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1 Executive Summary

In its 2013-2023 Strategy the ONS highlights the importance of meeting 
customer requirements and developing innovative digital products and services to 
meet future requirements in a very fast-changing business and technology 
environment. However to date the customer reaction to the changes made to the 
website in 2011 has been one of general disappointment, especially in the case of 
the search functionality that is fundamental to finding relevant information from 
the site. Since 2011 the ONS website has become the news, not the quality and 
timeliness of ONS statistical series. 

Flax (working in association with Intranet Focus Ltd.) has carried out a short but 
wide-ranging assessment of the current website with the objective of making 
recommendations for near-term and long-term action to meet customer 
requirements. We carried out a detailed review of the website, benchmarking it 
against established good practice and the websites of other national statistical 
offices, reviewed a substantial amount of user comments, interviewed managers 
in Digital Publishing and spoke to a small number of users. 

We found that even users with many years’ experience as economists and 
academics found the website almost impossible to use effectively, and that 
members of the public would be very unlikely to find all the relevant information 
they were seeking.  We present the evidence that supports their concerns. Indeed 
the website fails to meet any of the four relevant criteria set out by the Statistics 
Commission in 2007. 

In our view, supported by a wealth of user comments, we have come to the 
conclusion that since 2011 the website has been not fit for purpose and so fails to 
support the commitment of the ONS to meet customer requirements. 

There are many reasons for this. They include a total lack of understanding about 
how users find and use information from the website (as evidenced by inadequate 
personas and no use cases), no adequate quality management of the metadata 
that is fundamental to effective search performance, an inappropriate 
development environment, very limited website analytics, an inability to conduct 
date-range searches, exceptionally poor design of both static and dynamic web 
pages and of the search interface,  and no senior manager with the responsibility 
for search performance and development even though this is fundamental to the 
effective dissemination of ONS statistics. As a result there are no ‘quick fixes’ that 
will do more than make some minor improvements to the website for professional 
economists and researchers. 

To compound this situation the 2007 release of the Tridion CMS is now very 
outdated and will not be fully supported by the vendor beyond the end of 2013 
and the Apache Lucene search application dates back to 2008.  New senior 
managers are being appointed but it will take some time for them to be effective, 
and the current programme of redevelopment is only funded to 2014. 

In 2015 there will be a General Election and from probably January 2015 onwards 
there will be a very heavy use of ONS statistics. If the most relevant information 
cannot be found, or cannot be found on a consistent basis, then professional 
users will refer back to the report of the Public Administration Committee and the 
ONS website will again be the story. 
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Our primary recommendation is that the ONS sets out a minimum set of 
functionality and performance criteria that would meet the needs of customers in 
the run-up to the General Election and works back to determine what actions 
need to be taken in 2013 and 2014. Almost certainly these actions will be beyond 
the resources currently available to Digital Publishing, and will require 
coordinated action across the ONS. These criteria have to be totally grounded in a 
set of personas and use cases which are agreed across the ONS in order to form 
the basis for this coordinated action. 

We have set out eighteen recommendations, a ten-point strategic vision for an 
ONS search strategy and proposed actions that have to be undertaken in 2013 if 
there is to be any chance of visible improvement of the website not just for 
professional users but also for members of the public who have a right to gain 
access to the statistics published by ONS. 

To bring the ONS website up to current good practice and at least match the 
performance of the websites of the G10 group of countries may well take until 
2017 (half-way through the period of the current ten year business strategy) to 
achieve. This is because of the need to implement a new content management 
system and upgrade the search application whilst at the same time making 
urgent improvements to the website using the current technology platforms. This 
is a very substantial change management exercise. 
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2 Background

The Office for National Statistics is the UK’s National Statistical Institute and the 
largest producer of official statistics in the UK. It is the Executive Office of the UK 
Statistics Authority and is independent of ministers, reporting through the 
Authority to the UK Parliament and the devolved legislatures.

ONS is the executive office of the UK Statistics Authority. The National Statistician 
(Permanent Secretary) is the Authority's Chief Executive and Accounting Officer 
(whose budget includes that of ONS) and is accountable to the Authority Board 
for the operation of ONS.  The National Statistician's Office supports the National 
Statistician in her role as Head of the Government Statistical Service (GSS), and 
as Permanent Secretary of both ONS and the UK Statistics Authority.

ONS statistics are regarded as crucial for effective debate and decision making in 
government, industry, academia or by private individuals. In line with the 
Statistics and Registration Service Act  2007 and the supporting Code of Practice 
for Official Statistics, the statistics the ONS produces are designed to meet the 
wider public good as well as the needs of government.

ONS has a unique role within the UK conducting, for example, a number of 
statutory surveys of UK businesses, the ten yearly census of population for 
England and Wales, and producing the UK’s main economic statistics and National 
Accounts. This places a responsibility on the ONS to set and maintain standards 
of quality and trustworthiness, including consistent time series, comparability 
across geographies, up-to-date classifications and world class statistical methods. 
It has a leading role within the UK and a strong voice internationally. There are 
other sources of statistical information from Government departments and 
agencies, but these are not within the scope of this project. 

2.1 2008 Principles for the dissemination of statistics

In 2008 the Statistics Commission, the forerunner of the Statistics Authority, set 
out some principles for the dissemination of statistics:

1. Statistics are collected to be used and as wide a use of them as is possible 
should be encouraged.

2. UK government statisticians should adopt an exploratory and experimental 
approach to dissemination and access to statistical data through the 
Internet.

3. Government departments that publish official statistics should seek the full 
involvement of other web professionals in the presentation of statistical 
data on their websites.

4. Government departments that publish official statistics should recognise 
that web design and web culture are still developing and should set up an 
appropriate mechanism to keep accessibility issues under review.

5. User needs, interests and capabilities should determine the design and 
operation of statistical dissemination over the Internet.

6. Statistical products should be specifically designed for the Web.
7. Data should be presented in a layered or hierarchical way to allow users to 

drill down to the level of detail they desire.
8. There should be one point of entry - a government statistics portal - giving 

access to official statistics across the UK government and those of the 
devolved authorities.
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2.2 User reaction to the 2011 website re-launch

In 2011 the ONS re-launched its website but quickly ran into a significant volume 
of criticism from a wide range of users about the difficulties they were having in 
finding statistical and other information on the site.  As a result Stephen Penneck, 
ONS Director General released a statement on 23 September about the actions 
that the ONS were taking on the ONS website:
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/media-centre/statements/website-update/website-
update.html 

More recently the Public Administration Committee of the House of Commons 
commented on many aspects of access to ONS statistics in its report dated 21 
May 2013. The Flax project team have read the report and appendices.  The 
report confirms the increasing levels of dissatisfaction on the part of external and 
internal users with the ability to find this content despite a re-launch of the 
website in 2011.

The report of the Committee resulted in a detailed critique of ONS performance in 
June 2013 by Tim Harford, a senior FT columnist and author of “The Undercover 
Economist”:
http://timharford.com/2013/06/a-statistical-needle-in-a-bureaucratic-haystack/ 

2.3 The Flax study

Flax was asked to undertake a study of the current search situation and 
recommendations for improvement from both a strategic and operational 
perspective.

2.3.1 Who are Flax?

Flax, founded as Lemur Consulting Ltd in 2001, is a team of specialists in text 
processing and search engine technology based in Cambridge, U.K. Flax have 
extensive experience in search, having developed the Clipshare search engine for 
the Newspaper Licensing Agency (searching approximately 34 million pages from 
UK newspapers over the last five years), the clippings search facility for the 
Financial Times, a search facility for Reed Specialist Recruitment used by 3000 
staff in 350 offices, a new search engine based on Apache Solr for the websites of 
The Times, Sunday Times, The Sun and the Times Educational Supplement, and 
recently have assisted the Cabinet Office with search improvements for the e-
petitions and gov.uk websites.

For this project Flax engaged the services of Martin White, Managing Director, 
Intranet Focus Ltd., an Associate of Flax. Martin White has been in the search 
business since 1974, has undertaken many search-related projects (International 
Monetary Fund, World Bank, United Nations Secretariat, National Audit Office, 
University College London and the Open University as some examples) and has 
been a Visiting Professor at the iSchool, University of Sheffield, since 2002. He is 
the author of three books on search, the most recent being Enterprise Search, 
published by O’Reilly Media in November 2012. He is the founder and Chair of the 
Enterprise Search Europe conference and runs The Search Circle, an information 
service for search managers. 
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3 Objectives

The following objectives and outputs were suggested to Flax by the ONS as part 
of the project brief.

• Review the website search functionality to form a baseline
• Review and comment on how website search is used both as a 'pure' 

search and also to dynamically generate content
• Can search to dynamically generate content be separate. Would we want it 

to be?
• Can 'pure' website search be separate? Would we want it to be?
• Identify a 'search vision' for the ONS website
• Identify key functionality which in their opinion is missing from the ONS 

website which is available on competitor websites
• Identify key functionality which in their opinion would enhance our website
• Review example searches and their results and discuss why they are not 

always relevant
• Review underlying documents - metadata, tagging that search uses
• Make suggestions for improvement
• Review website content and advise on archive solutions
• Identify roadmap for ongoing search improvements and maintenance of 

search functionality to keep it relevant and current
• Review the Production implementation of Solr (follow on from review of 

the prototype) planned for Jan 2014.

3.1 Outputs

The outputs from the review should be a report for ONS consideration containing:
• Search vision to ensure that the ONS website is comparable with its 

competitors
• Recommendation on how website search is used both as a 'pure' 

search and also to dynamically generate content
• Recommendation on how to promote content within search results
• Recommendation for archiving solutions
• What is the effort and timescales involved in moving to the search 

vision
• How can the work be split to deliver in an agile way - fast and often
• Additional hardware, software required
• Roadmap for ongoing search improvements and maintenance of 

search functionality to keep it relevant and current.
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4 Project actions

The members of the project team were

• Charlie Hull (Managing Director, Flax)
• Alan Woodward (Expert Search Developer, Flax)
• Martin White (Intranet Focus Ltd. an associate of Flax)

Martin White undertook a series of interviews on-site at the ONS office in Newport 
from 31 July to 2 August, and during this time also conducted telephone 
interviews with users.  The interviews typically lasted around 50 minutes. During 
the interviews it became clear that it would be valuable to speak to an ONS 
statistician who used the Tridion content management application to gain an 
understanding of the production process and also of their views of the search 
functionality of the website.  This interview took place in the London office of ONS 
on 13 August. The name of the interviewee is known to the ONS project team but 
is not included in this report. 

ONS staff
Gill Day Contact Centre Advisor
Sam Hall Head of Publishing Operations
Laura Dewis Deputy Director, Digital Publishing
Jonathan Porton User Experience/Information Architect
Alison Davies Web Analytics Manager
Matt Jukes Head of Digital Content
Rob Chambers Digital Content Manager
David Bradbury Media Relations Officer

User representatives
Owen Spottiswoode Researcher, Full Fact
Anna Leach Head of Economic Analysis, CBI
Professor Michael McMahom Warwick University and advisor to the Bank 

of England
Joseph O’Leary Researcher, Full Fact

Prior to undertaking these interviews Martin White undertook a detailed review of 
the ONS website and also conducted searches on the websites of other national 
statistical organisations selected by the ONS project team.  We also reviewed the 
comments made by users on the 2011 website re-launch as disclosed in a FoI 
request to the ONS: 

Websitefeedbacklog_tcm77-244941.xls 

Alan Woodward visited ONS Titchfield on 6 August 2013 to review the existing 
search software in use, discuss potential improvements and a future technical 
strategy – his notes are contained in Appendix B.
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5 Digital publishing in the ONS 

Operational responsibility for the website lies with Laura Dewis,  Deputy Director, 
Digital Publishing, who joined the ONS early in 2013.  She reports to Guy 
Goodwin, Director of Analysis and Dissemination of Economic and Social 
Statistics. His responsibilities are to delivering relevant statistical analysis and 
reporting on the economy, society and well-being. He leads on ONS’s stakeholder 
management and communications and is responsible for the office’s 
dissemination channels, including the ONS website. His remit extends to how ONS 
can “open up” its data for new uses and users and get best value from reusing 
existing data from administrative sources. Reporting to the Deputy Director are 
Sam Hall, Head of Publishing Operations and Matt Jukes, Head of Digital Content, 
who joined the ONS in June 2013. 

A number of new appointments are being made at the present time. 
Within the Digital Publishing organisation there has been no senior member of 
staff with a primary responsibility for managing the search experience even 
though this search experience has come in for significant scrutiny over the last 
two years. Responsibility for search performance lies with the Head of Digital 
Content. 

Content is published to the website using Tridion 2009 as the content 
management application. This is not the current version of the CMS (Tridion 
2011, a significant redevelopment of the product, is used for the intranet) and 
goes out of full vendor support at the end of 2013.  A service contract is now in 
place for 2014 as the ONS considers what actions to take over a replacement for 
this application. The Tridion application has been heavily customised and is used 
by around 300 members of staff.  IT support is provided by a team based in 
Titchfield within the  Strategies and Standards division of which Paul Woobey  is 
the Director.
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6 Outcomes of the website assessment

The basis of our evaluation was to benchmark the ONS website against some of 
the Principles established by the Statistics Commission in 2007, in particular

• Statistics are collected to be used and as wide a use of them as is 
possible should be encouraged (Principle 1).

• User needs, interests and capabilities should determine the design 
and operation of statistical dissemination over the Internet.
(Principle 5).

• Statistical products should be specifically designed for the Web. 
(Principle 6).

• Data should be presented in a layered or hierarchical way to allow 
users to drill down to the level of detail they desire. (Principle 7).

We also benchmarked it against current good practice in information discovery, 
for example the work that has been carried out by the Nielsen Norman Group who 
published a report on Intranet Search in 2012 which contains 121 guidelines, 
most of which are appropriate to a website:
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet-searching/ 

In this report we have set out some of the major challenges facing users in 
finding information from the website, a set of challenges which are broadly 
recognised by staff in the Digital Publishing division and by the users we 
interviewed in the course of the initial stages of the project. This should not be 
regarded as a comprehensive and definitive review of the website but as in 
indication of the issues that need to be addressed. 
In this section query terms are in [square brackets].

6.1 Search query management

A visitor to the website is provided with no information to help them construct a 
search query. There is a set of FAQs that provide a limited amount of advice but 
these are presented at the very bottom of the screen as [FAQs and contacts] 
creating the impression that they relate to making contact with the ONS. It is 
difficult to understand the justification for placing this FAQ in such an unhelpful 
location on the screen.

Many search queries will consist of two or more words [consumer price index] or 
an acronym [CPI]. There is no guidance about the need to put quotation marks 
around “consumer price index” or whether a user has to search for both 
[consumer price index] and [CPI] to be sure of finding all relevant content.

6.2 List of results

The number of results generated for almost any enquiry runs to many hundreds 
of items and often thousands of items. Although Google may display many 
millions of results it is able to present highly relevant items in the first few pages 
of results. It can be argued that the technology available to Google is highly 
specialised but then the search site has to support any query term. In the case of 
the ONS the range of content is well defined and the quality is under direct 
control of the organisation.  
Unless the user is a specialist in the way in which the ONS publishes its output, 
especially in terms of title, it is very difficult for a user to gain any sense of the 
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relevance of the initial set of results. A search for [“consumer price index”] 
generates this list:

None of these result titles mention the term Consumer Price Index and a user 
would be forgiven for wondering which of these documents would provide them 
with the change in the index number.

There is also an option to display a view of the results with more detail. This level 
of detail is often poorly written. To take some examples from the above result 
set:

Consumer Price Inflation Briefing Note, May 2013
This note is produced as background briefing for the Consumer Price Inflation Statistical Bulletin. Users 
who require authoritative figures should use the Consumer Price Inflation Statistical Bulletin or 
Consumer Price Inflation Reference Tables. This note replaces the PDF that was previously published 
on the 18 June 2013
Consumer Price Inflation Time Series Dataset, May 2013
Time series data is a free of charge service that gives you access to a comprehensive database of time 
series from major national statistics and social economic and social economic releases. You can 
download complete releases to your PC
Consumer Price Inflation, February 2013
Monthly CPI and RPI inflation indicators

The list of results can be ordered in three different ways

By title, but this assumes that users know the precise name of the document 
they want
By release date, which bears no relationship to the date range of the content
By content type, which requires a knowledge of the content formats as no 
information is presented (or linked to) on the page that would assist the user in 
determining which content type would best meet their needs

On the right-hand side of the results page there are 51 options to help filter the 
results set, categorised under

By type
By theme
By release date
By coverage
By geographic breakdown
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None of these are especially intuitive and there is no explanation of how to use 
the filters or a commentary on the context of the filter.

6.3 Management of themed pages

A user faced with a very large result set might well turn to the theme pages. The 
headline landing page of each theme provides a useful summary of recent 
statistics:

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Labour+Market
This page is managed by the department.

At the next level down the items with a drawing pin have been selected by the 
department as, in effect, 'best bets' (fixed results for particular queries) though 
the significance of the pin is not stated!

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Labour+Market#tab-
sum-pub

This is the section on Latest Summaries on Unemployment: 
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http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Unemployment 

This not only shows that the detail is often no more than the title but that a 
spelling error in ‘Comparison of development…’ in  the  last of the six results has 
been replicated in a later result at the head of the page. Clearly this has been 
cut-and-pasted and there has been no quality checking of the detail.
There is also a Latest Publications section which includes documents which are 
stated not to be a component of National Statistics, which could be confusing to 
users. 

Moving on the associated Data Tables one of the items states:

Regional   Labour   Market: X02 - Estimates of Unemployment by Age, August 2013   
(Excel sheet 6737Kb) 14-Aug-2013
These tables contain experimental quarterly statistics of unemployment by age for regions 
and countries of the UK, based on the Labour Force Survey for the three month period 
April to June 2013. These tables also contain historic data for the three month periods 
from July 2006 to September 2006 onwards. Tables containing annual National Statistics 
of unemployment by age for regions and countries of the UK, based on the Annual 
Population Survey, are available in the Headline Indicator tables HI01-HI11

Note that this is a 6.7Mb Excel table which includes data from 2006, which is not 
obvious at all from the title of the datasheet.  There is also a reference to 
Headline Indicator Tables HI01-HI11 but there is no assistance provided in how to 
find these tables.

The Summary pages are generated from metadata added by ONS staff. Take as 
an example the Latest Summaries on Children, Education and Skills:
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http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Children
%2C+Education+and+Skills#tab-sum-pub 

It is very difficult to understand why information about 'Exporters and importers 
in Great Britain 2011' is listed as the second most relevant item in this list. . This 
is not an uncommon occurrence.

6.4 URL management

The section above also illustrates the complexity of the URL naming of web 
pages. Users prefer to have structured URLs that enable them to work back up 
through a hierarchical structure to locate other content. This is especially useful 
when users have been led to a page through a search engine such as Google. 

6.5 Data table presentation

Users seeking data tables will probably wish to derive charts that summarise the 
information. However the Excel templates are developed for the production of 
printed products and contain line spaces that make it impossible for users to 
create these charts without first taking out all the blank lines and columns.  

6.6 Searching for static pages

There is a substantial amount of HTML and PDF content on the website that 
provides information about the work of the ONS and about the statistics that it 
publishes. As a Government agency the ONS is subject to Freedom of Information 
legislation. If a user wished to make an application under this legislation they 
might well start by searching for [FoI]. The result set begins:
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Not only is there no reference to the page that provides the FoI procedure details 
but once again the lack of consistency in adding titles to content can be seen with 
five of the results not beginning with FoI and three not containing FoI in the title 
at all.

On the web page listing the Freedom of Information link it should be noted that 
the headings in each section are in random order and not in the standard 
alphabetical order:
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6.7 Comparison with other national statistics organisations

We  did  not  carry  out  a  detailed  comparison  with  other  national  statistics 
organisations  but  did  undertake  some  searches  on  a  selection  of  these 
organisations in EU member states and in other countries as selected by the ONS 
project  team.  Many  of  these  organisations  have  clearly  invested  substantial 
resources into the user interfaces on their websites, with Australia, New Zealand, 
Germany, Sweden and Norway being among the most successful at recognising 
and supporting users seeking statistical information.

However  there  is  a  common  weakness  of  all  these  sites  -  the  quality  and 
consistency of the text description of statistical content. 
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7 User research

As indicated in Section 1 of this report we were able to take into account a 
substantial amount of user views on the website and in particular the search 
functionality.  The interview with the Contact  Centre Advisor was of considerable 
benefit in this regard, not only because it is clear that users are continuing to find 
it difficult to locate information but also because our understanding from the 
interview is that it takes six weeks of training for staff of the Contact Centre to be 
fully familiar with the site and its content. 

The telephone interviews conducted with the researchers from Full Fact, the Head 
of Economic Analysis at the CBI and a Professor in the Economics Department at 
Warwick University (and also an advisor to the Bank of England) revealed that 
even experienced researchers using the ONS website on a regular basis found it 
immensely difficult to obtain the information they were seeking.  All four 
interviewees said that they had seen no significant improvement over the last two 
years.  They felt that the ONS was not taking the views of users into account and 
all said that they would like to see the outcomes of user research published on 
the website as a matter of transparency given the stated commitment of the ONS 
to meeting customer requirements. 

A search on the website for  [“user research”] returned four results:

The fact that two of the results are duplicated, and differ only in their use of initial 
capital letters is typical of the quality of the website, especially given that both 
the Output User Consultation documents refer only to the 2011 Census:

 

In detail view the details provided are different for the two documents, and only 
one of them mentions the 2011 Census. 
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8 Summary

Based on this assessment and on the views of experienced users the only 
conclusion we can draw is that the ONS website is not fit for purpose and fails to 
meet the requirements set out by the Statistics Commission in 2007 despite the 
launch of a revised website in 2011:

1. Statistics are collected to be 
used and as wide a use of them as 
is possible should be encouraged.

Even experienced statisticians and 
economists, and staff of the ONS find it 
very difficult to locate and use ONS 
statistics. For users without specific 
training in statistics the task of using the 
site must be very daunting.

5. User needs, interests and 
capabilities should determine the 
design and operation of statistical 
dissemination over the Internet.

There is no evidence from the website 
that user needs, interests and capabilities 
have been taken into account in the 
dissemination strategy, and no 
documents were disclosed to us in the 
course of the assessment to show the 
extent to which user requirements had 
been rigorously assessed and taken into 
account .

6. Statistical products should be 
specifically designed for the Web.

In many cases (notably the data sets but 
also the extensive use of PDF file 
formats) means that the products are not 
designed for the web. There is also a 
major issue of metadata management 
which is covered later in this report. 

7. Data should be presented in a 
layered or hierarchical way to allow 
users to drill down to the level of 
detail they desire.

There is no obvious hierarchy and no 
obvious way of finding related content. 
URL titles are not set out in a hierarchical 
format.

Overall the outcomes of the assessment showed that not only was the search 
effectiveness of the website very poor but that the overall structure and content 
of the web site was of a very poor quality despite the website having been re-
launched in 2011. We have only included a selection of the issues that we found 
during our assessment in the light of the limited scale of the research programme 
permitted within the terms of the contract with Flax. 

Based on our own expertise and experience and also the views of users (both 
those we interviewed and those who gave evidence to the Public Administration 
Committee) our opinion is that the website search is not fit for purpose. 
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9 ONS Strategy for 2013-2023

The ONS has published a strategic plan for the next decade. We have highlighted 
some sections of this plan as follows:

“Engagement with our customers, users and data suppliers will increasingly be  
via digital media. People already expect to be able to provide their data online  
and this means we will need to develop the infrastructure, methods, processes  
and skills to enable this, otherwise we could see survey response rates decline  
significantly. People also expect to be able to engage with us using social media  
and  other  online  fora,  and  we  are  already  seeing  that  this  can  create  
opportunities to raise awareness of ONS, to find out what people think of us and  
to  improve response rates through,  for  example,  online help.  We have made  
some progress, but the digital world moves quickly.

Our customer relationships are fundamental to achieving success. We want to  
develop and target our products to increase the use of our statistics and analysis  
in  policy  development,  decision  making  and  public  debate.  By  improving  the  
dissemination and communication of our statistics and analyses we also aim to  
increase the reach of our statistics among more occasional users, helping our  
statistics contribute to the daily lives of UK citizens.

On the analysis and dissemination side, we will continue to develop our improving  
website and social media channels, and to find innovative ways of making our  
data, statistics and analyses more engaging, easier to understand and accessible.  
We will build on the exciting work already underway on data visualisation and  
digital publishing to create a state of the art online presence that we can all be  
proud of.”

There is no doubt that there is a renewed interest by business in high quality 
statistics as a result of Big Data initiatives.  Businesses of all sizes are now very 
aware of the value of being able to analyse statistical information and this is likely 
to increase the demand on the ONS to make its statistical information easier to 
find and easier to analyse. 

Based on our analysis of the current situation the objectives of the ONS business 
strategy are not grounded in an understanding of the scale of  the challenges 
which it faces in implementing this strategy.  To bring the website up to meet the 
reasonable requirements of users would be probably a three-year task requiring 
not  only  substantial  resources  but  also  the  complete  support  of  the  senior 
management team given not just the technical challenges but also the change 
management that would need to be undertaken. We will return to this timeline 
later in the report. 
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10 Analysis and recommendations

In this section we have set out our analysis of the current situation and make 
recommendations for consideration by ONS. At the outset we need to stress that 
improving the search performance of the ONS website cannot be achieved solely 
by making changes to the relevance algorithms of the search application, nor of 
upgrading the Lucene/Solr search software used to the current version, although 
such changes have been demonstrated in test systems to have a positive effect
We have set out our analysis and recommendations under the following headings:

• Meeting customer requirements
• Metadata management
• Search user interface design
• Search management team
• Archiving
• Website content management
• Search enhancement management
• Search upgrade

10.1 Meeting customer requirements

ONS strategy and business plan documents highlight the commitment of the ONS 
to meeting customer requirements. However as far as the website is concerned 
there is very little evidence that the requirements of customers have been taken 
into consideration, and the strategy and business plan documents do not specify 
any customer segmentation or place any priorities on segments. The exception is 
the reference in the 2013-2023 strategy to increasing the reach of statistics to 
more occasional users.

At present the digital publishing team use a set of personas that originated in 
work undertaken for the Census website. Work is in progress to enhance these 
personas but we were not able to establish the status of these enhancements. 
Personas are an important methodology in the process of developing websites 
that meet user requirements but when it comes to providing search functionality 
a  typical  web design  persona does not  provide  enough information.  Personas 
need to be extended into use cases which set out the purposes for which the user 
is  seeking information and how they will  subsequently  use the information to 
support a personal or organisational decision. To be effective these personas and 
use cases need to be adopted throughout the ONS so that all  operational and 
strategic decisions are made on the basis of a common and mutually agreed set 
of user requirements. Website performance can also be monitored against these 
personas and use cases.

Recommendation 1:  Personas and use cases
Research, prepare, test and agree a set of personas and use cases for 
adoption  across  the  ONS  in  order  to  enhance  existing  products  and 
service,  develop  new  products  and  services,  and  monitor  the 
performance of the website

At present the way in which website access is monitored is very limited. It is 
restricted to tracking individual query words even though there is extensive use 
of noun phrases and acronyms by the ONS. Zero-hit results are not tracked at all. 
We understand that an additional member of staff is being recruited to improve 
website metrics. The definitive book on the development of a website metrics 
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programme  is  Search  Analytics  for  Your  Site,  authored  by  Louis  Rosenfeld: 
http://rosenfeldmedia.com/books/search-analytics/

Recommendation 2: Website analytics
A programme of website analytics, to include both search analytics and 
page  access  on  static  and  dynamic  pages,  should  be  established.  All 
proposed changes to the website should set out the anticipated impact 
on one or more specific analytics so that the success of the changes can 
be monitored.

The Contact Centre receives calls from a range of ONS current and potential users 
seeking assistance with a research enquiry.  It is unclear from our research as to 
the extent to which the enquiry logs are shared across departments in order to 
provide a contribution to enhancing user satisfaction.

Recommendation 3: Contact Centre log analysis
An assessment should be made as to the potential value of the logs from 
the Contact Centre and whether this value is currently being fully gained.

There is no feature on the website that enables uses to register queries through a 
web form. If this is designed to capture automatically the search query then the 
feedback from users (especially at times where the Contact Centre is not open) 
would add to the level of understanding of problems being faced by site users. 

Recommendation 4: Website feedback form
A feedback form should be provided in a visible area of the screen

It is important that staff within the Digital Publishing division carry out searches 
on a regular basis, with particular emphasis on searches using the top (say) 20 
query terms.  The results should be considered analytically against the search 
personas  and  use  cases,  and  reviewed  with  the  statisticians  and  publishers 
involved. Although there is a link to an email for web.comments@ons.gsi.gov.uk 
this is not an effective way of collecting feedback in a way that it can be easily 
analysed by ONS staff. 

Recommendation 5: Continuous search assessment
Searches  should  be  carried  out  on  a  regular  basis,  with  particular 
emphasis on searches using the top (say) 20 query terms.  The results 
should be considered analytically against the search personas and use 
cases, and reviewed with the statisticians and publishers involved.

There is a significant amount of information on the scope, definitions and use of 
ONS statistics that would be of considerable benefit to users. This is very difficult 
to locate, either because it is listed only as a short title on the following two 
pages:
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/about-ons/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/index.html

Overall the way in which information is listed as just a short title and in random 
order is exceptionally poor design and very unhelpful to users of the website. A 
similar comment can be made about the positioning of the search FAQ link at the 
bottom of the page as this is ‘below the fold’ on many screen formats.
This programme of search assessment should also include a review of how Google 
and Bing are indexing content on the website and are being used to find either 
corporate/background information or leading users direct to a particular  set of 
statistics.
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Recommendation 6: Website user guidance
The  content  on About  ONS and Guidance  and Methodology should  be 
reviewed  and  information  that  will  be  of  specific  value  to  users  the 
website (especially members of the public) should be re-organised into a 
logical and usable format.

Recommendation 7: Static page reorganisation
The  static  web  pages  relating  to  the  work  of  the  ONS  should  be 
redesigned as a matter of priority with information being provided for 
each link and the links organised into a logical sequence. 

The quality of the static pages of the ONS website is very low indeed. The current 
layout breaks all accepted usability guidelines for web pages and it is difficult to 
understand a) why this work was not undertaken prior to the 2011 relaunch and 
b) why no subsequent action has been taken given user feedback about the site. 
Effective  search  requires  a  very  good  understanding  of  the  context  of  the 
collection and organisation of the statistics published by the ONS, which is why 
we regard this recommendation as being within the scope of the project. 

Probably the best illustration is the new link to Key Economic Time Series Data 
which appears only at the very bottom of the screen in a space usually reserved 
for basic contact information:

In our meeting with a senior OND statistician the interviewee was unaware that 
this collection of was available on the site because this bar lies below the lower 
edge of the screen. As this area is normally reserved for corporate information 
such as the sitemap and privacy policy it is unclear on what basis it was decided 
that this would be the optimum place to locate this very useful link

Another issue with this bar is the ‘FAQ and contact us’ tag.  Since the contact 
information is on a separate page it is not clear what the user benefit is of 
associating the FAQ and contact information, especially as the FAQ refers to the 
website and the contact information refers to the ONS. These are two different 
semantic concepts.  

10.2 Metadata management

Search  engines  rely  heavily  on  the  consistency  and  quality  of  the  metadata 
applied to a content record. The current metadata schema is as follows:

Metadata Assessment
Title Often the titles of ONS documents are not descriptive of the 

content. (Examples to be included)
Details These details are often minimal, and not prepared on a consistent 
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basis. They are often less detailed than the title of the content. In 
some cases the details are cut-and-pasted from a similar document

Content type and 
scope

This is tick-box list metadata that defines geographic coverage, 
content type, release date etc

NSCL National Statistics Category List – the themes and sub-themes 
around 600 subject terms 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/browse-by-theme/index.html?
mode=alpha

IPSV Integrated Public Sector Vocabulary – no longer used
Keywords This is a free-text field and publishers can add whatever they feel 

would be useful. However there is no training on what ‘useful’ might 
be

Taxonomy The current taxonomy has around 1200 items and this is being 
reduced to 200. 

Publishing in ONS is de-centralised with around 300 members of staff  adding 
content to the website.  In effect the Tridion CMS is being used as a production 
application as only a small proportion of the pages are in HTML format and in 
many cases these are managed by staff of Digital Publishing.  The more a web 
publishing operation is de-centralised the more important it is to have standards 
on  the  publishing  process  and  in  particular  on  metadata  management.  We 
understand that there are ‘standards’ for web publishing but that it is not possible 
to enforce these standards. One of the reasons given to us for this is that the 
pressure on statisticians to publish means that it is not possible to assess the 
quality of the metadata before publication.

In the case of the ONS this would not be required. ONS statisticians each work on 
a small number of content items on a regular basis. Once a set of user-orientated 
metadata had been agreed for a content item this could be added to new content 
through  a  cut-and-paste  method,  though  a  more  effective  way  would  be  to 
populate the metadata field automatically. Periodic checks could then be carried 
out to ensure that the process was working correctly.

We were able to look at a small number of pages in the Tridion CMS to assess the 
metadata  quality  of  the  free-text  keywords.  Our  assessment  was  that  the 
keywords have little consistency and are developed by the staff member on the 
basis of their knowledge of the content, not on the likely query terms that a user 
might select or as a means of improving the relevance weighting of the content. 
Even within a department it seems that there is no discussion between publishers 
about what might be good terms to add to ensure that users were able to find the 
widest possible range of relevant information.

As well as the metadata the full text content of the publication or database is also 
indexed to provide a ‘full text’ index file. Indexing database arrays is fraught with 
difficulty when it comes to developing a weighting for a database against other 
related full-text information. 

Recommendation 8: Metadata schema enhancement
In view of the fact that  it  may not be possible to change the title  of 
established  statistical  series  attention  should  be  given to  providing  a 
consistent and helpful Detail supplement to a piece of content that can be 
used as a weighting factor in  search ranking. In addition a review of the 
metadata terms used in the free text entry box should be undertaken as 
this metadata would be of substantial assistance to the enhancement of 
the search process
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We understand  that  a  project  is  close  to  completion  to  reduce  a  1200-item 
taxonomy to 200 items. In our research we were not able to ascertain if  the 
implications for searching content had been taking into account in this process, 
and in particular the automatic correlation that is about to be undertaken to map 
the 1200 items to 200.

Recommendation 9: Pilot test of the revised taxonomy
A pilot test should be undertaken on a controlled set of content to ensure 
that  the  new reduced-set  taxonomy is  able  to  provide  an  acceptable 
increase  in  search  performance  from  the  viewpoint  of  a  group  of 
experienced external users of the website

For the ONS the Release Date for a statistical publication is a very important date, 
as  the  performance  of  the  ONS  is  measured  against  achieving  this  date  of 
release, and for many data items (especially those which might affect financial 
markets) any delay in meeting this date could have significant consequences for 
business and for the reputation of the ONS.

However the release date has no causal relationship to the date range of content 
covered  in  a  publication  or  database.  Only  regular  professional  users  of  the 
website will have any knowledge of when a particular content item will have been 
released, and being able to order a very large collection of results by release date 
seems not to have any immediate benefit to the majority of users.
What users do find of value is the forward release calendar as this enables them 
to plan their work around the release date, however the tab on the ONS site for 
Release Calendar:
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/release-calendar/index.html
does not provide a forward calendar unless the forward option is ticked in the 
filter:

Recommendation 10: Date as metadata
A review should be undertaken of the way in which users can define a 
date range for a specific data set that takes into account the fact that 
many statistical series contain historic tables but the extent of this back 
history is not set out in the metadata for the content item and so cannot 
be used to limit a search to within two specific dates

The key use for statistics is  to understand rates of change, and that requires 
users to be able to compare information over a defined period of time. This period 
will also be related to the periodicity of the published information. The focus on 
release date does nothing to support access to date ranges of information. 

10.3 Search user interface design

There  are  a  number  of  opportunities  to  enhance  the  search  results  page, 
especially  in  supporting  the  use  of  the  site  by  members  of  the  public.  We 
understand that a decision has been made to remove all the filters from the right 
hand side of the page. Certainly these filters have comparatively little value in 
reducing  the  size  of  the results  set  or  in  helping  to  bring the  most  relevant 
content on to the first page of the results set but we have some concerns about 
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the impact of  the complete removal of  the filters until  an overall  search user 
interface strategy has been developed.

This  strategy  has  to  take  into  account  the  personas  and  use  cases  that  are 
referred to above. Some of the options that ONS should consider are

• Providing links to explanatory material related to the query.
• Providing  some ‘best  bets’  for  the more important  categories  of 

content.
• Bringing the FAQ section from the very bottom of the web pages 

into  a  more  prominent  position  and  integrating  it  in  to  other 
information available on the website.

• Providing a feedback form for website users integrated into the web 
pages.

Recommendation 11: Search user interface design
The  search  user  interface  design  should  be  optimised  to  meet  the 
requirements  of  the  agreed  personas  and  use  cases  and  take  into 
account  the  wealth  of  guidance that  is  now available  on search user 
interface design.

10.4 Search management team

At present there is no senior manager with responsibility for effective website 
search. Given that this is the primary means by which users are able to locate 
information on the website and the many criticisms that have been made about 
the  search performance of  the  website  the  appointment  of  a  senior  manager 
should be a priority for the ONS. Equally as important is creating a search team 
under the direction of this manager.  The ongoing responsibilities of this team 
should include

• To manage the development and use of search personas and use 
cases.

• To ensure that any changes that take place on the site are  based 
on these personas and use cases.

• To  develop  a  set  of  search  analytics  that  provide  an  effective 
means  of  assessing  user  search  satisfaction  and  overall  site 
performance.

• To work with other teams in Digital Publishing on the development 
of metadata schema and to evaluate the effectiveness of metadata 
on search performance.

• To provide training in the use of the search features of the website 
to internal and external users.

• To benchmark the ONS site against other sources of UK statistics 
and the websites of other national statistics organisations in order 
to  identify  good practice  that  can be incorporated into  the ONS 
website.

Recommendation 12: Search management
A website search support team should be established under the direction 
of a senior manager with specific responsibility for search performance
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10.5 Archiving

The website currently provides access to all extant ONS statistics with the 
inevitable result that for most queries there can be hundreds, if not thousands, of 
results. The requirement to be able to search across all the published statistics is 
probably only likely to be of value to academic researchers and other expert 
users.  Although the current set of filters do enable a date limitation to be applied 
another approach could be to restrict the default set of results to (as an example) 
the last five years.  If users wished to explore the complete data set that option 
would be available, perhaps with a more complex user interface that enabled 
academic researchers to make use of their own expertise to drill down into the 
results set.

Recommendation 13: Archive management
An assessment should be made of the benefits of restricting the default 
presentation of results to a set defined either by time (published in the 
last five years), coverage (statistics covering a defined time period) or 
periodicity (the last twelve releases).

10.6 Website content management

The current version of the Tridion CMS was released in 2011. The version used for 
the website dates back to 2007 and full support for this product by the vendor 
ceases at the end of 2013 though some additional support has now been 
arranged for 2014. At some point in the near future the ONS will need to replace 
the Tridion CMS. As has been highlighted in this report search performance is 
very closely linked to metadata content quality, control and consistency. 
A change in the web content management application could have significant short 
(at implementation) and long term (ability to respond to changing user 
requirements) impacts, and these should be explicitly included in the specification 
for a new CMS. It is beyond the scope of this current project to advise on possible 
options for the replacement of the Tridion CMS.

Recommendation 14: Website content management
The specification, selection and implementation of a replacement for the 
current Tridion CMS should take into account the likely positive and 
negative impacts on search performance through the way in which the 
search application is able to index the content and in particular the 
associated metadata.

10.7 Search enhancement management

Flax has visited ONS Titchfield several times over the last year and worked with 
the team there to develop a  prototype search application based on Apache 
Lucene/Solr, replacing the existing custom code based directly on Apache Lucene. 
A recent visit focused on 'low hanging fruit', improvements that could be made to 
the existing site in a short timescale. 

A number of improvements to search functionality and relevance have been 
demonstrated, for example:

• Flax implemented a simple proximity search in both the Solr 
prototype code and the current Lucene-based code.  This showed a 
massive improvement (particularly in the 'Household Expenditure' 
query that was highlighted on Radio 4).
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• To counteract the effect of recency boosting on historical searches, 
Flax added a text-based date field and included that in the general 
text search.  General searches are still biased towards recent 
documents, but if a year or month is included in the search string, 
results from those years are much more likely to appear.

Recommendation 15: Implement the changes recently demonstrated at 
Titchfield on the current site

However it is important to realise that any further search improvements should 
be carried out in response to clearly identified use cases, should be tested by user 
groups and assessed for overall impact before release.

Recommendation 16: Develop further search enhancements based on 
defined use cases.

Flax has also identified that inadequate resources and prioritisation of these 
resources in Titchfield can hinder the development of search enhancements in an 
appropriate timescale. For example, the prototype developed around a year ago 
has not yet been used as a basis for any live search application, and even simple 
changes to the search application must go through many months of consideration 
and approval before being implemented by the Titchfield team. We would 
recommend that a flexible, lightweight and adaptable Agile development 
methodology, used successfully by us in a number of client projects, is adopted:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agile_software_development 

Recommendation 17: Adopt an Agile development methodology

10.8 Search upgrade

The current search application is a large and complex search application based on 
the Apache Lucene search engine library. Flax has made a recommendation to 
use the Apache Solr search server (which is also based on Lucene) instead, as 
this would allow a great deal of custom code to be discarded, reducing the 
ongoing burden of maintenance of this code, and allow for easier and faster 
development of new search features. 

In addition the version 2.4 of Lucene being used is several years old and the use 
of the current version 4.x is recommended for future developments as this 
version is faster, more stable and has many useful new features. As this is a 
major change to the underlying platform we would recommend that this version 
upgrade is carried out at the same time as the upgrade of the Tridion CMS.

Recommendation 18: Upgrade to Apache Lucene & Apache Solr version 4 
in concert with any CMS upgrade.

10.9 Timelines

In setting out a timescale for achieving a reasonable level of user satisfaction with 
the ONS website we have taken the following into consideration.

1. There is a considerable amount of work to complete on defining 
personas and use cases. Even when these have been developed 
within Digital Publishing they will only be effective when adopted 
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and supported by the ONS on both an operational and strategic 
basis. 

2. The current programme of work is only funded to 2014. No 
significant improvements can be made within the scope of this 
programme because of the scale of the issues which need to be 
addressed.

3. There seem to be inadequate resources and prioritisation of these 
resources in Titchfield that will undoubtedly hinder the development 
of search enhancements in an appropriate timescale. For example, 
the prototype developed around a year ago has not yet been used 
as a basis for any live search application, and even simple changes 
to the search application must go through many months of 
consideration and approval before being implemented by the 
Titchfield team.

4. Although it has been recognised for some time that the Tridion 
2007 CMS would need to be replaced it seems that no action has 
been taken to undertake a requirements analysis. Although the 
service contract has been extended to the end of 2014 we would 
doubt that even if work began in 2013 to define these requirements 
the installation and configuration of a new CMS would probably not 
be complete until late 2014 and the change to processes would 
probably take a further year to complete. 

5. In particular it could be that the ONS requires a CMS for the 
management of the website content and a separate production 
system for statistical content. 

6. Although new senior members of staff are being recruited it will 
take some time for them to be able to make an effective 
contribution to the development of the website and in particular the 
search application. 

7. There is currently no position for a Search Manager. This is a 
crucial appointment for the ONS but it may take some time for the 
position to be defined and an appointment to be made. It is very 
important that this post is filled by a person with relevant domain 
knowledge from outside of the ONS.

8. As far as we are aware there is no agreed web publishing strategy 
or a search strategy for the website. There seems to be a number 
of ad hoc projects underway to achieve some remedial 
enhancements to the website. Without a strong cross-ONS vision 
and strategy for the website these individual projects are unlikely 
to have any significant impact on user satisfaction.

9. Although there is much talk about ‘standards’ in the ONS our 
impression is that from a digital publishing perspective these 
standards cannot be enforced and so become guidelines which may 
or may not be followed. Even if standards could be made more 
enforceable there remains the issue of how to improve the quality 
of legacy information.  

10. If the ONS wishes to be in the vanguard of international statistical 
organisations then the quality of its website and overall 
dissemination strategy will need to be commensurately high. 

The one fixed point in the timeline is that there will be a General Election in 2015 
and the requirement from a very wide range of users to have access to relevant 
statistical information from the ONS will be very considerable from January 2015 
onwards.  

Given the considerable number of variables at the present time regarding staff 
appointments, on-going projects to enhance the website, the need to procure a 
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new CMS for digital publishing and making some short-term enhancements to the 
search functionality we are not in a position to provide a detailed roadmap and 
project plan. 

Instead we would suggest that the ONS needs to develop a vision for the way in 
which the organisation supports users in the run-up to the 2015 General Election 
and works back to determine what can and should be carried out, and what the 
longer term implications are of the changes made for 2015.  

10.10 Search vision 

Our proposal for vision for search on the ONS website is set out below as a set of 
ten policy statements:

1. The focus of the search vision should be to enable ONS to develop 
new innovative products and services that are seen as timely and 
of high quality by users making the best possible use of the 
resources and technology applications that are available.

2. The search strategy has to support the objectives of the ONS and 
so should be agreed and supported by the senior management 
team and National Statistician as Chief Executive

3. The ONS has to meet the needs of a wide range of user segments 
and the strategy should help identify (from metrics and user 
research) and support the prioritisation of these needs.

4. These needs should take into account the use that will be made of 
ONS content by users rather than just the presentation of content 
on the web site.

5. The search application should support users with a wide range of 
professional expertise in the applicability and use of statistics, and 
where required the application should not require users to be 
familiar with ONS or discipline specific termin0logy.

6. The search strategy should take into account the relationship 
between search, browse and monitoring in information discovery.

7. The search strategy should be independent of the content 
publishing platforms so that any changes to these platforms have 
only a positive impact on search performance.

8. The resources allocated to the development and support of search 
applications should be commensurate with the value that search 
brings to the delivery of ONS content to users

9. The overall usability of the website should match that of the 
websites of the national statistics offices for the G10 group of 
countries as meetings of these countries focus on economic, 
monetary and financial matters, so statisticians and economists in 
these countries will be using the ONS website for statistical 
information.
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10.A set of performance metrics for the ONS website should be 
developed and the metrics should be published on the website to 
demonstrate the value of the changes that have been made. 

10.11 Actions in 2013

We conclude this report by recommending ten actions that should be taken in 
2013 if our proposed timeline for 2015 is to be achieved:

1. A set of personas and use cases should be developed and agreed 
by the senior management team.

2. A position of Search Manager should be established and 
recruitment initiated.

3. The development environment in ONS Titchfield should manage 
enhancements to the search functionality on an agile development 
basis.

4. A set of performance metrics should be agreed that can be used 
and published on a monthly basis to enable ONS and users to 
monitor the impact of changes to the website.

5. Careful pilot testing should be undertaken to ensure that the 
changes to the design of the website and the adoption of a new 
taxonomy have immediate positive impacts on the search 
experience

6. The requirements for a website CMS that take into account the 
decentralised publishing model and the need to achieve much 
higher levels of quality and consistency in metadata tagging should 
be defined, including an assessment of the change management 
consequences for the ONS

7. Particular attention should be paid to providing an exemplary level 
of supporting information for priority statistical content to support 
user assessment of its relevance and enhance the search 
performance.

8. An assessment should be undertaken of the benefits and challenges 
of providing a default collection of content for a defined period (e.g. 
5 years) whilst offering research users the option to search the 
entire content collection.

9. All static content that would assist a user to understand how to use 
the ONS website should be brought together so that it is 
immediately obvious when starting a search.

10.The funding for the website initiatives should be extended in scale 
and duration to the end of 2015. 
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11 Appendix A - List of recommendations

Recommendation 1 Personas and use cases
Research, prepare, test and agree a set of personas and use cases for adoption 
across the ONS in order to enhance existing products and service, develop new 
products and services, and monitor the performance of the website

Recommendation 2 Website analytics
A programme of website  analytics,  to include  both search analytics  and page 
access on static and dynamic pages, should be established. All proposed changes 
to the website  should set  out the anticipated impact  on one or more specific 
analytics so that the success of the changes can be monitored.

Recommendation 3 Contact Centre log analysis
An assessment should be made as to the potential value of the logs from the 
Contact Centre and whether this value is currently being fully gained.

Recommendation 4 Website feedback form
A feedback form should be provided in a visible area of the screen

Recommendation 5 Continuous search assessment
Searches should be carried out on a regular basis, with particular emphasis on 
searches using the top (say) 20 query terms.  The results should be considered 
analytically against the search personas and use cases, and reviewed with the 
statisticians and publishers involved.

Recommendation 6 Website user guidance
The content on About ONS and Guidance and Methodology should be reviewed 
and information that  will  be  of  specific  value to  users  the website  (especially 
members of the public) should be re-organised into a logical and usable format.

Recommendation 7 Static page reorganisation
The static web pages relating to the work of the ONS should be redesigned as a 
matter  of  priority  with  information being provided for  each link  and the links 
organised into a logical sequence. 

Recommendation 8 Metadata schema enhancement
In view of the fact that it may not be possible to change the title of established 
statistical series attention should be given to providing a consistent and helpful 
Detail supplement to a piece of content that can be used as a weighting factor in 
search ranking. In addition a review of the metadata terms used in the free text 
entry  box  should  be  undertaken  as  this  metadata  would  be  of  substantial 
assistance to the enhancement of the search process

Recommendation 9 Pilot test of the revised taxonomy
A pilot test should be undertaken on a controlled set of content to ensure that the 
new reduced-set taxonomy is able to provide an acceptable increase in search 
performance from the viewpoint of a group of experienced external users of the 
website

Recommendation 10 – Date as metadata
A review should be undertaken of the way in which users can define a date range 
for a specific data set that takes into account the fact that many statistical series 
contain historic tables but the extent of this back history is not set out in the 
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metadata for the content item and so cannot be used to limit a search to within 
two specific dates

Recommendation 11 – Search user interface design
The search user interface design should be optimised to meet the requirements of 
the agreed personas and use cases and take into account the wealth of guidance 
that is now available on search user interface design.

Recommendation 12 – Search management
A website search support team should be established under the direction of a 
senior manager with specific responsibility for search performance

Recommendation 13 – Archive management
An assessment should be made of the benefits of restricting the default 
presentation of results to a set defined either by time (published in the last five 
years), coverage (statistics covering a defined time period) or periodicity (the last 
twelve releases).

Recommendation 14 – Website content management
The specification, selection and implementation of a replacement for the current 
Tridion CMS should take into account the likely positive and negative impacts on 
search performance through the way in which the search application is able to 
index the content and in particular the associated metadata.

Recommendation 15: Implement the changes recently demonstrated at 
Titchfield on the current site

Recommendation 16: Develop further search enhancements based on 
defined use cases.

Recommendation 17: Adopt an Agile development methodology

Recommendation 18: Upgrade to Apache Lucene & Apache Solr version 4 
in concert with any CMS upgrade.
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12 Appendix B – Report on Flax visit  on 6th August 2013

Alan Woodward of Flax visited Titchfield to discuss the current search software 
and any potential improvements that could be made.

1. The existing indexes run on Lucene 2.4 which is very outdated. The Solr 
prototype that Flax helped to build in 2012 has not moved closer to production.

2. The team are keen to migrate to the new distributed SolrCloud system but this 
is a major step and it would be nice to get some simple improvements done with 
their existing system

3. Development turn-around time is very slow (on the order of several months for 
simple changes). Obvious and easy improvements may be able to be pushed 
through more quickly though.

4. We implemented the following changes:

a. A simple proximity search in both the Solr prototype code and the current 
Lucene-based code.  This showed a massive improvement (particularly in the 
'Household Expenditure' query that was highlighted on Radio 4).

b. To counteract the effect of recency boosting on historical searches, we added a 
text-based date field and included that in the general eDismax text search. 
General searches are still biased towards recent documents, but if a year or 
month is included in the search string, results from those years are much more 
likely to appear.

Both of these are very simple changes (less than 20 lines of Java code for Lucene, 
a couple of configuration parameters in Solr) which showed an obvious 
improvement in search precision.

5. In addition, we showed how to implement Google-style 'best bets' using Solr's 
QueryElevationComponent, for queries where the document metadata is simply 
not up to the task.  This is currently configured using an XML file - interest was 
expressed in extending this to load configuration from an external database, to 
make it easier to manage.

6. We also discussed metrics gathering.  At the moment the ONS uses WebTrends 
to monitor web usage, and we were able to get a list of the most frequent queries 
issued on the site (by email from Newport). There's no way of getting the number 
of hits per query, although we do not think zero-results queries are a problem on 
this site - generally the problem is too many irrelevant results.
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