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Objective

Regardless of the best intentions and efforts by theorists and high-level executives, a software application will not gain wide-spread acceptance unless it provides what end-users need.  This effort sought meaningful feedback from users of a syndromic surveillance application in order to identify needed changes.  

Background

Shortly after 11 September 2001, the Department of Defense (DoD) made the Electronic Surveillance System for the Early Notification of Community-based Epidemics (ESSENCE) available to its public health community as a tool for outbreak detection and for both general and event-specific medical situational awareness.  Over the years, the application evolved to include more data sources that were meant to help installation-level users determine which alerts were actionable from a public health standpoint [1].  Most of these changes were based on the recommen-dations of a few enthusiastic researchers and “power users,” but feedback from a represent-tative sample of users at the local level was never obtained to inform the development process.  As is often the case, the rare reports from the field that rose to the attention of program developers were negative, but there was no way to determine how prevalent these complaints were.  It was also clear from monitoring usage patterns that many of the nearly 700 account holders accessed the application infrequently, if at all.  Prior to locking in the planned changes for the next version of ESSENCE, the DoD decided to seek feedback from a broader set of end users.  

 Methods

JHU-APL and AFHSC developed a web-based data collection tool in collaboration with DoD “power users” from the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard that encompassed all of the major ESSENCE functions and addressed various areas of customer satisfaction with the application.  Additionally, the group planned a user workshop at the 2009 DoD Force Health Protection conference, which is well attended by military public health and preventive medicine professionals.  The workshop included presentations on recent research and a summary of current ESSENCE functionality and planned improvements.  Audience response software on an intranet was used as an alternative way to obtain real-time anonymous responses and suggestions from the audience.  As most current ESSENCE users could not attend the workshop, the military Services sent a message encouraging feedback using an additional web-based internet survey tool.  
Results
The workshop was well attended with a total of 30 DoD participants.    Despite persistent attempts to facilitate verbal discussions between the participants, the preference was to use the audience response intranet software.  The guaranteed anonymity stimulated a lively dialogue throughout the three hour session. The most frequent complaints were coding errors, insufficient training, and excessive alerting, in that order. Several themes emerged from the verbal and anonymous chat exchanges.  A key thread involved the importance of experience at the local level, with the ideas that while “local folks are aware of 99%” of valid signals, redundancy is needed.  ESSENCE was thus deemed a valuable toolbox component rather than a stand-alone solution. It was noted that socio-behavioral factors are “best known locally”, so that one should not “take ESSENCE out of context”.  A few system successes were attributed to this local experience. In a debate about enforced usage, the view that a worthy system “shouldn’t need to be mandatory” was countered with the finding that prolonged usage was needed for the system to “find its niche”.  A related thread concerned the necessity, challenges, and suggested solutions for effective training.

Conclusions

From the live oral and electronic discussions and the few survey results the DoD must focus on educating and training the end user population on the capabili-ties, strengths, and limitations of ESSENCE.  The system role and further integration into daily practice require further refinement by experienced users.  
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