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When a user visits www.WebMD.com they are instantly thrown into a website that has a plethora of medical information and resources. The information on the site ranges from what different types of cancer there are to remedies for the common cold. Depending on what is being searched, the information that is returned can be very technical or very easy to understand. Since there are so many features that are valuable to users on this site and such little time to focus on all of these features, a few have been highlighted in this assignment and will be discussed from a user centered design approach. Those features are: navigation, advertisement placement, site content. The user group that this approach will be focused on in this paper is users who do not practice medicine and are looking for medical information online.

Upon entering WebMD.com you are provided a search bar to search for the topic that you are interested in learning about. This search bar on the first page (http://www.WebMD.com/), in the center of the screen, makes it very easy for the user to begin the process to fulfill their information need. Also, the placement of the search bar helps the user centered design of the site by providing the user with a resource to begin the searching for their information need. 
Once the user enters in a query for their search and submits that search, they are then sent to the results page. On this page, the results that WebMD editors recommend and the actual, non-recommended, results of the search are displayed for the user. This is very deceiving to the user since the first set of results that they see are not their actual search results but those that were recommended by the WebMD editors. Below these recommended results are the actual results that the user submitted their search for. By placing the recommended results on top, the user may never get to the results that their search actually returned.
One characteristic to point out on the search results page is the lack of displayed advertising. The only advertisements that are displayed are on the top of the page, low on the left side, and high on the right side of the page. These ads vary on each page, but they are not intrusive within the content they are displaying. The advertisements do not take a way from the browsing experience on WebMD. On the left navigation bar there is only one advertisement that is listed below the links and that advertisement, as with all advertisements on the page, contains the phrase “advertisement” in grey letters above the displayed advertisement to denote that it is indeed an advertisement. By adding this above the advertisement this will remove confusion by the user when they see them on the site.
Once the user completes their search and decides to go back to the initial page at www.WebMD.com they need to actually type this URL back into the address bar to get back to that page. There are links on every page, including within the WebMD header image, that link back to “home,” but this is not the WebMD.com home. This home is a different WebMD Health homepage. This makes it very confusing for the users when they are trying to get back to www.WebMD.com. The user ends up being redirected to a different part of the site when they feel they should be somewhere else. This makes the links less useful to the users and might also frustrate or confuse them when they are trying to get back to the main WebMD homepage.
However, if the user is looking for information and they are beginning their browsing by looking at the links on the navigation bar, the layout of these links makes it very easy to choose a category to continue on into. Titles such as, “Medical Info” and “Health & Wellness” make it easy for the user to orient themselves to the proper section of the links to narrow their search. Once the user has chosen their main category the link titles within each category are also very broad and easy to understand. Some examples of these are, “Medical Library”, “Quizzes, Calculators,” and “Check Symptoms”.
If the user continues with their information browsing they will find that more broad categories are provided within each of the above example links. They will then be able to see a wide range of topics to choose from. With all of the broad topics that are listed, the user is, at each step, narrowing their search to what they are specifically looking for. This is beneficial for the users because it offers them a way to browse all of the information and to see related sub-categories that might contain information that they were not necessarily looking for, but might be useful in fulfilling their information need. These sub-categories may not have been easily found, or found at all, if a query search was selected over categorical browsing. 
All of the categories and links described above use such simple terminology that users who are not in the medical profession will find it easy to browse the information and navigate the links. Even once the information is found and they are viewing the information, the layout of the page is easy to follow and understand.

Every page consists of navigation links on the left hand side of the page, advertisements at the top, right, and left side of the page, and searching capabilities below the top advertisement. The middle of the page contains the bulk of the content. When reading the content, users will find that there is not a lot of technical jargon. However, if there is technical terminology a link is usually provided for the user so that they can obtain a description and better understanding on what the term means. This is really beneficial to the user since many of the users on the side are not in the medical field. One thing that will confuse users about these links is that some of them open in new windows and some link right to the next page within the current window. This can cause confusion and users might get lost and loose track their position on the web site.
Overall, WebMD.com is a very good site for users who are looking for easy to understand information about a specific medical condition. The site provides two very easy to follow ways of obtaining that information, query search and categorical browsing, and the information that is returned to the user is easy to understand. When medical terminology is used in an article that requires a more detailed understanding or description a link is provided to a location where that information need can be fulfilled.

Also, the small amount of intrusive advertising that is found on the site makes it easy to navigate. The content that the user is looking for is more often than not found right in the middle of the page and is not hidden behind sponsored links or halfway down the page because of site advertisement clutter. The designers of WebMD have paid close attention to the users need for quality information that is easy to understand and have provided a layout that will best emphasize these standards that users have put on the site.
By analyzing the above aspects of WebMD you can see that this site was the best of those that were presented in class this past quarter. With easy navigation, succinct information presentation, and unobtrusive advertisements WebMD stands above the rest from a usability and information presentation standpoint. With easy information retrieval, searching, browsing, and presentation WebMD is the best from the past quarter. 
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