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Introduction
It has become something of a truism that if you shop online, you 
will encounter product recommendations. Your customers expect 
recommendations to make their browsing process easier, and your brand 
relies on them to drive conversions and increase customer loyalty and 
satisfaction. Despite the fact that most ecommerce companies agree on 
the importance of product recommendations, many find themselves using 
tools that lack value. That’s because despite their universal popularity, 
product recommendations are not one-size-fits-all. The algorithm, design, 
and placement all impact how effective the recommendations will be. So 
how do you know you’re delivering the perfect product recommendations 
recipe? 

In the following chapters, we will break down all of the ingredients that 
make up product recommendations and work through how to put them 
together to deliver the optimal customer experience. Join us as we explore 
the uses and benefits of product recommendations, different approaches 
to recommendations, and how to test and optimize the recommendations 
on your sites.
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As product recommendations increase in popularity, so do 
recommendations tools. To better understand how real pros are using 
product recommendations, we conducted market research across 
enterprise and small-to-medium sized businesses. We uncovered where 
existing tools succeed, and where they fail to deliver value. 

Across vertical and business size, these were the biggest pain points.

In the Marketplace

Common Product Recs Pain Points

1. No Filtering or Boosting

The algorithm you choose or design does most 
of the work for product recommendations. But, 
many product recs users highlighted situations 
where certain products needed to be filtered out 
of recommendations, and others needed to be 
boosted. Many product recs users wished that they 
could exert more control over what does and does 
not appear.

2. Don’t Consider In-Session Behavior

Product recommendations are a great way to 
personalize your site, but many of the professionals 
we spoke to were dissatisfied with the level of 
personalization they could apply to their existing 
recommendations solution. The biggest frustration 
we heard was that most product recommendations 
tools don’t take in-session behavior into account, 
meaning they can’t recommend items based on the 
user’s current behavior.

3. Too Much of a Black Box

Product recommendations run on algorithms. 
One product functions as the input, some mystery 
math happens, and several products come out. 
But, most of the marketers, product managers, and 
merchandisers we spoke to expressed confusion 
about what exactly is going on, and frustration over 
their inability to control it. 

4. Prohibitively Expensive

Across industries, the teams we talked to who 
don’t already use a product recommendations 
tool cited cost as the primary reason why. They 
know that recommendations drive conversions, 
but even with the promise of increased revenue 
the upfront cost puts buying a new tool out of the 
question. Subjects who had an existing product 
recommendations tool expressed frustration over 
the inability to see a positive return on investment.



Methods
In a brick and mortar store environment, any good salesperson will adjust 
their consulting and selling style to fit a customer’s differing goals, habits, 
and desires. The same holds true for product recommendations on your 
site. There are numerous algorithm types and approaches you can use to 
accommodate a variety of customer types and use cases. All approaches 
have in common a few fundamental traits; they always use an algorithm to 
search your inventory and deliver the appropriate results. 

In addition to the algorithm you choose, you might also apply specific 
filtering or boosting. For example, you may want to implement popular 
recommendations, but only want to show items in a certain price range or 
from a set of brands. Or, perhaps you would like to apply complementary 
recommendations, but want to ensure that your items on promotion also 
appear. You can do this by applying custom filters and boosts to your 
recommendations.

In general, product recommendations drive conversions and customer 
satisfaction by suggesting additional items, reducing friction in search, 
and offering easy comparison shopping. But, each method also has its own 
benefits and best use.
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The most common product recommendations methods are:

1. Popular
2. People Also Like
3. Complementary
4. Personalized



Algorithms Deep Dive
Product recommendations depend on the algorithms that drive them. 
In this chapter, we’ll take a deep dive into each of the most common 
methods: Popular, People Also Like, Complementary, and Personalized. 

Popular
The recommendations algorithm for popular items simply delivers the 
most purchased items within a set timeframe. This is a great option for 
new users, since it doesn’t require previous user behavior and highlights 
a cross section of your inventory. It can also be used to backfill 
Personalized Recommendations where there is not yet enough data. 
Popular items also tend to perform well around holidays, where users 
may not be shopping for themselves. 

People Also Like
People Also Like product recommendations are based on a variety of 
factors that make up the “signature” of a given product. The signature 
is made up of the most common actions, including searches or clicks, 
that lead to purchasing an item. Items with the most similar signatures 
are treated as the most similar items. So, let’s say you have landed on 
the product detail page for a particular pair of shoes. A People Also Like 
algorithm will search for items with a similar signature to those shoes. 



Complementary
Complementary product recommendations use frequent pattern matching 
to compare other shoppers’ carts and display the other common items 
in the cart. For example, say that you have added that pair of shoes to 
your cart. A complementary algorithm looks at all the past instances of 
users having those same shoes in their cart, and delivers the other items 
most often found in the cart with them. This has huge value for helping 
customers find an item they forgot, like common recipe ingredients or 
accessories. Whereas People Also Like recommendations are based on 
item similarities, Complementary recommendations are based on cart 
similarities. 

Personalized
Personalized recommendations are based on individual user profiles 
and informed by their past and in-session behavior on your site. This 
user behavior is then compared to the product signature of other items. 
Items whose signature most closely aligns with that user’s behavior 
will be recommended. This method predicts other items the user is 
likely to purchase. When a new user visits a page with personalized 
recommendations, you can default to filling that module with Popular 
items or most recent items until you have enough data to offer them 
personalized recommendations.
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Method How it Works When to Use Benefits

Popular Searches for the most 
commonly bought items 
within a designated time 
frame. For example, best 
sellers or holiday themed 
items.

Holidays, on home 
page, or filtering on 
category pages.

Great for visitors unfamiliar 
with your inventory, or 
shopping under unusual 
circumstances. Also good 
for new users where you 
have no browsing history.

People Also Like Searches combined behaviors 
of users who have purchased 
the item viewed, and 
displays other items those 
users commonly view and 
purchase. 

New users, product 
detail pages, and 
inventories with many 
variations of the same 
type of item. 

Helps users navigate 
large inventories with less 
friction, and uses social 
proof to suggest value.

Complementary Identifies frequent patterns in 
items from other users’ carts, 
and returns items frequently 
purchased with the item 
viewed. 

Items with accessories 
(such as technology, 
clothing, or crafts), 
promoting add-ons, 
use in shopping carts 
and wishlists.

Brings attention to items 
that users may not search 
for, but have a use for. Also 
reduces friction for users 
who need to purchase 
accessories for an item. 

Personalized Delivers recommendations 
based on the individual user’s 
behavior.

Use on home page, 
category pages, search 
results.

Offers a more individual 
shopping experience, 
reduces friction for 
returning users.

Custom Can abide by any rules that 
you set, so you can make 
recommendations for one-of-
a-kind situations.

In circumstances 
where no other 
algorithm will deliver 
what you want.

This is uncommon, but in 
rare circumstances can 
deliver very situation-
specific products.

Recommendations Algorithms



Testing Recommendations
Product recommendations have become ubiquitous, but that does 
not mean they are a one-size-fits-all solution. While, as we’ve detailed 
above, there are best practices and common use cases for each type of 
recommendation, each site has its own unique set of circumstances and 
behaviors.

In each instance of a product recommendations module, you have many 
questions to answer:

• Algorithms and Rules: Which type of recommendations algorithm 
should you use? What filters or boost should you apply? Do you need to 
do manual filtering, or machine filtering?

• Look and Feel: Should recommendations appear on the top, side, or 
bottom of the page? How many items should appear? Should they be in 
a carousel or flat list? How large should they be? 

These are just some of the factors that go into optimizing your customer 
experience around product recommendations. In order to determine 
what works best for your own site and customers, you can test different 
methods to find what converts better. 



Recommendations 
Testing Workflow

Planning

Executing

Analyzing

Identify page category > 
Identify user segment

Analyze conversions > 
Dynamically adjust 
percentage of users
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Summary
There are a lot of nuances to consider when introducing or maintaining 
product recommendations on your site, but that doesn’t mean they 
need to be complicated. The questions below can help guide you 
through the process of implementing, testing, and optimizing product 
recommendations on your own site.

• Who is your user?
• Where will this product recommendation live?
• What type of products should it feature? Can you test multiple 

algorithms?
• Are there items you would like to feature or boost?
• How should it look? Can you test two or more options?
• What metrics do you need to count?

For information on SiteSpect Product recommendations, visit www.
sitespect.com/recommendations, or contact us at info@sitespect.com. 

http://www.sitespect.com/recommendations
http://www.sitespect.com/recommendations


About SiteSpect
SiteSpect is leading the advancement of customer experience 
management. We offer A/B testing, optimization, targeting, 
personalization, and Product recommendation solutions. SiteSpect is 
empowering the world’s most successful digital businesses to create a 
superior customer experience that drives revenue, reduces costs, and 
mitigates risk.

SiteSpect developed the industry’s first digital optimization platform 
from the ground up. We offer a purpose-built, end-to-end optimization 
solution developed with our extensive knowledge of what leading digital 
businesses need. Our objective is to help our customers acquire, grow, and 
retain customers and ultimately achieve market leadership. Our patented 
approach, together with our thorough understanding of the business and 
technical realities of optimization, has put SiteSpect at the forefront of 
enterprise-level customer experience optimization and testing.

We are passionate about our customers’ success. Not only are we 
dedicated to delivering superior optimization solutions, we focus on 
providing comprehensive services, support, and training. SiteSpect’s 
world-class services team provides companies with as much or as little 
support and expertise as they need to ensure success.
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