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USER EXPERIENCE WITH

THE HIGH PERFORMANCE INTERNET INFRASTRUCTURE

A National Library of Medicine and Internet2 Collaborative Effort

In recent years, we have witnessed the exponential growth in the use of local, regional, and national technical infrastructure by the Health Care/Health Science community.  Fueled by high expectations of its benefits, extensive funding and resources have gone into creating and supporting this evolving infrastructure.  Rapid growth combined with extensive support raise questions that extend beyond the technology itself; questions regarding how people use the technology, and the difference the technology makes on the relevance and usability of available applications.

To address these and other questions about the user experience, NLM is launching a collaborative effort with the University Corporation for Advanced Internet Development/Internet2 to better understand the use of the high performance Internet in the Health Care/Health Science community.  The results of the pilot study will be used to: (1) inform the developers and the supporters of the infrastructure on the technological needs and challenges faced by the biomedical research and health care communities; and (2) encourage these communities to capitalize on the effective uses of the high performance Internet, particularly among non-users.

The study will apply the ‘Critical Incident Technique’ as a means to identify, categorize, and analyze the experiences (positive and negative) of the Health Care/Health Sciences community with the high performance Internet.  This technique is a procedure for systematically and empirically gathering information around a specific activity.  In turn, it allows for the making of judgments about whether the broadband technology was ‘critical’ to an outcome, positive or negative.  An example might be the use of available (or planned) broadband technology for a specific research or clinical application (the ‘activity’) that is described, and the difference that it makes in achieving the desired outcome.  The absence of sufficient bandwidth, or its uneven availability, can also be ‘critical’ to a reported negative outcome.   Patterns of use will be ascertained and case studies developed and made available to our communities to allow for maximum use and applicability.

The study will be conducted in three phases.  The first phase consisted of two focus groups to test the study’s questions and concepts along with identifying candidate interviewees from among the nation’s health science libraries, research/training institutions, and clinical centers.  The focus groups were held in the October/November timeframe in the Washington, D.C. region. The second and third phases will consist of a series of structured telephone interviews with a cross-section of the Health Care/Health Science community the first of which to commence in January, 2003 and the second in March.  Data analysis/final report will be completed by the summer of 2003.

The study was designed and will be directed by a team from NLM comprised of: Elliot Siegel, Michael Ackerman, Fred Wood, Michael Gill and Jules Aronson.  The Internet2 team is composed largely of individuals from the End-to-End Performance Group and the Health Sciences Group: Cheryl Munn-Fremon, George Brett, Russ Hobby, and Mary Kratz.  The study will be supported by Frank Connolly and Daryl Nardick of ConseQ Associates, an information technology/education research and consulting firm.

For more information, contact Elliot Siegel (siegel@nlm.nih.gov) or George Brett (ghb@internet2.edu).

