
�

Introduction
The internet has significantly changed the conditions 
of traveling. Whereas in the past tickets were booked 
over the phone or by visiting a travel agencies office, 
customers now to a large extent book their tickets by 
themselves through the web. This development has 
resulted in a growing flexibility for the customers, 
as trips may be planned and tickets may be booked 
any place at any time of day – not having to paying 
respect to opening hours, queues, waiting for tickets 
to arrive by mail and not using time to get back and 
forth to a travel agencies office. From a travel agen-
cies point of view, some of the workload of the book-
ing procedure is distributed to its customers and thus 
the work of its employees may focus on other tasks 
of the organization.

There are nevertheless questions to this development, 
both from the customers and the travel agencies side. 
For a customer booking a trip it is important to be 
sure that the trip is booked correctly (i.e. is valid and 
matches ones plans with respect to time and date) 
and that all relevant information is given. There is 
also an aspect of finding the right type of ticket (for 
ones special needs) and not the least, the best price 
available. By booking through a travel consultant, 
these issues are somehow distributed to the profes-
sional which is a guarantee that everything is in or-
der. For the travel agency, it is important to provide 
a service that gives the customer the tools to book 
their preferred trip through their web booking sys-
tem. Failure for the customer to find the information 
needed, finding the right prices (that may for exam-
ple have been advertised) and booking the trip they 
need may in having upset customers or even a lost 
customer contacting a competitor. The usability of a 
travel companies web site is hence of critical value 
against this background.

SJ is the national rail company (state owned) that op-
erates a large part of Sweden, mainly in southern and 
central Sweden. Tickets for SJ trains may be booked 
through call center, at ticket offices at the train sta-
tions, through vending machines at the train stations 
and also through their web site, sj.se. See picture 1 
for a overview of the web site of SJ.

Picture 1. Overview of the english part of sj.se

This study is a usability evaluation focused on the 
web site of SJ. The target group of the company is 
a broad range of customers of varied backgrounds, 
different computer skills and experience of e-com-
merce. The users are also different with respect to 
sex, age, cultural background, both Swedish citizens 
and international visitors. The web site is available in 
two languages, Swedish and in English for the whole 
non-Swedish speaking customer base. The informa-
tion, structure and booking procedure of these two 
different language editions is basically the same.

It may be assumed that most Swedish speaking cus-
tomers are well familiar to Swedish geography and 
SJ as a company. It is then interesting to address the 
usability of sj.se for the international customer base, 
with more limited background knowledge. This 
range of users is a relatively diverse group of people 
of different characteristics. They may be divided into 
the following subgroups:

a) Tourists sightseeing in Sweden (people visiting 
Sweden to travel around, do sightseeing with no 
formal connection to Sweden).

b) Travelers visiting relatives (having connection 
to someone living in Sweden).

c) Business travelers
d) People living in Sweden that doesn’t know 

Swedish, for example immigrants and ex-
change students. 
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Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is a usability evaluation of 
the web booking service on the English part of sj.se 
for non-Swedish speaking users living in Sweden. 
This group is denoted as subgroup d (above). The 
evaluation is performed through user testing.

The most prominent goal of these users (and users of 
sj.se in general) is to book a train ticket, paying the 
ticket and to receive the booked ticket. 
Due to limited resources while doing this study there 
is no possibility to perform real bookings in the sys-
tem. Consequently, usability of the payment proce-
dures and delivery routines are not addressed. This 
fact makes the usability evaluation limited to matters 
dealing with the “early steps of the booking proce-
dure” (i.e. search for a trip, finding and selection a 
trip and a ticket type).

The usability goals selected for this evaluation are: 

Task completion How well users may perform 
their most important goals on 
the site.

Measured through the success 
or failure of the participants 
on a given task.

User satisfaction User satisfaction of web site 
use.

Measured through the partici-
pants ratings of the web site 
on statements describing the 
web site (i.e. easiness of use).

Accuracy The relevance and usefulness 
of the site interface, informa-
tion and structure.

Measured through observation 
of the users while conducting 
given tasks.

Procedure
The usability evaluation of sj.se was performed 
through user testing of volunteering participants. 
The data collected in the user test consist of: i) task 
completion on assigned tasks; i) a questionnaire on 
users impression of the web site; iii) observation by 
test leaders during performance of tasks.

Five participants (two males, three females) aged 
between 23-28 years of age were recruited for the 
user testing. All participants were currently foreign 
students or exchange students at Malmö University. 
None of the participants had knowledge in Swedish 
but possessed English skills good enough to attend 
to English speaking courses at University level in 
Sweden.
 
The user tests were performed in the buildings of 
Malmö University. The participants’ accessed the 
web site of sj.se through their own laptops, with the 
exception of one participant performing the user test 
in the library of Malmö University. All computers 
and browsers used were fully compatible with the 
web site. 

The user tests were done one by one, with the ex-
ception of two participants performing the user test 
simultaneously. The test was conducted by one main 
test leader. The test took between 20 to 30 minutes 
for each participant.

The test started by handing out a written introduction 
to the participant, which described the purpose of the 
study and a overview of the test procedure (Appen-
dix A). After the instruction, the participant was sup-
posed to do five different tasks on the web site. The 
first task consisted of getting familiar to the web site 
by free exploration for up to five minutes. Each one 
of the following four tasks was done one at a time 
and was intended to capture the usability goal of task 
completion of the web site.

The tasks were written in a narrative form as short sto-
ries related to finding a ticket for their own traveling 
within Sweden, where the details of the task were de-
scribed. The tasks were designed to capture the most 
critical and important scenarios of usage of the web 
site. The participant had up to five minutes to com-
plete each task, but was also able to quit the task and 
jump to the next (see Appendix A for the task narra-
tives). The task was considered as completed when 
the participant reached a screen asking for payment 
method. Se table 1 for details on Tasks and Comple-
tion criterias.
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Task No. Task Name Completion Criteria
1 Free exploration No critiera/not measured.

2 Finding the right 
ticket type

1. Reaching payment screen 
in time range (5 min).
2. Selecting 1st class ticket 
one-way ticket on the right 
day.

3 Finding the 
cheapest price

1. Reaching payment screen 
in time range (5 min).
2. Selecting the cheapest 
ticket one-way ticket for the 
participants price group on 
the right day.

4 Finding suitable 
train connection 
with respect to 
time

1. Reaching payment screen 
in time range (5 min).
2. Selecting connection with 
a return ticket within a given 
time range on the right day. 
  

5 Finding unusual 
train stations

1. Reaching payment screen 
in time range (5 min).
2. Selecting connection with 
a return ticket within a given 
time range on the right day 
for two persons.  

 
Table 1. Task completion measurement criterias.

During the tasks, the participants’ were observed and 
the test leader took notes. The observation focused 
on the use of the web site with respect to the navi-
gational paths, strategies and decisions of the par-
ticipants during a certain task. This observation was 
used to measure the accuracy usability goal.

After the five tasks, the participants’ was asked to fill 
out a questionnaire (Appendix B). The questionnaire 
measures aspects of the user satisfaction of the web 
site. The questionnaire consist of 17 questions, of 
which five are related to background information of 
the participant (such as age, gender, internet knowl-
edge), and 12 are related to user satisfaction of the 
web site.

The ratings of the web site by having the participant 
rate their impression of different statements of the 
web site on a seven point scale, where seven is the 
best and one is the least good. A goal level for good 
user satisfaction was decided to be a rating of the 
system of five or above.

Results
One of the participants had previously used the web 
site of SJ. Each one of the participants expressed that 
they used the internet daily and all participants also 
stated that they buy things through the internet sev-
eral times a year.

Task completion
Four out of five participants completed Task 2 (Find-
ing the right ticket type). One out of five participants 
completed Task 3 (Finding the right price). All five 
participants completed Task 4 (Finding suitable train 
connection with respect to time) and Task 5 (Finding 
unusual train stations) respectively. The results are 
shown in Table 2 and Picture 2 below.

Task No. Task Name Success Failure
1 Free exploration - -

2 Finding the right 
ticket type

4 �

3 Finding the 
cheapest price

� 4

4 Finding suitable 
train connection 
with respect to 
time

5 0

5 Finding unusual 
train stations

5 0

 
Table 2. Task names of tasks 1-5 and number of participants complet-
ing each task.

Picture 2. Number of particpants completing and failing on task 2-5.

User satisfaction 
The ratings of user satisfaction ranges from 6.4 (ques-
tion 11, Would use the web site in the future) down to 
2.6 (question 8, Ease of finding the best price). The 
standard deviation from the mean is highest on ques-
tion 7, Ease of finding ticket types, with a standard 
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1. Use of the calendar function
Two of the participants used the calendar on their 
own computer instead of the calendar on the web site 
for their first tasks. Over time, though, both these 
participants started using the calendar of the web site 
and used it for the later tasks they conducted. The 
calendar is shown in picture 4.

Picture 4. Calendar

2. Finding the cheapest prices and tickets
Several participants had problem finding out the 
correct cheapest priced ticket that applied for them. 
The cheapest ticket type on the site as a whole has 
only got a Swedish name ”Sista Minuten” and it only 
applies to Students and Youths (under 26 years of 
age). Selection of ticket type (adult, youth, student, 
etc.) is performed on the same screen as were the 
travel route and day is selected - and not on the screen 
where ticket types are be selected and the prices are 
shown.

Picture 5. “Sista minuten” and “Earlier the same day”-options.

deviation of 2.19. The average, standard deviation 
and satisfaction criteria measured by each question 
are depicted in Table 3 below. The average is shown 
in picture 3 below.

Question Question Name Average Std.dev
1 Ease of under-

standing
5,6 0,55

2 Ease of use 5,0 1,00

3 Visual appeal 4,6 1,67

4 Trustworthyness 5,2 0,84

5 Ease of selecting 
travel route

6,2 0,84

6 Ease of selecting 
time and day 

6,0 1,22

7 Ease of finding 
ticket types

3,6 2,19

8 Ease of finding 
best price

2,6 1,14

9 Ease of finding 
suitable connec-
tion with respect 
to time

5,4 1,14

10 Ease of find-
ing information 
needed

4,6 0,55

11 Would use in the 
future

6,4 0,55

12 Would recom-
mend to a friend

5,0 1,00

 
Table 3. Question names, averages and standard deviations.

Picture 3. Average on question 1-12.

Accuracy
The observations of the participants during the test 
shows that several problems of different scope occur 
in conducting the tasks. The five most apparent find-
ings are the following:
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Several of the participants had problem finding out 
what would be the best priced ticket for themselves. 
One of the participants expressed that he’d seen the 
possibility of selecting that he was a student, but that 
in his homecountry you would have to have a special 
card to be able to obtain discount student tickets.

On many departures, mainly between the most traf-
ficed cities, the number of departures are more than 
what is shown on the same screen. Most users didn’t 
use the function of browsing to earlier and later de-
partues during the same day and thus didn’t find 
the cheap prices on the very early morning trains. 
 
Picture 5 shows the Sista minuten-ticket type and the 
“Earlier the same day”-option.

3. Obtaining prices
Several of the participants experienced initial prob-
lem of finding where to obtain the prices for their trip. 
After searching for a specific day and travel route the 
user must select a ticket type to see the price on that 
specific ticket on the trains departure. After some 
minutes of looking through the site, sometimes by 
making a new search, all users managed to find this 
functionality. Picture 6 shows the screen when the 
ticket type is not selected.

Picture 6. Screen when ticket type is not selected.

4. Error messages
When there is a error in the system, or invalid search 
parameters are used, error messages appear in red 
text under the top navigation of the site. One of the 
participants did not see these error messages at a 
start. These error messages where sometimes written 
in Swedish and not in English.

5. Information boxes
There are pull-down information boxes that are ac-
cessed through clicking on a link throughout the sys-
tem. These information boxes contain information 
on for example ticket types. Only one of the users 

turned to the information boxes during the test. Pic-
ture 7 shows the pull-down of an information box.

Picture 7. Pull-down of an information box.

Discussion
The results from the user tests shows that three out 
of four tasks are solved by the majority of the partici-
pants. The participant failing on Task 2, Finding the 
right ticket type, did so by choosing a return ticket in-
stead of a one way ticket. This participant otherwise 
solved the task correctly by selecting the right ticket 
and train connection. It may be assumed that this the 
tasks of finding and selecting the right a connection 
is well supported throughout the system. Also, the 
both tasks of finding unusual train stations (Task 5) 
and planning and selecting a train connection with 
respect to a limited timeframe (Task 4) where solved 
succesfully by the participants. All these tasks were 
also finished within the timeframe of five minutes.

This is also supported by the results from the ques-
tionnarie, where question 5 (Ease of selecting travel 
route), question 6 (Ease of selecting travel day and 
time) and question 9 (Ease of finding suitable train 
connection with respect to time) recieve ratings well 
over 5 on the 7 point scale. The standard deviations 
on these questions are not high either, and it may 
thus be assumed that this conclusion is supported 
both from the findings in task completion test and 
user satisfaction questionnaire.

Task 2, Finding the cheapest price is completed cor-
rectly by only one of the participants - the one that 
had previously used the system. Question 8 in the 
questionnaire, covering this topic (Ease of finding 
best price) recives the lowest rating in the question-
naire (2.6 on the 7 graded scale). The observations 
implied that the trouble occured by two reasons. First 
of all, that the participants where not aware of what 
kind of tickets they could by and not. Moreover, the 
most cheapest priced ticket had a name only in Swed-
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ish whereas the other ticket types had their names in 
english, which may presumably cause confusion to 
non-Swedish speaking people. The second reason 
was that the participants couldn’t see all departures 
in the same screen (only 7 are shown at a time) and 
also didn’t discover the function of switching to Ear-
lier and Later departures. Also, the most cheapest 
priced ticket is only avaliable on certain time of day 
and week. 

Question 7, concerning findning ticket types, re-
cieves a rating of 3.6 on the 7 graded scale. The 
standard deviation on this question is the highest in 
the questionnaire, 2.19. This is supported by the ob-
servation of some of the participants having trouble 
finding out the way to obtain prices, whereas others 
did not experience the same problem. In the end, all 
of the participants managed to figure out the way this 
funtionality worked. This is thus a weakness of the 
system, although not so critical that it prevents users 
of using it.

As only one of the participants used the pull-down 
information boxes and the rating just above aver-
age on question 10 (Ease of findning information) 
indicates that there are some problems of findning 
the information on for example ticket types and their 
rules.

The results in general shows that the booking system 
on web site of sj.se works well enough for people 
knowing when and where to go, if the price is not 
the most important criteria. The participants rate the 
system well over average on Ease of understanding 
(question 1) and ease of use (question 2). The par-
ticipants are also apparently willing to use the site 
onwards (question 11) and would also recommend it 
to a friend (question 12).

The most apparent problem is to find the best priced 
ticket, which is an important task for many custom-
ers. The tested user group, non-Swedish speakers liv-
ing in Sweden lack some of the cultural knowledge 
that the site in some extent takes for granted, the 
knowledge about the customs of SJ and it’s ticketing 
policy. The overview of tickets and their prices are 
not either good enough to support these users with 
the information they would need to find the wanted 
price.

The usability evaluation consist of five participants 
and a restricted number of tasks. This may suggest 
that further evaluation is needed to point out more 

generally valid results. The scope of this evaluation 
is also narrowed to a specific type of users, students 
that are in a certain age group. As all of the partic-
ipants have a high degree of internet experience it 
would be useful to evaluate the web site with people 
of more varied backgrounds and internet knowledge. 
The study is also limited to a user group that is cur-
rently living in Sweden and does not include people 
accessing the site from abroad, for example possible 
tourits. 

Moreover, the evaluation does not include all aspects 
of the booking procedure by lacking testing of the 
full payment and ticket retrieval procedure. It may be 
assumed that there might be difficulties within these 
parts that specificly occur to people of non-Swedish 
background, by their unexperience of the companies 
customs and routines.

For further evaluation, the tasks and questions in 
the questionnaire may well be reviewed. The rel-
evance of some of the tasks, for example Task 5 
Finding unusual stations may be questioned. In the 
questionnaire, some of the questions may be opti-
mized to avoid uncertainty on how to interpret them. 
For example, question 1, Ease of understanding, does 
not exactly tell in what state of the process of get-
ting familiar to the web site the rating should be done 
- is it the first impression, or over time. Thus, the 
task may be reviewed and expanded and the ques-
tions may be detailed out more extensively (and the 
number of questions may be streamlined). 

To sum up, the most important future improvement 
of the web site for an non-Swedish speaking user 
group are:
1. Better price and ticket type handling
2. Better visibility of links to information boxes
3. Showing all options of departure in the same 
screen
4. Better and more visible error messages
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Instructions

This is a study of the web site of SJ, the national Swedish railroad company.
The goal of this study is to evaluate the interface of SJ’s web booking system for non-swedish speaking 
customers.

You will be asked to do five different tasks related to booking tickets on the web site. 
One of these tasks is to get familiar to the web site.
After finishing these tasks, we want you to fill out a questionnaire about your impressions of the booking 
system of the web site. 

Remember that this study is meant to evaluate the web site and not your performance as a user. 

The test takes approximately 20 minutes.
If you have any questions before starting the test, please ask.

Task 1

You are supposed to get familiar to the web site of SJ. Please surf to www.sj.se and go to the English part of 
the site. Please explore the site and its interface to get familiar to the site. You may explore any part of the 
site you’d like for up to five minutes.

Please tell us when you think you’re done.

Task 2

During next weekend, you would like to leave Malmö to visit a friend of yours that is currently living in 
Gothenburg (Göteborg). Find a train connection that takes you to Gothenburg on Friday the next week. You 
would like to travel with a 1st class ticket.

Instructions: 
You’re done when you reach a screen asking to choose payment method. 
You may work on this task for up to five minutes.
Please tell us when you think you’re done or if you want to quit the task.

If you have any questions about the task, please ask us before starting the task. We will not answer any 
questions during the task.

Appendix A - Instructions and Task Narratives
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Task 3 

You would like to travel from Malmö to Stokholm tomorrow. Since you are living on a tight budget, you 
would like travel at the lowest price possible. Find the cheapest train connection Malmö – Stockholm for 
tomorrow (the travel time is not important).

Instructions: 
You’re done when you reach a screen asking to choose payment method. 
You may work on this task for up to five minutes.
Please tell us when you think you’re done or if you want to quit the task.

If you have any questions about the task, please ask us before starting the task. We will not answer any 
questions during the task.

Task 4

On next Thursday, you have a one hour appointment in Halmstad. After this, you will have to go back to 
Malmö for another meeting. Book a ticket from Malmö that get you to Halmstad in time for the first meeting 
before 10:00 and a return ticket that get you from Halmstad to Malmö before 15.30.

Instructions: 
You’re done when you reach a screen asking to choose payment method. 
You may work on this task for up to five minutes.
Please tell us when you think you’re done or if you want to quit the task.

If you have any questions about the task, please ask us before starting the task. We will not answer any 
questions during the task.

Task 5

You are staying at your best friends place in Stockholm. You would like to get out in the countryside 
together and your friend suggests that you should do a day excursion to Gävle. You would like to book such 
a ticket with a return for you and your friend for tomorrow. You would like to have at least 4 hours in Gävle.

Instructions: 
You’re done when you reach a screen asking to choose payment method. 
You may work on this task for up to five minutes.
Please tell us when you think you’re done or if you want to quit the task.

If you have any questions about the task, please ask us before starting the task. We will not answer any 
questions during the task.

Appendix A - Instructions and Task Narratives


