[image: image1.png]wel
L goV

Weh Content Managers
Best Practices Awards





 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Nomination Form 

Web Content Managers Best Practice Awards (2005)
Best Practice Being Nominated:  
Website URL:  http://www.archives.gov
Best Practice Category: Website Design 
Describe the Best Practice :  
How Does Archives.gov Exemplify Best Practices in Website Design?

We remained steadfast and hardheaded about the need to plan phased development of the site and conduct usability tests from start to launch of the project.  We began by presenting a strategy to our agency’s senior management team and received approval for a requirements phase (research and information architecture [IA] planning).  We successfully resisted management pressure to rush our requirements phase, and we convinced our agency head to declare that customer need—not internal perspective--would drive the development of the IA and design.  
During the requirements phase we used every resource available to us: took a “field trip” to NIH to learn from webmaster colleagues; conducted and analyzed card sort and reverse-card sort exercises with representatives of the general public and specific audience groups who helped establish content organization and link labels; received an in-office evaluation of our (then) current site by an heuristics expert; conducted an input/feedback effort for IA, and later designs, from staff and management; assessed public feedback via unsolicited email; and analyzed our WebTrends reports, internal and external search engine data, and results of ForeSee survey data and comments.  Our design phase included paper-based usability tests of early layouts, on-screen tests of images of pages, and finally on-screen tests of working web pages.  
We followed best practices methodology for requirements/IA planning to the letter.  We insisted to upper management that if the requirements were wrong, no amount of time or money spent on the design could substitute and make the web site perfect.  We did everything we needed to do to achieve a high degree of confidence in our requirements.  
Our testing followed best practice methodology.  We wrote usability scenario scripts for every audience group that participated in each round of our usability testing, and we understood the purpose and methodology for each type of test we conducted.  We used appropriate format for each usability test, e.g: cards, paper-based layout, images of pages, and produced near-final pages.  Technical tests included performance testing of the improved PHP site engine that supports our site, assessment of accessibility and effectiveness of appropriate auto-feed of Flash or HTML to users without invading privacy, and performance assessment for a variety of browsers for both PC and MAC.
We improved the look and layout of our pages to better interest the reader, add color, flatten navigation, and present more content on the pages, which formerly were narrow and bland.  New section headers (pictorial collages) and a Flash/HTML slide show demonstrate the variety of services and historical documents available to the public.  
Examples of innovation: we implemented two solutions to address navigation problems:
· Although it is not possible to conduct a single search of all resources available on our internet site, we provide immediate access to web page search and use the search results screen to educate a searcher, if he/she becomes frustrated, about the how to most effectively explore the site and tools available on it.  This approach encourages a frustrated “searcher” to become a “browser” temporarily while we direct him/her to a part of the site where they can re-engage their “search” behavior.
· Rather than force users to navigate between directories on the site for certain content, we pull content from single sources and deploy throughout the site—without depending upon a content management system.  Our contractor created the site engine that makes this possible. 
Evidence of Success
While we await completion of our survey baseline data, improved customer satisfaction is indicated in unsolicited email comments from the public. 
· A personal message from dol.gov, sent 7/21/05: “Overall, I think that this web page is an improvement over the last and it is easier to navigate.”

· From Christ Church, Dorset, U.K., sent 7/24/05: “I am very much a beginner!  This is my first launch into your web-site.  Most impressed thus far by the set-up & ease of use.”

· From Stockton, CA, 7/24/05: “Very well-organized website!” 

· From a user at starpower.net, 7/26/05: “I just wanted to say that I think your website is much improved and much more user-friendly and also looks more appealing.  Well done.”

Our new web site performs faster than it ever did.  Staff throughout the agency are congratulating us and are proud of their new vehicle.  Staff report that members of the public are reporting that they are finding content they never knew existed on our site.
Relevance of our Experience to Other Agencies

We learned lessons that will benefit any web design team: understanding user expectations will light the way toward better layout, link labels, information architecture, and search engine configuration; and thorough collection and accurate analysis of data is your best friend in presenting to upper management your case for usable design.
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