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Abstract 
This report describes an observational study of an independent bookstore. The study was 
part of a larger effort that looked at shopping as an information rich nomadic activity that 
is split between the virtual world of online shopping and the very physical nature of 
products in ‘real world’ stores. Our research program in UbiMedia [1] influenced the 
choice of bookstores as the shopping domain to focus on as an environment rich in 
information and choices. The purpose of this report is to describe the rich environment of 
the store. 

 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
This document details the findings from a two week observational and interview study that took place at 
Kepler’s, a large independent bookstore located in Menlo Park, California. As a rather quick study, the 
details outlined here are not conclusive but provide a preliminary glimpse into the environment and habits 
within the store.  
 
The document addresses the logistics of the study and goes on to describe the salient behaviors observed. 
We begin by describing the environment of the store, its atmosphere as described by customers and the 
functions of the store as described by the staff. We go on to discuss browsing activity, detailing the 
different types of browsing behaviors and the factors that affect how people browse within the store. We 
then move on to discuss some of the environmental factors that influence buying behaviors, how social 
behavior affects the experience in the store, the use of shopping aids, and the reasons people come to the 
store. We conclude by providing some perspective on the most salient issues. 
 
 
 
2. Logistics 
The study took place from October 28 – November 9 2002. The time slot was chosen so that it did not 
coincide with the busy period and possibly unusual shopping habits (given that Thanksgiving and 
Christmas were near) of those who buy from the store.   
 
The observations provided a wealth of data; however, interviewing both customers and staff was more 
difficult as disturbing staff during working hours was not an option and with regards to customers, 
interrupting their time in the store was not an option either; interviewing as they were about to leave was 
difficult and interviewing as they came in was not fruitful as they hadn’t done anything yet! A total of 21 
interviews were conducted 4 informal staff interviews and 17 customer interviews.  
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3. The Book Store Environment 
Kepler’s is a large independent bookstore located in Menlo Park, California. It is in an area of Menlo Park 
that is surrounded by ‘everyday’ stores (grocery, hardware, restaurants etc) and the actual location is above 
a parking lot and next to a popular café. This location plays a part in how the store is used and the length of 
time people are there. The store, as described by customers, is comfortable, calm, welcoming, and 
‘homely’. Given this environment, the pace is often slow and relaxed.  
 
 
3.1 Architecture and Interiors 
The interior of the store is adaptable; some of the fixtures such as tables and shelves are maneuverable. 
This adaptability means that during author events, tables are moved to accommodate the increase in people 
and the floor can be rearranged to suit the occasion. 
 
The interior is also easy for people to move around in as it is spacious and open. The only problem in 
getting around involved a woman with a double buggy who could not get into aisles so left the kids on the 
outside of the shelved section - but her browsing was interrupted by the attention she was paying to the fact 
that her kids were not next to her. This was not common and the majority of people navigated the store with 
ease. 
 
 
 
4. The Customer’s Perspective 
A total of 17 customers were interviewed. Using some of the interview questions, but more often just 
chatting to people revealed that most people came into the store just to look around and browse – a type of 
‘opportunistic exploration’ [2]. The majority had some intention to buy but most of the time they were 
there to kill time before meeting someone or passing through from some other place. Buying was often 
related to needing to buy a gift for someone (which ultimately ended in them buying something for 
themselves too), buying books for a particular topic such as house building etc. When that was the case, 
they immediately went to the relevant section which was found by either wandering, looking for signs, or 
asking someone where to go. 
 
One lady for instance came into the store to browse while killing time and also to buy some books. She 
knew she wanted to get her husband something and knew that that something would be in the history 
section because he liked “anything old”. So she knew she was going to the history section but not what she 
was going to buy. She spent some time browsing the books there given her knowledge of the “old things he 
likes” and eventually found something to buy him. She then moved to the audio books section where she 
did the same thing (this time for herself). After this she moved onto the biography section where she was 
looking for new books by a particular author and then she just browsed the tables for “anything that looked 
interesting”. She mentioned how she always went to bookstores to buy books and only ever bought online 
when she knew exactly what she wanted or when what she wanted was not available in Australia (which is 
where she now lives). When asked how she identified possible purchases she said it was usually by word of 
mouth and that she was just as keen to share her opinions and recommendations with other people and did 
so while in the store when she heard someone talking to her husband about possibilities for her next reading 
group. She also mentioned that she would buy based on who she liked – if she got hooked on an author she 
would more than likely buy everything by that person (one book at a time). The feature she mentioned as 
most beneficial to her in any store would be to have public recommendations available – having people in 
the area voice their opinions about books would be useful. The other thing that she would find useful, she 
said, was to be able to sample the audio books somehow. She could browse through normal books but 
bought audio books out of faith for what the cover said, or she would go and browse through the physical 
book and then buy the audio book counterpart.  When asked if she might use an application that would 
allow her to link to more information about the items she was considering purchasing, she said she might 
but its not that important to her – being able to sample books in an audio fashion however would be 
something she would like.  
 
Another gentleman mentioned how he just came in to look around – he liked to look at the book covers and 
read the backs of books but didn’t buy anything because he had a big enough stack of books at home that 
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he had not yet read – he said he bought books from second hand stores because they were cheaper and he 
liked to recycle paper! 
 
When asked about online shopping all of the customers said they bought online when they knew what they 
wanted and came to the store to “hang out” or when they were unsure of what they wanted – the most 
common reason for being in the store was because “I just want something new to read”. However, the one 
feature of the online world they liked was that it let you link to things that you might not otherwise link to. 
The ‘you might also like’ feature of online stores was valuable.  
 
One male customer mentioned how, in the online bookstore, he could read sections of books and start in 
literature and end up in some weird genre that he would never have even thought about (apparently ‘The 
Hobbit’ lead him through a trail of recommendations that ended up in him also buying a Yoga book!). 
However, he liked spending time reading in the physical store because it was the only time he got to read 
properly and even if he didn’t read the whole book, it was time away from other things. He did however, 
feel some need to buy something just because he had been in the store and would often walk away with a 
magazine “at least”. When asked if he would use a device that gave him more information about a book he 
said he’d like star ratings for the books but not much else as he liked to daydream around books. 
 
Another gentleman commented that he came to the store to support local business. He was there with his 
daughter who had gone to the kids section to look for a book while he was in the photography section. His 
daughter came back with the book she wanted plus a calendar, some other books etc – he told her to take 
the calendar back but said she could buy the other books if she also went to find something for her sister. 
When asked what he thought of buying online he said he didn’t ever buy online ever because he liked to be 
in the store and especially because his kids liked to come to the store. Despite this though he thought that  
“men don’t browse, we come in with our wives and look at magazines and put them down when she says 
she’s done. Look around, how many of these guys look bored? You see they are waiting for their wives”! 
However he did buy a book even though  “I didn’t plan on buying anything cause I have stack this high at 
home that I still need to read, but you know this one will further my education so its ok”. 
 
 
 
5. The Role of Staff 
The staff play a pivotal role in creating the atmosphere within the store. They are not just there to make 
sure the shelves are in order and that people can pay – the rapport they have with customers is outstanding 
and their commitment to ensure that people get to what they want means that customers come back for 
more. The store is a comfortable place to be and people are comfortable browsing for hours, chatting to 
staff about what’s a good read and finding their way around the store, getting recommendations for 
themselves and other people. A conversation with one of the managers showed how in tune the staff were 
to the customers needs and made it very much their aim to create an experience in the store that would 
make people want to come back. Even during the conversation, people came up to this staff member to say 
hello and she mentioned the delivery of a couple of new books that had come out that she had put aside for 
these people. She mentioned that the role of the staff was to sell the book by making it interesting, make 
recommendations or find someone else who can help, be aware of what people are doing so that you ask if 
you can help at the right moment, provide a comfortable place and generally help make the experience 
rewarding. 
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6. Moving, Browsing, Buying 
6.1 The most common path 
 
 

 
 

figure 1  
 
 
Movement through the store often began at the tables by the magazine section unless the customers wanted 
a particular type of book from the shelves. It progressed among the tables, to the staff recommendations 
shelf and sometimes to the main shelves but often ended up back at the tables and then at the magazine 
section before final purchases were made (the black line in figure 1 illustrates where the majority of people 
would spend their time). 
 
The majority of movement however occurred around these tables which represented bestsellers and people 
would wander up and down through that section either bumping into something of interest or really looking 
for something. The biography shelf and reduced books shelves that were close to the tables were the 
shelved areas that most people looked at first after viewing the items on the tables (indicated by the grey 
arrows in figure 1). There did not appear to be any well laid out path through the store with people just 
literally wandering to and from sections, in and out of shelved areas, spending a lot of time at areas that 
interested them. 
 
It was interesting to see was how people negotiated movement around the store, stepping over people sat in 
aisles, going in front of and behind them to get at books, trying their best not to disturb anyone – it was 
very different from how you see people negotiate their space in a grocery store for example. 
 
 
6.2 What is browsing? 
Browsing is an activity that leads to changes in perception, buying behaviors and body language depending 
on the length and type of browsing experience. In the initial stages of browsing, it’s about searching for 
something that takes your interest, people are very hands on and quick in picking up and putting down the 
books: they see the front cover, glance at the back, flick through the book and either put it down, put it to 

kids 

shelves 

tables 
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one side or put it under their arm. When they reach a point of not wanting to browse that way anymore, 
their behavior changes, their body language changes and they look for comfort – its almost as if the 
searching is done and now they are taking a seat to see what they got (or could get!). They appear to 
become more relaxed and often spend a large chunk of time examining the books in more depth. Their 
behavior changes again to surfing behavior when they either return the item to the shelves or look for other 
items but they move between these states unless interrupted by something that catches their eye or by a 
companion. 
 
We identified three main types of individualistic browsing behavior: opportunistic, task-oriented and 
selective reading. 
 
 
6.2.1 Opportunistic browsing and buying 
When it appeared that people had come into the store to kill time they wandered through the tabled section 
picking up books at random, moving through all of the topic tables and especially the magazine section. 
They rarely went towards the shelves and always stayed in the more open areas of the store not spending 
much time at one stand or with one book. Occasionally, they would stop, take a step back, rescan the table 
and pick something up but otherwise it was a very detached type of activity. The magazine section was 
popular with this type of customer as it seemed to provide a quick and easy read before they left the store 
again. 
 
The other type of browser who appeared to come in to look for something to buy but was unsure of what 
that might be (because they just wanted something new to read) was again more prone to scanning all of the 
tables, never entering the shelved section and always first browsing all of the tables. Sometimes they read 
the signs on the table that detailed genre but most of the time they moved through all of them once, came 
back again this time paying more attention to the individual titles and then back again this time paying even 
more attention – it was like they were getting the big picture for what was available, taking some mental 
notes and then scanning again to narrow the search before honing in on something – they would sometimes 
spend a few seconds longer at a table that they revisit on their third or fourth round and actually pick up a 
book and browse it in depth.  
 
 


