 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1GUIDELINES AND SUGGESTIONS  FOR ANSWERING E-MAIL SENT TO THE 

NIH HOME PAGE

Introduction:

Answering E-mail queries from the public can be rewarding but it can sometimes be difficult  You will be confronted with almost every question imaginable related to health and research.  Many people who write to NIH may not be sure which public agency they need to contact. Often, you will get mail that should be directed to a local health agency or some other component of HHS.  Perhaps the biggest challenge is building a broad base of institutional knowledge about NIH. When you don’t know the answer to a question, do some research. Treat our users the way you would want to be treated. Convey professionalism and courtesy in your responses.

Guidelines

1.  Unless they indicate otherwise, it is safe to assume that on-line information seekers would

prefer to find answers from on-line resources. 

When referring people to an institute site, tell them to "visit the neurology 

website at http://www.ninds.nih.gov/."  Never suggest that they send mail to a URL address

(i.e. http:///www.somewhere.nih.gov). Include information on office/clearinghouse telephone

numbers as an alternate source of information.

2. Be courteous and thoughtful in your replies.  If you're not sure what the requestor wants,

explain why you can't respond to their question and ask for more information. Acknowledge comments, even when no question is asked.  For example, “Thank you for your comment. We count on feedback to continually improve our site.” If the comment is openly hostile, do not reply with a “thank you” remain neutral in your tone. 

3. Check to see if  there are any remaining messages in the "Waiting for ICD Response" folder. 

Clear messages from the folder after the ICD has provided an answer and it has been forwarded

to the requestor.

Periodically check the "Suggestions for Answers" folder.  Add answers you think might be helpful

to the others.

4. Set aside some time each week to familiarize yourself with the various on-line information

resources offered by NIH and HHS.  The HHS home page contains a list

of all HHS organizations on the WWW.  Use it when you direct people to other agencies.

Explore the Grants and Contracts section of the NIH Home Page, find out what sort of

information is offered.  Look at the "What's New" area each week to find out about new services

NIH is offering.  Keep in mind that the ICD web sites are constantly changing (and we need to

provide the proper URLs) - "What's New" will not always list ICD content changes.  Give

yourself permission to explore all parts of the NIH Home Page.

5. Time permitting, explore some of the other major web sites involved in scientific research.  For example, if someone asks about the national levels of support for research and development,

refer them to the NAS or NSF home pages.  If someone wants information on food or drugs,

refer them to FDA. 

6. Refer users to the NIH search engine when appropriate.

7. When you find a good web page, add it to your bookmarks so it's easy to pull up when needed. 

Think about including it in the "Suggestions for Answers" folder.

8. If someone reports a breach of system security, contact TASC

8a. If someone makes a threat contact the NIH Police.

9. If you're scheduled to respond to the mail and you can't come in, call in so someone can cover

for you.  The substitute should let the others know that the mail is being covered.

10. Make every attempt to answer E-mail the day you check it.  Try to close out the messages

from your week.  If you are unable to provide a full response, let the requestor know that the

inquiry is being worked on.  Public inquiries deserve as quick a response as we can give.

If you must leave messages open (because you don't know the answer, because you are still

checking, because you are waiting for an ICD response/answer, etc.), let the next person on duty

know what's been done so far and what still needs to be done.

11. If you forward a message, keep in mind that the person getting the message may forward the

whole thing to the requestor.  

