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Methodology 
 
 This study consisted of a series of 60-minute 

in-depth interviews with thirty travelers who 
will visit (or are interested in visiting) the state 
of Alaska in the next two years. 

 Interviews were conducted via online video 
conference using Destination Analysts’ online 
usability lab.  

 Respondents shared their feedback and 
opinions on the Travel Alaska website as they 
used it to accomplish several travel planning 
related tasks. 

 All respondents participated in a brief 
technical check at least 48 hours prior to their 
interview in order to guarantee a smooth flow 
of the interview session. 

 

 



The Interview Environment 
 
 

 

A screenshot of the interview environment from the moderator’s perspective is shown below.  During the interview, 
respondents viewed the website in full screen view on their home or work computers.  This allows for maximum 
comfort from the respondent perspective.  Persons watching the sessions could pass questions to the moderator via 
a private chat function. 
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Respondent Profile 

The study participants included only those “Definitely” or 
“Considering” travel to Alaska within the next 2 years.  The group 
consisted of: 

 Travelers 35 years of age or older 

 Household income above $40,000  

 At least some college education  

 The majority are married or partnered 

 Varying degrees of familiarity with Alaska 

 Mix of Alaska trip interests 

 Approximately half were recent requestors of information 
from the State of Alaska, while the other half did not have 
prior contact with the State of Alaska 
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Objectives 

This study is part of an ongoing effort to gather information 
useful to improving the Travel Alaska website. The specific 
goals of this research were to: 

 Learn more about how users search for Alaska travel 
content and discover ways to improve SEO results and 
capture more traffic. 

 Continue to assess the overall appeal of design elements 
and overall informational architecture  of the website and 
catalog ideas for potential improvement. 

 Assess the effectiveness of map features on the website. 

 Examine specific functionality related to the “Experience 
Alaska” section of the website. 

 Identify missing or non-functioning content in the 
sections tested. 

 



Use of Search Engines to Plan Alaska Travel 

At the beginning of the interview, participants were asked to 
perform a search as if they were planning a trip to Alaska.  
This search exercise found that Travel Alaska does not 
perform well when specific search terms are entered as the 
query.  For example, as many Alaska visitors arrive on cruise 
lines, many persons searched for specific items such as 
“Alaska shore excursions” or “Shore excursion Juneau.”  
TravelAlaska.com does not appear in the first page of these 
results. 

The website appears to be performing well when search 
queries are generic, such as “Alaska Things to do” or “Alaska 
vacation.”  This might be a fertile area for content expansion 
and SEO work.  If most users are entering queries for which 
the website is not competitive content-wise or for which 
SEO work needs to be done, additional traffic could likely be 
generated through effort in this area. 
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Participants report automatically ignoring (as habit) Google special content (1) and paid listings (2), and going 
directly to the organic listings below, where the site performs well for generic searches. 



Travel Alaska Search Listings 
 
Travel Alaska's search listing content largely 
works and is attractive for those performing 
general travel planning searches.  
Respondents expressed no issues or dislike 
for the way these listings appear. 
 
 Nevertheless, room exists to make 

TravelAlaska.com presentation in search 
results more compelling.  In reviewing 
other search result listings, participants 
expressed significant levels of excitement 
about listings that contained expressions 
such as: 

 Top 10 Attractions 
 “Best of” lists 
 Insider information 
 Shore Itineraries  
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Experience Alaska Page 

 For several participants, mousing over the "Experience Alaska" tab 
on the top navigation (1) does not create a strong enough visual 
cue that one can click on it and be sent to an overview page. 

 Overall, the layout and design of the Experience Alaska overview 
page were described as easy to understand, but also crowded and 
somewhat disjointed from the highly pleasing visual presentation 
of the homepage.   

 While most of the page’s components were well understood, note 
that there was a lack of understanding of  “Local's Tour.”  However, 
this confusion doesn't appear to be a major problem, as once 
accessed, the content was immediately understood.   

 As users seem to be automatically drawn to the neighboring 
“Things to Do" tab (2), the Experience Alaska main page may see 
limited traffic relative to the Things to Do section. It is unlikely to 
be used as a focal point for exploring the site for activities and 
travel planning related information. 
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Photo Gallery  
The imagery of the photo gallery was praised as impactful and 
fun to explore.  It is a good selling piece for the Alaska travel 
concept, but of limited use as a planning tool.  The “Find more 
information on” concept was well appreciated by those that 
clicked through on the image, but few noticed these links. To 
get information on the content of the picture requires moving 
through an additional page, rather than being accessed 
directly from the image.  Redesigning this page or elevating 
the link’s status on the enlarged image pages might help.  

 The images are presented in seemingly random order.  
Presenting them by theme (Wildlife, parks, activities, 
culture, etc.) would be a very useful addition to the 
website. Integrating the "Gallery Categories" themes into 
the page would be an effective way to do this. 
 

 In addition to the current “Gallery Categories,” the State of 
Alaska might consider adding galleries by city or region. 
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Photo Galleries (Continued) 

 One idea that emerged was adding a caption that appears upon mouse-over, including the city or region of the 
photo so users know where the photo was taken without having to click on it. 

 Also, to make the section more approachable to users, Alaska might provide a sense of how many total photos 
are available in the gallery, show the number of photos or number of pages, such as “Viewing Page 1 of 12” or 
“Viewing 12 photos of 200,” etc.   Additionally, the state could consider adding an option to “View all photos” 
on one page so users don’t have to repeatedly click on “View more,” which few have patience for. 

 Although the photo search seems unlikely to be heavily used, the state should ensure that search results are 
accurate. For example, there is only one photo returned for a search of “Northern Lights,” however the image is 
not the Northern Lights. The photo search for “Denali” had no results, which was disappointing.  

 Upon clicking on a photo, include the option to view photos in a slideshow so that users don’t have to click on 
“Back to gallery” to see the next photo. Add arrows or a “Next” button on the side of each photo so that users 
can scroll through the photos. 
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Video Gallery 

The video gallery was an extremely popular section amongst study 
participants, who really liked the concept of using videos to learn about 
the things to see and do in Alaska .  

 The overall design of the page was praised and the images used to sell 
the videos were seen as exciting.  

 The videos could use more explanation and information. For example, 
a two sentence description of the content, links to items featured in 
the videos, length of video in minutes would all make the video 
featured on the site more useful to travelers. Users would like to see a 
brief description in order to know the difference, for example, between 
“things to do in (region)” vs. “(region)” videos. 

 Some of the video content was seen as too promotional and lacking in 
nitty-gritty planning content.  These videos may be better at selling the 
idea of visiting (inspiration) rather than actual travel planning. This can 
be addressed (without changing the videos) if articles and links to 
further information are included on the video page.   
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Video Gallery (Continued) 

Several additional observations were made about the Video Gallery page: 

 Regional names (Southcentral, Inside Passage, etc.) are of limited use as users are likely to have little working 
knowledge of Alaska's geography.  This came up repeatedly during the tests, with participants having difficulty 
deciding which videos to watch to help them with their trip planning. 

 With users having limited knowledge of the state’s geography, it will be beneficial to show a map with the 
appropriate region highlighted next to each video. 

 Reconsider the image (or orientation of the image) used in the Far North video.  Participants were confused, 
asking, “Is this a fancy food dish or some sort of bird?” 

 The development team might consider an option to show captioning for deaf people. 

 The “View Videos” button from the Photo Gallery page does not work. 
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Sample Trips 

 Like video, the idea of reading itineraries to get ideas for 
trips to Alaska was extremely popular and this content 
received a good deal of praise.   

 That website users are going to be geographically challenged 
should be a basic assumption all content development on 
the website.  Maps showing locations, distances and times 
will be of particularly great value in the Sample Trips section.  
For example, a detailed map for the “Kenai Peninsula 
Anchorage to Kodiak" trip would be an excellent addition to 
the content. This would be far more important and useful to 
users than the image currently fronting the page content.  

 Two areas to consider for new Sample Trips content would 
be 1) activities in and around major destinations and 2) 
shore excursions in key ports of call.  For example, a very 
valuable piece of content for cruise passengers would be 
ideas for how to spend a day in each major destination 
serviced by cruise lines. 
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Sample Trips (Continued) 

Several additional observations were made about the Sample Trips section:  

 Links to the content items highlighted in the Sample Trips are lacking and should be added. 

 Participants felt the presentation of the trips lacked visual punch.  They frequently recommended having 
images for each of the highlighted activity for each day. 

 Selecting the appropriate trips to review was somewhat challenging for participants. In addition to the type of 
trip (Fishing, Driving, Having fun, etc.), the development team should consider a way to present/filter sample 
trips by region and number of days. 

 The Sample Trips pages should include links to outfitters or companies who could take you on the trip—or at 
least provide services for parts of it. This is an enormous opportunity for members/advertisers.  

 The “View all” link is not noticed and should be relocated and/or made bigger, as the variety of sample trip 
options in the “View all” section was of great interest to participants. 

 Fishing trips could be improved by adding links to summarized state fishing regulations and information on  
how to obtain fishing permits/licenses. 
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Local’s Tour 

The Local's Tour section was also very popular.  This would be a 
good content area to focus on developing and improving. Test 
participants were keen on exploring this content and felt it was 
some of the most valuable on the website. 

 The author (source) was largely understood as relevant and 
seen as trustworthy and highly valuable.   

 Users figured out that the pins on the map represent a specific 
Local's Tour.   However, mousing over the pin simply shows the 
word "location," (1) which confused users and diminished the 
page's usability.  

 Rather than having to click on a pinpoint to see a pop-up 
window of information, users expected the pop-up window to 
appear as they moused-over the pinpoint.  

 As the Local’s content was highly desirable, some participants 
wanted an option to “Add to My Alaska Trip.” 
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Local’s Tour (Continued) 

Another issue with the Local’s Tour overview page concerned the prominence of the map.  The current map view 
dominates users’ view of the content and is confusing.  The topographical map has no roads or city labels, and 
given that users will not understand the state's geography, use may be problematic. 
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Local’s Tour (Continued) 

The scrolling content bar (at right) beneath the 
map was largely unnoticed by test participants. 
Some users suggested a list view in which all 
Local’s Tours were listed on the page and each 
had a photo thumbnail, title and brief 
description.  Users would like to know how 
many Local’s Tours are featured without having 
to scroll through.  

 
 
 Users expected that the map content and the scrolling image bar below to be connected in some way. Re-

envisioning the application to do this effectively would improve its usability.  

 The internal Local’s Tour pages were criticized as visually being too content heavy.  Users of TravelAlaska.com 
would be better served if the content was bullet pointed or given additional white space. More photos and 
hyperlinks would be appreciated.  

 The tours should focus on truly hidden gems.  For example, many users criticized content that might be found in 
traditional guidebooks.  Additionally, in the Local’s Tour page detailing the full tour, a map pinpointing each place 
recommended by the local would be helpful. 
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Events Calendar 

The Events Calendar was easy to use for all participants and 
appreciated as a valuable planning tool.  

  However, a perceived lack of content in the events 
calendar was seen as problematic.  Few users could find 
an event they would like to attend, especially those who 
were planning to travel to Alaska later this year. 

 The filters above the calendar were not independently 
noticed by test participants. It should be noted that the 
overall lack of content in this section would likely limit 
their usefulness  anyway.  

 The options under the “Communities” filter is 
overwhelming, and not beneficial to those who are 
unfamiliar with the state’s geography. A filter by Region 
or Major City might be more manageable. 
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Events Calendar (Continued) 

One major technical problem arose in this 
test. Users are unable to scroll to a specific 
event whenever the events content is tightly 
packed on a day. For example, a user trying to 
get to the Alaska Bearfoot event (at right) 
would not be able to do so.  Before they 
could move the mouse to the pop-up box, 
Copper River Wild would take over the pop-
up space. 

 
 
 The overall approach to presenting the 

events content—with links to external 
content—was approved of. 

 Usability of this section would be 
improved if color was used to distinguish 
between several events on the same day. 

 

1 

 The development team should consider adding cost content and a photo thumbnail to the pop-up 
window, as this information is top of mind for virtually all users. 
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Maps & Places to Go 

 As was noted about the “Experience Alaska” section navigation, 
mousing-over the "Maps + Places to Go" tab does not create a 
strong visual cue for the user that they can click and go to 
/Destinations/Regions.aspx.  Users will likely go directly to one of 
the sections subpages instead. 

 The map section's functionality to drill down to travel planning 
content was not well understood.  It was apparent from the tests 
that users will generally not look at these maps and immediately 
think they can click through to business listings or other content.  
This functionality should be explained.  If not, users are likely to 
see this section purely as a set of maps.  Furthermore, many 
users will not be likely to click on the map to drill down to sub 
regions. Making the maps more obviously interactive would help 
users access this function.   

  On the “Regions,” “Cities & Towns” and “Parks & Public Lands” maps, it would help to add a visual element to 
communicate that users can click on the name for more information. 
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Maps & Places to Go (Continued) 

 The topographic maps in this section are problematic as they 
contain no visual cues that help users orient themselves to 
cities or major points of interest in Alaska.  Things to do in 
Seward is a good example of this (see map at right).  Users 
could not identify where Seward was in relation to the icons on 
the map, especially as they zoomed in to the map.  The only 
things on the maps that allowed users to orient themselves 
were topographic elements like rivers and mountains or valleys, 
with which most users are unfamiliar. Another good visual 
example was using the maps to find things to see and do 
around Denali National Park.   

 Having icons of the maps that are outside the destination of 
interest creates confusion.  This might be (as shown in the 
image at right) hotels in Anchorage showing up as things to do 
in Seward. 

 Users are accustomed to and expect that the map icons 
correlate to the business listings, i.e with a numbering system. 
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Maps & Places to Go (Continued) 

 The development team should consider reimaging the regional content that pops up on scroll over.  The current 
content is wordy and difficult to read. Users report that they "don't like to read" when they're surfing the web.  
Consider a much briefer description in bullet point format, featuring key points of interest, activities and 
communities. 

 Also, we recommend considering changing the approach which requires users to scroll over an icon to reveal the 
name of the attraction.  This was most evident on the "Parks and Public Lands" map.  Finding information using 
this approach becomes a guessing game for users, which makes finding specific parks nearly impossible.  This issue 
(as discussed before) made using the map on the "Local's Tour" page problematic.   

 Many of Alaska's attractions are not accessible by road, and are only accessible by air or the Marine Highway 
system.  The maps on the website do not help users easily address this information gap.   A common assumption 
of users is that attractions on the maps are accessible by road.  As an example, if given a task to find a park they 
would like drive to, Katmai National Park and Preserve or the Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge might 
come up.   This problem transcends the mapping functions of the website.  When evaluating things to do in 
Alaska,  users would frequently find things they would want to add to their itinerary only to be disappointed when 
they learned they could not access them by road.  In most cases, test participants had to be told about 
accessibility issues and did not find this organically on their own. 
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Maps & Places to Go (Continued) 

Clicking on a destination's "Things to do" link has two 
problematic results: 

 It immediately opens a window that shows all business 
listings in the community, including "Hotels," "Planning 
Resources" and "Getting Around."   This causes confusion 
as the icons used on the map are not immediately 
understood, and the filter under the map was largely not 
seen. 

 The tab name becomes "Local Businesses," which was not 
commonly noticed, but created confusion with users who 
did notice this.  Renaming should be considered. 

 
 The listing of attractions accessed through the maps are wordy and should highlight (in bullet point format) 

important travel planning information.  Requested information from users includes: Distances, times, costs and 
accessibility methods.  
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Maps & Places to Go (Continued) 

 Overload in the number of icons shown can be 
problematic.  The images at right show this issue.  
This made using the maps to find travel planning 
content virtually impossible for participants. 

 Other occasional anomalies came up.  The visual at 
right (bottom) shows a map with no overlying 
content. 

 



My Alaska Trip, Registration and the App  

 The concept of the My Alaska Trip itinerary planner 
continues to be popular.   

 Registration for using the My Alaska Trip function before 
adding items is unpopular.  Users are accustomed to using 
itinerary/saving features without this step.  This 
requirement is likely to greatly reduce usage of the tool.  
We recommend allowing users to access this content 
without registration, or using interactive tools to educate 
them as to the value of registration. 

 Consider changing wording that refers to My Alaska Trip as 
a shopping cart.  This was unpopular and misunderstood by 
panelists. 

  The mobile app is also a well-liked concept. The new roll-over explaining the app 
(bottom right) is a great addition.  Using creative techniques like this to educate users 
about the value of My Alaska Trip function would be a positive addition to the website. 
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