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Introduction 
This study will critically analyse user experience for a specific digital product, applying key principles and theories of UX design by reviewing the product. I will deconstruct and dive into a deeper understanding of UX principles and how they impact the user. These principles include psychology, usability, design, copywriting and analysis. 

1. Product Selection 
The product I decided to analyse is the most popular video-sharing platform in the world, YouTube [1]. The site began operation in 2005, founded by Steve Chen, Jawed Karim and Chad Hurley. 
[image: YouTube homepage in August (2005)]
(Figure 1 – YouTube's first introduction in 2005) [2]


YouTube began as a user video-sharing platform, with users being able to upload their own created content for anyone to watch these videos online, which quickly gained popularity with the public. In 2006 YouTube was acquired by Google for $1.65 billion [7]. As it has grown significantly, it has diverted to other outlets such as news media, company brands and education. Now the platform currently has more than 2.7 billion active users as of October 2024. 
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Description automatically generated]The most common demographic of users is aged between 25-34 making up 21.5% of overall users on YouTube (Figure 2). [3] 
(Figure 2 – YouTube's age demographics as of 2024) [3]


YouTube caters to a wide audience, from general viewers, content creators, advertisers, communities and accessibility users with over 12,000  hours of video content uploaded to YouTube daily. Below is a brief breakdown of why a user might use or avoid YouTube. 
Pros
· Free to use with ads 
· [image: A logo of a company

Description automatically generated]Biggest video-sharing platform, huge audience to reach for creators 
· Monetization for creators 
· Good social engagement 
· Mobile application 
· YouTube Kids app 
· Mini player 
Cons 
· Creators don’t own the rights to their videos 
· Must pay for premium for certain features (No Ads, higher quality videos)
· User data is collected from user cookies from other platforms 
· Content restriction geographically 

2. Initial Review 
The user's motivation for using YouTube can consist of watching content the user is interested in. For example, tutorials on user interests, content creators, music, and news. On the first opening, YouTube begins by highlighting a selection of various video types to its users. Depending on the user's account on the platform, YouTube will display trending videos based on the user's history or cookies, this does require the user to have an account with either Google or YouTube. You can search for videos using the search bar, once you have found a video that piques your interest it is as simple as clicking on the video to start, however, does mean the user might have to watch ads before watching the video, which sometimes is un-skippable. Longer videos might also have ad breaks during the video as well which might be off-putting to the user. 
The layout offers functional navigation for the user by providing a consistent interface through its website and mobile applications, ensuring a clear and minimalistic user interface. Users can customise their viewing experience by subscribing to channels that they are interested in. YouTube currently offers a premium experience for paying users, these benefits include, ad-free viewing, offline viewing so the user can download videos, and YouTube Music Premium, which can cost up to £12 per month.  Some channels offer extended content to paying members of that channel, which includes early access to new videos, member-only videos, exclusive badges, emojis and other perks. Shorts that give the user short videos are mainly designed for mobile devices for a scroll and watch user experience. These videos are designed to quickly engage with their views and last anywhere between a few seconds to minutes. 
[image: A screenshot of a computer
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(Figure 3 – YouTube's current layout as of 2024) [1]


3. UX Design Principles 

UX design principles vary from different teachings, below are some of the examples  that I felt best fit YouTube as a platform and its functionality within UX design. A quote from Career Foundry backs up the fundamental aspect of UX design “ UX design is the art of carefully curating the experience a user will have when interacting with a certain product or service” [11]
Usability – YouTube highlights various content for users via the homepage, including trending videos, user subscriptions, and recommended videos. The user can search for content they are interested in via the search bar. 
Consistency – YouTube has a consistent flow of design that adheres to aesthetic design principles, the user can also customise certain aspects of the homepage with drop-down bars for a simpler UI format to a more detailed information for the user. 
Accessibility—Regarding accessibility, YouTube offers an improved experience, such as speech-to-text for the search bar, enabling the user to speak the desired prompts to search for videos the user is interested in. It also offers subtitles/closed captions for hard-of-hearing users and a choice of dark mode to reduce the brightness of the webpage to appeal to a wider audience. 
User-Centred Design – YouTube revolves around content creators and consumers with features tailored to both users. Content creators have features they are able to utilise including, video editing tools, content management, data analytics, community engagement, accessibility features, and monetisation. 
[image: A blue pie chart with a blue triangle

Description automatically generated]Responsiveness –YouTube has multiple ways to use its application, including web-based, applications based on mobile and other devices such as smart TVs. Between July to December 2023, YouTube's majority traffic comes from mobile users at 87.35%, with desktop users at 12.65% [Figure 4].







(Figure 4  – YouTube overall application use compared to desktop) [4]

4. UX Analysis 
Navigation and Information – On the homepage, there are titled video thumbnails, these range from recommended videos, to continued watching and subscriptions. The user is able to hover over the thumbnail to get a short video preview before watching, aiding towards a better user experience. Users can search for desired videos via the search bar or use quick tabs generally based on interest.  YouTube categorises its navigation by organising content into formatted panels located on the left-hand side of the site, this includes personalised tabs such as shorts, subscriptions and YouTube Music. YouTube also has a personalised panel for easy access to relevant pages such as history, playlists, and liked videos. It also caters to a personal viewing experience by having a subscriptions panel which enables navigation and access to favourite videos within the panel. Users are also able to see if the channel is streaming by a red live symbol or if there is a new video available with a blue dot. Having subscriptions also enables the user to go straight to catered content, rather than searching for a particular video which can be overstimulating with an over-saturated number of videos available. In the far-right corner,  settings can be accessed for the application regarding personal channel, notifications and  uploads of user content to the website. Interaction Design Foundation states that 
Designing an experience includes not only making the software easy to use but also designing the other experiences related to the product, for example….UX design is concerned with delivering solutions that address pain points and needs. After all, no one will use a product that serves no purpose [10]. 
Visual Design – YouTube can be overstimulating on first access, however, it does adhere to a clean layout with good use of space on the site and a  familiarity that adheres to concise design layouts  from other platforms. There is a consistent design aesthetic within the menu with icons and fonts. Icons are easily identifiable and appealing to mass audiences for example the home icon is a house, a familiar icon among users to associate a home page.  The colour scheme consists of a minimalistic style but good use of colour to draw the user to important areas on the site, for example, the bright red YouTube logo which also acts as a home button. Typography is consistent throughout with a legible font style and format for easy readability. This also relates to user engagement with the use of greyed-out tabs, that highlights either hovering over or selection of the tab. A further example of YouTube’s layout and description are in the appendices [Figure 7].

Interactions – Interactivity with YouTube focus on elements such as social engagement via the like/dislike buttons to give user feedback to the content creators, the share button so the user can post the video across other social media platforms or via a web link, and a comment section for further social engagement with other users. Another main user interaction is video player controls that aid in a custom user experience. YouTube also has functional accessibility and inclusivity features such as subtitles/captions, and video descriptions to further reach a wider audience. 

Content Quality – The main source of content is high-quality presentations through UX design, by using a clean and organised user interface. In addition, thumbnail design for content creators to create eye-catching and appealing designs for users, and adaptive layouts across different platforms for a consistent viewing experience. Using algorithm-based recommendations, YouTube can cater to the user's preferences and history to recommend further interest in similar videos, this is supported by Micheal Wong  “YouTube tailors all its recommendations and suggestions to suit users’ specific interests. This combination of high click-through-rate thumbnails and videos maintains end-to-end engagements” [8]. 
With so many creators on the platform, YouTube can reach a wide variety of audiences with diverse interests including, gaming, news, education and entertainment to ensure the user's needs are met. 

Responsiveness Across Devices –  YouTube is used across multiple platforms including desktop, mobile and TV this requires YouTube to be adaptable to screen sizes and formats. Generally, the format layout is very consistent towards users with only slight changes in interface layout [Figure 8 & 9]. The mobile application uses the screen rotation function to maximise the full-screen ratio and make use of the entire screen of the mobile device.  Users are also able to switch between platforms, for example, if watching a video on a mobile device there is the option to either watch the TV application and continue to watch the video on that device usually with the video being recommended on continue watching or seamlessly use the cast function, to cast to a TV or other device. 
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(Figure 9 – YouTube TV application) [1]
(Figure 8 – YouTube Mobile) [1]


5. Recommendations for Improvement 
Whilst YouTube has undergone massive changes regarding user experience over the last 19 years, there is a gap in certain aspects of UX design. YouTube being data-driven in personalisation via machine learning algorithms, has created an algorithm bias towards the user. This creates echo chambers of repetitive content or misrepresentation of  needs, which also affects discoverability in other content categories and diversity in user recommendations. Additionally, the search feature also favours content with a popularity bias, with popular YouTube creators more likely to be seen and smaller content creators are harder to discover, this issue affects both content viewers by limiting exploration of more niche topics, and new or less popular content creators find it more difficult to grow their audiences. Initial improvements can be made by YouTube so that users can customise their recommendations by selecting genres or creators of the content they either do or don’t want to see, this will allow the user to have an even further custom experience catering to their interests and user needs. Smaller channels could also benefit from having more visibility, YouTube could add categories that dedicate better discoverability to aid in more diversity and content creator growth. 
[image: A graph of blue bars

Description automatically generated]Advertisements on YouTube are essential for the platform to keep thriving, however, even with extensive growth YouTube has capitalised on its user viewership to increase the number of ads users are exposed to. YouTube now has pre-, mid and multiple unskippable ads in a video, and the user's overall experience is impacted by the distracting ads reducing user engagement, YouTube offers a premium service with no ads, however to a lot of users, and this could be cost-effective to users with the monthly subscription at £12.99 per month, this can also be seen as becoming more of an aggressive push on users by deliberately having excessive amounts of ads during a single video making users purchase the premium membership. As of 2024 more than 27 million users are paying for YouTube Premium, which suggests that users would rather pay for YouTube Premium than watch an excessive number of advertisements. (Figure 5 – Shows the amount of YouTube Premium subscriptions between 2020 -2024) [5]

Below is a questionnaire study by Stephen Damilola Bejide, on the opinions of TalTech students on their perception of ads and how it affects their overall user experience. [Figure 6 ] 
[image: ]









(Figure 6 – Survey on YouTube advertisements)  [6]


Users could benefit from a better optimisation of advertising towards their demographic to cater more towards a personalised experience. YouTube could also reduce the amount of advertising per video, lowering the number of distractions in the video for longer user engagement. They additionally could have shorter advertisements that are less intrusive and don’t affect the user's engagement. There is also potential for tier subscriptions to enable cheaper options for users to avoid adverts and have a better overall user experience. 









6. Conclusion 
In summary, YouTube shows fundamental examples of how UX design is implemented on their platform by combining usability, consistency, accessibility, user-centred design and responsiveness to the user. By handling the personal experience towards the user, YouTube can appeal to a vast variety of audiences and stand a height among other platforms in its genre. 

Despite its success, some shortfalls impair YouTube’s overall user experience with room for improvement, impacting user engagement with excessive advertisements before, during and after videos. Better optimisation regarding algorithm bias, in which smaller users are impacted in growth and development and content viewers are subject to a popularity bias that leaves the user unable to discover further niche content. 
User experience (UX) analysis helps you understand how users experience your website and product, so you can prioritize decisions about how to improve it for them and ensure the user experience is as frictionless and intuitive as possible” Content Square [9]
Taking this quote into consideration, YouTube could introduce better discoverability for content creators with smaller viewership by introducing a ‘discover new creators’ category to help with introducing content viewers to smaller creators to attain further growth and expand further viewership.  Further improvements could be made by introducing paid tier subscriptions to offer alternative options to potential premium customers to secure a healthier user experience. Implementing these changes could further expand the platform and overall user satisfaction, whilst also achieving revenue driven goals that help maintain and grow the platform itself. 



7. Appendices 
[image: A screenshot of a video game
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(Figure 7 – YouTube layout Smart TV Application) [1]
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(Figure 7 – YouTube mobile Application) [1]
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