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December has always been the most popular time of year for US consumers to send packages to
family and friends. It is also the busiest time for online shipping: the major carriers (FedEx, UPS,
US Postal Services) have all reported that the heaviest use of their online shipping sites occurs
during December.

Since the holidays are also known for elevating stress levels, our team at User Centric conducted
a quick usability comparison of the online process for shipping a pound of fudge from our offices
in Chicago to a relative in Herndon, VA. We compared online shipping via FedEx, UPS, and the
US Postal Service.

Our goal was to three-fold: (a) identify which carrier made the process easiest for the casual
holiday shipper, (b) compare two commercial shippers to the less expensive US Postal Service
and (c) figure out which carrier we would actually use to ship holiday gifts based on the overall
user experience.

Before we start, three notes:
o We excluded DHL from our comparison because DHL will be closing their US domestic
operations in January 2009.
o Neither FedEx, UPS or the US Postal Service are clients of User Centric.
o User Centric uses different delivery services but none of our team personally handles the
accounts, so we have no prior exposure to registration.

We should also mention that during the
course of our three-day site usability
evaluation (conducted December 9
through December 12), we encountered
technical problems with the US Postal
Service site. The site posted a prominent
warning on its home page (Figure 1) and
we assumed these problems would just
be minor and transient delays. However,
we found that it took at least 5 separate
attempts (over the course of three days)
to complete a single shipping transaction.

We apologize for any inconven
you may have experienced.

For Updates »

el « [« [+ [ « [ « Ji

Figure 1: Message on USPS.com home page
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Registration Is Always Required

All three shippers required that we register before starting the shipping process. This was
somewhat frustrating because we did not want to invest time in registering until we had a general
understanding of shipping costs.

Although the three shippers organized their registration forms differently, they generally
requested similar information (user ID and password, address, type of account).

However, FedEx requested more information than the other shippers, such as secret phrase and
payment information. Payment information was also a mandatory part of their registration
process; we did not find this consumer-friendly or usable. We would have preferred to share our
payment information as part of the initial shipping transaction. (In contrast, UPS made payment
information an optional part of their registration.) (See Table 1)

US Postal Semvice

Registration

Can ship without registering? Mo

Payment information required

during initial registration? Yes No No

Length of registration process 4 page process 2 page process 6 page process

Table 1: Comparison of Registration Process

Tools for Estimating Shipping Costs

We later learned that we could also use each sites’ shipping calculator functions to estimate the
shipping costs. The shipping calculators were relatively easy to find on the home pages of the US
Postal Service and UPS sites. They were not the first item listed, but presumably the shippers
had done their research and determined that repeat customers represent the majority of their site
traffic. (Figure 2)

The FedEx calculator was not accessible from the home page but was available from the Ship
menu under “Get Rates & Transit Times.”

US Postal Service | ups

Ship Online from
Plam a Shipment

———————
| CAICH e TOsE

PackageEmmslope Frosght Ex piditesd

Ship - Track » Manage »

Prepane Shipment =
I Get Rates & Transit Times I

Find Locations

Sehedube a Pickiup -

Prepare an Intermaticnal Shipment
Estimate Duties and Taxes

Go to Fedix Global Trade Manager
Drder Supplies

Access Address Book

Figure 2: Home Page Access to Cost Calculators

© 2008 - User Centric, Inc. All Rights Reserved



centric

The cost calculators were fairly similar on all three websites, although there were differences in
screen layout. All three based their estimates on the sender’s zip code, recipient’s zip code, and
package weight. All three were fairly usable.

US Postal Service

e
RO TAL SERACE.

Pastage Price Caleulator
Bomestic and Internationsl Postage Prices

Figure 3: Cost Calculators on the Three Sites

Of the three, the US Postal Service calculator was slightly more streamlined. As seen in Figure 3,
the page was broken up into clearly delineated sections and had fewer fields.

The UPS and FedEXx sites calculators appeared a bit more involved due to the presence of
country fields (which defaulted to United States since we were prompted to select the country
when we first visited these sites).

If you're curious, we compared the estimated costs to the final shipping costs at the very end of
the process. The final shipping costs from UPS and FedEx were actually lower than their
estimated costs. We suspect these rates reflected a discount for (a) registered users and (b) an
additional discount for newly registered users to attract DHL customers who now must select a
new shipper. However, the shipping rates for the US Postal Service were the same regardless of
registration status.

© 2008 - User Centric, Inc. All Rights Reserved
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Preview of Shipping Rates FedEx UPS US Postal Semvice

Yes - from primary
Quick quote tool provided? navigation, Shipping > Get
Rates and Transit Times

Yes - from home page link,| Yes - from home page
"Calculate Time and Cost” | button, "Calculate Costs”

Infarmation needed for estimated Zip codes, package type. weight

shipping
Quick guute price vs. Registered lShlppmg rate; far lSh|ppmg rateg for No difference
User price registered users is lower | registered users is lower

Yes (but hidden under the
Reference chart of shipping rates | Ship menu option “Get
and transit times available {aka Rates and Transit Times” Yes (as ranges) Yes (as ranges)
zone charts) and then the secondary
tab "Rate Tools" )

Table 2: Comparison of Cost Calculators

What's the Difference Between “2" Day” versus “Express Saver” ?

After registered, we went back to the “Ship” area of each site and started filling out shipping
forms. We were pleased to see that all shippers used our registration information to pre-fill many
fields, especially after we just finished filling out those identical address fields during the
registration process.

However, we found ourselves confused by the names of different shipping services. i day”
versus “Express Saver’? “Next Day Air Saver” versus “n Day Air A.M.”? How much faster was
one than the other? How much did one cost over the other? The similarity in labels led to a
confusing user experience.

At this point, we noticed that the sites did not provide equal access to service descriptions and
their relative costs. See Figure 4 which shows each shipping form:

o The US Postal Service listed specific shipping rates, delivery time and a separate “Help”
icon leading to a detailed description of how quickly the package would arrive.

o UPS provided a “Compare Service Options” link, which launched a popup window with
that displayed a full table of specific arrival times for that package and specific rates for
each.

o FedEx provides a general “Help” icon in the “Package and Shipment Details” box but
does not provide a “Help” icon for the Service Type field (although other fields such as
Weight and Declared Value have “Help” icons)

© 2008 - User Centric, Inc. All Rights Reserved
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US Postal Service

Service Delivery Time Paid Online (7) Paid at Post Dffice
Express Mail®
e @I 13-Dec-2008 $15.23 $15.70

Exoress Mail Drop-Off Locations

‘Waiver of Signatire

I:l Mo Delivery on Saturdays

I:l Insurance

Held For Pidkup (Availability based on pidiup ZIP Code: Enter pickup ZIP Code)

Mo Charge

@l How would you like to ship?

Service:

Select Senice v + Compare Serice Oplions 3
Do you need additional services? [

[ send E-mail Motifications

[J Receive Confirmation of Delivery

[] Schedule a Pickup

[J Deliver Without Signature (Shipper Release)
] Deliver On Saturday
O cop.

Some senices may require extra information. You will be able to enter the required information

on the next page.

| 3. Package & Shipment Details @ Help = Hide
*= Service type Priority Overnight -

Fec? * Package type Your Packaging v
Free * No. of packages 1 -

Yes

Yes * Weight @ bs

Free

Yes

Yes

Figure 4: Access to Service Descriptions

The table provided by UPS (Figure 5) facilitated a useful cost-benefit analysis of speed versus
costs. (Hmm, maybe there’s no reason to use 3-Day Select...)

3 UPS Internet Shippi

Ship From:
Ship To:
Number of Packages: 1

|UPS Service Comparison

Compare Services - Mozilla Firefox

mﬂ I https: /fwww.ups. com/uis/create? ActionOriginPair =CASCompare___ CompareServices&TC_TIME_STAMP =0&loc=en_US&Redi i?

OAKBROOK TERRACE, 60181 UNITED STATES
HERMNDOM, 20170 UNITED STATES

EdCiose Window

Service

UPS Mext Day Air Early A-M.

Estimated Delivery *

8:00 A.M. Thursday, 12/11/2008 63.83 USD
UPS Mext Day Air 10:30 AM. Thursday, 12/11/2008 31.05 USD
UPS Next Day Air Saver 3:00 P-M. Thursday, 12/11/2008 28.23 USD
UPS 2nd Day Air A-M. 10:30 A.M. Friday, 12/12/2008 13.05 USD
UPS 2nd Day Air End of Day Friday. 12/12/2008 11.21 USD
UPS 3 Day Select End of Day Monday, 12/15/2008 7.59 USD
UPS Ground Senvice End of Day Monday, 12/15/2008 4.76 USD

Estimated Cost

* Estimated delivery if you get your package to UPS by 12:00 A.M. Wednesday, 12/10/2008

EdClose Window

Done

www.ups.com (Y

Figure 5: UPS Service Comparison
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We then noticed that the FedEx shipping form
provides a separate “optional” area for
calculating rate and times for a package within
the form. (Figure 6)

When we clicked on the “Calculate” link, the tool
displayed a table of arrival time and specific rate
for this package.

We were puzzled why (a) this was considered
optional (and why it wasn’t automatically done)
and (b) why this wasn’t placed closer to the
“Package and Shipment Details” section.

Relocating the service information to the
Package and Shipment Details section would
have reduced uncertainty about speed and cost
and increased the relevance of this feature.

centric

Default Rates & Transit Times ‘

Rates & Transit Times (optional) @ Help = Hide

Amounts are shown in USD

Select Service Your Rate

Click calculate to get rates and Calculate
transit times.

Calculated Rates and Transit Times

Rates & Transit Times (optional) @ Help B Hide

Roll over your rate quote for a breakdown of costs.
Amounts are shown in USD

Select Service Your Rate
FedEx First Overnight 27318
8:00 AM Thu Dec 11,2008
FedEx Priority Overnight 244 43
10:30 AM Thu Dec 11,2008
FedEx Standard Overnight 22632
3:00 PM Thu Dec 11,2008
FedEx 2Day 94 07
7:00 PM Fri Dec 12,2008
o FedEx Express Saver 86.31

7:00 PM Mon Dec 15,2008

View all services View/Print details

Figure 6: FedEx Rates and Transit Times

Online Scheduling Is Easy, Except When You Have to Call It In

The three shippers vary in their approaches to offering pickup:

o The US Postal Service completely separates the pickup scheduling process from
shipping form. Although the US Postal Service home page suggests that requesting the
pickup is step 4 of a wizard, it is actually an entirely separate activity.

o UPS includes the option for pickup in the Service box and will then add a “Schedule a

Pickup” screen to the end of the process.

o FedEx provides an optional Pickup/Dropoff section of the shipment form.

© 2008 - User Centric, Inc. All Rights Reserved



‘ US Postal Service

Ship Online from Start to Finish

Plan a Shipment Orc pplies Postage kup
= - i
P ———— e
s = Ry /g
==
m ‘Your mall carrier can pickup
st s your package for no charge
o T [~ v c0£E g |

¢ Carrier Pickup™

Key Features

= Free, regardless of the number of
packages you're sending

= Your carrier will pick up your package when
your reguiar mail is delivered

= Schedule a next day or advanced pickup up
to 3 months in the future

= Available with Express Mail®, Priority Mail®,

sendces, M Return

Senvice and Parcel Return Sendce.

» Pickuy
Key Features

= Only $14.75 per pickup, regardless of the
« Packages are picked up in a specified

= Ayvallable with Express Mail®, Priority Mail®,

n Demand Service

number of packages
timeframe.

Global Express Guaranteed®, or Parcel
Postd.
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E1 How would you like to ship?

Service:

Select Senice

Do you need additional services? (1 Fea?
[ Send E-mall Notifications Free
[ Receive Confirmation of Delivery Yes
[ Schedule a Pickup Yes
[ Deliver Without Signature (Shipper Release) Free
[ Deliver On Saturday Yes
Ocop Yes

Some seraces may require extra information. You will be able to enter the required information
on the next page

Pickup/Drop-off (optional)

@ Help © Hide

9 Schedule a pickup

Drop off package at a FedEx location

_' Use an aiready scheduled pickup at my location
Pickup Address

@ Edt

Kirsten Peters, 2 TRANSAM PLAZA DR, OAKBROOK TERRACE,
Iinois, B01814823, United States

Package Information @ Edt

FedEx Express, 12/02/2008, 12:00 p.m. - 6:00 p.m,, 1packages

Figure 7: Scheduling a Package Pickup

As it turns out, the free package pickup offered by the US Postal Service is only free for next-day
pickup. A request for same-day pickup costs an additional $14.75 (which was one of the more
negative aspects of our experience with the US Postal Service website).

However, the free US Postal Service pickup was easy to schedule - we picked the date
(tomorrow or later) and your postal carrier rings your bell asking for your package at your “normal”
mail delivery time.

The UPS pickup lets you specify a range of time during the day for your pickup.

The process of requesting a Dimensions 20x45x14 in

pickup from FedEx puzzled us. Declared value 0.0 USD

A!though we selec_:tec_j “Schedule a Bill transportation to 453751481

Pickup” on the shipping form, the Your reference

confirmation screen displayed the :

message “Contact FedEx for Pickup/Drop-off Contact FedEx for courier pickup

courier pickup”. (Figure 8)

Figure & Message on FedEx confimation screen
We were expecting to be asked
for a “package ready by” time and a “pick up no later than” time. How were we supposed to
provide this information online? We repeated the FedEx shipping process more than once, only to
be prompted with this message again. (They apparently wanted us to call their toll-free number
and wait on hold). The inability to schedule a FedEx pickup online seemed at odds with an
otherwise usable website.

© 2008 - User Centric, Inc. All Rights Reserved



Paying to Ship
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All three shippers displayed final costs before asking for (or confirming, in the case of FedEx) the
method payment and payment information the final shipping costs.

However, pickup costs from the US Postal Service were not shown on the final confirmation
screen since package shipping and pickup activities were not integrated. A same-day pickup by
the US Postal Service would require a separate transaction and payment.

We also found it curious that the US Postal Service did not provide a final confirmation screen

containing the shipper address, recipient address(es), the pickup date, and the final costs before
charging the user. Instead, the US Postal Service site had separate confirmation screens for the
address and shipping costs/payment information.

Nearest Locations

One final thing we were hoping to see was the location of the nearest drop off locations for
situations when (a) we had a last-minute package to send or (b) did not want to pay for pickup.

FedEx and UPS customize the nearest locations and latest hours based on your shipper address
and display it in different locations:

@)
“Dropoff” option
@)
the site again.

FedEx automatically displays this information on the shipping form if you select the

UPS automatically displays this on the My UPS page that users see when they log into

The US Postal Service takes a no-frills approach and does not customize this information.
Instead, it provides this through "Locate a Post Office” link on the home page.

Shipping Form
Length of shipping form

FedEx
1 page (b sections)

UPS
1 page (6 sections)

U5 Postal Semvice
2 pages (B sections total)

Access to comparison tool for
shipping options and costs for
your package?

Yes, with delivery datesftimes and costs

Shipping process automatically
calculates specific shipping
options and costs?

Yes, on the confirmation
SCreen

Yes, on the confirmation
SCreen

Yes (since based strictly
on zip codes)

Can schedule pickup using site?

Unclear (after pickup was
requested, screen
instructed us to call FedEx
to schedule)

Yes, can schedule date
and specify range of times
for pickup

Yes (can request free
pickup)

User can enter payment method
after selecting shipping options?

Mo (need to enter
mandatory payment info
when registering)

Yes

Yes

Final review of all costs and
shipment specifics shown before
charging credit card information?

Yes

Can print shipping label?

Yes (for dropoff or pickup)

Shows nearest and open latest
locations?

Automatically displayed on
shipping form (after user
selects dropoff option)

Automatically displayed on
the personalized My UPS
account page (but not on

shipping form)

Ayvailable after using from
the Post Office locator on
the home page (not
automatically displayed on
the form or account page)

Table 3: Comparison of Shipping Forms
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Overall Impressions

Since this is an article about user-friendly shipping (and we usually don’t need tracking numbers

for our holiday fudge), we were initially thrilled to learn that the US Postal Service offered free

package pickup.

However, the site’s reliability issues clouded our user experience and raised doubts in our minds
about the overall competence of the process (Day 4 of the technical issues and counting). We
also found it frustrating to be “dropped” by the site’s servers multiple times in a multi-step

shipping process.

This left UPS and FedEx. The two sites were generally comparable in their overall approach to
online shipping and ease of use. However, based on our three-day comparison, we picked UPS
because it did not force us to enter payment information until we had a chance to see our final
shipping costs. UPS also allowed us to schedule a pickup without touching the phone, which is a
requirement for a user-friendly online services site.

In contrast, FedEx made payment information mandatory during registration and the site
indicated we needed to call and schedule a pickup, which seemed odd since their trucks routinely
stop at our offices twice a day.

Some other notes based on our experience:

o Don’t be shocked by the long forms. All three shippers have long forms simply
because they need to collect and confirm 2-3 types of addresses (shipper, recipient,
pickup) and information on the package.

o Figure out the service jargon. Once you know which shipping service you need (next
day, next day AM) the form-filling process goes fairly quickly.

o Thankfully, registration only happens once. This is a good thing since registration was
more time consuming that we would have liked, especially on the FedEx site.

o Asterisks are our friends. It is much easier to spot required fields when the asterisk
appears before the label. FedEx and the US Postal Service did this, but UPS did not.

Overall Impressions

General comments

FedEx

We did not like the way
payment information was
required as part of
registration.

UPS
We liked the way we could
enter payment information
after selecting our shipping
options. The frequent use
of dynamic fields
minimized the fields that
we had to look at, but it
would have been nice if the
site highlighted the "newly
added" fields after it
refreshed the screen.

US Postal Senvice

Site had repeated issues

with "senvice interruptions”

over the course of a three-
day period. This made it
difficult to get through the
entire shipping process

and identify shipping
options.

forms - registration

Time required to complete online

2-3 minutes for mandatory
fields {includes payment
fields)

1-2 minutes for mandatory
fields ("default payment”
fields were optional)

1-2 minutes

forms - shipping form

Time required to complete online

3-4 minutes (longer if you

take the time to compare

delivery times and shipping
costs)

3-4 minutes (longer if you

take the time to compare

delivery times and shipping
costs)

Unclear, since we had to
restart the form many,
many times

Will be using to ship holiday
packages?

If the US Postal Senice site starts working more consistently, we'll use it because
nothing beats free pickup. If we run out of time, we'll use UPS because it did not
force us to provide payment information during registration and allows us to
schedule package pickups just using the web site.

Table 4: Comparison of Overall Impressions
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