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Background

The National Institute of General Medical Sciences (NIGMS), a component of the National Institutes of Health (NIH), has operated a World Wide Web site for the past 3½ years.  The URL of the site is currently http://www.nih.gov/nigms/, but due to a planned switch from a Unix server to an NT server, the URL will be changing in the near future (there will be a redirect to the new URL).  Since its inception, the site has undergone one redesign that was largely "cosmetic" but that also made the site load more quickly.  The basic architecture of the site has not changed, however, although the number of documents and links on the site has increased significantly.

Staff of the NIGMS Office of Communications and Public Liaison (OCPL), which manages the NIGMS Web site, are planning a redesign within the next year.  This redesign will address the site's architecture, because it is becoming clear that aspects of the existing architecture need modification to facilitate users' navigation of the increased number of documents and links on the site.  The redesign will also incorporate information that OCPL staff have received from NIH colleagues and others about the latest thinking on how to present information, especially on a Web site's main page, and on the need for a set of consistent navigational tools on each page.

Major users of the NIGMS Web site include scientists who are currently receiving grant support from NIGMS or those who are interested in applying for such support.  A large number of these scientists are at major universities or other research institutions, but a significant subgroup of the scientists are located at less research-intensive academic institutions, including a number of institutions that have high enrollments of minority students.  Other key users of the site include teachers and students; staff of professional scientific societies; policymakers; reporters; and NIGMS staff, who find the site to be a convenient, "one stop" source for the latest information in a number of areas.

The NIGMS Web site has never been usability tested.  The purpose of this phase of testing is to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the current site to inform the redesign and restructuring of the site, and to make recommendations for the reorganization of the site.

Usability Testing Requirements

The contractor will analyze the site and provide recommendations to the project officer as to improvements or other modifications that should be considered in the redesign.  If the contractor's recommendations include the posting of a set of questions that users may complete to give feedback to the site managers, the contractor will work with the project 
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officer on the development and analysis of such questions.  The contractor will also conduct usability testing with up to nine individual users.  These test sessions will be videotaped so that each user's reactions and comments are audible and so that the screens each user goes to on the Web site are visible.

The contractor is responsible for determining the criteria for selecting users, obtaining the project officer's approval on these criteria, recruiting potential users, selecting users who meet the criteria, obtaining the users' consent to be videotaped, developing--in consultation with the project officer--tasks for the users to work on during the usability testing, arranging for the use of a testing facility and for videotaping the sessions, conducting the sessions, and debriefing the users as appropriate.

The contractor will provide NIGMS with copies of the videotapes from the usability testing sessions as well as with a written report summarizing the results of the usability testing and providing recommendations for changes to the site in response to the usability testing and the contractor's own analysis of the site.

Contractor Requirements

The contractor must have demonstrated expertise in usability testing and must have two or more years of experience in conducting such testing.  The contractor's past clients must include government or other nonprofit organizations, since the goals of these organizations' Web sites differ significantly from those of commercial sites.

In addition to providing the project officer with a proposal and bid for this contract, potential contractors must provide the project officer with the names of and contact information for three clients for whom the contractor has completed at least one phase of usability testing.

Project Timetable

Within one month of the award of the contract, the contractor will conduct its own review of the site.

During the second through fifth month of the contract, the contractor will determine the criteria for selecting users for individual usability testing sessions, obtain the project officer's approval on these criteria, recruit potential users, select users who meet the criteria, obtain the users' consent to be videotaped, develop--in consultation with the project officer--tasks for the users to work on during the usability testing, arrange for the use of a testing facility and for videotaping the sessions, conduct the sessions, and debrief the users as appropriate.  The contractor will inform the project officer of the 

3

dates, times, and locations of the usability testing so that she and/or other OCPL staff members will be able to observe the testing via a one-way mirror between an observation area and the testing room if they elect to do so.  If the contractor's recommendations include the posting of a set of questions that users may complete to give feedback to the site managers, the contractor will work with the project officer on the development and analysis of such questions.

By the end of the sixth month of the contract, the contractor will write and submit the final report summarizing its analysis of the NIGMS Web site and the results of the usability testing and, if applicable, user responses to feedback questions.

Project Officer

The project officer is Ann Dieffenbach, Chief, Office of Communications and Public Liaison, NIGMS.

