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VHA Communications/Public Affairs Awards—Web Site Category
After winning a spot among GovExec.com's Best Feds on the Web and receiving the VHA’s Best of the Web Award, the VISN 2 Website embarked upon a major redesign project. Launched in October 2001, VISN 2’s Website User-Focused Redesign simplified and reorganized the website’s 1,600 pages of online content, with the goal of placing information right where veterans and employees need it.  

The VA Healthcare Network Upstate New York (VISN 2) Website has evolved into a strategic communications tool, providing enhanced access to information and customer service delivery.  Serving multiple audiences, the VISN 2 Website allows veterans, employees, and other VA organizations access to pertinent health care and benefits information for Upstate New York.  The employee intranet site can be accessed at http://vaww.visn2.med.va.gov; the public Internet site for veterans and their families can be accessed at http://www.va.gov/visns/visn02.

Researching and Incorporating Broad Input

Despite a small staff of three on the Web team, the VISN 2 Website has exceeded that apparent limitation through extensive investment in gathering and incorporating input. The Website’s level of sophistication is due in large part to the ideas and contributions of its employee and veteran audiences. The Web Team has gathered input through its own “house calls:” instead of waiting for feedback from users who visit the Website, opportunities are sought to take the Website out to the community. For example, the Web Team has set up laptop booths during VA community events and watched users in action. This proactive research has helped identify locations within the Website where users were having problems. 

In preparing for the Redesign project, the Web Team participated in the following activities to solicit and gather feedback:
· Evaluating trends in veteran feedback from the Website’s Virtual Help Desk and Quickcard

· Hands-on Website user testing with veterans at annual Volunteer Conferences and National VA Special Events like National Veterans Golden Age Games and National Veterans Wheelchair Games

· Correlation with external agencies such as the New York State Veterans' Services Coalition and New York State Division of Veterans' Affairs

· Presentations to state and regional volunteer groups and health fairs

· Participation in national VA Webmaster meetings and VA's Information Technology Conference 

· Responses elicited by the monthly Websights newsletter

· E-mails sent through the Website to the Web Team 

· Attendance and sponsorship of e-Health training events for the health care industry

· Statistical reports indicating Website user traffic patterns

· Website presentations to VISN 2 Care Lines, work groups and Network Councils, such as Customer Service, Education, Communications,  and Executive Leadership Council.

The redesigned VISN 2 Website makes it even easier for users to submit user feedback by offering a variety of methods. With such valuable feedback they were able to continually move forward with their Website User-Focused Redesign.

Results
With an ever-expanding range of content for veterans, employees, and VA stakeholders, a clear goal of the Redesign has been to make navigation easier. The new interface builds in several features to place the emphasis on getting to information quickly.  Another aspect of credibility lies within the presentation of information, especially health care information. This applies to not only the actual information presented on a website but also in selecting links to other sites that the VA’s subject matter experts feel are worthy of having the user look into. 

Outcomes Implemented Through VISN 2’s Website User-Focused Redesign
· Home Page Enhancement which has made the webpage one-third of its previous scrolling length before, yet includes more links that are better organized.  Home introduces major sections of the website and leads users directly to content most requested.

· Consistent interface to improve recognition of appearance and navigability. 
· Simplified Web addresses where directory structure and file names have been revised to provide a shorter, standardized Web page naming convention for users who type in Web addresses. 
· Wider page format presents more information at once and brings the site in line with Web user statistics showing the prevalence of larger monitor sizes.
· Text-based sitemap provides an indexed overview of the Website’s architecture.
· Search box on every page providing direct access regardless of your current location to Web pages and documents throughout the entire website.

· Consistently-used links. Study of the most accessed pages on the site has now helped define the links available from the Home page. Though the Home page is now shorter in scrolling length, it now points users directly to more destinations.

· Accessibility. Overall, type sizes in the redesign are increased to improve readability for all users.  A large portion of VISN 2 users, because of age, may face difficulties with using a computer and/or navigating the Web. Visual, intellectual, and motor skill impairments can make seemingly small tasks frustrating, affecting users' ability and motivation to use the Internet. In addition, the new template incorporates recent Rehabilitation Act Section 508 guidelines for government websites to offer accessibility via adaptive devices used by visually or physically impaired users. 

· Contact Us. The variety of contact mechanisms sprinkled throughout the Website have been integrated into a single page, making accessing VA easier for veterans and VA employees alike.  From this page, veterans and their families can contact VA through a secure Virtual Help Desk form or provide feedback on services they receive via the Customer Service Quickcard.
· Navigation aids at upper right on every page are new icons with direct links to common access points like Home and What's New. At the bottom of each page are new text links to frequently accessed resources on the site.  Links to frequently accessed pages are organized into categories for veterans, employees, and reference on the Home page. This helps to set an immediate visual framework for users as soon as they come upon the home page. If users become lost they are only a click away from finding their way back on the right path again.
· Skip Navigation feature can be used by screen reader devices that use a computer voice to read aloud Website text for visually impaired users. When a screen reader device reads any page using the new template, the user's first choice will be to skip past the blue navigation links at left (Home, Network, Facilities, etc.) and jump straight to the content of the page. Clicking the round VISN 2 logo in the upper left of the page gives an idea how this feature works. 

VISN 2’s User-Focused Website Redesign has implemented an innovative and proactive new website design which sets new standards for VA online content. The VISN 2 Website raises the bar in enhancing communication – both internally and externally. The results can be seen in comments from direct veteran and employee users.

User Responses

“Could you, please, do something to have shorter web site addresses, like yours? I am 91, and I do make frequent typos (I got my first computer at 85). The web site for the department numbers has 9 items. This is burdensome.” 

“Just wanted to drop you a quick note to let you know that I think your redesign looks fantastic.  I especially like that there are so many links available right from the homepage yet the page still looks neat and orderly”.


”Came across you site by accident while trying out if Veterans Service Center had a web site. Just want to tell you that you have a really nice site and I especially like that map! “ 

“I just viewed the High Performance Development Model information you have on your site.  Excellent job!  Good, concise information.”

“Congratulations on winning this. My boss has asked me to look your site over (with an eye toward stealing what we particularly like), and it is indeed very professional and even loads quickly.”
Jeffrey F. Grandon, Webmaster, VISN 2, Website

