORWARD SEARCH 
QUERIES TO RELEVANT 
CATEGORIES
Based on the Findologic publication 
‘Customers want more relevant results 
and less searching’ we can conclude 
that users often begin with a generic 
search for a brand or category. These 
results tend to vary based on whether 
they have been accessed via a search 
query or category menu. Results 
presented via the category menu often 
trump search query results. They have 
the distinct benefit of clear, content 
specific navigation, context-related 
products and relevant links. For a quick 
win, retailers can direct users straight to 
the category page when they submit a 
specific search.
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As customer expectations rise in 
line with the experience that e-
commerce giants are delivering, it 
is more important than ever for 
retailers to make changes now 
and avoid falling victim to 
dissatisfied users. This paper 
offers a step-by-step guide to 
search optimisation - often the 
most pragmatic approach. It is 
important that retailers looking to 
improve performance are realistic 
about where their pain points lie 
and what actionable strategies 
can be implemented to achieve 
success.

CONCLUSION
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It isn’t always the case that website improvements require 
significant investment or technical knowledge. Incremental 
changes are able to significantly impact the user experience if 
carefully considered and implemented with individual retailers’ 
requirements front of mind.
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Findologic has been developing modern software 
solutions for online shops since 2008 and is one of the 
world’s leading providers today.

Searching for products online should be as easy and dynamic online as it is 
in store. Throughout this guide, we have highlighted the importance of 
search and navigation enhancement. Dedicating resources to updating 
these functions is imperative – they have a direct effect on how, and what 
users discover, as well as the relevance of those results. Consequently, 
there is a knock-on effect on KPI’s such as revenue, conversion and 
customer satisfaction.

Without expert resources, it is an uphill battle creating an internal search 
solution that can compete with specialist tech companies; we do all the 
hard work – superior, but painless software, that supports your company 
goals, live in just 4-6 weeks.

Changing customer behaviours and shopping trends are creating an ever-
complex landscape for retailers. Our unrivalled understanding of the e-
commerce ecosystem has allowed us to create and maintain a customer-
centric platform that boasts pioneering A.I. technologies.

Integrating with Findologic ensures that your search and navigation function 
is not only meeting but exceeding customer expectations and that you are 
getting the most out of your online store.

Want to learn more about how Findologic can optimise your search 
and navigation function? Visit our website or book a demo to find 
out more.

ABOUT FINDOLOGIC
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