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ABSTRACT 
This paper introduces a Balanced Usability Checklist (BUC) approach to assess the usability 
of ten Palestinian hotel websites. The BUC is a modified version of the known checklist 
analysis technique of user interfaces and includes dimensions for User Friendliness, 
Attractiveness, Marketing Effectiveness, and Technical Aspects of a website. Eight 
participants with experience in website design and usability were asked to evaluate each of 
the ten websites using the BUC approach. Overall, the hotel websites faired poorly on three 
out of the four dimensions. A relative ranking, based on the total score, was used to rank the 
hotels from 1 (highest) to 10 (lowest). This study has numerous implications, mainly for hotel 
managers wanting to improve the delivery of their services on the Internet. Results, 
limitations, and future research are discussed. 

 
Keywords: Website Evaluation, Hotel, Tourism, Palestine, Checklist, Usability 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 
Interface Analysis methods have been used extensively in Human Factors to assess human-
computer interaction (HCI) and interfaces. Such methods evaluate critical aspects of an 
interface such as its effectiveness, usability, and end user satisfaction. They help to establish 
if a person can use an interface for its intended purpose and achieve a goal quickly and easily. 
There are many well established interface evaluation methods in the literature including 
checklist analysis, heuristic evaluation, and usability testing (Stanton, et al., 2005). Checklists 
are known to be an easy, cost effective method suitable for the evaluation of all HCI 
interfaces (Ravden, 1989). In this study, we propose a modified version of the checklist 
analysis approach, which we will call the Balanced Usability Checklist (BUC). The BUC 
evaluates the usability of websites using four key dimensions: User-Friendliness, Site 
Attractiveness, Marketing Effectiveness, and Technical Aspects. The four dimensions 
describe the foundation for quality website design (Nielsen, 2000; Nielsen and Loranger, 
2006) and have been used by other researchers to evaluate websites (Kline, et al., 2004).  

We used the BUC to evaluate hotel websites in a developing country, namely 
Palestine. The hotel sector in any country plays a critical role in the tourism industry and 
hence the country’s economy. The rise of the Internet has empowered users to go online and 
search for information about hotels before booking a reservation. A high quality hotel website 
can enable the user to gather information about the hotel, and possibly book a reservation, 
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without the trouble of calling the hotel directly or going through an agent. According to 
Werthner and Ricci (2004), “the Web is changing the needs of consumers, who are 
increasingly less loyal, take more frequent vacations of shorter duration, and take less time 
between choosing and consuming a tourism product”. Traveling internationally poses even 
more challenges for the consumer, especially when the destination is a developing country. 
The lack of international standards, the different culture, and the language barriers increase 
the importance of providing the information made available online.  

Prior research has explored the role of the Internet in the travel and tourism industry. 
Frew (2000) examined the literature in the tourism domain over a six year period, 1994-1999, 
and found that Web-based applications were one of the topics that had a sustained level of 
research activity. Singh et al. (2003) did a content analysis of 80 U.S. domestic and Chinese 
websites. They found that the web is not a culturally neutral medium and provided a 
framework to measure cultural adaptation on the Web. So and Morrison (2003) studied the 
behavior of website users versus non-users in searching for a travel destination. She found 
that a higher proportion of those who visited the travel website actually went to the 
destination and also had a higher intention to return to the destination. Douglas and Mills 
(2004) evaluated how ten Caribbean destinations market their tourism on the Web and Kline 
et al. (2004) evaluated websites of Bed and Breakfast hotels in the U.S.  

Tourism in Palestine is one of its major resources. In a joint statement on tourism in 
2004 (http://www.mccabe-travel.co.uk), the Israeli Minister of Tourism and the Palestinian 
Minister of Tourism and Antiquities announced that tourism is not only a major economic 
force, and an important tool for nations’ prosperity, but also a means of bringing peace and 
building bridges of confidence between people of the Middle East and Israel. The region is 
not only important for tourists but for pilgrims who want to visit a region, which is the 
birthplace of three world religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  

In the next section, we give a brief background on Palestine followed by the 
methodology, results, discussion, implications, and conclusions.  

 
2. BACKGROUND 
Palestine is located on the western edge of the Asian continent. The location refers to a land 
that is at the heart of the long Israeli-Palestinian conflict. One of the key milestones in the 
long Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the Declaration of Principles (DOP), known as the Oslo 
Agreement, in 1993. Figure 1 (permission to use the map was granted by PASSIA, 
Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs, http://www.passia.org) 
displays one of several available maps for the Palestinian ruled areas in the region after the 
Oslo agreement. 

The many events of the conflict, the political instability, and the security concerns in 
the region had an impact on tourist travel. The Israeli Bureau of Statistics posts detailed 
statistics about travel to the region (http://www1.cbs.gov.il/). We selected the statistic 
“Tourists Arrivals by Air” since the average tourist travel by air captures the majority of 
travel to the region. A plot of the statistic (Figure 2) from 1996 to 2004 clearly indicates an 
increase up to 2000 and then a sharp decrease up to 2002. There is a noticeable increase in 
the numbers in the last couple of years, but it is still below the 1996 level.  
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Figure 1: Palestinian Ruled Areas after the Oslo Agreement 

The World Travel and Tourism Council in 2003 (http://www.wttc.org) called for the 
concept of New Tourism, which looks beyond short-term considerations. It does not only 
focus on the benefits for the people who travel but also for the people in the communities 
they visit and their respective natural, social, and cultural environments. The council clearly 
states that travel and tourism give rigor to economies, offer people jobs and career prospects, 
and stimulate development. New Tourism is especially important in a troubled region like 
Palestine. Tourism to the region and staying in Palestinian hotels not only allows a traveler to 
know more about the Palestinian culture, but benefits the Palestinian people and their 
economy.  
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Figure 2: Total Tourist Arrivals by Air to Israel (in thousands) 

Israeli hotels are westernized and offer many of the amenities offered at hotels in the 
West. Palestinian hotels, on the other hand, are only starting to move in that direction. After 
the Oslo agreement and the establishment of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA), more 
control has been transferred to the Palestinians to manage their own affairs. It is not clear if a 
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rating system currently exists for Palestinian hotels. The official Palestinian National 
Information website (http://www.pnic.gov.ps) and the Arab Hotel Association 
(http://www.palestinehotels.com) did not offer any information about a rating system for 
Palestinian hotels.  

 
3. METHOD 

3.1 Sample 
The sample of hotels was derived from the 2005 annual PASSIA diary. The PASSIA 
organization was established in 1987 by a group of Palestinian academics and intellectuals 
and is not affiliated with any government, political party or organization. The PASSIA diary 
is a reputable, up-to-date, and well known source for comprehensive listings of contact 
information for businesses and organizations in Palestine plus many other critical facts about 
the region. For the hotels and resorts section under the travel and tourism category, the diary 
lists the hotel name, contact information, website URL (if available), and a very brief 
summary of the hotels’ available services (e.g., number of bedrooms, suites, etc.). The hotels 
were listed under three major areas of Palestine: Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza 
Strip.  

A tabulation of the hotels from the PASSIA diary revealed a total listing of 36 
Palestinian hotels in Jerusalem, 44 in the West Bank, and 15 in the Gaza Strip. For those 
hotels that listed a web address, we tested the website URL to see if it was functional. Table 1 
shows a summary of the results. Out of those hotels listed as having a website, only 73% in 
Jerusalem and 15% in the West Bank were functional. None of the hotels in the Gaza Strip 
had a website URL listed. This implied that only 22% of the total hotels listed in Jerusalem 
and 5% of the hotels listed in the West Bank had a functional website listed in the diary.  

Measure  Jerusalem West 
Bank 

Gaza 
Strip 

Total Number of Hotels  36 44 15 
Number of Hotels With a Listed Website 11 13 0 
Number of Hotels With a Listed Website that 
is Functional 8 2 0 

% of Hotels With a Functional Website out 
of those listed 73% 15% --- 

% of Hotels With a Functional Website out 
of the Total Number of Hotels 22% 5% 0% 

Table 1: Summary Statistics of Hotels in the PASSIA Diary 

According to the PASSIA diary, the last census (1997) conducted by the Palestinian 
Bureau of Statistics projected Palestinian populations in Jerusalem and Ramallah (West Bank 
city) to be 408,042 and 283,446 respectively in 2004. The hotels in Jerusalem and Ramallah 
comprise the majority of the hotels in Palestine. There was a 15% drop in the total number of 
Palestinian hotels in 2004 from 1999 levels. Many hotels had to close down given the 
political situation and the decrease of tourism to the area. Also, according to statistics 
obtained from the Palestinian Bureau of Statistics and published in the PASSIA diary, the 
number of visitors to Palestine has dropped to an all-time low in 2004 since 1996 (Figure 3).  

Given the above hotel analysis and the map of the Palestinian territories, we decided 
to focus on ten Palestinian hotels in two major cities only, Jerusalem and Ramallah in the 
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West Bank. Table 2 lists the hotel name, the location, and the website URL for all the hotels 
used in the study.  
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Figure 3: Total Visitors to Palestine (1996-June 2004) 

Hotel Name Location Website 
 

Addar Jerusalem http://www.addar-hotel.com
Alcazar Jerusalem http://www.jrscazar.com
Commodore Jerusalem http://www.commodore-jer.com
Golden Walls Jerusalem http://www.goldenwalls.com
Jerusalem Hotel Jerusalem http://www.jrshotel.com/main.html
Mount of Olives Jerusalem http://www.mtolives.com
Strand Hotel Jerusalem http://www.jerusalemstrand.com
YWCA Jerusalem http://www.ywca-palestine.org
Best Eastern Ramallah http://www.besteasternhotels.com
Grand Park Ramallah http://www.grandpark.com

Table 2: Names and Website Address of Hotels Used in the Study 

3.2 Website Evaluation 

The new proposed BUC evaluates a website on four quadrants: Q1-User Friendliness, Q2 – 
Attractiveness, Q3 – Marketing Effectiveness, and Q4 – Technical Aspects. The items in each 
quadrant were obtained from the literature (Douglas et al. 2004; Kline et al., 2004). In 
addition, experts on travel and tourism to the region were consulted as to what other items 
may also be important to tourists traveling to the region. Those items were added to the list, 
resulting in 12 items for Q1, 9 for Q2, and 20 for Q3 for a total of 41 items in the first three 
quadrants. Examples of items from each quadrant include: “telephone number clearly 
available” and “fax number clearly available” in Q1; “text clear and readable” and “pages 
clean and uncluttered” in Q2; “logo reflected on all pages” and “ability to make reservations 
online” and in Q3; “Link check” and “Browser compatibility” in Q4. A full list of the items 
will be presented in the Results and Discussion section.  

A total of eight raters with experience in human factors psychology, and website 
design and usability in particular, were asked to complete a checklist of 41 items (features) 
for each of the 10 hotel websites. The checklist allowed only two possible responses for each 
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item – either the feature was present or not present. When the participants finished the 
checklist for all three quadrants, they were asked two additional questions: 

1) “Rank the hotel based on the information on the website only” 
2) “Would you stay at such a hotel if you were traveling to this region?” 

For the first question, we used the hotel star ranking on the Orbitz travel website 
(http://www.orbitz.com): 5 stars-luxury, 4 stars-deluxe, 3 stars-mid scale, 2 stars-value, and 1 
star-economy/simple. The Orbitz rating of hotels is based on a combination of industry 
ratings (such as AAA – American Automobile Association), personal evaluations, and 
customer feedback. For the second question, the options were “yes” or “no”.  

The technical aspects of the ten hotel websites (fourth quadrant) were evaluated using 
the free service of NetMechanic (http://www.netmechanic.com). We submitted all ten 
Palestinian hotel websites for an evaluation of five pages per website including the home 
page. The report generated included evaluation of the site links, load time speed, spell check, 
browser compatibility, and HTML code.  

 
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Inter-rater reliability of the eight raters was calculated using the Kendall’s Coefficient of 
Concordance. Site rankings for each rater were determined by first summing the dichotomous 
scores from the questions in each quadrant. Total scores were determined for each site and 
then ranked from highest to lowest. The eight sets of site rankings were then tested with a 
Friedman’s Chi Square and then divided by the number of sites evaluated minus 1, multiplied 
by the number of evaluators. W = χ 2/J(n-1), where n = the number of sites and J = the 
number of evaluators . The Kendall’s Coefficient of Concordance was W = .684 with a χ2 = 
49.24, showing a substantial level of agreement (Landis and Koch, 1977). Final rankings and 
individual quadrant ranks are shown in Table 3.  

Rankings for each quadrant were calculated by summing the scores of the 
dichotomous items across all raters for that quadrant. For example, Quadrant I rankings were 
calculated by summing the scores of the 12 items, while Quadrant II rankings were based on 
the sum of the 9 items across all raters. Rankings for Quadrant IV were based on converting 
the NetMechanic results to dichotomous variables (0 or 1 value) as shown in Table 4. This 
resembles the technique used by Kline et al. (2004) for converting the NetMechanic 5-star 
ratings to dichotomous variables. A final rank, labeled as BUC rank, was then determined by 
summing the four quadrant rankings for each website and arranging them from lowest to 
highest (the lowest total rank was the best). The Addar hotel in Jerusalem was ranked the best 
and the Mount of Olives hotel, also in Jerusalem, was ranked the worst.  
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Hotel Name Q1 
User-

Friendliness 

Q2 
Attractiveness

Q3 
Marketing 

Effectiveness

Q4 
Technical 
Aspects 

BUC 
Final 
Rank 

Addar 1 1 3 1 1 
Jerusalem Hotel 5 3 1 1 2 
Golden Walls 4 5 2 1 3 
Grand Park 6 6 4 1 4 
Commodore 3 8 6 1 5 
Strand Hotel 7 4 9 1 6 
Alcazar 2 7 7 9 7.5 
Best Eastern 9 2 5 9 7.5 
YWCA 8 9 10 1 9 
Mount of Olives 10 10 8 1 10 

Table 3: Rankings of Hotel Websites by Quadrant and Final Rankings 

 

Technical 
Aspect 

0 1 

Link Check > 2 bad links 0-1 bad links 
Load Time > 24 sec < 24 sec 
HTML > 7 errors 0-6 errors 
Browser > 5 problems 0-4 problems 
Spell Check > 5% errors 0-5% errors 

Table 4: Technical Analysis Rating Scale 

 
Mean and standard deviation values of all items across all sites are shown by quadrant 

in Tables 5a, 5b, 5c, and 5d. In addition, percentage values for each quadrant are shown. It 
can be seen that the hotel sites fared best in the Technical Aspects with 78% of the total 
possible points. The one technical area where many sites fared poorly, however, was in 
Browser Compatibility. The hotels accounted for 60% of the total points possible for site 
attractiveness and 54% for user-friendliness, and only 43% for marketing effectiveness 
(Figure 4). All of these mediocre scores in Quadrants 1-3 clearly suggest the need for 
improvement. The low marketing effectiveness scores are especially concerning given the 
importance of conveying a clear and positive message to potential visitors. 
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Q1: User-Friendliness     Mean  SD 
Telephone number clearly available    7.9  0.32 
Fax number clearly available     7.7  0.95 
Mailing address clearly available    6.8  1.99 
Home button on all pages     6.2  1.93 
E-mail contact clearly available    6.0  2.75 
Clear and effective navigation tool on each page  5.6  2.99 
Limited horizontal scrolling     5.1  1.10 
Limited vertical scrolling     5.0  1.63 
Site map or index available     1.0  0.47 
Multiple languages available     0.2  0.63 
Site search available      0.0  0.00 
Frequently Asked Questions available   0.0  0.00 
Total        51.5 
Percentage of Total (51.5/96)    54% 

Table 5a: Evaluation Scores for Quadrant 1 
 

Q2: Site Attractiveness     Mean  SD 
Text clear and readable     5.8  2.25 
Pages clean and uncluttered     5.8  2.20 
Hyperlinks easy to read     5.4  1.96 
Sufficient contrast between background and text  5.1  2.18 
Use of color improves visual appearance   4.7  2.58 
Pictures and images reinforce text    4.2  2.90 
Photos and images good quality    4.0  2.49 
Background effective and appealing    4.0  2.16 
Effective use of web page space    3.9  2.51 
Total         42.9  
Percentage of Total (42.9/72)    60%  

Table 5b: Evaluation Scores for Quadrant 2 
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Q3: Marketing Effectiveness    Mean  SD 
Logo reflected on all pages     6.7  1.70 
Ability to make reservations online    6.6  2.07 
Room entertainment (movies, cable)    6.4  2.67 
Are the rates available      6.4  3.37 
Hotel pictures available (bldg and facilities)   6.1  2.60 
General room amenities (coffee pot, hair dryer)  5.3  2.36 
Map of the area      4.8  3.29 
Room pictures available     4.7  3.77 
Transportation to and from sites of interest   2.8  1.81 
Text describing hotel management    2.6  2.63 
Directions to the hotel      2.6  2.46 
Local activities and events listed on site   2.5  2.64 
Links to activities and area attractions   2.3  3.09 
Information on local tours     2.2  2.94 
Transportation to and from hotel from airport  1.8  2.04 
Swimming pool       1.5  2.80 
Are special packages/promotions offered   1.2  1.99 
Special target markets addressed     0.9  1.10 
Testimonial info available     0.9  1.91 
Virtual tour available      0.4  0.84 
Total        68.7  
Percentage of Total (68.7/160)    43% 

Table 5c: Evaluation Scores for Quadrant 3 

 

Q4: Technical Aspects    Mean  SD 
Spell check      5.0  0.0 
Link Check      4.9  .32 
Load time speed     4.2  1.03 
HTML check      4.1  .73 
Browser compatibility     1.2  .63 
 
Total       19.4 
Percentage of Total (19.4/25)   78%    

Table 5d: Evaluation Scores for Quadrant 4 
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Figure 4: Evaluation Scores by Quadrant 

Table 6 provides a listing of the participant rating of the hotels, based on the Orbitz 
travel star rating, after they had evaluated the features of the website on all three quadrants. It 
also lists the participant willingness (yes or no) to stay at the hotel if they visit the region. The 
rankings represent the evaluation of the hotel, by a participant in the study, based on the hotel 
website. 

Hotel Name % of Yes 
Visits? 

Hotel Star  
Classification  

Rank* 

Hotel  
Website BUC 

Rank** 
Addar 87.5 1 1 
Jerusalem Hotel 100 2 2 
Golden Walls 75 6 3 
Grand Park 75 3 4 
Commodore 0 8 5 
Strand Hotel 25 5 6 
Alcazar 25 7 7 
Best Eastern 100 4 8 
YWCA 0 10 9 
Mount of Olives 0 9 10 
* Rank from the final question using Orbitz scale 
** Rank from the “BUC Final Rank” column in Table 3 

Table 6: Rankings of Hotels and Potential Visits to Hotels 

For five of the websites in the lower half of the rankings, only 0 – 25% of the raters 
indicated that they would stay at that hotel if visiting the region. The exception to this was the 
Best Eastern hotel at which all of the raters indicated they would stay despite the fact that the 
BUC ratings ranked it 8th of the 10 sites. It is also interesting to note that the final star rating 
(based on the Orbitz rating scale) was higher than the BUC ranking for Best Eastern. It is 
possible that the high attractiveness of this site (Quadrant 2) influenced the raters’ final star 
rating. This notion is supported in the other direction by the results for the Commodore hotel. 
It was ranked 8th in attractiveness (Quadrant 2) and 5th overall but was given a final star 
ranking of 8th. In addition, none of the raters indicated they would stay there. Apparently, the 
attractiveness of the websites is an important characteristic when judging overall satisfaction.  

 

5. IMPLICATIONS 
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Results from the BUC analysis show that the ten Palestinian hotel websites fared poorly on 
three dimensions: User Friendliness (54%), Site Attractiveness (60%), and Marketing 
Effectiveness (43%). All sites were highest on their Technical Aspects (78%). The focus on 
building hotel websites in Palestine seems to be on technical principles, which are important 
but not sufficient today for successful online business. While this study investigated hotel 
websites and not the hotels themselves, research has shown (Soh et al. 2003) that there is a 
relationship between both. We assessed this relationship by asking participants at the end of 
our study to rank the hotel based on their overall impression of the website. This was 
compared to the ranking obtained based on the BUC items. The rank resulting from the 
overall impression of the hotel compared well to the BUC hotel website rank indicating that 
the items used in the BUC were truly influential to overall satisfaction. Participant intentions 
of whether they would stay at the hotels if they were to visit the region also concurred with 
these results. The one exception to this pattern occurred with two sites that were reported to 
be high or low on the attractiveness quadrant, indicating that possibly the items in this 
quadrant may be more influential to overall satisfaction than the others.  

This study has implications for practitioners in the field. Palestinian hotels and their 
marketing managers, for example, can use the BUC and the results in this paper to improve 
the image of their hotels on the Internet. It is apparent at the time of the study, that Palestinian 
hotels are underutilizing the power of the Internet as a marketing channel. Many travelers 
today look first to the Internet to find a hotel website. If a website does not work properly or 
is designed poorly, then consumers will simply try a different hotel website. Recent research 
states that users form first impressions of a website in as little as 50 milliseconds (Lindgaard, 
et al., 2006). Ideally, Palestinian hotel managers should therefore invest in hiring 
professionals who have expertise in user-centered design, human factors, and e-business to 
establish their websites. If resources are scarce, as they typically are in developing countries, 
the BUC dimensions proposed in this study can be used as a self assessment tool. Hotel 
managers can benchmark their website against competitor websites and make improvements 
accordingly. Furthermore, hotel management degree granting institutions should consider 
introducing curriculum to fill the gaps identified by this study. This may include teachings to 
include principles of e-business and website design. Graduates of such institutions will then 
be knowledgeable about the value of the Internet and the importance of good website design. 

This study has implications for researchers as well. The list of items to measure the 
different dimensions of the BUC should not be considered comprehensive. For example, 
features related to sound and video were not included. One of the websites tested presented 
background music. It is important to test if such feature impacts overall satisfaction. Also, the 
alternative ranking method, based on the Orbitz star system, was only based on eight 
observations (eight raters). More observations and a more detailed analysis are needed to 
study the relationship between the overall hotel rank and its website BUC rank. Researchers 
can build on the results of our study to further explore other dimensions that are critical in 
evaluating websites in developing countries. The scarce resources in developing countries 
increase the importance to develop an easy to use, cost effective, and flexible approach to 
evaluate websites. More elaborate evaluation approaches that are sometimes used in 
developing countries may not be very practical in developing countries. 

 
6. CONCLUSIONS 
We proposed a Balanced Usability Checklist (BUC) approach to assess the usability of ten 
hotel websites in a developing country, Palestine. The BUC is a modified version of the 
known checklist analysis technique of user interfaces. The BUC offered a quick, yet flexible 
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and cost effective website evaluation approach. The BUC consisted of four key dimensions: 
User Friendliness, Attractiveness, Marketing Effectiveness, and Technical Aspects of a 
website. Future research should examine other features of hotels that are relevant for any of 
the four dimensions. Features may be divided into two categories: primary features (should 
be available regardless of the hotel location) and secondary features (location specific) to see 
if there is any significant difference between both categories. Other areas of research include 
deriving optimal weights for the four dimensions or doing a cross-regional study of hotel 
websites to further examine the relationship between the hotel rank and the rank of its 
website. Finally, research can be conducted to derive a comprehensive website rank that 
includes measures that are not dichotomous (feature is available or not). Such measures may 
include a scaled rating of how well a particular feature is integrated. For example, contact 
information may be available on the hotel website but it may be located in an obscure area of 
the site where users may not easily find it. In addition, such measures can include task-related 
usability metrics such as task success, completion time, and efficiency.  
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