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ABOUT TH I S PROJ ECT

This document was created as part of my M.S. program 
in Interactive Media and Communication at Quinnipiac 
University. The project aims to understand various user 
research methods and how they can be used to evaluate 
and improve an existing website. The scope of the work 
includes a mix of research planning, the conduction of 
some methods, analysis, and recommendations based on 
the findings. 

Since the website assessed is related to tourism in China, I 
have incorporated imagery from my travels in the country 
between 2018 and 2022
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Secondary 
Research
Getting to know Travel China Guide, its website, 
and the competition through desktop research. 
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About the Company
Travel China Guide (TCG) is a tour operator company 
for travelers wanting to visit China plus other parts of 
the world.

The company, founded in 1998, is headquartered 
in the historic city of Xian, China. Over the years, 
the company has gained worldwide recognition 
through endorsements on popular platforms like 
Trip Advisor, National Geographic, and The New 
York Times. They have served 72,000 customers 
since 2019 and have received thousands of positive 
reviews on travel booking sites. 

Their tours span 70+ destinations in China, plus 
more than 50 countries worldwide. They provide 
hundreds of itinerary options for small groups 
and private tours, plus customizable options. 
They also have a robust collection of informative 
resources regarding travel in China—like city 

guides, visa policies, weather, maps, and historical 
and cultural education.

TCG prides itself on its “elite,” expert staff and 
services. Customers should feel that they are in 
knowledgeable and trusting hands when they visit 
the TCG website and ultimately choose to book a 
trip with them over the competition. 

Travelchinaguide.com has become 
the largest and leading English  
language website in China, offering 
travelers the most informative source 
for travel, dining, accommodation, 
transportation, touring, shopping  
and entertainment.
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The spirit of the Chinese dragon 
symbolizes the style and feature of 
our corporate spirit–united, creative 
and strenuous.
Travel China Guide on the meaning of their logo.
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The Travel China 
Guide Website

ABOUT TH E WE B S ITE 

The TCG website is a comprehensive information 
source that allows visitors to explore different 
tour preferences, itineraries, and trip durations. 
Users can browse pre-designed tours for private 
and small groups or request a quote for a fully 
customized trip. 

To book a tour, users must first submit an inquiry 
form through the website and await an email 
response from the company, which arrives within 
24 hours. The same process applies to booking 
local trains and flights in mainland China.

The website seeks to provide all of the 
information travelers may need while planning 
their trip to China. There are helpful travel 
resources like destination guides that include 
information on weather, attractions, events, and 
transportation for over 50 cities and 28 provinces 
in China.

There is also an active QA forum where visitors 
can ask questions regarding travel in China that 
a TCG expert answers. Most pages also have 
customer review sections from previous tourists 
who visited that same destination. 

CON S I D E RATION S FOR  
A WE B S ITE R E D E S IG N 

In a highly competitive landscape where travelers 
have more trip booking options than ever, TCG 
must promote its expertise and competitive 
advantage quickly and clearly to potential 
customers. The website will be the first passage 
given to customers. The user experience will 
impact their visceral and reflective impressions 
of the company and influence whether they feel 
confident enough to secure a trip. 

Since the company and website content have 
grown exponentially since their inception, there 
is an opportunity to learn from today’s users and 
implement research-backed updates to the website. 
The changes incorporated into the website based 
on the research insights will positively influence 
the user experience and the company’s continued 
growth and evolution. 
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Needs Requirements

B US I N E SS N E E D S

The Business Needs are what decision-makers 
require from the website for their work to succeed.

• Arrange tours at a competitive price while  
making a profit

• Highlight elements of the company that are  
a unique competitive advantage

• Build a website that makes it easy for visitors  
to become customers

• Build trust and reliability with customers

• Grow and expand the business so customers can 
become repeat customers to new destinations

• Manage more of the travel experience by  
arranging the tour, plus accommodation and 
transportation services

MAR KETI NG N E E D S

The Marketing Needs are what the marketing 
department requires from the website for their 
work to succeed.

• Feature current promotions prominently so that 
the trips can sellout

• Emphasize TCG is a company users can trust 
and rely on

• Promote unique offerings that will help users 
choose TCG over the competition

• Reduce any barriers between a user searching 
for a tour and booking it

• Give the users the information they need as 
quickly and clearly as possible so they can make 
a decision fast.

US E R N E E D S

The User Needs are what visitors of the website 
require in order for them to succeed.

• Up-to-date information on travel requirements 
and visa options

• Search trip options based on their timeline,  
budget, and destination preferences

• Scan information and dig deeper when needed

• Fast-loading site that makes it easy to explore 
and compare options

• A clear understanding of trip options and prices

• A company they can trust and won’t hesitate to 
send large sums of money to 
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WHAT I S A COM PETITIVE ANALYS I S?

A competitive analysis is a research practice that 
compares how your product stacks up against 
the competition. You can use it to evaluate your 
product’s business, marketing, and usability, and 
identify its strengths and weaknesses against oth-
ers in the market.

WHY CON D UCT A  
COM PETITIVE ANALYS I S?

By conducting a competitive analysis and synthe-
sizing the research, you gain valuable insights into 
how to improve business and design factors.

It can help:

• Gain a better understanding of your product’s 
strengths and weaknesses compared to the com-
petition

• Identify gaps and opportunities in the market

• Design for better usability

• Discover your product’s unique, competitive 
advantage in the market

• Devise competitive strategies

Competitive Analysis
Learning about the competition can help you discover 
your unique position in the market.

They allow you to take an in-depth look at how 

others solve the same design problems. The 

goal of any competitive evaluation is to see 

what competitors are doing, how they’re doing 

it, what’s working, and what’s not.

Competitive Usability Evaluations: Learning from Your Competition by Amy Schade,  
Nielson Norman Group
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U N IQU E FEATU R E S

• Lots of positive customer reviews

• Offers city tours for shorter trips

• Robust and interactive QA section

• City guides for main places in China

• Covid regulations and China travel updates

D E S IG N STR E NGTH S 

• Lots of valuable information and tour options

• Robust Tailor My Trip feature

• “Top 10 Things to do in China” and other
informative content

D E S IG N WEAKN E SS E S

• Can be challenging to understand the difference
between travel options at a glance

• UI appears outdated compared to other traveler
agent sites that also have excellent reputations
and plan trips to similar locations

• Travel style preferences are limited compared to
other sites

• Information overload on most pages

U N IQU E FEATU R E S

• Travel with confidence section

• Easy to Travel finder that clearly states any
travel restrictions based on covid

• Highlights new policies put in place to help
travelers booking during covid

• Community Adventures blog

• Instagram plugin with photos from customers

D E S IG N STR E NGTH S 

• Simple interface, easy to navigate

• Can filter based on budget

• Can filter based on “vaccinated,”
i.e., travel-ready

D E S IG N WEAKN E SS E S 

• Non-robust search feature

China Travel Guide
We offer many choices of holiday plans assisting you to explore 
the unique Chinese beauty of the foremost oriental civilization. 
travelchinaguide.com

G Adventures
For travelers on a budget, G Adventures offers cheap group tours 
that make dream destinations accessible to nearly anyone.
gadventures.com
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Exodus Travel
Over 45 years of experience taking people on extraordinary  
adventures.
exodus.co.uk

U N IQU E FEATU R E S

• Loyalty and referral programs

• Travel focused on education and culture

• Can search by destination or trip  
type/preferences

• Seasonal and special events tours

• Account Login

D E S IG N STR E NGTH S 

• Beautiful cards with easy to read information

• Easy to search by country

• Simple icons and phrases that pull-out key 
strengths of booking with Go Ahead

• “3 Ways to Travel” section makes it easy to  
understand different types of trips to book

• Clean and simple design, easy to navigate

• Promotions section easy to understand and scan

D E S IG N WEAKN E SS E S 

• Lacks robust search & filter capabilities  
compared to other tour operator sites

U N IQU E FEATU R E S

• Beautiful Travel Brochures

• Tourism for specific user segments 

• Map on hp to search by destination

• Sustainable travel options

• Search trips by activity preferences

• Where Can I Travel right now section

D E S IG N STR E NGTH S 

• Easy to Navigate by Destination, Activity, and 
Dates. Not all are required to complete a search.

• Addtl filters to sort by specific preferences

• Attention-grabbing hero image

• Benefits of booking shown above the fold

• Easy to find out how to call, email, chat

• Ways to Travel section breaks down all the dif-
ferent travel packages

D E S IG N WEAKN E SS E S 

• Cards on the homepage are difficult to read 
unless hovering

• Content seems mixed together and complicated 
to scan

Go Ahead Tours

We draw on over 50 years of experience and a rich network of  
local Tour Directors, historians, and experts to create one-of-a-kind 
journeys for curious travelers. 

goaheadtours.com

2524

P
R

O
JE

C
T

 O
V

E
R

V
IE

W

COM PETITIVE ANALYS I SCOM PETITIVE ANALYS I S

http://exodus.co.uk
http://goaheadtours.com


A comparison of website features and functionality across the landscape. 

Competitive Landscape Matrix

FEATU R E TRAVE L CH I NA G U I D E G ADVE NTU R E S GO AH EAD TOU R S EXOD US TRAVE L

Trip Advisor Reviews and Ratings 6,000+ Reviews, 5 Stars,  
Certificate of Excellence 4.5 Stars N/A 17935 Reviews, 5Stars

Worldwide Locations 70+ destinations in China 
50 countries worldwide

Yes 7 Continents 
175 Guided Tours

100+ Countries  
600+ Itineraries

Small Group Tours Section Yes Yes Yes Yes

Private Tours Section Yes Yes Yes Yes

Local Transportation &  
Accommodation Search

Yes No No No

Filter and Search Tours by Theme Yes but difficult to locate on website No Solos, Food and Wine Solos and Couples in 30s & 40s

Live Chat Feature Yes, but does not seem to work Yes Yes Yes

Sort Results No Yes Yes Yes

City and Travel Guides Yes Nov Yes but not robust No

Activity Level Guide No Yes Yes Yes

Book Directly On Website No Yes Yes Yes

2726

P
R

O
JE

C
T

 O
V

E
R

V
IE

W

COM PETITIVE ANALYS I SCOM PETITIVE ANALYS I S



User  
Research 
Methods
Understanding user needs and opportunities 
for improving the Travel China Guide website 
through valuable, research-backed insights. 

02Èr
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Unstructured Interviews
Interviews are a productive and personal method for gathering  
feedback on what users think about the website based on their 
personal experiences and perspectives.

WHAT AR E U N STR UCTU R E D 
I NTE RVI EWS?

User interviews are one-on-one sessions where a 
researcher asks a participant questions in order to 
gather feedback about a specific topic. The inter-
view can produce quantitative or qualitative data 
depending on how its constructed.

Unstructured interviews tend to be fluid and 
conversational. Although the researcher will 
have a series of questions prepared, unstructured 
interviews allow the researcher to deviate from 
the script and probe for more information if and 
when necessary. 

WHY CON D UCT AN I NTE RVI EW?

By speaking to existing customers, we can learn 
what process they went through to book a trip 
and how they recall their experience on the TCG 
website. These reflective interviews will call out 
any positive and painful points in their process 
and provide insights for improving the website 
based on firsthand experience.

D E FI N I NG TH E R E S EARCH GOALS 

• What was it like to book a trip on the
TCG website?

• What’s currently working?

• What’s currently not working?

Interviews give insights into what  

users think about a site, an application, 

a product, or a process. They can point 

out what site content is memorable, 

what people feel is important on the 

site, and what ideas for improvement 

they may have.

User Interviews: How, When, and Why to Conduct Them by Kara Pernice, 
Nielson Norman Group
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COOL OFF

21. What adjectives would you use to describe your 
experience planning and booking a trip on the 
TCG website?

22. Any other thoughts you’d like to share about 
your experience with TCG?

WRAP-U P

That is all the questions that I have for you today.

Thank you so much for your time today and your 
valuable feedback.

Do you have any questions for me?

12. What were your first impressions of the TCG 
website when you landed on the homepage?

13. Did you search for any specific information on 
the website?

• Did you find it?

• Do you remember where you found it and 
how easy or difficult it was to find it?

14. Did you discover any information on the website 
you were not looking for but found valuable?

• Can you share?

15. Of the many tour options available, how did 
you decide which tour you wanted to book?

16. What did you think of the trip booking process? 

17. Did you feel like the booking and payment  
process was safe and secure?

• Can you elaborate?

18. Was there anything particularly easy or difficult 
about planning your trip on the TCG website?

19. After taking your trip, do you think the TCG 
website is a good representation of the company 
and your experience?

• Can you elaborate?

20. How do you think TCG can better align their 
online representation to match your experience 
with the company?

WAR M-U P

1. What inspired you to visit China?

2. What did you enjoy most about your trip there?

3. Do you generally prefer to travel alone or with  
a group? 

BODY

4. Tell me how you began planning your trip?

5. Did you research any China-related information 
(i.e., China destinations, travel policies, travel 
itineraries, etc.)?

• Where did you search for that information?

6. When you first started booking your trip, did 
you plan on using a tour operator, or did you 
have another plan?

7. Why did you decide on booking your trip to 
China with a tour operator?

8. What other tour operator websites did you  
research or consider?

9. How did you discover the TCG website?

10. Why did you choose TCG over other travel 
booking options?

11. Have you ever booked a trip through a tour 
operator website before?

• If so, how did the experience with TCG differ 
from other sites and experiences?

Interview Script

I NTROD UCTION

Hello, my name is Michelle Ovalle, and I will  
be conducting this interview as part of a research 
project on booking a trip through the Travel  
China Guide website. Thank you so much for 
agreeing to meet with me today. This interview 
should not take more than 45 minutes–1hr of 
your time. We would like to hear about your  
experience using the Travel China Guide website 
in order to learn how we can improve it. 

Please confirm you have read and signed the 
consent form and agree to being recorded today. 
This will allow me to focus on our conversation 
during the session and take notes later. 

Ok, Great. 

One last reminder, if at any point you’re not 
comfortable answering a question, feel free to let 
me know, and I am happy to skip it. You can also 
leave the interview early if needed and ask me 
questions at any point. 

Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Alright, let’s get started.
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Surveys can be an extremely  
effective way to gather information 
from a large sample in a relatively 
short period of time.

Understanding Your Users: A Practical Guide to User Research Methods, Second Edition by Kathy Baxter,  
Catherine Courage, Kelly Caine. Chapter 10: Surveys.

Survey
Surveys are an effective research method to 
gather large sets of data relatively easily, quickly, 
effectively, and affordably.

WHAT I S A SU RVEY?

Surveys are a set of questions sent out to a select 
group of people to gather information about a 
specific topic. Surveys can collect various forms of 
data in one study—from close-ended, quantitative 
questions like multiple choice, rating, and rank-
ing, to open-ended, qualitative questions.

WHY CON D UCT A SU RVEY?

Although the segment of people familiar with 
TCG is relatively small, the company’s user base is 
expansive— encompassing anyone and everyone 
interested in traveling to China. 

Conducting a user survey with a large segment 
of travelers interested in visiting China will help 
uncover valuable insights about target users, how 
they currently accomplish tasks, and how the 
website can help reach them and meet their needs.

D E FI N I NG TH E R E S EARCH GOALS 

• How do travelers plan and book a trip online?

• What qualities are they looking for in an online 
tour operator website?

• What information and features help them book 
their trip?
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SU RVEY CR EATION  
AN D D I STR I B UTION 

The survey will be created and distributed using 
an online survey provider like Google Forms or 
Survey Monkey. It will include both required and 
optional questions in open-ended and close-ended 
formats. All open-ended questions are optional

All of the respondents’ identities are anonymous

DATA ANALYS I S

The survey will be analyzed using the analytic 
tools embedded in the survey creation platform 
and spreadsheets.

An affinity mapping exercise will be conducted to 
analyze the qualitative results.

R E S PON D E NTS

The study will recruit 100 English-speaking  
travelers located in major cities and countries 
worldwide, including the United States, Canada, 
Europe, South America, Australia, New Zealand, 
and Asia.

Since the survey targets non-existing customers 
of Travel China Guide, recruitment through an 
external research vendor will be required.

D U RATION AN D PAYM E NT

The survey will be open to responses for two 
weeks. We ask that the participants spend 10–15 
minutes to complete the survey.

Each participant will be added to a raffle drawing 
for a $250 visa gift card. The raffle will occur 
immediately after the survey closes, with two 
winners randomly selected from the drawing.

Survey Planning 
and Criteria

Tools and Materials
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19. Can you explain your answer?
Optional; Open-Ended

20. If you have never booked a trip with a tour
operator, why have you chosen not to?
Optional; Open-Ended

21. What types of tours do you enjoy taking
when you travel?
Required; Multiple Choice; Single Response

22. What factors would influence your decision
to book with a tour operator? Please rank
how important each factor is.
Required; Rating Scale, Unipolar Scale

23. When visiting a tour operator’s website,
how important do you consider the following
features and functionality?
(1 is least important, and 5 is most important.)
Required; Rating Scale, Unipolar Scale

24. When booking through a tour operator’s
website, how would you like to finalize
your booking?
Required; Multiple Choice; Single Response

25. Would the appearance of a tour operator’s
website influence your decision to book a
trip with them?
Required; Binary

26. Can you explain your answer?
Optional; Open-Ended

I NTROD UCTION

Thank you for taking the time to participate 
in this survey. This survey provides a mix 
of multiple-choice, ranked, and open-ended 
questions. We will not ask any questions about 
your identity, which will remain confidential. It 
should not take more than 10–15 minutes of your 
time to complete. 

The goal is to gain your valuable feedback on 
how you plan trips and how our website and 
services can assist you in the future. 

If you have any questions before, during, or after 
completing this survey, please feel free to reach 
out to: michelle.ovalle@quinnipiac.edu.

QU E STION S

1. Where do you live?
Required; Open-Ended

2. How old are you?
Required; Multiple Choice; Single Response

3. What is your gender?
Optional; Multiple Choice; Single Response

4. How many times a year do you book an
extended trip (i.e. one week or longer)?
Required; Multiple Choice; Single Response

5. How much budget do you set aside for
travel each year?
Required; Multiple Choice; Single Response

6. How do you decide which destination you
will visit next?
Optional; Open-Ended

7. How do you determine what time of year you
will travel? Select all that apply.
Required; Multiple Choice; Multiple Response

8. What activities do you enjoy most while
traveling? Select all that apply.
Required; Multiple Choice; Multiple Response

9. Where do you go to learn more about your
next destination? Select all that apply.
Required; Multiple Choice; Multiple Response

10. When planning a new trip, what information
are you interested in researching first? Select the
top 3 preferences.
Required; Multiple Choice; Multiple Response

11. Where do you prefer to book your flights?
Required; Multiple Choice; Single Response

12. Why do you prefer this booking method?
Optional; Open-Ended

13. Where do you prefer to book your hotels?
Required; Multiple Choice; Single Response

14. Why do you prefer this booking method?
Optional; Open-Ended

15. Have you ever used a tour operator before?
Required; Binary

16. If yes, who did you book your tour with, and
how did you discover them?
Optional; Open-Ended

17. Why did you decide to book a tour with them?
Optional; Open-Ended

18. Would you book with a tour operator again?
Required; Binary

Survey Script and Questions
View the online survey at  
https://forms.gle/j7uKMtPRroJRuEaRA
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D E FI N I NG TH E R E S EARCH GOALS 

• How do users feel about the TCG website  
after interacting with it? What are their  
visceral, behavioral, and reflective reactions?

• How does the TCG website compare to other 
tour operator websites?

• How can the website improve so that TCG 
becomes the user’s preferred option for booking 
a tour online?

• What tasks are users trying to complete on the 
site? Can their experience be improved?

• What content and functionality need to be  
prioritized based on user needs?

WHAT I S A D IARY STU DY?

Diary studies are a method where researchers 
gather contextual data from participants who 
self-report over an extended time. They reveal 
what users think, do, and feel in their own words 
and in the moment. They are an excellent method 
to use when research needs to happen over an 
extended period of time and with a larger group 
of people than field studies can support. They can 
produce qualitative and quantitative data.

WHY CON D UCT A D IARY STU DY?

Since users exist worldwide, a diary study is an 
affordable method to capture large amounts of 
meaningful data from people scattered across the 
globe. Gathering diverse feedback provides a more 
comprehensive picture of users’ perceptions from 
a visceral, behavioral, and reflective perspective 
without requiring a research team to travel and 
coordinate on-site meetings in various locations.

Diary Study
Collecting real-time data from a large sample of  
global participants on their travel booking experience. 
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I N STR UCTION NOTE BOOK 

Each participant will receive an onboarding note-
book with directions on participating in the study 
and empty pages for note-taking. We will ask the 
participants to take a picture of their notes and 
send them to us as part of the end-of-day submis-
sion process. Instructions on how to do this will 
be provided.  

D IG ITAL SU B M I SS ION PLATFOR M

The end-of-day submissions will be submitted 
using a digital platform. Participants will be able 
to upload images to the platform and submit their 
responses to the questions in their choice of text 
or audio format. Participants can only “unlock” 
one assignment at a time and they must be at least 
12 hours apart. We want to ensure participants 
do not rush to complete the study and take time 
to process their experience between sessions.

FR I E N D LY NOTI FICATION S

Participants will receive a friendly text reminder 
to participate in the survey every day at 10am and 
8pm. Each reminder will include a countdown of 
how many days left before the study concludes.

OR I E NTATION

A zoom meeting will be held with all participants 
before the study begins. We will confirm that all 
have received their diary study packets and review 
all the materials, expectations, and requirements 
during the call. We will review examples of 
successful diary entries so the participants un-
derstand the level of detail we are expecting. We 
will test the software to make sure everyone has 
access to the platform and knows how to use it.

PAYM E NTS

Participants will receive $25 per session. The 
first payment will occur after two sessions have 
been completed, then the following payment will 
occur after two more sessions are completed. The 
participants will receive their final compensation 
after completing the fifth and final session, and a 
$50 bonus after their follow-up interview.

D IARY STU DY FOR MAT:  
I N-S ITU, I NTE RVAL CONTI NG E NT

We will ask participants to take notes of their 
experience and any relevant screenshots while 
browsing the web. Then, immediately after (or by 
the end of the same day,) they will submit their 
files and answer a set of questions.

R ECR U ITS

The study will recruit 10 English-speaking 
travelers located in major cities and countries 
worldwide, including the U.S., Canada, Europe, 
Australia, New Zealand, and Asia.

D U RATION

The diary study will last two months. We ask 
that the participants spend five days completing 
the research within that timeframe. They can 
choose which five days they desire, as long as 
within the designated timeframe. We will ask 
participants to spend at least 60 minutes on each 
day’s assignment and question submissions.

Research Planning  
and Criteria

Tools and Materials Onboarding and  
Payment Structure

AD D ITIONAL OPTION FOR AN  
EXTE N D E D D IARY STU DY 

To better understand the entire customer 
experience, a more extensive and 
comprehensive diary study can be conducted. 
This version will track the customer 
experience across multiple touchpoints. 

It would begin with this diary study, then 
follow the participant’s journey through 
communications with TCG customer service, 
making a down payment, and ultimately 
traveling with TCG, and their impressions 
after. It would follow the user through every 
touchpoint of their experience with TCG.
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DAY 1: PR E LI M I NARY QU E STION S

Time to complete: 15 minutes

1. Do you already know any places in China  
you might be interested in visiting without  
conducting any research? (Y/N)

• If yes:  
What are those places? 
Why do you want to visit them?

• If no: 
How will you start exploring your options? 
(i.e., are there any people, websites,  blogs, 
social media, etc. that you might refer to?)

2. What factors do you believe will inform which 
places you decide to visit?

3. Rank how difficult you believe it will be to book 
domestic transportation and hotels.  
(1=extremely easy 10=extremely difficult)

4. What is your ideal tour preference for a  
multi-day tour?

• Private tour with a set itinerary

• Large group tour

• Small group tour

• Private tour with a customized itinerary

5. Can you explain why this is your preference?

6. What are your initial opinions on booking a 

tour through a tour operator website?

7. What advantages do you think there are?

8. What disadvantages do you think there are?

9. What device(s) do you plan to use to conduct 
this study.

• Mobile phone 

• Laptop computer 

• Desktop computer 

• iPad or tablet

STU DY B R I E F

The study is designed to simulate a real-life trip 
planning process, focusing on allocating a pre-set 
budget for domestic travel and accommodation 
activities. Participants will conduct a series of 
research and planning activities and then decide 
how to spend their travel money. The goal is to 
understand how TCG compares to other options 
users have for booking tours. What motivates 
their decision-making, and how does TCG com-
pare to their other options?

The three options are:

1. Self-book a tour, transportation, and hotels 
using travel agency sites like Booking.com,  
TripAdvisor, Trip.com, etc.

2. Book a tour, transportation, and hotels using 
the TCG tour operator website.

3. Booking a tour, transportation, and hotels using 
a competitor tour operator’s website.

These options will appear in a random order for 
each participant so that the sequence in which 
they are received does not influence the outcome. 

D IARY STU DY I NTROD UCTION

Imagine you are planning a two-week trip to 
China for the first time. You are very interested in 
learning about the country’s culture and history 
and are considering taking a tour to discover and 
navigate the country with the help of an educated 
and expert guide.

You have a budget of $5,500 that you can 
use to build an itinerary for you and a friend. 
This budget must cover all tours, domestic 
transportation (flights, trains, cars), and hotels.

Your task is to explore three different options for 
accomplishing this goal. After evaluating all three 
options, you will decide which option you would 
like to choose. 

Please take thorough notes and screenshots 
while conducting your research. Then, either 
immediately afterward or later that same day, 
submit your artifacts and answer the questions 
in the submission portal. Every time your next 
assignment unlocks, you’ll receive the next task.

Have fun, and happy exploring!

Diary Study  
Documentation
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DAY 3: TOU R BOOKI NG, OPTION 2

Research: 1 hr; Questions: 15–20mins

Before we begin today’s activity, do you have any 
new thoughts or insights you’d like to share since 
your last submission?

Task: Explore booking a tour on the 
Travel China Guide website.

Today you will visit a locally-based tour operator 
website in China called Travel China Guide.

Explore the different tour packages and travel 
styles that China Travel Guide offers. Consider 
the places you want to visit, duration of each tour, 
domestic travel options, accommodations, sites, 
attractions, your budget, etc.

Take screenshots and write down notes while 
conducting the exercise. Then, immediately after 
or by the end of today, submit your documents 
and answer the following questions.

DAY 3: QU E STION S

1. Type of device used to conduct research?

• Mobile phone

• Laptop computer

• Desktop computer

• iPad or tablet

2. What were your first impressions of the
website’s visual appearance?
Select the top 3–5 words from the list below that best de-
scribes the site’s appearance:

Adventurous, Appealing, Boring, Busy, Calm, Cheap, Cre-
ative, Cutting-edge, Exciting, Expensive, Familiar, Friendly, 
Fresh, Impressive, Innovative, Inspiring, Intimidating. Old, 
Professional, Trustworthy, Unprofessional, Other.

3. What steps did you take to complete today’s
activity?

4. What information were you looking for?

• Did you find it?

• If so, where?

• If not, how did that experience feel?

5. How was your experience navigating through
the site (i.e., the website’s functionality?)
Select the top 3–5 words from the list below to describe your
experience navigating through the site.

Accessible, Annoying, Comfortable, Compatible, Complex, 
Comprehensive, Confusing, Consistent, Difficult, Disruptive, 
Easy to use, Effortless, Fast, Flexible, Frustrating, Gets in 
the way, Hard to Use, Inconsistent, Ineffective, Intuitive, Low 
Maintenance, Overwhelming, Powerful, Reliable, Responsive, 
Secure, Slow, Stable, Straight Forward, Stressful, Time-con-

suming, Time-Saving, Too Technical, Usable, Other.

6. Any surprising moments during your research
(i.e., particularly positive or negative moments
during your research)?

7. How difficult was today’s task? (1=extremely
easy 10=extremely difficult)

DAY 2: TOU R BOOKI NG, OPTION 1

Research: 1 hr; Questions: 15–20mins

Before we begin today’s activity, do you have any 
new thoughts or insights you’d like to share since 
your last submission?

Task: Explore self-booking a tour.

Today spend 1-hour researching and planning 
a tour on your own. Consider researching the 
places you want to visit, duration at each location, 
domestic travel options, accommodations, sites, 
and attractions, etc. Feel free to use whatever 
travel agency sites you prefer.

Your options could include tour agency sites 
likes Booking.com, Expedia, Kayak, Hipmunk, 
TripAdvisor, Trip.com, Airbnb, etc. You can also 
investigate direct sites for hotels and airlines. The 
only restriction is that you cannot plan and book 
your tour through any tour operator’s website.  
You must research and plan the itinerary on your 
own and determine what is possible given your 
budget and timeframe.

Take screenshots and write down notes while 
conducting the exercise. Then, immediately after 
or by the end of today, submit your documents 
and answer the questions below.

DAY 2: QU E STION S

1. Type of device used to conduct research?

• Mobile phone

• Laptop computer

• Desktop computer

• iPad or tablet

2. What steps did you take to complete today’s
activity?

3. What websites did you visit?

4. What information were you looking for?

• Did you find it?

• If so, where?

• If not, how did that experience feel?

5. Any surprising moments during your research
(i.e., particularly positive or negative moments
during your research)?

6. How mentally taxing was today’s task?
(1=extremely easy 10=extremely difficult)

7. What was the most challenging part of your
experience self-booking a tour?

8. What was the easiest part of your experience?

9. How much closer do you think you are to
planning and finalizing your trip?
(1=not close at all 10=extremely close)

10. Any conclusive thoughts you’d like to share
about today’s exercise?

Diary Study  
Documentation
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8. What was the most challenging part of your 
experience?

9. What was the easiest part of your experience?

10. Anything you wish was different about the  
website that could have helped you accomplish 
your goals more easily?

11. What do you think are the advantages of book-
ing a trip through TCG?

12. What do you think are the disadvantages of 
booking a trip through TCG?

13. How much closer do you think you are to plan-
ning your trip?  
(1=not close at all 10=extremely close)

14. Any conclusive thoughts you’d like to share 
about today’s exercise?

DAY 4: TOU R BOOKI NG, OPTION 3

Research: 1 hr; Questions: 15–20mins

Before we begin today’s activity, do you have any 
new thoughts or insights you’d like to share since 
your last submission?

Task: Explore your tour options on the Go 
Ahead Tours website.

Today you will visit an internationally-based tour 
operator website called Go Ahead Tours.

Explore the tour packages and travel styles Go 
Ahead Tours offers for trips to China. Consider 
the places you want to visit, duration of each tour, 
domestic travel options, accommodations, sites, 
attractions, your budget, etc.

Take screenshots and write down notes while 
conducting the exercise. Then, immediately after 
or by the end of today, submit your documents 
and answer the questions below.

DAY 4: QU E STION S

1. Type of device used to conduct research?

• Mobile phone

• Laptop computer

• Desktop computer

• iPad or tablet

2. What were your first impressions of the  
website’s visual appearance?  
Select the top 3–5 words from the list below that best de-
scribes the site’s appearance: 
 
Adventurous, Appealing, Boring, Busy, Calm, Cheap, Cre-
ative, Cutting-edge, Exciting, Expensive, Familiar, Friendly, 
Fresh, Impressive, Innovative, Inspiring, Intimidating. Old, 
Professional, Trustworthy, Unprofessional, Other.

3. What steps did you take to complete today’s 
activity?

4. What information were you looking for?

• Did you find it?

• If so, where?

• If not, how did that experience feel?

5. How was your experience navigating through 
the site (i.e., the website’s functionality?)  
Select the top 3–5 words from the list below to describe your 
experience navigating through the site. 
 
Accessible, Annoying, Comfortable, Compatible, Complex, 

Comprehensive, Confusing, Consistent, Difficult, Disruptive, 
Easy to use, Effortless, Fast, Flexible, Frustrating, Gets in 
the way, Hard to Use, Inconsistent, Ineffective, Intuitive, Low 
Maintenance, Overwhelming, Powerful, Reliable, Responsive, 
Secure, Slow, Stable, Straight Forward, Stressful, Time-con-

suming, Time-Saving, Too Technical, Usable, Other.

6. Any surprising moments during your research 
(i.e., particularly positive or negative moments 
during your research)?

7. How difficult was today’s task? (1=extremely 
easy 10=extremely difficult)

8. What was the most challenging part of your 
experience?

9. What was the easiest part of your experience?

10. Anything you wish was different about the  
website that could have helped you accomplish 
your goals more easily?

11. What do you think are the advantages of book-
ing a trip through TCG?

12. What do you think are the disadvantages of 
booking a trip through TCG?

13. How much closer do you think you are to plan-
ning your trip?  
(1=not close at all 10=extremely close)

14. Any conclusive thoughts you’d like to share 
about today’s exercise?

Diary Study  
Documentation
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DAY 5: D ECI S ION DAY 
Questions: 15–20mins

Task: Pick a travel booking experience

Now that you’ve evaluated all of your options, 
how would you like to invest your $5,000? 

• Book the tour I built myself

• Book a tour on the Go Ahead Tours website

• Which tour are you booking?

• Book a tour on the Travel China Guide website

• Which tour are you booking? 

Why did you select this option?

What were its main advantages against the other 
options?

POST STU DY I NTE RVI EW

Questions: 15–20mins

After the study, the researcher may reach out to 
participants to ask further clarifying questions 
and deliver the final payment.

Diary Study  
Documentation
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#6: Recognition rather than recall

Minimize the user’s memory load by making 
elements, actions, and options visible. The user 
should not have to remember information from 
one part of the interface to another. Information 
required to use the design (e.g. field labels or 
menu items) should be visible or easily retrievable 
when needed.

#7: Flexibility and efficiency of use

Shortcuts — hidden from novice users — may 
speed up the interaction for the expert user such 
that the design can cater to both inexperienced 
and experienced users. Allow users to tailor 
frequent actions.

#8: Aesthetic and minimalist design

Interfaces should not contain information which 
is irrelevant or rarely needed. Every extra unit 
of information in an interface competes with the 
relevant units of information and diminishes their 
relative visibility.

#9: Help users recognize, diagnose, and 
recover from errors

Error messages should be expressed in plain 
language (no error codes), precisely indicate the 
problem, and constructively suggest a solution.

#10: Help and documentation

It’s best if the system doesn’t need any additional 
explanation. However, it may be necessary to 
provide documentation to help users understand 
how to complete their tasks.

#1: Visibility of system status

The design should always keep users informed 
about what is going on, through appropriate 
feedback within a reasonable amount of time.

#2: Match between system and the real world

The design should speak the users’ language. Use 
words, phrases, and concepts familiar to the user, 
rather than internal jargon. Follow real-world 
conventions, making information appear in a 
natural and logical order.

#3: User control and freedom

Users often perform actions by mistake. They 
need a clearly marked “emergency exit” to 
leave the unwanted action without having to go 
through an extended process.

#4: Consistency and standards

Users should not have to wonder whether 
different words, situations, or actions mean 
the same thing. Follow platform and industry 
conventions.

#5: Error prevention

Good error messages are important, but the best 
designs carefully prevent problems from occurring 
in the first place. Either eliminate error-prone 
conditions, or check for them and present users 
with a confirmation option before they commit to 
the action.

APPROACH TO TH E 
H E U R I STIC EVALUATION

This evaluation uses Jakob Nielson’s “10 Usabili-
ty Heuristics for Interface Design” to evaluate the 
effectiveness of TCG’s website. These principles 
were originally published in the 90s by Jakob 
Nielson and Rolf Molich and have maintained 
a strong validity today despite significant tech-
nological advancements over the decades. The 
heuristic principles are well-known and respected 
in the UX community for their validity over time.

WHAT I S A H E U R I STIC EVALUATION?

A heuristic evaluation is a usability research 
method that evaluates a user interface using a set 
of pre-defined principles (i.e., the “heuristics.”

Heuristic evaluations do not require much time or 
resources to complete. They are generally done by 
multiple usability experts who together provide a 
wholistic view. 

WHY CON D UCT A  
H E U R I STIC EVALUATION?

Conducting a heuristic evaluation can help ob-
jectively identify areas for improvement on an 
interface, along with its level of severity based on 
how it impacts a user’s ability to complete tasks.

Heuristic Evaluation
Heuristic evaluations are a list of usability principles that are 
understood and proven to make an interface more usable. 
Conducting an evaluation is an opportunity to benchmark 
your design against the heuristics and objectively uncover 
problem areas.

The following copy is taken from Jakob Nielson’s article on the  
10 Usability Heuristics, located on the Nielson Norman Group website.
 
You can find it here:  
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/ten-usability-heuristics/
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AR EAS OF FOCUS

The following sections of the TCG website were 
the primary focus of the evaluation:  

Homepage

Travelers who are not already familiar with TCG 
will likely spend time learning more about the 
company and its offerings by scrolling through 
the homepage.

Search Tour Options

The primary reason for people visiting the site is 
to explore travel options. Travelers will generally 
look for tours based on their budget, interests, 
and trip preferences.  

Finding Tours for Specific Dates

Most travelers have specific dates in mind for 
when they can take their trip. 

Finding Tours for a Specific Destination

Travelers will often plan trips with a specific 
destination already in mind.

Booking a Specific Tour

Once a traveler has found an ideal trip, how  
easy is it to make a booking?

Creating an Account

How easy is it to create an account, and what 
benefits does this provide the user experience?

S EVE R ITY RAN KI NG SYSTE M

Each heuristic evaluation also includes a severity 
ranking, which identifies how big of an issue the 
finding is to the site’s overall usability. 

The Rankings Are:

 Cosmetic Issue 
 The issue only impacts appearance but does 
 not impact website usability or performance.

 Minor Usability Issue  
 The issue has a minor impact on usability or 
 accessibility and can be fixed when possible. 

 Major Usability Issue  
 The issue causes frustration for the users and 
 should be fixed soon. 

 Catastrophic Usability Issue  
 The issue prohibits the user from completing  
 tasks and needs to be fixed immediately.

ABOUT TH E EVALUATION

The usability report was conducted by Michelle 
Ovalle with a focus on completing similar tasks 
to a new user who was interested in researching 
and booking a trip on the website. It was com-
pleted between November 8–12, 2021.

The evaluation aimed to identify any areas where 
users encountered issues while performing critical 
tasks related to their goals of researching and 
booking a trip.

Both positive and negative findings were identified 
during the study, but the results listed in this 
report are only for the areas of improvement. 
For every negative discovery, there is a 
recommendation for improvement. Addressing 
the negative findings will improve the overall user 
experience and make the process of exploring and 
booking trips more functional and delightful for 
visitors of the TCG website.

Heuristic Evaluation Criteria
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Overall, 16 usability issues were identified during the evaluation period. These are summarized in 
the table below, with additional details and recommendations listed on the following pages.

Summary of Findings
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NO. OB S E RVATION H E U R I STIC S EVE R ITY RAN KI NG

01
When you click on “Global Tours,” the navigation menu changes to a completely different 
one than the rest of the website. 

Consistency and Standards; 
Recognition Rather than Recall

 Major Usability Issue

02 The search bar is only available on larger screens and is located over an image. Consistency and Standards  Minor Usability Issue

03
Promotional banners appear within the sidebar menu in between search and filtering 
options.  

Aesthetic and Minimalistic Design;  
Recognition Rather than Recall

 Minor Usability Issue

04 The homepage search bar is actually a dropdown menu. Consistency and Standards  Catastrophic Usability Issue

05
Sidebar navigation has a section titled “Small Group Tours,” but it doesn’t go anywhere 
when you click on it. The label does not match the top navigation menu in language or 
visuals.

Consistency and Standards; 
Recognition Rather than Recall

 Minor Usability Issue

06
Can search trip by “duration” but cannot search by specific dates—even though tours on 
the site are offered on specific dates. 

User Control and Freedom; 
Consistency and Standards 

 Major Usability Issue

07
Throughout the site, text links and buttons are not all one consistent font, size, style, or 
color. There is also no visual differentiation between visited and not visited links. 

Consistency and Standards; 
Recognition Rather than Recall

 Cosmetic Issue

08
When a user clicks on the “Free Inquiry” button on an itinerary page, it goes to a generic 
form submission page. The user then has to manually enter information regarding the trip 
they are trying to inquire about.

Recognition Rather than Recall  Minor Usability Issue



Summary of Findings

A continuation of findings from the previous page. 
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NO. OB S E RVATION H E U R I STIC S EVE R ITY RAN KI NG

09
“Free Inquiry or Tailor Your Itinerary” button has two different action titles, but both lead 
to the same place.

Aesthetic and Minimalistic Design  Minor Usability Issue

10
The entire section content looks like it has three folder tabs, but only the first two sections 
behave like tabs. The third is not a tab. It is a jump nav to content further down the page.  

Match Between System and the Real World; 
Consistency and Standards

 Cosmetic Issue

11
If the user wants to go back to the previous page from the “Inquiry” page, they cannot do 
so without using the browser’s “back” button. The breadcrumb trail takes users two pages 
back instead of the one they were previously on. 

User Control and Freedom  Major Usability Issue

12
When the user logs out, the interface does not communicate any verbal confirmation that 
the logout was successful.

Visibility of system status.  Minor Usability Issue

13
There are hundreds of itineraries on the website, but there is no way to save or bookmark 
ones the user like.  

Flexibility and Efficiency of Use; 
Recognition Rather than Recall

 Major Usability Issue

14 The homepage is overloaded with content, links, and promotions. Aesthetic and Minimalistic Design  Minor Usability Issue

15
When I entered the wrong email address or password, an error message conveys that one of 
the two is incorrect but does not clarify which one. 

Help users recognize, diagnose and recover from 
errors

 Minor Usability Issue



Evaluation of Findings

A detailed explanation of each finding and recommendations for how to improve it. 
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01
When you click on “Global Tours,” the navigation 
menu changes to a completely different one 
than the rest of the website. 

Severity Ranking:  Major Usability Issue

Heuristic: Consistency and Standards

Confusion may occur as users adjust to their 
main navigation changing. Users may also forget 
how they found certain information if they can 
no longer access it from the navigation they are 
currently on. 

Recommendation

Create a secondary menu that only exists within 
the “Global Tours” section. It can be a dropdown 
or a side navigation menu.

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue

Heuristic: Consistency and Standards

This placement does not follow standard design 
conventions. It can create legibility and findability 
issues for users. 

Recommendation

Place the search bar in the top right-hand section 
of the navigation menu and make it accessible on 
all screen sizes. 

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue 

Heuristic: Aesthetic and Minimalistic Design;   
Recognition Rather than Recall

Users may think they’ve reached the end of 
the filtering section once they start to see the 
promotional materials and never find the filtering 
options that can expedite their search.

Recommendation

Remove promotional material from the sidebar, or 
move below the more important criteria related to 
the user’s search on the page.

Severity Ranking:  
 Catastrophic Usability Issue

Heuristic: Consistency and Standards

The section looks like it would allow you to 
type and search but only lets you select from the 
options provided after you click to type. 

Recommendation

Either make the search bar behave like a 
conventional search bar or change the visual 
design to appear more like a dropdown menu.

02
The search bar is only available on larger 
screens and is located over an image. 

03
Promotional banners appear within the sidebar 
menu in between search and filtering options.

04
The homepage search bar is actually a 
dropdown menu. 



Evaluation of Findings
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05
Sidebar navigation has a section titled “Small 
Group Tours,” but it doesn’t go anywhere when 
you click on it. 

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue

Heuristic: Consistency and Standards; 
Recognition Rather than Recall

The labels do not match verbally or visually, even 
though they are the same. Users may feel confused 
and uncertain about which page they are on.

Recommendation

Eliminate the link from the sidebar navigation 
since, or change the language and visual style to 
make it clear the user is currently on that page.

Severity Ranking:  Major Usability Issue

Heuristic: User Control and Freedom; 
Consistency and Standards 

Users will expect to have the option to search 
tours by specific dates based on conventions set by 
other websites.

Recommendation

Add a “Search by Preferred Dates” option.

Severity Ranking:  Cosmetic Issue

Heuristic: Consistency and Standards; 
Recognition Rather than Recall

The lack of visual consistency can confuse what 
is clickable and what is not across the site. Users 
will continuously have to relearn what actions 
they can take on every page, and remember what 
they’ve already clicked on.

Recommendation

Create a consistent visual system across the site 
for buttons and links. Consider different states 
like default, hover, clicked, and visited.

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue

Heuristic: Recognition Rather than Recall

Users may feel confused about how the Inquiry 
page relates to the specific itinerary they are 
interested in since there is no verbal or visual 
connection between them. 

Recommendation

Add a custom title on top that connects the  
page to the tour they are inquiring about, such as 
“Inquiry for 3 Days Private Tour to Zhangjiajie.”

06
Can search trip by “duration” but cannot search 
by specific dates—even though tours on the site 
are offered on specific dates. 

07
Throughout the site, text links and buttons are 
not all one consistent font, size, style, or color. 
There is also no visual differentiation between 
visited and not visited links.

08
When a user clicks on the “Free Inquiry” button 
on an itinerary page, it goes to a generic form 
submission page. The user then has to manually 
enter information regarding the trip they are 
trying to inquire about.



Evaluation of Findings
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09
“Free Inquiry or Tailor Your Itinerary” button has 
two different action titles, but both lead to the 
same place.

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue

Heuristic: Aesthetic and Minimalistic Design

If they go to the same place and are the same 
thing, there should only be one label and action. 

Recommendation

Simplify the title of the button to “Inquire about 
Your Trip.”

10
The entire section content looks like it has 
three folder tabs, but only the first two sections 
behave like tabs. The third is not a tab. It is a 
jump nav to content further down the page.  

Severity Ranking:  Cosmetic Issue

Heuristic: Match Between System and the Real 
World; Consistency and Standards

This inconsistency in visual cues and behavior is 
confusing whether clicking on it is doing what the 
user expects. 

Recommendation

When the user clicks on the third section, change 
the behavior to match the other two areas, and to 
match its visual cue.

11
If the user wants to go back to the previous 
page from the “Inquiry” page, they cannot do so 
without using the browser’s “back” button. The 
breadcrumb trail takes users two pages back 
instead of the one they were previously on. 

Severity Ranking:  Major Usability Issue

Heuristic: User Control and Freedom

Users can get lost in the navigation and forget 
how to get back to the page they were on. 

Recommendation 

Include the user’s previous page in the 
breadcrumb trail. 
Ex. Home / Tours / 3 Days Zhangjiajie

12
When the user logs out, the interface does not 
communicate any verbal confirmation that the 
logout was successful.

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue

Heuristic: Visibility of system status.

Verbal and visual feedback are important for 
notifying users that their request was successful.

Recommendation

Add a module that notifies users that they have 
successfully logged out.



Evaluation of Findings
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13
There are hundreds of itineraries on the website, 
but there is no way to save or bookmark ones 
the user like. 

14
The homepage is overloaded with content, links, 
and promotions.

15
When the wrong email address or password is 
entered, an error message conveys one of the 
two is incorrect but does not clarify which one. 

Severity Ranking:  Major Usability Issue

Heuristic: Flexibility and Efficiency of Use

If a user left the site and came back, it could be 
nearly impossible to remember the itineraries they 
previously viewed and liked since there are so 
many options.

Recommendation

Add a feature that allows users to save trip 
itineraries to their logged-in accounts.

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue

Heuristic: Aesthetic and Minimalistic Design

The abundance of content on one page competes 
for the user’s attention and confuses them about 
which section to click on first. 

Recommendation

Limit the homepage content to only the most 
necessary information. Create a separate section 
on the website called “Traveling to China 
Resources” that the user can visit and drill into 
when needed. 

CONCLUS ION

The evaluation found that there were 
no catastrophic issues with the website. 
However, several major and minor issues 
impact the usability of the website and 
the user’s capabilities of accomplishing 
basic tasks efficiently. As these issues are 
corrected, the website’s user experience 
will improve and enable users to navigate 
the site with more ease. 

The results of this Heuristic Evaluation 
will also be incorporated into usability 
testing for further clarity and insights.

Severity Ranking:  Minor Usability Issue

Heuristic: Help users recognize, diagnose and 
recover from errors

The information helps users recognize and 
diagnose a problem, but not as efficiently or 
quickly as possible. 

Recommendation

Clarify whether the email or password is incorrect 
for users to rectify the issue more quickly without 
having to guess.



WHAT I S A CAR D SORT?

Card sorting is a research study that offers insights into the  
users’ mental models of content grouping and labeling. 

WHY CON D UCT A CAR D SORT?

Card sorting exercises take the guesswork out of information  
architecture by letting users inform researchers about how they  
intuitively think about the relationships between information.

D E FI N I NG TH E R E S EARCH GOALS

How do users think about the content on the TCG website and  
how it should be organized?

Card Sort
Card sorting can reveal similar grouping 
patterns across participants and can be used 
to inform a website’s information architecture 
and navigation.

The ultimate benefit is that you’ll be 

building and improving your navigation 

by observing how real users will navigate 

your site and its information architecture, 

rather than just guessing yourself. 

Card sorting: what is it and why is it important to your site’s UX? by Christopher 
Ratcliff, Userzoom
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CAR D SORT FOR MAT:  
OPE N CAR D SORT

In an open card sort, participants receive a set 
of cards, organize them into logical groups, and 
name each group.

By conducting an open card sort, participants will 
offer insights into:

• How various types of content should be grouped

• Where users expect to find this information (i.e., 
under which category name)

The card sort exercise includes 43 cards, with 
content all pulled from the main navigation of the 
website and the homepage.

R ECR U ITS

Five people who fit into TCG’s user segment 
will participate in the 15–20 minute study. Due 
to limited time, all recruited participants are 
acquaintances of the researcher (Michelle Ovalle) 
and have experience planning extended trips 
and using a tour operator. Their ages span from 
25 to 55 years old. They offer a diverse range of 
ethnicity and geolocation, including America, 
Asia, and Europe. 

After the recruits agreed to participate in the card 
sort exercise, they received a link to complete the 
online study.

I N STR UCTION S FOR PARTICI PANTS

Welcome, and thank you for participating! 
This anonymous card sort exercise is being 
conducted as part of my M.S. Interactive Media 
and Communications program at Quinnipiac 
University. The project aims to learn how people 
think about, organize and label specific topics 
into groups. The activity shouldn’t take longer 
than 15–20 minutes to complete. 

There is no limit to how many groups you create, 
but we find most people make between 5–15 
groups as a general observation. If there are any 
cards you do not believe belong anywhere, you 
can create a new group labeled “Misc.” 

Have fun and enjoy the process!

S ET OF CAR D S (APPE N D IX A)

You can see the active card sort at:  
https://uxmetrics.com/collect_cs/ReEABe

D U RATION

The card sort occurred between  
November 28–December 02, 2021. 

TOOLS AN D MATE R IALS

Card Sorting Platform

The card sort will operate using UX Metrics—an 
online card sorting tool that does not limit the 
number of participants or cards used in a free 
study.

Data Analytics

**Need to find a data analytics platform

Card Sort Planning  
and Criteria

Card Sort  
Documentation

Tools and Materials

7170

U
S

E
R

 R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 M
E

T
H

O
D

S
CAR D SORTCAR D SORT



Testing reminds 
you that not  
everyone thinks 
the way you do, 
knows what 
you know, uses 
the web the 
way you do.
Don’t Make Me Think by Steve Krug

WHY CON D UCT A USAB I LITY TE ST?

By conducting a usability test, researchers can 
identify problems, find opportunities to improve 
the functionality of a design, and learn how a 
user interacts with the product based on their 
mental models. These insights will result in a 
stronger end-product designed.

D E FI N I NG TH E R E S EARCH GOALS

The purposes for conducting a usability test are:

• Identify any areas of confusion while interacting 
with the site

• Identify roadblocks that impact the user’s ability 
to accomplish tasks

• Identify functionality issues and bugs that  
interrupt the user’s experience

• Understand how users navigate through the site 
to complete their tasks. 

• Gather feedback on how the site’s visuals impact 
the user’s perception of the company

• Understand what visceral reactions users have 
with the site

WHAT I S USAB I LITY TE STI NG?

Usability testing is a method that allows re-
searchers to observe users interact with a product 
or website. The researcher prompts the user to 
complete a list of specific tasks, then watches as 
the user attempts to achieve them. The researcher 
plays a passive role during the testing session— 
focusing primarily on observation. Not interfer-
ing with the study simulates a more contextual 
experience of how users would attempt to accom-
plish the tasks without assistance. The user is en-
couraged to think aloud, and vocalize what they 
see, think, do and feel while working through the 
study, which provides more insight into the user’s 
thinking as they interact with the product. 

Usability testing is an interactive process and 
should occur during multiple phases of the 
product development process. It is better to test 
with fewer people (i.e., 3–4 persons) more often 
than with more people on a one-time basis. 
Testing with fewer users more frequently makes it 
much easier for teams to evaluate and analyze the 
research results, identify problem areas and take 
action. With every round of usability testing, new 
insights reveal themselves as users continue to dig 
into the deeper layers of the site.

Usability Testing
Usability testing allows researchers to observe users interact with a 
product and determine if the design is performing as intended.
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TE STI NG FACTOR S

Several elements come together to create a  
successful website. To gauge the success levels  
of TCG, certain factors were focused on for  
the testing sessions. 

The evaluation factors are:

Functionality 
Does the interface work as it is supposed to and 
not break at specific points.

Clarity 
How easy or difficult was it for users to 
understand and interpret the site content.

Findability  
How easy or difficult was it for users to find the 
information they were looking for.

Usability 
Were users able to complete their tasks quickly 
and easily?

Aesthetics 
What impressions do users have of the website 
and company based on its visual appearance?

USAB I LITY TE STI NG SCR I PTS

Preparatory materials were created and used 
on each testing session to maintain consistency 
across studies and cover all necessary ground. 
Below are the documents that were used to 
accomplish the usability tests.

Introductory Script and Warm-Up questions 
This script introduces participants to the study 
and helps them get comfortable before beginning 
the study. The introduction script and warm-
up questions are borrowed from Steve Krug’s 
website, with minor tweaks and adjustments 
(Appendix C.)

Usability Tasks and Wrap-Up questions  
Tasks are an intentional mix of more 
straightforward and complicated actions to 
reduce cognitive overload in users and maintain 
a balanced energy level throughout the session. 
(Appendix D.)

The tasks considered the user personas, usability 
testing factors, and goals in determining what to 
test. The post-test questions probes user’s on their 
experience with the website and how they felt 
about it.

PARTICI PANTS

Three participants were recruited to complete the 
usability testing sessions. Although none were  
directly familiar with the TCG website, they are 
all active travelers who have previously planned 
and taken extended trips and guided tours. They 
represent a good range of diversity (including age, 
geographic location, and technological exper-
tise). All participants were acquaintances of the 
researcher (Michelle Ovalle) who were willing to 
devote their time to the quick turn-around study. 

Before each study, participants received a con-
sent form to sign and return. The consent form 
is adapted from Steve Krug’s website, with minor 
tweaks and adjustments (Appendix B.). The doc-
ument asked permission to record the session and 
to share the results with classmates and feature 
the recordings on the movallecreative.com web-
site. The form ensured that their identities would 
remain confidential under all circumstances.

CON D UCTI NG TH E STU DY

Michelle Ovalle (M.S. Interactive Media and 
Communications, Quinnipiac University) con-
ducted all sessions between December 11 and 
December 14, 2021.

Usability Testing  
Planning and Criteria Usability Testing 

Documentation

TAS K FE E D BACK

Overall Feedback on Functionality  
and Aesthetics

• Images were slow to load or didn’t load at all in 
one instance.

• Overall, nothing broke, and all pages linked to 
each other as expected.

• Information overload with too many links on 
every page.

• The company and website look like they’ve  
been around for a while—which isn’t a bad 
things—but the website looks outdated.

TAS K 1

Can you think of a place you’d like to visit in  
China (maybe a particular attraction or city?).

Now imagine you and three other people are 
planning a trip to China for ten days. Find tours 
on the website that go to your desired destination.

Participant 1

• Skipped all of the tour packages sections on  
the homepage and went to the section list of 
destinations towards the bottom (i.e., More  
Popular Destinations) because that was the  
first place he saw “Tibet.”

Usability Testing  
Analysis and Insights
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Participant 2

• She clicked on China Tours, but it led her back 
to “Small Groups.” There is no difference in the 
sections, so it was hard for her to understand 
the difference in the categories.

• Even when she found the filter, she still did not 
notice there are two different ways to filter:  
Duration and Budget.

• “Now I see this “filter by:” section that I didn’t 
see before.”

• When looking at the page, she noted that there 
was a lot of good information. She thought the 
feature about food was an appealing advantage.

• “Reviews are always good to have, because I do 
look at reviews.”

• “Maybe it is on here and I haven’t seen it yet, 
but if something were to happen due to covid 
and you can’t travel, is the trip refundable or 
reschedule-able? What is the cancellation or  
trip change policy?”

TAS K 3

Imagine you are now ready to book your trip. Go 
ahead and secure your booking.

Participant 1

• “If I could pick two itineraries and see them 
side-by-side and compare the price, number of 
days, main stops, and how they are different, 
that would be helpful.”

• “There’s no way to book it on the spot, so I’d 
have to wait to hear back from them. Wish I 
could get in touch with them quickly.”

• He found the “inquiry” section, and filled out 
the information, which took him to another 
page to fill out more info. He appeared annoyed 
by the repetitive of steps. 

Participant 2

• Clicked on “Inquire” button, which goes to a  
form section.

• She wasn’t sure how to book right away, but 
then she found the visual diagram on the side-
bar that broke down the steps. Without that 
visual, it wouldn’t have been clear to her.

TAS K 4

As you know, countries worldwide have travel re-
strictions and policies that are constantly chang-
ing, and China is currently one of the strictest 
when it comes to tourism. Try to find the latest 
information on if and how you can obtain a trav-
el visa right now.

Participant 1

• He never found the information, despite  
scrolling past the section a few times.

• He clicked on “China visa”, but could not find 
any information on current travel restrictions.

• “If somebody didn’t tell me, I might not know 
that there are any restrictions in general, so 
it’s something they need to make visible to the 
customer.”

Participant 2

• She visited the homepage and scrolled slowly 
until she found something about travel updates.

• She said it was a lot to read, and she would need 
to take time to go through it, but she is glad that 
the content exists on the website.

TAS K 5

Ok, last question. You’ve heard that Tibet is a 
beautiful place to visit, but you don’t know much 
about it. Try to find more information about the 
region, including pictures that might give you a 
better sense of it.

Participant 1

• He thought the information he found was  
valuable, but he did not find where to click on 
the pictures right away.

• He wished there was a way to keep see more 
images in one place.

Participant 2

• She went to China Tours, then clicked on Tibet. 
It took her to Tibet tours but not to the Tibet 
city guide. It took over a minute before she 
found the “Tibet Travel Guide.”

• Although she scrolled through the subnav 
section that said “Pictures,” she did not see it  
or click on it.

• This city guide page is not structured exactly 
like the one for Yunnan, despite the fact that 
they are similar types of guides.

Participant 2 

• Clicked on the “small groups” section on the 
homepage since it fits her group’s size match.

• She struggled to narrow down the options to 
just ones that included Shanghai. She did not 
see the filtering section on the left-hand side to 
select trips with specific destinations. She had to 
sort them manually.

TAS K 2

Now that you’ve found a selection of tours that 
go to _____ narrow it down to the ones that fit 
your requirements. You have a budget of $2000 
per person, and again you’ll be there for ten days 
with four people total.

Participant 1

• “Group tours, not sure how they are any differ-
ent than the other ones.”

• He had to scan an entire page of tours to find 
the ones that fit his criteria manually.

• Didn’t see or use any of the filtering options 
available to him to narrow down his search to 
fit his criteria. He scanned the page and tried to 
keep track of the tours that fit his selection but 
failed to narrow it down.

• He mentioned that articles related to the  
destination he was going to were helpful.

• The “whats included, what’s not included” is a 
clear and helpful breakdown.

• He thought the information was clear and  
valuable to users.
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PR IOR ITY I SSU E I D E NTI FI E D R ECOM M E N DATION OUTCOM E

High
Users are spending too much time scanning the large amount of tours to find options 
that fit their criteria. They either do not see the filtering options, or they don’t notice 
them right away. They are also not consistently placed in the same location across pages. 

Place filtering sections in a more prominent  
position on tour pages, and keep their location 
consistent across pages. 

Users will spend less time scanning unneces-
sary information and more time finding trips 
that fit their criteria.

Medium When users investigate new areas, they have to dig down at least three layers into a  
section to see location photos. 

Create an album where all pictures of one  
city/region are available in one place. 

Users will access images in less clicks and 
spend more time browsing through pictures 
than searching for them. 

Medium There are so many tours available, it can be difficult to compare the differences. 
Create a “Compare Your Options” feature where 
users can select more than one tour and see a side-
by-side comparison of them. 

Users will be able to make an informed  
decision more quickly, and feel confident 
they are booking the trip they want.

High Even when the users located the filtering options, they did not notice there were more 
than one type of filter to use. 

Group filters together, and make sure each section 
has a prominent and easily visible label. 

User will make better use of filtering options 
to find the information they want quicker. 

Low Food is a big part of travel, but it is currently not highlighted on the website. Add information about local cuisines in the city 
guides with supporting imagery. 

People will gain a better sense of the diverse 
food in China and how authentic meals add 
value to a journey.

High
Travel can often times feel uncertain, especially with different covid regulations in  
different countries. Users need to understand what policies are in place and how they 
impact their trip bookings.  

Place information about travel policies in a  
prominent position on the website. Consider a 
“Disclaimer” banner on the top of the website,  
or near the footer. 

Providing people the information they need 
will make them feel more confident they can 
book without worry.

High
A lot of the content in the navigation, sidebars, and interior pages are repetitive, and  
not clearly labeled (for example, clicking on “Discover Tibet” does not lead to the  
“Tibet Guide”page but to the “Tibet Tours” page.

Restructure the information architecture so that 
there is a clear place for all content on the website. 
Reduce the amount of repetition, and increase 
clarity of labels.

Users will spend less time guessing where 
things might be and more time absorbing the 
valuable content they find intentionally. 

Overall, 7 key issues were identified during the usability testing sessions. These are summarized 
in the table below along with recommendations. 

Summary and Recommendations
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100% No Shopping Stops

1-on-1 Customer  
Service Support 

China Travel Restrictions 

Private Guided Tours 

Railway Map 

No Hidden Fees 

72,000+ guests have traveled  
with us in 2019!

Small Groups

Chinese Cuisine 

Day Trips 

Well-located Brand Hotels 

Chinese Family Visit  
& Cooking Class 

China Entry Policies 

History of China 

Subway Map

A La Carte Signature Food 

Safety Measures We Are Taking 

Customizable Itineraries 

Ethnic Groups 

Popular Trips 

Appendix A: Card Sort
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Polatta Palace Panda Research Center

Map of Tibet 

Tibet 

Chengdu 

Family Holidays

Xinjiang

Tibet tour is to reopen to 
foreigners on May 10th

Kashgar city guide 

Kashgar

Panda Vacations

Sichuan 

Chengdu City Guide

Pictures of the Great Wall 

Chinese Family Visit 
& Cooking Class 

Photography Groups

Lhasa 

Flights

Pictures of Sichuan Province 

Great Wall of China 

Budget Travel

Bicycling through China

Luxury Packages

Trains
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Consent Form 
 

Thank you for participating in my usability research session. As part of my master's 
program, I will be recording your session. Please read the statement below and sign 
where indicated. 

I understand that my usability test session will be recorded, but my identity will remain 
confidential. I grant Michelle Ovalle permission to use portions of this recording on her 
portfolio website and to improve the tested designs.  

If at any time I do not feel comfortable completing the testing session, I understand I 
have the right to conclude the session.  

 

Signature: ______________________________________________ 

 

Print your name: ________________________________________ 

 
 
Date: _____________ 
 

Introduction Script 
 
Hi, _________. My name is Michelle, and I will be walking you through this usability 
session today. 
 
You probably already have an idea, but let me explain why I've asked you to come here 
today. I am testing an existing website for a course project to see what it's like for 
people to interact with it. The goal is to understand whether it works as it is intended 
and how easy or difficult you find it to use. The entire session should not take longer 
than 1 hour. 
 
I want to make it clear that we're testing the site, not you. There are no right or wrong 
answers, and your open and honest feedback is encouraged and incredibly beneficial to 
the project's success.  
 
As you use the site, I'd like to ask that you try to think out loud: so tell me what you're 
looking at, what you're trying to do, and what you're thinking. This will be a big help to 
me because I want to learn from your honest thoughts and reactions. 
 
If you have questions during the testing session, feel free to ask. But, I may not be able 
to answer them right away since we're interested in seeing how people do when they 
don't have someone sitting next to them. I will try to answer any questions you still have 
once we are finished. 
 
Ok, before we begin, I'd like to confirm you have received, signed, and returned the 
permission form that allows me to record this session and that we have agreed to keep 
your identity confidential.  
 
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
Awesome, let's get started. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix B: Usability Testing Consent Form Appendix C: Usability Testing Introduction and 
Warm-Up Script
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Warm-up and Homepage 
 
Before we look at the site, I'd like to ask you just a few quick questions. 
 
First, where do you live? 
 
And how long have you lived there? 
 
And roughly how many hours a week would you say you spend using the Internet, 
including email? 
 
Do you have any favorite Web sites you visit regularly? 
 
Anything, in particular, you like about that/those websites? 
 
OK, great, thanks for sharing. We can start looking at things, let me just pull up the 
website we will be using today. 
 
Homepage Tour 
First, I'm going to ask you to look at this homepage. Tell me what you think it is for, what 
you notice you about it, what actions you think you can do on this site.  
  
And again, as much as possible, it will help me if you can try to think out loud so I know 
what you're thinking about. 
 
 
Don’t actually click, but tell me where you think you would click first.  
 
 
Allow this to continue for 3-4 minutes most. 
 
Probe if they don't have specific answers. 
If you had to take a guess, what do you think it might be? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Tasks  
Great. Ok so now that you're more familiar with the site, I will ask you to complete a few 
tasks. If possible, I'd like you to complete these tasks without using the "search" bar 
since we will learn more about how well the site is working this way. 
And again, as much as possible, please think aloud while you go along. 
 
Task 1 
Can you think of a place you'd like to visit in China (maybe a particular attraction or 
city?). Now imagine you and 3 other people are planning a trip to China for 10 days. Try 
to find tours on the website that go to your desired destination. 
 
Task 2 
Now that you've found a selection of tours that go to _____, narrow it down to the ones 
that fit your requirements. You have a budget of $2000 per person, and again you’ll be 
there for 10 days with 4 people total.)  
 
Have a look at them and select two that you believe fit your travel style and preferences. 
 

How and why did you select these two? 
 
Spend a little more time learning about both of them. 
 

Which one do you think you would choose? 
 
What made you decide on that one? 

 
Ok, do you feel prepared to book this trip now, or is there any other information you'd 
like to look into first? Ok, go ahead and find that information on the website. 
 
Task 3 
Imagine you are now ready to book your trip. Go ahead and secure your booking. 
 
Task 4 
As you know, countries worldwide have travel restrictions and policies that are 
constantly changing, and China is currently one of the strictest when it comes to 
tourism. Try to find the latest information on if and how you can obtain a travel  
visa right now. 
 
 

Appendix D: Usability Testing Tasks and Wrap-Up
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Task 5 
Ok, last question.  
You've heard that Tibet is a beautiful place to visit, but you don't know much about it. 

Try to find more information about it, including pictures that will give you a better sense 
of it. 

home / pictures / tibet 
city guide / tibet / pictures (small icon on top) 

Wind Down post-task questions 
Ok so we’ve wrapped up the task portion of the session, now I just have a few more 
questions for you.  

What is your impression of this company and its website? 

If you had to describe the website, what 3 words would you use? 

What was your favorite aspect of interacting with the site? 

What was your least favorite aspect of interacting with the site? 

Do you think you would revisit this website again if you needed to book an international 
guided tour? 

Can you elaborate? 

Anything else you'd like to add? 

Wrapping Up 
Well thank you so much for your time, this was incredibly insightful and valuable to the 
success of the project. 

Do you have any questions for me before we conclude the session? 



michelleovalle.com

Thank you.

http://michelleovalle.com

