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Introduction 
 
Learning from best practice is important in all industries. Adopting an approach 
that reflects, re-evaluates and responds to excellent web experiences in the 
public and private sectors can result in a much improved online offering.  

 
Over the course of delivering web solutions for 10 years to numerous councils, 
GOSS Interactive has recognised the constant challenge local authority’s face 
when it comes to creating and maintaining their websites. There are over 400 
councils in the UK, and a broad spectrum of website performance. With such a 
high volume of content and functionality to provide, this is hardly surprising.  
 
Local authority websites have evolved a long way from their first iterations.  While 
their original job was to provide access to current information for service users in 
the local population, the sites now provide a far more diverse range of functions; 
tools such as e-commerce for paying council tax sit alongside access to planning 
applications with the ability for the user to track their progress.  Advice for benefit 
claimants lie next to portals for expressing opinions and engagement in e-
democracy. Presenting all these services in an easily usable and effective way is 
a major challenge. 
 
Performance measurement Ni14 now challenges local authorities to be more 
efficient, promote self-service and reduce the cost of each citizen interaction. 
This is for the benefit of the citizen as well as the local authority.  Where 
appropriate, ‘face-to-face’ or telephone contacts are being replaced by web 
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transactions – and this is the driver behind the choice of functionality of any local 
authority website.   

 
While development and maintenance presents a number of challenges, there are 
some simple rules that can provide a framework for best practice and make the 
outcome of this task cost effective for the local authority while providing a high 
quality of service to the citizen. 
 
Finding your way 
 
As a rule, people visit local authority websites for a purpose; they do not want to 
spend time browsing but want to carry out a transaction or find a specific piece of 
information.  People are impatient and, if the information required cannot be 
easily accessed, they are likely to turn straight to the contacts page and pick up 
the phone.   
 
This suggests that the most popular user journeys should be the shortest and 
easiest to make.  Put the most used services on the home page so that they can 
be completed quickly, using clear descriptions such as ‘Click here to pay your 
council tax’ for added ease of use.  

Examples of self-service 
·  Paying a bill 
·  Submitting a planning application 
·  Reporting rubbish or graffiti 
·  Finding out about a service 
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But how can the navigation of a site be measured?  With so many of us using 
websites on a daily basis, and becoming familiar with the typical layout and 
navigation of sites, how can the difficulty of the task be measured for infrequent 
users?  How do we know that people are finding what they’re looking for? 
 
Continuous testing is the key to user insight. Using web analytics packages to 
look at user traffic and test user journeys enables local authorities to answer 
some important questions: are users hitting the expected site pages?  Are they 
taking the routes anticipated?  Are site users not finding content?  Web analysis 
reports will show the way people navigate their way around the website, allowing 
you to adapt and update the site according to customer needs. This is an 
iterative process, not a one off task. 
 

 

Put the most used services on the home page 
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Concentrate on the core, but not only the core....  
 
A broad spectrum of information is mandated for a council website, although only 
a fraction of the information will ever be accessed regularly. A recent observation 
showed that from a site with 2200 pages of content, one local authority received 
80 per cent of its traffic on just 200 pages.  Locate and concentrate on getting 
this 80 per cent right. But the remainder of the site must remain both accessible 
and current, in order to provide the same level of services across the board 
without prejudicing any one group. Use automated, scheduled tasks to keep a 
track of the rest of the content.  
 
Keeping it real 
 
A local authority website needs to be updated constantly. It must evolve and 
improve as an on-going project to remain current and dynamic.  Devolved 
content contribution, i.e. lots of people updating specific areas of the site, means 
that it is potentially more problematic to sustain consistency and best practice. 
Robust parameters can be set to regulate how, when and who updates the 
website.  Powerful Web Content Management systems can also specify the 
types of content that contributors need to add to a page, in pre-defined areas, to 
ensure consistency.  This guarantees that all employees understand what is 
expected when updating and maintaining the website. 
 

 
 

Employ a powerful web content management system 
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By utilising a dynamic workflow process, content can be approved by the correct 
people (for example marketing communications, freedom of information officers 
or legal staff) in a timely manner. The same workflow can also include automatic 
validation of the accessibility of each page prior to being published. Technology1 
within the Web Content Management System automates this process, ensuring 
that the page will not go live until it has been completed and approved 
 
Connecting with the people 
 
One of the biggest challenges facing councils is how to strike the right balance 
between accessibility and performance.   
 
From a communications perspective, a local authority website needs to present a 
number of complex issues and processes; everything from planning applications, 
to benefit eligibility. A website demands that information is presented in a concise 
manner that is clear and easy to understand, to ensure engagement of the 
citizen.  So while it is necessary to provide a high volume of information on some 
issues, this can be broken down in sections and subsections, with links to 
download larger documents.  Keep it jargon free, and use the kind of language 
you would expect to hear on the street, for example, Parking Ticket not Penalty 
Charge Notices or even worse PCN.   Be creative in displaying a process or 
procedure; where appropriate, use video, audio and interactive help to guide the 
user around the site to meet their needs. 
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The Web 2.0 generation 
 
The use of ‘Web 2.0’ technology on local authority websites opens up a range of 
ways to engage with the whole community, not just with younger people. Web 
2.0 applications add a rich layer of dynamic content that all users can enjoy, 
however the implementation can cause problems, as applications that rely on 
JavaScript may not meet accessibility guidelines 
 

 
 
 
Tools to consider to easily improve the appearance and engagement of a site 
include searches of external agencies, using RSS to publish local news and 
events, or incorporating social networking through social bookmarks and links 
with groups such as Facebook. Map-based information allows local amenities to 
be displayed, centred on the home post-code of an individual citizen. The final 
step is to provide an integrated citizen account experience, where services are 
not just displayed on a map, but all Council data is presented on the users home 
page – council tax balance, outstanding fines, applications forms being 
processed, doctor appointments, items on loan from the library and when the 
bins are next going to be collected. 
 

Web 2.0 applications add a rich layer of dynamic content 
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However, our advice to a local authority considering these techniques is that they 
should be utilised as part of a wider communications strategy rather than just for 
the sake of appealing to a younger audience.  In fact many local authorities find 
success in having sub-sites to engage with different segments of society, with 
youth portals often at the top of the list. Youth sub-sites allow for a creative use 
of Web 2.0 tailored to the user profile such as local music or sports events 
happening in their neighbourhood. 
 

 
 
With the role of local authority websites constantly evolving and the needs of 
citizens changing, the management and maintenance of local authority websites 
will remain a challenge.  And new web content management technologies 
combined with approaching ubiquitous deployment of broadband internet will 
mean an even greater role for the local authority website in the provision of local 
information, key services and citizen transactions. 
 

Youth sub-sites allow for a creative use of Web 2.0 
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Top tips to best practice 
 

1. Place the citizen at the centre 

2. Ensure the most used services are accessible from the home page  

3. Test continuously – and act on the results 

4. Use dynamic workflow processes for consistency and improved 
efficiencies 

5. Don’t use public sector jargon 

6. Use Web 2.0 applications to promote engagement 

7. Provide an enhanced citizen account 

8. Use sub-sites to target specific audiences 

 
 
 

 


