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ABSTRACT: 
As digital technologies rapidly evolve, traditional television is being disrupted by the development of 
more devices, screens, and content. Over-the-top television [OTT TV] is replacing linear TV at a growing 
rate. A majority of consumers of over-the-top content are found in the generational cohort, Generation Z. 
As true digital natives, this generation is comfortable navigating a variety of online TV platforms and 
devices, while also being more susceptible to short attention-span and information overload. It is therefore 
necessary to understand how this emerging cohort makes choices in a TV landscape that is becoming 
increasingly overloaded with new content.  
 
The purpose of this study is to understand which user interface components Generation Z takes into 
consideration when selecting content in OTT TV. Multiple methodologies were selected to investigate 
these media habits. Think-aloud usability testing and interview determined Generation Z’s natural media 
behavior while browsing OTT content. Online survey data was collected from a broader sample, 
comparing Generation Z and Generation Y. It was discovered that both generations have similar behaviors 
in which user interface components influence content choice. The research also revealed trends in which 
components are important to Generation Z and why. This research is the first step to making informed and 
data-driven decisions in the design and implementation of OTT TV platforms for Generation Z, thus 
lessening cognitive overload and creating optimal user experiences.  
 
SAMMANFATTNING: 
Med den digitala teknologins snabba utveckling, förändras traditionell tv i och med inverkan av flera 
enheter, skärmar och innehåll. Over-the-top-tv [OTT-tv] ersätter linjär tv i en växande takt. Majoriteten 
av konsumenterna av over-the-top-innehåll finns inom en specifik generation, Generation Z. Som äkta 
digitala infödingar kan den här generationen lätt navigera ett flertal online-tv-plattformar och enheter, 
samtidigt som den har kort koncentrationsförmåga och är mer mottaglig för informationsöverbelastning. 
Det är därför nödvändigt att förstå hur denna växande grupp gör val i ett tv-landskap som blir alltmer 
överbelastat med nytt innehåll. 
 
Syftet med denna studie är att förstå vilka användargränssnitts-komponenter Generation Z tar hänsyn till 
när de väljer innehåll på OTT-tv. Flera metoder användes för att undersöka gruppens medievanor. 
Användbarhetstest och intervjuer avslöjade Generation Z: s naturliga beteende när de letar efter OTT-
innehåll. Enkätundersökningsdata från en större grupp jämförde Generation Z och Generation Y. Det 
upptäcktes att båda generationerna har liknande beteenden där användargränssnitts-komponenter påverkar 
valet av innehåll. Forskningen visade också trender för vilka komponenter som är viktiga för Generation 
Z och varför. Den här forskningen är det första steget i att göra informerade och datadrivna beslut i design 
och implementering av OTT-tv-plattformar för Generation Z, vilket minskar den kognitiva 
överbelastningen och skapar optimala användarupplevelser. 
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ABSTRACT 
As digital technologies rapidly evolve, traditional television 
is being disrupted by the development of more devices, 
screens, and content. Over-the-top television [OTT TV] is 
replacing linear TV at a growing rate. A majority of 
consumers of over-the-top content are found in the 
generational cohort, Generation Z. As true digital natives, 
this generation is comfortable navigating a variety of online 
TV platforms and devices, while also being more susceptible 
to short attention-span and information overload. It is 
therefore necessary to understand how this emerging cohort 
makes choices in a TV landscape that is becoming 
increasingly overloaded with new content.  
 
The purpose of this study is to understand which user 
interface components Generation Z takes into consideration 
when selecting content in OTT TV. Multiple methodologies 
were selected to investigate these media habits. Think-aloud 
usability testing and interview determined Generation Z’s 
natural media behavior while browsing OTT content. Online 
survey data was collected from a broader sample, comparing 
Generation Z and Generation Y. It was discovered that both 
generations have similar behaviors in which user interface 
components influence content choice. The research also 
revealed trends in which components are important to 
Generation Z and why. This research is the first step to 
making informed and data-driven decisions in the design and 
implementation of OTT TV platforms for Generation Z, thus 
lessening cognitive overload and creating optimal user 
experiences.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
The landscape of today’s media industry has changed 
drastically as a result of digitalization. Faster network 
technologies, coupled with an increasing variety of screens 
and sources of television content, has brought about an 
evolution in television [1]. Linear TV, or traditional 
broadcast television, is declining in favor of TV that can be 
consumed anywhere, anytime [31]. This shift, also known as 
cord-cutting [31], can largely be attributed to the emergence 
of over-the-top television (OTT TV) [25]. OTT content “is 

network content available for online streaming” [25]. This 
includes popular video-on demand (VoD) streaming services 
that use a subscription model, such as Netflix, Hulu and 
Amazon Prime.  
 
The rise and popularity of OTT TV has repercussions for the 
media habits of all users, but specifically the budding 
generational cohort, Generation Z. As one of the largest users 
of OTT TV, this generational cohort uses linear tv to a 
smaller extent than older generations, instead preferring OTT 
services. Being accustomed to a vast amount of OTT content 
has had many consequences for the media behaviors of 
Generation Z, including an effect on their ability to 
cognitively process and choose content. As consumers’ 
media motivations and habits are actively shaping the new 
television landscape, it is important to understand how this 
generation chooses content to watch in OTT platforms. 
Through mixed research methods, including survey, user 
testing, and interview, this study intends to take the initial 
step in developing this knowledge, leading to more informed 
decisions in the creation of OTT platforms for Generation Z. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
Existing research has already determined the importance of 
studying media preferences and behavior. The uses and 
gratifications theory emphasizes that consumer media habits 
and motivations actively shape the media landscape. 
Generational theory sustains that generational cohorts 
exhibit similar media habits. Generation and age studies,  
have illustrated unique obstacles Generation Z faces in 
consuming OTT TV. The following section expands on this 
related literature and research, as well as Generation Z and 
their media behaviors. 
2.1 Generation Z 
Also known as the Net Generation and iGen, among others, 
this generational cohort does not have a commonly accepted 
definition [19], though most demographers place them 
beginning in the year 1995 or later [16]. Generation Z is more 
connected than any generation before it [16]. Their formative 
years were defined by daily internet and social media use 
[35], making them true digital natives. This is in contrast to 
older cohorts, who can remember the “intersection between 
the analog and digital world” [35]. Generation Z is also the 
first truly global generation [15], thanks to large digital 



networks facilitated by ubiquitous smart devices. It is 
expected that Generation Z will account for 40 percent of all 
consumers by the year 2020 [24]. 
 
Unsurprisingly, Generation Z dominates the streaming 
population [28]. They were the first generation to grow up 
with on-demand television content. As a result, this cohort 
does not view OTT TV as a new way of watching television, 
just what they consider to be “watching TV” [14]. It is thus 
not surprising that “usage of OTT devices and services is 
highest in households with teens, the largest segment of Gen 
Z” [14].  This preference for OTT content and services is 
only growing [19].  
 
As “users’ characteristics determine a system’s acceptance 
and use” [3], further research into this emerging cohort is 
necessitated. Insight into how Generation Z interacts with 
OTT content is the first step in facilitating their needs and 
expectations, thus improving system acceptance for OTT 
platforms.  

2.2 Theoretical Background 
2.2.1 Uses and Gratification Theory 
The uses and gratification theory has been used to determine 
various motivations in television use. Additionally, it states 
that these motivations not only influence media habits and 
behavior, but also form expectations about media content [6]. 
Hence “consumers are not passively affected by technology 
but, rather, actively shape its use and influence” [17].  
Generation Z, for instance, is largely motivated by peers 
when selecting content to watch [14], and consequently 
expect recommendations or ratings in OTT platforms. 

2.2.2 Generational Differences in Media Consumption 
Generational theory asserts that it is not necessarily age, but 
one’s generation, that shapes habits and behavior [6]. 
Generational differences in media use stem from media 
habits and patterns that were developed at a young age, and 
shaped by societal values of the time [18]. As a result, 
generational cohorts tend to exhibit similar media behaviors 
even as they age, tied to common generational experiences.  
This is exemplified by Generation Z’s moniker, the Net 
Generation, fittingly entitled by the prevalence of online 
platforms in their youth. Along the same line, Baby Boomers 
(born 1946-1964) are often referred to as the TV Generation 
[27].  
 
Many media behaviors and habits have already been 
attributed to Generation Z. As an example, Generation Z’s 
teenagers have been found to prefer multimedia content 
(images, videos, etc.) over text, while the young adults prefer 
text that is easy to scan [22]. Additionally, they often take 
part in second-screening, with “9 in 10 saying they use 
another device while watching TV” [12]. They are also more 
likely to watch television content on mobile devices [29], 
being more competent on mobile phones in comparison to 
older generations [23].  
 

2.2.3 Media Multitasking and Information Overload 
As Generation Z are comfortable managing multiple devices, 
typically having access to many screens [33], this enables 
media multitasking or “engaging in more than one media 
activity at a time [34]. Carrier, et. al [7] found an increase in 
media multitasking from older to younger generations. 
Furthermore, teens ages 13 to 16 spent the most time on 
media multitasking in comparison to six older cohorts, while 
television multitasking was specifically popular [34].  
 
This media multitasking can “hamper learning performance, 
cause stress, limit enjoyment of media, and cause 
information overload” [34]. The effects are heightened in 
Generation Z, as young people are also more likely to suffer 
from information overload. They were found to “express the 
most difficulty in dealing with large quantities of 
information” [2]. Generation Z is said to have an attention 
span of about eight seconds [10], potentially pushing 
cognitive limits even further.  
 
As OTT platforms offer a vast array of content, this has 
implications for limits in how Generation Z selects content 
and navigates platforms.  

3. SCOPE OF THE STUDY 
3.1 Research Question 
In the process of improving system acceptance, limiting 
information overload, and more broadly, meeting the 
expectations of Generation Z, it is necessary to understand 
what exactly influences their choice when selecting content 
to watch. Thus, the research question for this exploratory 
study was formulated: 
 
RQ: Which UI components does Generation Z take into 
consideration when selecting video content to watch in OTT 
TV? 
 
Mixed methods, both qualitative and quantitative, were used 
to answer this in a comprehensive and thorough manner.  

3.2 Accedo 
The industry partner in this study, Accedo, is one of the 
world’s leading video experience companies, offering a wide 
array of video and multiscreen solutions [32]. According to 
UI/UX experts at Accedo, OTT systems are generally 
designed based on assumption of best design practices and 
end-user preferences. Resources are often not available to 
research and gather data for how the end-user experiences 
OTT TV. In benefit of the company, this research also aims 
to affirm/deny some these assumptions, so that design of user 
interfaces is data-driven.  
 
Accordingly, a VoD platform developed by Accedo was 
tested in the qualitative portion of this study. This platform 
features various television series produced around the world 
as its content. 

 



4. METHOD 
Through workshops with the UI/UX experts at Accedo, nine 
common components of VoD user interfaces were identified. 
These components may be viewed and considered by users 
of VoD platforms. Generation Z’s “reliance on using design-
based or aesthetic differentiation to make choices is likely to 
be strong” [36] and accordingly, these components have 
potential to influence user content selection. These 
components are: 
 

1. Thumbnail (which can include one or more of the 
following: title, text, picture) 

2. Text Description 
3. Trailer or Introduction Video 
4. Genre or Category 
5. List of Actors 
6. List of Director(s) 
7. Trending or Popular categorization 
8. New Releases categorization 
9. Related categorization  (i.e. content similar to 

previously watched content) 
 
As stated, the VoD platform chosen for the qualitative 
portion of the study, is a client of Accedo’s services. This 
platform must remain confidential for the purposes of this 
study. This multi-device platform has seven of the nine 
components identified, excluding the Trending or Popular 
categorization and Related categorization.  
 
Furthermore, as the platform has both mobile and desktop 
applications, it was decided to perform usability testing on 
both devices. As a result, differences or similarities between 
devices in user content selection could be identified. This is 
necessitated by teens’ tendency to spend more time on 
smartphone and computer over other devices [29]. The  
growing use of mobile devices to watch OTT content poses 
challenges for how designers make user interfaces efficient 
and easy to browse [37]. It is therefore beneficial to 
understand how Generation Z  selects content on multiple 
devices. 
 
To assure the validity of the results and triangulate data, a 
survey was also included. The survey gathered data wherein 
participants self-measured the influence of each of the nine 
components when selecting VoD content to watch. This 
survey also served to provide comparison to  another 
generational cohort. 

4.1 Think-Aloud Usability Testing 
The qualitative portion of the study was structured using the 
think-aloud method. This method of usability testing 
“consists of asking people to think aloud while solving a 
problem and analyzing the resulting verbal protocols” [30]. 
The think-aloud method can have either a structured or 
unstructured approach. The unstructured technique is pure 
observation by the researcher and does not constrain the 
subjects behavior, while the structured technique establishes 

“predefined forms in which the subject should express his 
knowledge” [30]. The structured technique, while providing 
clarification and structure in collecting data, has limitations. 
It calls for the participant to structure information in 
predefined terms. This requires  effort by the participant to 
translate these terms, “which distorts the information with 
respect to the cognitive process” [30].  In order to lessen 
possible distortion of information or interference in the 
cognitive process, it was decided by the researcher to 
integrate both techniques.  The unstructured technique would 
be used during the task-based portion of the study, while a 
structured approach would be used to probe for clarifying 
information in a follow-up interview. 
 
Participants were selected using the self-selection sampling 
method. A sign-up sheet was posted in various Facebook 
groups, by which participants within Generation Z could opt-
in, under the precondition that they were familiar with using 
VoD platforms (such as popular platforms like Netflix, HBO, 
Hulu and Amazon Prime Video). Participants born after the 
year 2000 and/or under the age of 18 were not considered, in 
order to avoid ethical concerns of consent in minors. A total 
of 10 participants, five for each device (mobile and laptop), 
were selected. This is in accordance with Nielsen’s claim that 
the best results in usability testing come from no more than 
five users per test [21]. The demographics of participants 
selected were as follows:  
 

• Age: born between 1995 and 1998 
• Gender: Six females and four males 
• Nationality: seven in total; Singapore, China, India, 

Greece, Sweden, Netherlands, and Germany 
 
Using the think-aloud method, these participants were asked 
to complete a task on the selected VoD platform, on either 
smartphone or laptop. As their task, participants were asked 
to select a TV series to watch. They were prompted to 
imagine they were browsing at home. By using this prompt,  
the researcher hoped to get as close to a likeness as possible 
to the genuine browsing habits of Generation Z. They were 
asked to verbally think-aloud about their  process as they 
navigated the platform, as the researcher followed the 
unstructured technique. The researcher made note of which 
of the seven components they used. All users were unfamiliar 
with the platform and content, ensuring that they could not 
be motivated by content they recognized. A repetition of the 
task was included to ensure participants’ unfamiliarity with 
the user interface was not disrupting natural media habits, 
giving them time to become familiar with the user interface 
components. 
 
Once the task had been completed, the structured technique 
was used in a follow-up interview. The researcher had eight 
questions (see Appendix 1), in which observations made 
during the unstructured portion could be confirmed. The 
researcher also asked the participants to provide clarification 
on the importance or influence of each component.  



By combining the unstructured and structured technique, the 
think-aloud protocol could determine exactly which of the 
pre-selected components influenced the participants when 
they selected content to watch, as well as determine why 
some components were deemed more important than others. 
This method allowed the researcher to observe both visual 
and verbal cues as each participant completed the task.  

4.2 Survey 
To test whether the results of the qualitative methods could 
be generalized to a broader audience, a survey was used to 
collect quantitative data. The survey was created using the 
online survey development software, SurveyMonkey, and 
distributed among various Facebook groups. In order to 
provide comparison to Generation Z, the preceding cohort 
was also included. This generation, Generation Y or 
Millennials, is generally defined by demographers as those 
being born between the early 1980’s to mid-1990’s [5]. For 
the purpose of this research, they were strictly allocated to 
those being born between 1980 and 1994.  The survey 
participants from Generation Y were additionally divided 
into two groups, Older Millennials and Younger Millennials, 
to provide further segmentation and possibility for 
comparison. Older Millennials will be identified as those 
born in 1980’s and Younger Millennials from 1990 to 1994. 
Once again, Generation Z was defined by those born between 
1994 and 2000.  
 
The survey measured the seven components tested during the 
think-aloud protocol and interview, with the two excluded 
components of popular or trending categorization and 
related categorization. Each participant was asked to 
measure the importance each component had when they 
select video content to watch on VoD platforms. This was 
measured using a four-point Likert scale, with the degrees: 
not important, slightly important, moderately, important, 
and very important.  
5. SURVEY RESULTS 
As indicated above, the survey prompted subjects to measure 
the importance of each of the nine components when they 
select video content to watch on VoD platforms. The four-
point Likert scale, with the degrees: not important, slightly 
important, moderately, important, and very important, were 
each assigned a value from 1 to 4. Thus, a mean was 
calculated for each component, determining which 
components were perceived as having more or less 
importance for each cohort. The survey data was analyzed 
using PSPP, an open-source software alternative to SPSS, a 
common statistical data analytics tool. 
 
All participants (n=301) completed the entirety of the survey. 
The participants self-identified themselves between 57 
nationalities. Additionally, a question of participants’ gender 
was asked, though not deemed important for this research, 
with the focus instead on generational differences. 72 
participants could be defined as Older Millennials, 100 
participants as Younger Millennials, and 129  participants as 

Generation Z. Detailed visualization of the survey results can 
be found in Appendix 2. 

5.1 Older Millennials 
Older Millennials placed the most importance on the 
categories component (M=3.36, SD.76), with the text 
descriptions coming in second (M=3.14, SD=.84) and the 
thumbnails coming in third (M=2.96, SD=.81).   
 
Directors had the least importance (M=1.61, SD=.80), with 
actors following as second to least important (M=2.18, 
SD=1.01), and new releases as third (M=2.28, SD=1.06). 
 
The related and trending/popular categorization, which were 
not included in the qualitative research, fell in the middle 
along with trailers. 
5.2 Younger Millennials 
Younger Millennials also placed the most importance on 
categories (M=3.33, SD=.73), with trailers coming in 
second (M=3.19, SD=.87), and text description coming in 
third (M=3.04, SD=.90). 
 
Once again directors held the least importance (M=1.65, 
SD=.94), with actors following as second to least important 
(M=2.20, SD=.91), and new releases as third to least 
important (M=2.40, SD=.99). 
 
Trending/popular, related, and thumbnails fell in the middle 
regarding importance. 

5.3 Generation Z 
Categories was the most important component for 
Generation Z, following the trend of other cohorts (M=3.42, 
SD=.70). Text description was the second most important 
component (M=3.15, SD=.82) and trailer came in third 
(M=3.04, SD=.93).  
 
Similarly, directors came in last in far as importance 
(M=1.59 SD=.89), with actors as second to least important 
(M=2.19, SD=.94), and new releases as third (M=2.32, 
SD=1.08).  
 
Related, trending/popular, and thumbnails fell in the middle 
for level of importance in Generation Z. 

5.4 Comparison of Generational Cohorts 
As can be seen in Figure 1, similar preferences were reported 
between Older Millennials, Younger Millennials, and 
Generation Z. The mean values across each component, were 
not significantly different between each cohort. In every 
cohort, thumbnail, text description, category, and trailer 
were rated as more important than actor, director, new 
releases, and related content in influencing VoD content 
selection. 
 



In the conditions of this survey, generational differences do 
not appear in a significant manner. This can account for the 
fact that generational lines are often blurred [5]. This also has 
implications for how the qualitative findings of this research 
may be attributed to a broader age range. Furthermore, the 
differences of results in quantitative and qualitative methods 
can be accredited to the fact that media use is easily forgotten 
[20], and can be difficult for subjects to recall and report 
accurately [34].  

6. Qualitative Results 
The following section offers results of the think-aloud 
usability testing. This task-based testing revealed themes in 
content selection as well as comparison between devices.  
The results will be presented as a whole, before comparison 
of both devices is offered.  
 
6.1 Categorizing component influence on participants 
Five participants  navigated the VoD platform on a mobile 
device. To maintain privacy, they will be anonymized as 
M1995, M1995_2, M1996, M1996_2, and M1998. The same 
protocol was followed for the five participants whom 
navigated the VoD platform on a laptop. They will be 
anonymized as L1995, L1995_2, L1996, L1998, and 
L1998_2.  
 
The researcher noted first, if participants took each of the 
seven components into consideration, and second, if the  
participant thought the component was important in making 
a selection. Five categorizations of participants emerged for 
each component:  
 
1. Those who noticed the component and thought it was 

important. 
2. Those who noticed the component, and thought it could 

be important in another choice setting. 
3. Those who noticed the component, but did not think it 

was important. 
4. Those who did not notice the component, and thought it 

could be important in other choice settings. 

5. Those who did not notice the component, and did not 
think it was important. 

 
These categorizations will be applied to users within each 
component.  

6.1.1 Thumbnail 
Thumbnail was the component with the highest influence on 
choice of content. All 10 participants considered the 
thumbnails when browsing for a TV series, and indicated that 
it was important in their choice. It was often the first 
component that they took into consideration. In few cases, 
content was chosen solely based on the thumbnail.  
 
M1998: “I think it is very important, because as soon as you 
see a picture you have a feeling what kind of show it is, 
because that is the first things you look at I think it is more 
appealing than the description.” 
 

Table 1. Categorization of the thumbnail component 

 
6.1.2 Text Description 
Seven participants read the text description before making 
their choice, and  thought it had influence in their selection. 
The three remaining participants did not read text description 
in the task, but still noted that the description could be 
important in various choice settings.  
 
M1995: “I feel it is quite important…they do not give too 
much information away, just enough to get you hooked.” 
 
Out of those that read the description, six noted “skimming” 
or finding keywords rather than the entirety of the text. This 
behavior was explained to save time and gauge interest, 
before they committed to researching the series further. 
Another participant indicated that they may read a 
description after they have already begun watching as series. 
 

Table 2. Categorization of the description component 

 
6.1.3 Trailer 
Four participants watched trailers and thought it was 
important in selecting a series, though only one of these 
participants watched the entire trailer. It was noted that the 
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Figure 1. Mean results across age cohorts: How important 
is x when finding content to watch on VoD platforms?; 



video content in trailers should be shorter, some saying 
around 30 seconds or one minute. 

Four participants did not watch a trailer and stated they only 
have importance in certain choice setting. Some remarked 
they are more likely to watch trailers for a film rather than a 
TV series, noting that trailers can be a “spoiler” or give 
away too much information. They would prefer to learn 
more about a series as they watch it. Another specified that 
they only watch trailer when “desperate”. 
 
M1998: “It depends on how desperate I am to find a good 
tv show. If I feel the description is nice I will just randomly 
start watching it [without the trailer].” 
 
Two participant did not watch a trailer and did not think 
they were important in making content selection under any 
circumstance.   
 

Table 3. Categorization of the trailer component 

 
6.1.4 Category and Genre 
Eight participants read the category headings and thought it 
was important in their choice. This was the second-most used 
and influential component after thumbnail. Some 
participants remarked that categories were more influential 
than the thumbnail, or the first thing they look at when 
browsing. 
 
One participant read the category headings, but thought it 
was not important, in favor of trending content. 
 
L1995: “I guess that is not so important, because the 
trending shows are most important” 
 
The remaining participant did not read category headings, 
nor think it was important in their selection. 
 

Table 4. Categorization of the category component 

 
6.1.5 List of Actors 
Only two participants read the list of actors and thought it 
was important in making their choice. One of these stated, 

M1996_2: “The most important thing is the actors, because 
that is what makes the [series.]” 
 
Two noted the list of actors during the task, and remarked it 
did not influence their choice.  However, they still noted that 
it could be important in other settings. This might be if they 
finished a series with a specific actor and wanted to find more 
content that featured the actor.  
 
Three participants did not notice the list of actors, but 
mentioned it could be important in other choice settings. 
One reason given, was participants felt they would not have 
recognized the names and thus did not look for a list of 
actors. They also felt reading a list of actors is more suited 
to browsing movie content rather than a series.  
 
L1996: “I don’t know any of these shows, so I would not 
recognize any of the names, so I did not bother, but maybe in 
popular films I am more familiar with” 
 
Three participant did not notice the list of actors, declaring 
it is not important in any circumstance. One such 
participant noted that they never remember names of actors 
and thus did not read actor lists. 
 

Table 5. Categorization of the actor component 

 
6.1.6 List of Director(s) 
Not one of the participants thought the list of directors 
influenced their choice in the task. Four  did notice or read 
the director list. However, they stated it was not influential, 
or only influential in other choice situations. An example of 
such a case was given, 
 
M1995_2” If I find something interesting I might search for 
other products by that director.” 
 
Two of whom did not read the list of directors, thought it 
might influence their choice in another setting. This was yet  
another component that was described to be more oriented 
towards “film patrons”, or for movie content rather than  
series. 
 
The remaining four participants did not notice the list of 
directors and indicated in was not important in any 
circumstance.  
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Table 6. Categorization of the director component 

 
6.1.7 New Releases  
Three participants noticed the new releases category and 
mentioned it was important in influencing their choice. In 
one case, this was attributed to the new releases being 
featured at the top of the homepage, and as a result, easier to 
notice.  
 
One noticed the new releases and thought it could have an 
influence in another choice setting, but not in the case of this 
task, especially once they had exhausted all options on the 
platform.  
 
Two participants. noticed the category, yet thought it was 
unimportant in influencing their choice, while three 
participants did not notice the new releases category or think 
it was important.  
 
M1995_2: “I am more interested in what is popular” 
 
It is interesting to note that two participants mistakenly 
assumed the new releases category held popular or trending 
content, based on its location at the top of the homepage. 
Therefore, they did not notice the new releases category. 

 
Table 7. Categorization of the new releases component 

 
6.2 Other components mentioned 
Though the related and popular/trending categories were 
not featured on this platform and thus could not be tested, 
nine out of 10 participants noted in the testing that they 
would prefer one or both components. “Popular”, “top ten” 
or “trending” content was described as being influential in 
motivating content selection. User comments and reviews 
were also said to give content “extra credibility”. Two 
participants even noted they would like ratings from an 
external source, and attempted to leave the platform to use a 
search engine to research series’ ratings. Several others noted 
they would like recommendations in the form of content 
related to their watch history. 
 

L1998_2: “I like the recommendations, that when you 
finish a series then you are given recommendations of 
series or movies that are similar” 
6.3  Differences in Mobile and Laptop  
As can be noted in Figure 2, there were no significant 
distinctions found in categorizations of mobile and laptop 
participants. The most noticeable variance was found in that 
all mobile participants read the text description, compared to 
only two on laptop. Yet, every participant on both devices 
still agreed that this component is at least important in some 
choice settings.   Differences could also be found in use of 
the trailer, as three watched on mobile and only one on 
laptop. However, four out of five participants on both 
platforms agreed it was at least important in some choice 
settings.  
 
Differentiation  in categorization could be often attributed to 
personal media habits of the participant, rather than user 
interface disparities between mobile and laptop. For 
instance, one participant stated they prefer “trending” over 
any other category, and thus, did not think categories were 
important.  In addition, another participant whom did not 
make use of the trailer component, stated “they don’t watch 
trailers” in general. Consequently, in  the analysis and 
discussion of the results, comments and suggestion for OTT 
user interfaces will apply to both devices. 

7. ANALYSIS  
There are numerous approaches to analysis of qualitative 
data, yet centered on the think-aloud method and research 
question, it was determined that thematic analysis would be 
applied using coding [13]. Coding is used to find repetition 
or patterns from textual data [26] and was applied to the 
think-aloud task and interview. Each theme exemplifies the 
most significant findings in the preferences, habits, or 
behaviors of Generation Z in their choice of OTT content. 
Both deductive coding was used, with the pre-determined UI 
components serving as themes, along with inductive coding 
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Figure 2. Comparison of component influence on 
participants’ content selection in both mobile and laptop 
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of new patterns that emerged. Survey results were used in 
conjunction to corroborate the themes. 

7.1 Content Choice Influenced by Thumbnails 
The content thumbnails were found to be one of the most 
influential components in choice across both methods. All 
think-aloud participants took this component into 
consideration and rated it as important. Furthermore, it had 
the fourth highest mean in measure of importance for 
Generation Z in the quantitative data. Participants of the 
qualitative study mentioned that they preferred thumbnails 
with pictures of people, with one mentioning that they 
favored thumbnails that had a clear focus on one person. 
Further research found that 50 percent of the thumbnails 
chosen or clicked on featured one actor. 25 percent featured 
two to three actors, and the remaining 25 percent featured 
four or more actors. Another participant commented that 
their selection was centered on the age of the actors in the 
thumbnail.  
 
M1998: “I clicked this one because it looks like a younger 
group of people.” 
 
Even the layout of the title in the thumbnail was noted to be 
important by a participant, who stated that even “font gives 
you an indication” of the type of series. Several participants 
noted that thumbnails were the first thing they took into 
consideration when making a selection. This falls in line with 
prior research  noting the importance of images in user 
interfaces, where websites with pictures are said to be more 
aesthetically pleasing [8]. Studies of Generation Z also note 
their preference for images over text [22].  
 
In addition, prior research has found “a positive correlation 
between the size of the largest image on a web page and 
visual appeal” [9]. Contrary to this, larger pictures did not 
have a higher influence on the participants in the think-aloud 
protocol. The largest thumbnail, also known as the “hero 
banner” on the VoD platform, was not selected by any 
participants. They expressed distrust of the hero banner with 
one participant remarking, 
 
M1995: “it is like begging you for attention, it’s like too 
much in your face” 
 
Another participant felt it seemed liked an advertisement by 
the VoD company. Lack of interest in the hero banner could 
also have resulted from the fact that it did not feature actors 
in the thumbnail, instead displaying a quote and title on a 
colorful background.  

7.2 Content Choice Influenced by Text Description 
Text description had the second-highest measure in 
importance for Generation Z in the survey. Furthermore, 
seven out of ten participants in the task-based study read or 
skimmed the description, while the remaining three 
participants still thought that the description had importance 
in other choice settings.  

It is important to note that the VoD platform used in the study 
required users to click on the thumbnail to go to a “detail 
page” and access the description. Many participants 
commented that they would like a “hover” feature, referring 
to placing the cursor over the thumbnail, and having the 
description reveal itself. In this way, they could more easily 
access the description. 
 
L1996:  “If I want to know what this series is about, I need 
to click it first. It would be lovely if I can just hover and I can 
see immediately what this series is about.” 
 
This could determine why three users did not read the 
description, yet still labeled it as an influential component in 
other settings. When designing user interfaces for Generation 
Z, it could be recommended to make the text easily 
accessible from the thumbnail, either by hover feature or 
other means. 
 
The importance the description held in both survey and user 
testing, is noteworthy, as it goes against prior research on 
Generation Z and commonly held design assumptions. Users 
have been said to prefer scanning images over text [9], while 
Generation Z specifically has been found to prefer images 
and multimedia content [22]. Most participants did scan or 
skim the description, however, replicating previous research 
concluding that young adults prefer to scan text [22].  
 
Also worth mentioning is that although participants were just 
scanning the text, all mobile users still tapped a “see more” 
button to reveal the entirety of the text from a short preview 
of the description. This demonstrates that while Generation 
Z may not read all of the description, it is still a necessary 
component in OTT TV services.  

7.3 Content Choice Influenced by Category and Genre 
Categories or genre had the highest mean in survey data, and 
hence highest ranking of importance by Generation Z. 
Furthermore, eight of ten participants in the task-based 
testing stated that the categories influenced their content 
choice. This was one  of the most used and influential 
components, with only thumbnails being used more 
frequently.  
 
Many participants browsed the categories as the first step in 
the task. One user noted that categories eased browsing 
strain, as it prevented them from having to “focus on every 
single thumbnail.” Another user stated reading categories 
was the first step when they did not know what they were 
watching beforehand. Some participants chose content in 
categories that reflected what mood they were in. 
 
L1996: “I’m at home alone so I don’t want to watch 
something scary, I want to watch something funny, 
something that makes me feel like I’m not alone.” 
 



The participants also noted when a category seemed 
“vague”, “could be more clear”, or was unfamiliar to them, 
with one remarking that some of the categories were “too 
long”. These findings are in agreement with prior research 
on Generation Z, noting the importance of presenting 
information in a concise, and easily accessible manner [38]. 
It could be recommended that creators of OTT services sort 
content into clear and concise categories to ease information 
overload in Generation Z. 

7.4 Conflicting Thoughts and Habits Regarding Trailers 
The survey data positioned trailers as the third highest 
component is rank of importance for Generation Z. However, 
only four of ten participants  in the qualitative study watched 
trailers before making their selection. Yet, eight in total still 
thought trailers held importance in VoD platforms. 
 
These inconclusive measures on trailer influence could 
possibly be attributed to the location of the component in the 
user interface. Once again, participants had to click on the 
thumbnail to access the trailer. A “hover” feature was also 
recommended by participants who did not watch a trailer, but 
stated they were important in making content selection.  
 
It was also stated by some participants that trailers reveal too 
much about a series and can be a “spoiler”, therefore they 
choose not to watch. They prefer instead to discover more 
about a series’ plot and content as they watch episodes. 
Those who did engage with trailers thought they should be 
shorter, as not to reveal too much or to keep their attention. 
All but one who watched, closed the trailer before it had 
finished playing. 
 
Consequently, the majority of participants whom did not use 
this component might be attributed to the fact that many 
trailers on the selected VoD platform were over two minutes 
long. Generation Z has been found to prefer short-form video 
content [35]. Due to this generation’s shorter attentions spans 
and increased potential for information overload, clips and 
trailers should be brief and easily accessible from the 
content’s thumbnail. 

7.5 Popular and Related Content  
A significant number of participants in the qualitative study 
mentioned the importance of popular and trending content 
without being prompted by the researcher about these 
components. These categories were absent from the VoD 
platform, and many participants noted this absence. This 
would suggest that they have significant influence on content 
selection. However,  the component was not highly ranked 
by Generation Z in the survey, falling somewhere between 
slightly important and moderately important.  
 
This was also the case for related content, where half of the 
participants stated they were missing recommendations in 
the qualitative portion of the study. One participant noted 
how they would like recommendations to work, 
 

M1998: “ If you have a profile, if you gave what kind of 
series you like, then maybe it could have a percentage 
system of the chances you will like that series as well. Or at 
the end a recommendation of other things like that series.” 
 
The discrepancy between survey and qualitative studies  
could perhaps be found simply for the reason that these 
components hold less significance to a broader audience. It 
may also result from findings that media use is not always 
recalled correctly by survey participants [34].  
 
In any sense,  participants of the qualitative study seemed to 
rely heavily on these types of recommendations. It cannot be 
confirmed that they would be influenced by these in a natural 
choice setting, as these comments were  mentioned in the 
follow-up interview and could not be measured in the task-
based testing.  
 
Also worth noting is that two participants assumed the 
category at the top of the platform was a popular or trending 
container, when in reality it was a new releases container. 
This is a useful observation for UI/UX designers to keep in 
mind when placing components and categories.  

7.6 Peer Recommendation and Comments 
Though they were not one of the pre-selected components, 
participants also noted that they would prefer user comments 
and ratings in order to give credibility to OTT content. These 
were noticeably absent from the tested VoD platform. As 
discussed above, Generation Z often engages with social 
networks while watching TV. Likewise, they are regularly 
motivated to watch TV content just to “talk about it with 
peers” [14]. It is thus not surprising that they would desire 
comments and recommendations from other users or even 
from their own social networks. Two participants suggested 
a feature where they can “follow” a friend and see content 
they watch to gain inspiration for content selection. These 
media habits and preferences likely stem from this 
generation’s omnipresent use of social media networks from 
early adolescence.  Subsequently, it could be advised that 
OTT services offer ratings and comments by users, rather 
than solely offering popular or recommended content. 

8. LIMITATIONS AND USE FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
A limitation of this research is that media habits cannot be 
wholly replicated in a research setting. The unfamiliar 
atmosphere and nature of being observed can affect decision 
making in participants. The think-aloud method can also 
slow the cognitive process of participants; though it has been 
found that it either does not fundamentally alter their 
cognitive process or effects are minimal [11]. Additionally, 
the study was conducted in English, which was not the native 
language of the participants. Translation errors present 
themselves as a possibility. Furthermore, “media use is often 
trivial and easily forgotten” [20], making it difficult for 
participants to accurately report their VoD preferences in the 
survey portion of this research. This research did not take 



mood and personal media habits into consideration, which 
also have influence in content selection. 
 
This research is only a first step in gathering data on the 
media habits and content choice of Generation Z. A diary 
study could be supplemented to better represent natural 
media behaviors at home without researcher interference. It 
would also allow behaviors to be recorded immediately, 
lessening the likelihood that media use will be reported 
inaccurately.  
 
This research has implications, not only for which UI 
components Generation Z uses, but how and where they 
should be displayed on OTT TV and streaming platforms. 
The importance and influence of each component should be 
discussed among UI/UX designers, who can use the findings 
to create user interfaces that limit information overload and 
offer streamlined user experiences. 
 
9. CONCLUSION   
The formative years of Generation Z were characterized by 
an increasing number of media platforms, devices, and 
content. As a result,  this cohort has adopted television and 
media habits such as multi-screening, that inhibits their 
cognitive ability to process information. In combination with 
a short attention-span,  this can lead to information overload 
when trying to select over-the-top television content to 
watch. This study aimed to answer the research question, 
which user interface components does Generation Z take into 
consideration when selecting video content to watch in OTT 
TV? Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used  to 
examine which user interface components are used, and how 
influential they were in content selection. This makes way 
for future research in designing over-the-top platforms that 
mediate information overload. 
 
By conducting think-aloud usability tests on a video-on-
demand platform, the research determined which of several 
pre-selected user interface components influenced 
Generation Z as they browse and select content. This was 
done on both a mobile device and laptop. A survey was used 
to determine if this data could be equated to a broader 
audience, as well as provide comparison to the preceding 
generation, Generation Y.  
 
The research found that text descriptions, categories, and 
thumbnails had significant influence on the ultimate content 
choice of Generation Z. Trailers, were also ranked highly, 
though used less significantly in comparison. It was also 
noted that popular and related content may hold importance 
and influence. However, these components could not be 
observed in the qualitative portion of the study, due to limits 
of the VoD platform tested. Further research should be done 
to determine the influence of these. New releases, list of 
actors, and list of directors were found to be the least 
influential in content selection, though not inconsequential. 
Results were consistent throughout both devices tested. 

The findings have both theoretical and practical implications. 
Theoretically, the research contributes to generational and 
media studies. The influence of text description over trailers 
was found to be in disparity with prior research  that found 
younger generations prefer multimedia content to reading 
text. In addition, the survey found no significant difference 
between generational cohorts, with every component being 
rated of similar importance between each cohort. This study 
also contributes to future research in how developers and 
designers of over-the-top services can create optimal user 
experiences for Generation Z. 
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Appendix 1 
Structured Interview Questions 

 
1. Did you look at the thumbnail or pictures? Was it important in your selection, why or why not? 

 
2. Did you read the text description-all of it? Was it important in your selection, why or why not? 

 
3. Did you watch the trailer? Was it important in your selection, why or why not? 

 
4. Did you read the categories or genre? Was it important in your selection, why or why not? 

 
5. Did you read the actor lists? Was it important in your selection, why or why not? 

 
6. Did you read the director lists? Was it important in your selection, why or why not? 

 
7. Did you notice the new releases section? Was it important in your selection, why or why not? 

 
8. Do you have any more ideas on what is important for you when you are trying to find something to watch 

on any streaming platforms? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 2 
Survey results: How important is x when you are finding video content to watch on video-on-demand platforms?
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