
For large online retailers managing tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands of SKUs, organizing a vast catalog
becomes both an art and a science. Despite abundant inventory, if customers can’t find what they want quickly,
sales suffer and bounce rates increase. As the well-known Harvard Business Review highlights, inventory alone
does not create a satisfying experience—how you organize and present that inventory shapes the entire user
journey.

In this post, we’ll explore best practices in catalog structure, e-commerce navigation, and product discovery
—with a clear focus on aligning with customer mental models rather than internal taxonomies. We’ll
fulcharmednames.com also discuss how curated sections and managing choice overload can reduce decision
friction. Plus, we'll touch on how principles used in cookie consent managers by sites like CookieDatabase can
inform user-friendly navigation design.

Inventory Is Not the Experience
It’s tempting for large retailers to think that piling inventory on display will translate into sales success. However,
as demonstrated by online gambling operator MrQ, a site with thousands of games, just listing product after
product overwhelms users and hampers discovery.

Inventory size is a given for huge e-commerce sites, but it is only the raw material for the experience. The
experience is how you present that material: through navigation, search, filtering, and content organization.
According to user experience research, providing too many choices at once leads to what psychologists call “choice
overload,” which causes decision friction and ultimately shopping paralysis.

Why Large Inventories Bore or Overwhelm Shoppers

Decision Fatigue: Endless options tire users, making them less likely to buy.

Time Cost: Customers want quick wins; failing to find relevant options fast can kill conversions.

Confusion: Poor categorization makes products seem indistinguishable and irrelevant.

Therefore, the challenge lies in transforming a sea of SKUs into a navigable, curated experience.
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Customer Mental Models Beat Internal Taxonomies
One of the biggest pitfalls for huge e-commerce catalogs is using internal departmental or inventory management
logic to structure navigation categories. These institutional taxonomies often fail to reflect how actual shoppers
think, browse, and search.

For example, a retailer might have categories like “Men’s Performance Socks” and “Men’s Athletic Footwear
Accessories,” but customers typically look for “Men’s Socks” or by sport: “Running Socks” or “Hiking Socks.” To tap
into customer mental models:

1. Conduct User Research: Use surveys, interviews, and behavioral data to understand how your customers
group and describe products.

2. Analyze Search Queries: What terms do shoppers use? How do they begin their product discovery journey?

3. Use Familiar Language: Build category names and filters that resonate with customer vocabulary.

Aligning catalog structure with customer mental models reduces cognitive load and helps shoppers find what they
want naturally and intuitively.

Choice Overload Causes Decision Friction—How Curated Sections Help
Overwhelming customers with thousands of similar products without context creates choice overload, which the
Harvard Business Review details as a major barrier to purchase decisions. To mitigate this, curated sections act as
guideposts and decision aids, providing “choice scaffolds” so users can start their journey in manageable, relevant
chunks.

Examples of Effective Curated Sections

Trending Now / Best Sellers: Highlight popular products to reduce search time via social proof.

New Arrivals: Showcase fresh inventory to attract early adopters.

Seasonal or Themed Collections: E.g., “Back-to-School,” “Winter Warmers,” or “Eco-Friendly Picks.”

Gifts and Guides: “Top Gifts Under $50” or “Gift Ideas for Him/Her.”

Curated sections provide structured choices that feel tailored rather than overwhelming, lowering decision friction
and enhancing user satisfaction.

Lessons from Cookie Consent Manager UIs for E-Commerce Navigation
Surprisingly, principles from seemingly unrelated interfaces like CookieDatabase’s cookie consent manager UI can
inform e-commerce catalog navigation design.



Consider the EU cookie policy pages and their cookie consent managers, which:

Present options in a clear, concise, and trust-building manner.

Group choices logically (e.g., “Manage Options,” “Manage Services”) so users feel in control without being
overwhelmed.

Provide transparency on vendor count and types of data collected, which helps build confidence.

If a customer-friendly interface can communicate such complex information clearly in consent settings, the same
attention to pacing, grouping, and clarity should apply to segmenting and presenting product catalogs.

Practical Steps to Organize Your Huge Catalog for Actual Product
Discovery
Step Action Benefit 1. Map Customer Mental Models Use data and interviews to understand how customers
search and classify products. Aligns navigation labels with user expectations, reducing confusion. 2. Build Logical,
Intuitive Category Hierarchies Create high-level categories and subcategories that reflect customer language and
priorities. Helps users drill down efficiently to relevant products. 3. Implement Faceted Filtering Let customers
refine results by essential attributes like price, brand, size, color. Enables customers to narrow large results sets
quickly. 4. Curate Featured and Themed Sections Prepare collections like “Best Sellers,” “Seasonal Picks,” or “Top
Rated.” Guides customers with meaningful starting points, reducing overwhelm. 5. Optimize Search Functionality
Incorporate autocorrect, autocomplete, and synonyms related to customer language. Makes product discovery
fast and forgiving. 6. Monitor & Iterate Use analytics to track navigation paths, drop-off points, and search
queries. Continuously improve navigation and discovery based on real data.

Conclusion
Organizing a huge online store catalog is about more than just logistics—it’s about creating a coherent, customer-
centric navigation that facilitates discovery and conversion. By focusing on the experience over inventory size,
respecting customer mental models, reducing choice overload with curated sections, and applying clear grouping
principles inspired by even complex interfaces like cookie consent managers, retailers can empower shoppers to
find exactly what they want with ease.

As large retailers like MrQ demonstrate, success lies in thoughtful catalog structure and intuitive e-commerce
navigation, not just endless product listings. And as insights from Harvard Business Review confirm,



understanding customer psychology and decision-making behavior makes all the difference to product
discovery and sales performance.


