When I decided to respond to FDA’s request for comments on its on-line drug information, (docket No. 2005N-0394), I started by looking at the CDER website. I decided to visit the site as a consumer might. What follows is my record of my own thought processes as I worked through the site, looking for drug information.  

First I looked at the homepage. My first observation was that it was a long, complex homepage. I had to scroll, which you shouldn’t have to do on an entry page. There were many different points I might pick to start looking for drug information, and I had no idea which was the best one.

My eye was attracted first to Drugs@FDA.  That seemed logical, and it was in the “quick links” section, a popular place for visitors to start looking for information. It’s also on the most valuable piece of real estate on a webpage – upper right, but not too far up. But when I visited Drugs@FDA and drilled down several layers, it became obvious that link was for industry, not consumers.

Next I looked under drug information pathfinder. That also sounded like a good place to look. But that also took me to a very busy page with lots of links that sounded similar, and I couldn’t decide where to look. So I went back to the homepage to see if there was something simpler.  

Next I looked at the middle column, and decided to try Drug Safety Information. I was really looking for broader information than safety, but I tried it anyway. I clicked on the red title, and went to FDA's New Drug Safety Initiative. From there, I went to Drug specific information for healthcare professionals, patients, and other consumers. This took me to a very long page, arranged alphabetically. I was also very confused by the information at the top:

· Patient Information Sheet (with and without FDA Alerts)
· Consumer Information Sheet (for drugs approved since 1998. These will all be eventually converted to Patient Information Sheets)
· Drug Information Page (may include a Patient or Consumer Information Sheet, approval information, FDA press releases, questions and answers about a drug, and other related information)
I didn’t understand the differences among these three document types, especially since the last one seemed to include both the first and the second. And the alphabetical list contained no clue of which link went to which type of document. I decided that this might be the best page I could find, but since I found it confusing I decided to go back to the homepage and try one more time to find something easier to understand.

Next I tried the link in the middle column entitled Safety Information for Specific Drugs. However, that took me right back to the same page I got to from clicking on the red banner at the top of the column. So I looked at the homepage one more time, and this time I spotted the tab at the top entitled Drug Information. This is not uncommon – in testing my own site, www.plainlanguage.gov, we found that visitors often miss links in a top navigation bar.  

So I clicked on that tab, and went to a long page that started with this list:

· New Prescription Drug Approvals
· Prescription Drug Information
· Drug Information Pathfinder
· Major Drug Information Pages
· Consumer Drug Information
· Over-the-Counter Drug Information
· Drug Safety & Side Effects
· Drug Preparedness and Bioterrorism Response
· Clinical Trials Information
· Public Health Alerts & Warning Letters
· Reports and Publications
· Special Projects & Programs
I decided to try consumer drug information, and that took me to another list further down the page: 

· Index to Drug-Specific Information  Provides links to Consumer, Patient, and Healthcare Professional Sheets, and more.
· Antimicrobial Resistance Page (1/25/2001) 

· Common Drugs of Abuse: Marijuana. Information from the National Institute on Drug Abuse.  

· Consumer Education: What You Should Know About Buying and Using Drug Products 

· Beef Insulin: Frequently Asked Questions about Importing Beef Insulin for Personal Use (12/13/2001).
· Drug Shortages 

· Generic Drugs: Questions and Answers 

· How To Obtain Domperidone (5/18/2005)
· Influenza Antiviral Drugs and Related Information (12/27/2000).
· Metered-Dose Inhalers (MDIs) (updated 3/31/2005)
This time I decided to try Index to Drug-Specific Information, and that took me back to the same alphabetical list I had seen before, the one with the confusing heading about the three document types. At that time, having persisted longer than most visitors would, I decided this was as good as it was going to get. I tried clicking on one drug, Adderal, and got a page with lots of links but little information. From there I went to the patient information pdf.. This document did contain the type of information a consumer would probably be looking for. 

Based on my experience, I concluded that your drug information website is difficult to navigate. Pages are too complex, lists are too long, and similar material occurs in multiple places. It’s impossible to tell, without opening a link, what audience a document addresses. Some webpages and even some documents have multiple audiences, and there is no one place an audience can go to get all its information. If I were really trying to get information about drugs, I’d probably go to some other site that’s easier to use.

Here’s what I’d do if I were you:

· Slim down your site – get rid of information no customer wants, such as the processes you follow. There is too much information about what you do, and that makes it hard for customers to find the information they really want. 

· As you work on your website, keep the customer in mind all the time. Get input from customers in multiple ways – web trends, ACSI survey, focus groups, usability tests, search terms.  

· Have a professional web usability person put all this information together and recommend a plan for working on your site.  

· Give each customer group an easy-to-find destination; include links to all their information there.

· Don’t make a visitor open a link to find out what’s at the link.

· Write each document and each page for one audience only.

In the meantime, a good place to start would be to look at the 100 top terms searched by visitors to your site. Your web professionals should be able to give you this information right now. Look at the terms, and look at the pages that your site’s search function serves to customers for each term. Are the pages clear, easy to use, and targeted at the right audience? Start with the most common searches, and work you way through the list. If you address the top 100 topics you will significantly improve your site’s usefulness to your customers for relatively little cost.
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