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Taking the last 30 days of analytics data of a certain UK council website, there were 3,839,287 total 
page views. The top viewed page is the home page, clocking up 137,121 or 3.6% of those views, a 
pair of login-related pages occupy the two and three slots combining to 196,497 / 5.12% of the 
page views, and some jobs-related pages at positions 4, 5, 6, 9, and 11 account for 187,843 / 4.9% 
of the site. The first actual service-related pages to show up in the top 20 are a group of rubbish-
related pages at 7, 8, and 15 totalling 93,652 / 2.44% of the page views. The next service-related 
pages are the council tax main page in number 10 at 31,489 / 0.82% of the views, then the school 
term dates page at 27,508 / 0.72% in position 14.

So to put it another way, on a typical council website home page, the three top service tasks on it 
account for 2.44%, 0.82%, and 0.72% of the total page views for the site. It would take a piece of 
detailed analysis outside the scope of this article to drill through the data to see how many of the 
pages further down the list are part of the suite of pages featured on the home page, but at a rough 
guess based on the data already analysed, it's reasonable to suggest that the content of the home 
page is not relevant to 95% of the site's actual visitors, never mind 95% of the citizens the site is 
supposed to serve.



So what might a digital service fit for the next five to ten years start to 
look like?

It should be a number of things. It should be:

• responsive,
• proactive, integrated, and timely,
• lean,
• modular,
• personal, and
• engaging



Responsive

This does not just mean the same website looks nice on your laptop screen 
as well as your mobile phone screen. It means it should adapt according to 
all changing conditions, as automatically as possible. If a service depends on 
the time - such as for example if a citizen can't report a missed bin collection 
until after 3:30pm on the collection day (because until 3:30pm the crews are 
still collecting), then don't give them the option to report it before 3:30pm 
that day, rather than annoying them by letting them start the process and 
then annoying them. If it's a page about a building, service, or event with 
open and closed times, if the user visits when the thing is closed put a 
message on the page to say it's closed, and when it will be open again. If it's 
a page about events in the area, if it's raining or cold right now prioritise 
showing the indoor events, if it's sunny and warm prioritise showing the 
outdoor events.



Proactive, integrated, and timely

Personal digital assistants such as Alexa and Siri are proliferating in the home. I've 
manually set mine to tell me several times during Tuesday evening every week to 
do the bins. A digital service which can be integrated into a user's PDA could not 
just automatically be set up to do the reminder, it would know which bins need to 
be done on any given week. A digital service which is proactive, integrated, and 
timely would be tracking and displaying the route of the bin wagon in real time, so 
that if first thing on Wednesday morning I realise that despite Tuesday's reminders 
I've still forgotten to put them out, I can see if the wagon has not reached my house 
yet so I can quickly put my dressing gown and slippers on and catch them before 
they get to me, and if for whatever reason the bins end up not being collected, I 
can see the route the wagon took before it decided not to come down my road, 
and I'll get a message telling my why they didn't collect my bins and when they'll 
get collected instead so I don't even need to report a missed collection. If I see a 
pothole, broken manhole cover, or faulty traffic light during my daily walkabout and 
go to report it, if on the reporting page I can see it's already been reported then I 
don't need to waste mine and the council's time reporting it again.



Lean

Most councils are working with a plethora of line-of-business systems for managing council tax 
records, housing records, planning applications, committee meetings, street defect reports, etc. 
Most of which are mutually incompatible (even when created by the same vendor), many of 
which were designed and built in an earlier age. A lot of effort has to go in to making online 
systems talk to each other. Sometimes it can't be done at all, so either an online service involves 
double-handling, or it doesn't happen at all.

The work that most of these systems need to do isn't inherently complicated - most of them are just 
databases containing records which are created and edited according to a workflow, with various 
outputs and reports. There is an opportunity for local government digital service providers to 
clean up here looking at some of the worst examples of poorly designed line-of-business systems 
and creating modern alternatives. And after all, if the citizen goes to the council website to find 
out information about logging a planning application, why can they not log that planning 
application on the same website, and the planning department access and workflow that 
application through its whole life in the planning cycle in the same system. Planning applications 
will thus also show up in the local area search on the website - and of course a citizen will also be 
able to get proactive notifications from their online account of new planning applications related 
to their chosen area(s).



Modular

Of course a lot of local government digital service providers won't want to get into the 
business of trying to enter a market for a system that another provider already has 
significant market share and expertise in delivering - they might want or need to just 
concentrate on their own particular offer. There's no shame in that. However, if all local 
government systems were to work with open standards and open APIs, with full two way 
integration that is easy to set up and configure between different systems, then that's fine. 
If I submit a planning application on the website, a two way integration to the separate 
planning management system will still make it look to me as the citizen that I'm dealing 
with one council digital service. With open standards and APIs there will be no need for 
people configuring different systems to go through the pain of trying to make the public-
facing versions of those systems look the same - and then have to update them all when 
the main council website gets a site refresh, because the data from the LoB system can be 
surfaced to the website via JSON or another technology. And of course a digital service 
designed and built in a modular fashion able to easily recieve the data from open APIs 
doesn't just need to be restricted to other council systems, it could receive relevant data 
from central government systems, it could receive data from any other system.



Personal

Since the council knows that I already pay my council tax automatically by direct debit, 
there should be no need for the council website to encourage me to pay my council tax 
every time I go to it. Since the council can see that I look like I live outside the borough 
rather than in it, it doesn't need to promote so heavily all the services directed at 
residents, it can instead prioritise showing services directed at visitors. Since the council 
website is anonymously tracking my user journey behaviour anyway, why not introduce the 
option for it to explicitly track my personal user journey behaviour, so that over time it can 
learn which pages I access the most and offer them up to me in the home page top tasks 
area, rather than offering the top tasks everybody else apparently is interested in? And 
give me the option to add my own shortcuts on the home page. Why do I have to login to 
access some of this personalisation, if the personalisation is not personally sensitive - why 
can't there be an option for some of those preferences to be stored and available to me 
without an explicit login? And since the website can be configured to receive data from 
external sources via open APIs, why not enable me to configure the data I want to see 
myself on the home page from internal and external sources, so I can build up my own 
local portal?



Engaging

If we make people go 'wow!' when they come to do something trivial, 
and make people go 'wow!' when they come to do something 
important, then they'll tell their friends. Their friends will tell their 
friends. The local media will tell its readers how good the council 
digital service is and how well the money is being spent. We'll achieve 
our channel shift and savings goals because people will not want to 
interact with us any other way - for those people, the council website 
will indeed become the council.

If we limit our ambition to getting more people to pay their council tax 
online, then we'll probably struggle to even achieve that. Let's raise 
our ambitions to create digital services which make people go 'wow!'.


