1

NC Health Info Documentation
NC Health Info User Analysis

Three categories of users have been identified for the NC Health Info web site: General Public, Public Librarians, and Public Health Workers. Each group is analyzed below. The final section summarizes the major implications on user interface and interaction design.

General Public

According to the Pew Internet Project,( 73 million people in the United States, or roughly 62% of Internet users, have gone online looking for health-related information. Women are more likely than men to search for health information online. Adults between the ages of 30 and 64 have sought online health information more often than Internet users who are older or younger. Users with more education are also more likely to look to the Web for health information than those with less education. However, of Internet users with less than a high school level of education, 44% have sought health information. Finally, there does not appear to be any difference in online health information seeking among the racial segments studied by the Pew project: Black, White and Hispanic.

The topics and issues most users investigate when looking for online health information deal with disease or wellness issues. 32% looked for information about a provider or hospital. As most studies focus on seeking health information, it is unclear how often users look online for health resources such as programs, services and providers. Many are seeking information for someone other than themselves. Factors which users say discourage their use of health-related web sites include: an overt commercial nature, lack of clear credentials or authority and no indication of the currency of the information provided by the site.

Most health information seekers do their searching from a home computer, which implies slower connection speeds. Only about 16% have a high-speed broadband connection.( According to W3Schools over 85% of people online are using Microsoft Internet Explorer 5.x or higher and roughly 4% are using Netscape.( The same study shows that 51% use a screen resolution of 800x600, 41% use 1024x768 or more, and 3% use 640x480.

Compliance with information technology accessibility standards is mandatory, both because funding of the NC Health Info project is from the federal government (see 1998 Amendment to Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act; http://www.section508.gov) and because the broad, inclusive nature of the general public ensures that people with visual, motor and other disabilities will use the site.
Public Librarians

Public librarians are viewed as an important user group because of their role in helping members of their community find useful information resources. In addition, persons without access to the Internet at home or work often rely on public access terminals at their local library. As such, an understanding of the library’s computing environment will hold implications for user interface design. It is expected that in some if not many instances librarians (or users themselves) may need to print out lists of resources from NC Health Info.

According to the State Library of North Carolina, as of December 2000 there were 2,847 library staff working in the state.( Of these, 600 hold Masters of Science degrees in Library Science from American Library Association accredited schools. The certification guidelines from the North Carolina Public Library Certification Commission specify that technology course work is required. 

In June of 2001, UNC researchers conducted a survey of public libraries in North Carolina(, soliciting responses from a reference librarian at one randomly selected public library in 99 of the 100 counties in the state. Of the 83 libraries that responded to the survey, all reported that they provide public computers with Internet connections. On average, 6.4 such computers were available per library. The responding librarians were almost entirely white and female with an average age of 49. Half of these librarians had a masters’ degree in library science, while another 18% had completed a bachelor’s degree. Another 25% had some education beyond high school. These librarians estimated that they answered 10.3 health-related reference questions each week and rated their knowledge in accessing health-related information at 3.4 (on average) on a 5-point scale.
Public Health Workers

Public health workers (public health educators most specifically) have been identified as an important user group primarily in their role as intermediary between health information and the general public. In addition, they may find NC Health Info informative in their efforts to locate resources for their work contact needs.

The North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) has more than 19,000 employees in 19 different offices and divisions.( The results of a study of public health workers conducted by the North Carolina Southern Regional AHEC( revealed that 57% of respondents use the Internet regularly. Furthermore almost 82% of the employees from the local health departments surveyed have a computer in their office with Internet access. When asked about the circumstances that led these health professionals to consult an online source the most common response involved seeking information about a particular disease or condition. 
Implications for User Interface Design

The preceding analyses suggest several guidelines for the design of the interaction and user interface of the NC Health Info Web site.

1. Provide ability to access resources from a disease or health issue perspective (i.e., asthma, back pain, water quality, etc.) rather than solely from a provider/service perspective. This is suggested by the fact that most online health-related searches are based on a disease or wellness issue rather than on a provider, program or service.

2. Keep the reading level of paragraphs around an eighth grade level since 44% of health-information seekers have completed less than a high school education. 

3. Capture resources of interest to African-American and Hispanic users as members of these groups appear to be searching online for health information as readily as are whites.

4. Avoid a commercial appearance to enhance credibility. This does not mean NC Health Info should not include resources of a commercial nature, but rather that NC Health Info itself should not appear to have conflicts of interest by displaying advertisements or selling products on its site.

5. Enable a variety of methods for indicating geographical location of interest. Since many health information seekers are looking on behalf of someone else and in some cases may not be familiar with North Carolina counties, users of NC Health Info should be able to find resources via different geographical designations (i.e., county, city, zip code).

6. Design for limited technologies. Designs should work well and not require horizontal scrolling at an 800x600 resolution. Graphics should be minimized and optimized and other complexities avoided so that pages load quickly at dial up connection speeds.

7. All pages must be compliant with information technology accessibility standards.
8. Resource lists must be printable. This may be accomplished by using a fixed width for content pages or by having a printer friendly version of all content pages.
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