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New era symbolised by launch of GDS 
• Focus on meeting user needs (not building 

websites!) 

• Be obsessed with user feedback and constant
user testing

• Prioritise common case (not the exception)

• Achieve consistent user experience for all parts of 
online government
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Highlights from Website take-up 
service

Results from 2011 

Planning Portal event Huddersfield 3



Q3 What was the main service area that 
you were interested in today
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Q5 Did you find what you were looking for today?

5



Visit failure by service
Libraries 13.07 
Events information 14.24 
Council tax 14.90 
Leisure facilities 15.13 
Rubbish and recycling 16.04
Schools/youth 16.37 
Environmental health 18.97 
Council business 19.44 
Job vacancies 20.04
Business 20.28 

Social care 20.47 
Health 21.56 
Adult/further education        21.73
Highways 22.11 
Transport and buses           22.39 
Electoral register 23.65
Housing 23.93
Parking 24.29 
Planning 30.40 
Family history 32.72 
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Visit failure by frequency of visit 
(Planning)
Daily 20.0%
Several times in month 29.2%
Monthly 26.0%
Every few months 23.9%
Very rarely 33.9%
First time visitor 38.7%

Source: Feb/Mar 2012
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Tasks re planning applications

• Problem lies in software that is not very 
usable for general public

• Or has been poorly integrated

• Or is a mixture of both
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Is poor user experience inevitable?
• No!
• Some councils scored much better 

than others, using same systems and 
software

• Why do some councils perform better?



Why do some councils perform 
better?
• Getting an excellent, consistent user 

journey
• Getting link wording right 
• Covering the topic properly
• Testing and tweaking software 

configurations, upgrades
• Necessary clicks - ensuring user cannot 

bypass key information



Getting wording right – South 
Tyneside





Getting wording wrong



The planning task

• Object to a planning application: 18 
questions

• Routes - can I get to the right page via 
Google, site search, navigational tree, A-Z 
etc.

• Quality of information - do I have all the 
relevant information to make an objection
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
First – can I get to right the right page / set of pages, easily, whichever route I pick? In this we test different routes such as Google search, internal site search, route from home page, route using the main navigation tree, A-Z. Each time we will look at whether you can get right through to the point of completion using that route.

Second, we look at the quality of the information provision once you have found the ‘right’ place. Am I told everything I ought to know at this point? Are the relevant pages / info linked together so I have the right info to hand?



Planning system questions
• Q96 Is a link provided for viewing all current applications?
• Q97 When viewing a current application, am I informed that I can 

comment on it?
• Q98 When viewing a current application and preparing to submit 

comments, is guidance provided about permitted grounds for 
objection to an application?

• Q99 Is it clear that any comments I submit will be published, along 
with my name, and available for inspection by any interested 
party?

• Q100 Is it clear how I might obtain assistance if required
• Q102 Was a useful map presented to me during the completion of 

this task? 
• Q103 Were all the relevant pieces of information linked together to 

make a smooth, coherent journey?
15

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Seven questions that have a bearing on planning system itself



Planning software performance
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The results were really interesting because we found one system performed 50% better on these six questions than the others and also had a higher average overall rating for the task. 

Fastweb at the top of the list. Public Access was the next best.

(PublicAccess is market leader with approx 50% and a few others have between 5% to 10%. Fastweb has 50% better scores than all the others)



Councils using Fastweb
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• Craven DC
• Eastleigh BC
• Eden DC
• Harlow DC
• Mansfield DC
• Neath Port Talbot CBC
• North Devon DC
• Rugby BC
• South Lakeland DC
• LB Sutton
• Welwyn Hatfield DC
• Wyre Forest DC

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We didn’t have a full set of data for analysis, so there may well be some more Fastweb customers out there



Q96 Is a link provided for viewing all current 
applications?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This was one of the questions we analysed.

Eden DC is a Fastweb customer

Relatively simple search page for planning apps register.

Easy link ‘view current applications’, and also ‘comment on a current application’



Q96 Is a link provided for viewing all current 
applications?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erewash here has no such facility at all. And although there aren’t too many fields to confuse the user here, you are asked to put an asterisk either side of the road name, which seems ridiculous.



Q96 Is a link provided for viewing all current 
applications?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Barnsley Council using Planning Explorer

Array of options!

There is an option on the right hand side though ‘undecided applications’



Q96 Is a link provided for viewing all current 
applications
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
First search you come across is the simple one – this is very inviting, I think anyone would give it a try. Need to check quality of error messages on search results though – must be v user friendly.



Q97 Am I informed that I can comment on 
an application if it is still open for 
consultation?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Am I informed that I can comment…

Fastweb handles this brilliantly

This is search results index page, you can immediately see it from here, don’t even have to be in application





Q97 Am I informed that I can comment on 
an application if it is still open for 
consultation?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erewash doesn’t mention commenting anywhere here – along with many other councils



Q22 Am I informed that I can comment on 
an application if it is still open for 
consultation?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
‘You must log in to make a comment’. Could make ‘log in’ an active link. Also make it clearer that this application is one you can currently comment on. I know this message changes if it is a decided application, but the public won’t realise that.



Make a comment
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In ‘make a comment’ it isn’t clear whether you can’t comment because you are not registered, or for some other reason. So you aren’t sure whether to try and register and make a comment or not.



Registration page
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Registration page doesn’t look all that complicated.



Time out, every time
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I tried to register twice, the second time at top speed to avoid the time out error message. But I got it again. I was unable to register, unable to make a comment. Very frustrating user experience. Why couldn’t the extra registration information come as part of the comment form? There isn’t all that much to it, after all. I would have to give name and address to make a comment anyway. I tried logging in anyway, to no avail. Ten minutes later, I received two emails asking me to click a registration link!!



Registration success!

28



Logged in
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Logged in successfully. But now I have got to find the application all over again from scratch!



Q98 Is guidance provided at the appropriate step about 
permitted grounds for objection to an application?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Is guidance provided…

This should be presented alongside the form. But where the form is in the planning system it was only very rarely available. Often no link between form and guidance information which might well be available somewhere in the planning section of the site.

Eden’s Fastweb of course provides the link





Q98 Is it clear that any comments you submit will be 
published, along with your name…
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Is it clear….

It’s important that people get this warning before their comments are placed on public file (or published on web site) along with their name and address.

You can see this clearly on Eden site



South Tyneside reviewer comment
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• Could not fail to miss this signposting from the landing page; 
the first link presented was 'search and comment on 
planning applications.’

• Clear statement provided saying that if the application was 
open for comment I would see the 'comment on this 
application' link within the application itself. 

• Lots of useful quick links for finding new planning 
applications, recently decided, even a useful map where I 
could click on an application number and be taken straight 
to the application

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Planning Landing page good example!

South Tyneside scored well



South Tyneside landing page
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
South Tyneside have an excellent landing page introducing planning. The first link is ‘Search and comment on planning applications’. There’s no mention of ‘Development Control’!



Review your planning landing pages – to de-clutter, introduce clear signposting to key topics – most people understand terms like ‘planning applications’ better than ‘development control’ (the organisational view). 



Second option ‘Planning permission’ – find out if you need it, how to apply. Many WTS comments were from people who were trying to work out the regs and whether they needed planning permission for something.



Edinburgh landing page
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Very clear, no reference to Public Access – just does what it says on the tin – ‘View, comment and submit planning applications online’. Good form of signposting into the system



South Cambs landing page
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
South Cambs did not perform so well and it is an example of a poorer, more confusing and wordy landing page.

Top – explanation of some codes

Zoom in



South Cambs landing page
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Diamond Jubilee comes above anything about applications, and so does planning policy.

Planning apps under Dev Control



South Cambs new landing page
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
New landing page in new site!



South Cambs planning system
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
You used to then go straight to this planning system landing page where there is no signposting of our task – commenting on a planning application, even though there is a facility to comment once you are looking at the detail of an application. But now you get an intermediary page - 



South Cambs new application search

39

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The search for a planning application overview page states that you can make a comment on a current planning application in the system – excellent!



Website take-up service comments
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• Very confusing, too much text, too many links, 
poorly written, very difficult to find what you're 
looking for.  I would suggest dramatically reducing 
the amount of text per page with clearer links to 
information.  

• It did not accept my reference numbers being 
searched even though I had typed correctly.  I 
finally got what I wanted through advanced 
search.  It should have taken a fraction of the 
time. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
WTS comments back up our poor experience overall with the planning task.



Website take-up service comment
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• Tried to leave comments on a planning 
application - torturous process! Keep saying it had 
timed out despite no time lag, so I had to 
repeatedly re-enter comments. I'm sure many just 
can't be bothered and give up before submitting 
their thoughts. Not sure if problems are due to 
lack of site mobile optimisation? If so, it would be 
a worthwhile investment.



Website take-up service comments
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• ‘Details of a proposed planning development. Will try 
to telephone planning when the holiday is over.’

• ‘Will phone on Monday, as searches returned zero, 
except for one that was completely incorrect by 
referencing wrong information.’

• ‘We are looking for planning decisions but the 
information is not up to date. This results in making 
contact by telephone’

• ‘Wanted to know how my planning application is 
progressing.  Will telephone instead.’

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These comments all make reference to planning to phone the council because they couldn’t find what they wanted on the website. These ones all could have been handled by the website had it been easy to use, functioning correctly and up-to-date. There were 37 references to phoning the council in the comments received by the WTS February to April – almost all avoidable contact, no doubt!



IDOX PublicAccess meeting

• Review customer journey and terms used in 
new releases of PublicAccess

• Review some of product functionality (e.g. 
search configuration option to include recent 
apps, add link to guidance)

• Configuring options to improve customer 
experience – best practice guide, potentially 
reduce options available

• Ongoing dialogue with Socitm Insight
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How well are planning services presented? 
Better connected 2013
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• ‘Generally very poor. Not helped by weak (or missing) content 
about how to actually comment. Given that a large percentage of 
commenters may be ‘first-timers’, this really isn’t acceptable. 

• The application search functions ranged from average to awful, 
often requiring advanced knowledge of how planning works to 
really get anywhere. 

• I simply don’t understand why councils fail to provide guidance on 
permitted grounds for objection a) in a logical place on a user 
journey and/or b) at all. 

• Once again, many councils were providing very good signposting 
but, once you got to the task, the information was poor and you are 
often faced with a log-in at the last hurdle.’

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First – can I get to right the right page / set of pages, easily, whichever route I pick? In this we test different routes such as Google search, internal site search, route from home page, route using the main navigation tree, A-Z. Each time we will look at whether you can get right through to the point of completion using that route.

Second, we look at the quality of the information provision once you have found the ‘right’ place. Am I told everything I ought to know at this point? Are the relevant pages / info linked together so I have the right info to hand?



Better connected 2014 timetable
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• Sites reviewed between 27 Oct and 7 Dec
• Report published 3 March 2014
• Mobile survey integrated into main survey 

(using smartphones)
• Provisional task list at www.socitm.net
• Final task list publication 30 September
• Two mystery tasks
• Planning task – find out about a planning 

decision

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BC14 timetable

http://www.socitm.net/


Preparing for Better connected 2014
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• User / usability testing
• Review software configurations
• Check and tweak search results
• Review planning landing pages
• Check signposting and info for planning 

decisions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
My recommendations - what you could do to prepare for BC14



Thank you

Helen Williams
Better connected reviewer
helen.williams@socitm.net
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