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Problem Statement

VISN 2 needed to serve more veterans while undergoing reduced VERA funding typical of the Northeast and restructuring to a Network organization, while maintaining quality and patient safety. Meanwhile, veterans have become savvier healthcare consumers with increased information demands in an electronic society. 

The VISN 2 Website was designed with these challenges in mind, to provide authoritative, consistent, and accessible information for veterans and VA employees in Upstate New York. 
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Strategies

As VISN 2 is transforming itself into a health care organization that competes with private industry for consumers, it has strong commitments to quality, customer service, and patient safety. The Website’s Vital Signs section is a portal to link veterans and employees to information about VISN 2 Patient Safety, Quality, Pulse Points performance indicators, and Customer Service initiatives. 

With the goal to add aspects of the entire organization online, veterans and VA employees can find a host of information and communications tools on the VISN 2 Website, such as medical facility programs and services, enrollment options, health care information, and contact with VA staff. 

Interactive online services such as the VISN 2 Virtual Help Desk allow veterans to request information and assistance from a 25-member team of VA health care professionals, with improved quality of service, attention to safety issues such as offering immediate and appropriate care, with cost savings to the organization. 

User feedback enhances the quality of the Website. The Virtual Help Desk in particular has contributed insight into the informational needs of the veteran audience. The Website’s Enrollment Guide, and Veteran Services Frequently Asked Questions are a direct result. 

Challenges

There is a need for computer and Internet training for veterans and employees to take full advantage of the Website. For FY 2001, VISN 2 Information Systems has implemented a training curriculum available to both audiences. 

Research in targeted areas of Upstate New York initially indicates a need to more widely promote the VISN 2 Website to veterans. In response, the VISN 2 Web Team is preparing an survey on veteran Internet usage patterns, presentations to veteran service organizations, flyers for distribution at veteran events, monthly e-mail news from the Website, and focus groups to provide data on improving existing content and usability. 

Resources

Initial success in using the Internet as a medium to reach veterans and employees points to a need for additional resources devoted to web development. Over 100 projects await development by a current staff of two FTE. 

Evaluation & Results

Traffic to the VISN 2 Website has shown a steady increase, due to the continuing impact of the Internet and to VISN 2’s commitment to Internet technologies. 

· In 2000 the Internet version of the VISN 2 website had over 900,000 “hits,” or document requests, by primarily veteran users over the Internet. 

· Website usage by the veteran Internet population has more than doubled during the past calendar year. Between January and December 2000 hits increased from 40,000 per month to over 100,000. 

· The Intranet website has been a particular success among employees, receiving an impressive 23 million hits during calendar 2000. 

· In the three years since its inception the Virtual Help Desk has handled almost 900 requests for information and assistance. During 2000 the Virtual Help Desk program received a VA Scissors Award for its innovative team approach to serving veterans. 

The VISN 2 Website it has received several awards from external organizations in recognition of its accomplishments in online information and service delivery: 

· GovExec.com Best Feds On The Web Award, 1999

· U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs Scissors Award for Virtual Help Desk Team, 2000

· TopGun 2000 Awards, Government Site First Place, and Magnificent Seven Award

· The Mining Company’s Best On The Net, 1998

· Veterans in Electronic Media Association Award of Excellence, 1998

· Home & Hearth Award of Excellence, 1998

· Market-Tek Design Award, 1998

Lessons Learned and Future Directions

There is a bright future in providing Internet-based services to VISN 2 veterans and employees. Industry examples show cost savings and increased satisfaction as patients are able to schedule appointments, reorder prescriptions, consult medical articles, and ask basic questions of their health care providers online. Providing these Web-based tools leads users to become more involved in their own health care, and to increased quality, safety of care and value. 

