Review of Diocesan Website

Introduction
1. The Working Group appointed by Bishop’s Council in 2010 to review Diocesan Communications turned from Easter 2011 to work on the Diocesan Website.  For this task we were joined by the Revd C. Moore then of the Tenbury Team Ministry.  His colleagues gratefully acknowledge the very significant contribution that he made to their work: without which our efforts would have been much more limited.  Our recommendations are at Annex A.

2. We started our work by considering what the website is for, that is, the highest level objectives to be served.  We concluded that they were:

a. To meet the information needs of Church members of the Diocese
 clearly, quickly, straightforwardly, economically, efficiently and effectively
;
b. To meet the information needs of all other enquirers similarly, and to do so in a way that furthers our outreach and mission;

c. To help bind together the Diocese as a living and growing community about its Bishop.

3. We strongly believe that for the website to be an effective tool for Mission and helping consolidate the Diocese as a lively Christian community the website must be easily and regularly up-dated: all stakeholders need to appreciate that and to act accordingly.  At the same time, Diocesan leaders need to continue to educate both clergy and laity of the benefits and uses website so that they understand the contribution that it can make to the life of the parish and the individual.
4. At an early stage we examined the websites of all other Church of England Dioceses (except the Church in Europe). On the whole we were heartened by what we found; the Hereford website measured up quite well to the majority of them.  Some had rather more information and others various technical devices which helped with access and navigation.  Overall, however, few were markedly better and a number were definitely inferior. The encouraging conclusion was that at the basic level our site was reasonably good, indeed is fundamentally sound. We need to change the packaging and add some more material but our task was most certainly not a general reconstruction.  
5. In considering additions and amendments to our website we had the benefit of a list of some 40 suggestions made by our members, Diocesan staff, and clergy and laity in the Diocese. Some of these were very general; some very specific. Not all could be adopted; indeed not all were consistent with each other. Nevertheless, we are grateful to all those who put forward their thoughts.  Some of the proposals not dealt with specifically in this report should, nevertheless, be picked up when detailed information is put on to the website, as proposed in paragraph 6 below.
6. In our recommendations we have proposed the addition of further material to our site, and the adoption of Really Simple Syndication (RSS) feed.  The revised content and structure is at Annex C.  At the final stage, we also reviewed the presentation and appearance of our site.  

7. We need to ensure that the site is kept up to date, not only as regards the actual material on it but also as regards its coverage.  We believe that maintaining the information on specific sections of the website should be the responsibility of named individuals from the Board, Council, Committee or Department that “owns” it.  The same is true for putting on new material.   It is essential that such named individuals are held accountable for their performance by the line manager, Board, Committee or Council to which they are answerable.  The accountability would be subject to checks in accordance with the arrangements to be instituted to ensure that the website is kept up to date.   Those arrangements should involve an audit, by a suitable senior figure, similar to those for the implementation of our two earlier reports.   They should also involve a check that all suitable proposals have been accepted and made available on the website.  We so recommend.

8. Thinking strategically about communications is a matter of increasing importance.   In the light of all our work on communications, we believe that there is a need for the Diocese to be able view its business as a whole and to think strategically about where it should be going on communications in the light of that.  Ultimately, responsibility for that must rest (institutionally) with Bishop's Council.  However, a more expert forum to advise the Council is required. We also see the need to provide a source of expertise to assist those devising plans and policies of Mission.  We therefore recommend the creation of a new body, a Communications Board, able to oversee electronic and other communications.  The new body should ensure that strategic thinking about communications involves congruence in all Diocesan communications work.  The implications of that for the NEWSpaper Board will need to be addressed in the NEWSpaper review in 2012.   

9. Addressing the expanding use of social networking sites etc will require technical expertise and also understanding of the possible dangers and complications.  It is possible that such sites might become an important tool of Mission; on the other hand, their impact may diminish.  We are informed that much thought is being given in other dioceses to the implications of such sites, particularly for work with young persons.  For the present we do not feel able to recommend that a significant effort should be put into the use of such sites for the work of the Diocese but the Diocesan Office must be able to give clear and balanced advice to those concerned with Mission and with young people who are considering their use.  We recommend that a suitably skilled person be given explicit responsibility for this.   

10. There is a clear link with strategic thinking on Communications and we recommend that the new body that we propose for that should keep this area under review and consider, at least annually, the Diocese's policy and guidance on the use of such sites.

Procedure

11. In reviewing the website our procedure was as follows.  Firstly, we sought to establish the structure within which the data is stored – the database.  On that we arrived at a seven-fold model. Then we considered whether we had in the database all the material that we needed there. Next we attempted to ensure that there are simple, appropriate and effective links so that one can navigate efficiently across the site.  Then came the more cosmetic, but still vital parts, making individual pages and sections attractive, and then, what most strikes the visitor to the site, getting the top/home page attractive as to layout, colour, picture, navigational devices etc.  

Redesign of the Top Page

In the light of our examination of other Diocesan websites we felt that the top page should be relatively uncluttered, with no more than seven primary buttons, each giving on to a drop-down menu.  We believe that that will enable the entire site to be visited in about 3 key-strokes.  The outline of the Top Page is at Annex C ii and we have commissioned professional work on the implementation of such a design; that should be available early in 2010.

Information on Parishes

12. We considered the balance of advantage for a modified website of maintaining our present system of entries for parishes, with a link to A Church Near You (ACNY) or relying on the latter alone for parish information. (In either case we would, of course, have links to parish websites where they existed.)   

13. The Diocese pays an annual licence fee to enable parishes to put entries on ACNY but entering data has to be done by the parishes themselves. Some do that; others do not. It is possible for the Diocese to pull data off ACNY but not to put it on.  For the parish entries on the Diocesan website the data comes from parishes and, except for details of clergy, is put on by them. The advantage of the present system is that the Diocese can press parishes to provide information to it for the Diocesan website and monitor that they are doing so. It can, therefore ensure that there is at least basic information available for each. On the other hand, the arrangements impose a double burden on the more active parishes - updating both ACNY and the Diocese. Meanwhile, the Diocese has the burden of keeping up parish data on its own website when there is a national website to which many enquirers would make their first approach. 

14. Though a Diocesan shift to relying on ACNY would run a real risk of the information readily available for some parishes deteriorating, that could be countered by some monitoring of ACNY entries; by Deaneries taking an active role in helping the less knowledgeable parishes with their entries; and by wider education of the less engaged parishes in the advantages of IT etc, something highly desirable in any case. It would, at the same time free up some Diocesan effort and some duplication in the better focussed parishes.  After careful consideration, in order to minimize the overall burden of updating, we recommend that that the Diocese should rely on ACNY alone, checking that parishes are effectively updating their entries.  We further recommend that the use of ACNY by individual parishes be made part of the Archdeacon's Visitation procedure.

Education and Church Schools
15. At present, information on Church Schools and related matters is found on the Diocesan website.  We do not believe that that is satisfactory.    Those seeking information about these may not be interested in much of the rest of the site, and the presence of comprehensive information about this area of the Diocese's work could complicate the website.  We believe that the best answer would be a separate website with a clear link from the diocesan website, and we believe that the resource implications of that would be minimal.  There is, indeed, the need to create and put on a website a considerable amount of pages, but that would be so whether they were integrated into the main site or displayed on a separate one. We understand that the creation of a separate site, using an already created framework could be done for no significant additional outlay and we so recommend. 
Strategic Thinking About Communications

16. Communications is and always has been of great importance, indeed, in the strict sense, essential, for the Church's Mission.  The importance of doing it well has nevertheless increased with the pressures of and from a secular society and with the decreasing familiarity of so many with the basic elements of Christian life and worship.  It is not going too far to say that effective communication must be an essential part of all of the Church's work.  With increasingly complex technology and reducing resources, not least in the ordained ministry, the Diocese must think about communications in a truly strategic manner.  We are concerned to see that that is done and that the Diocese has the necessary machinery to do it.  The use, extension and improvement of the website will by no means be the whole of that, but it will be a very important part.  We recommend that the Bishop's Council formally accept the need for a strategic approach to communications, throughout the Diocese, and starting in the Diocesan Office.  
A Communications Board

17. In large part a strategic approach is a matter of inculcating the appropriate habits and working practices so that when a policy is formed, or advice given, the manner and effect of communicating it is an integral part of the process.  That much is, in essence, to repeat what we concluded in our first two reports.  We believe, however, that it is necessary to do more: as we have indicated above (paragraph 8) we believe that there is a need for a Board, comprising both officers of the Diocese and outsiders, to advise the Bishop's Council on communications and to ensure that there is consistency of focus and effort.  The Board's functions should include such matters as:-
a. Ensuring that the information on the website meets the Diocese’s needs effectively and that new material is put on as further areas are discovered to be necessary; 
b. Ensuring also that the Diocese is making effective use of the facilities and data to which it has access;

c. Thinking strategically about communications, what should the Diocese be focussing on, and by what means;

d. Ensuring consistency or at any rate congruence in the various communication tools, eg website, NEWSpaper etc;

e. Addressing developing areas such as the expanding use of social networking sites and their possible uses and abuses.

18. A strategic approach to communications will require some changes in how the duties of the Communications Officer are performed.  Those will include the need to integrate this Support Minister more completely into the working of the Diocesan Office.  The rules on access to papers and information will need to accommodate the office holder being fully in the picture (on a confidential basis when necessary) about all the work of the Diocese, and we so recommend.

19. It will also be necessary to reconsider the role of the Communications Support Group.  This, we understand, is intended to assist the Bishop of Hereford with the line management of the post.  However, it seems not well designed for that, though it may have a useful role as a support to the office holder.  We do not see it as performing the strategic function that we envisage for the new body that we recommend.  We believe that its retention, with a somewhat different focus from that originally envisaged should be a matter for decision by the Diocesan Bishop.
Training

20. Given our recommendations on requiring named individuals to updating and to add new material to the website, it will be necessary to institute a training programme for current staff and to ensure that guidance and instructions are available for new staff and for new issues.  That should include such matters as making and placing on the website short video clips, and the creation of links to other relevant sites, and we so recommend.  (Such training will be required in addition to the remedial training referred to in paragraph 22 below.)
21. We would further recommend that, in future, an appropriate degree of proficiency in IT should normally be part of the job specification for all vacancies of paid or stipendiary posts in the Diocesan Office, for Rural Deans, and for all other posts so far as practicable.  Those lacking such skills on appointment should be required to undertake the necessary remedial training.

Implementation

22. We believe that the improvements that we recommend should be put in place as soon as possible but that first requires the Boards and Committees to provide all necessary information and to ensure that it is uploaded in accurate form.  We recommend that that be tackled as a most urgent priority, with the creation of a website for Education and churcgh schools in parallel.  Final decisions on the presentation of the top page can be worked on whilst that is being done.
Recommendations 

1. RSS (Really Simple Syndication) feed is a valuable facility and should be included on the Diocesan website; (paragraph 6).
2. Each section of the website should be the responsibility of a named individual.  The appropriate Line Manager, Board, Council or Committee should hold the named individual to account for the maintenance and updating of that section; (paragraph 7).

3. Appropriate arrangements and checks should be instituted to ensure that the website is kept up to date; (paragraph 7).

4. Those arrangements should involve an audit, by a suitable senior figure, similar to those for the implementation of our two earlier reports; (paragraph 7).

5. They should also involve a check that all suitable proposals have been accepted and made available on the website; paragraph 7).  

6. A new body, a Communications Board should be created to ensure strategic oversight of communications, electronic and other; (paragraph 8).

7. A suitably skilled person should be given explicit responsibility for addressing the expanding use of social networking sites.  This will require technical expertise and also understanding of the possible dangers and complications; (paragraph 9).

8. The new Communications Board should keep this area under review and consider, at least annually, the Diocese's policy and guidance on the use of such sites; (paragraph 10).

9. For website information on parishes the Diocese should rely on ACNY alone, checking that parishes are effectively updating their entries; (paragraph 15).

10. The use of ACNY by individual parishes should be made part of the Archdeacon's Visitation procedure (paragraph 15).

11. A separate website should be created for Church Schools and related matters.  That should proceed in parallel with the writing of the pages required for the material specified in Annex B i; (paragraphs 16 and 23).

12. The Bishop's Council should formally accept the need for a strategic approach to communications, throughout the Diocese, starting in the Diocesan Office; (paragraph 17).  

13. The Communications Officer should be more completely integrated into the working of the Diocesan Office and the rules on access to papers and information should provide for the office holder's being fully in the picture (on a confidential basis when necessary) about all the work of the Diocese; (paragraph 20).

14. The retention of the Communications Support Group, with a somewhat different focus from that originally envisaged is a matter for decision by the Diocesan Bishop; (paragraph 21).

15. Appropriate continuing training on the website and its maintenance should be established for existing staff, together with induction training for new staff; (paragraph 21). 

16. For the future, an appropriate degree of proficiency in IT should normally be part of the job specification for all vacancies of paid or stipendiary posts in the Diocesan Office, for Rural Deans, and for all other posts so far as practicable; (paragraph 22). 

17. Those lacking such skills on appointment should be provided with the necessary remedial training; (paragraph 22).

18. The improvements that we recommend should be put in place as soon as possible.  That first requires the Boards and Committees to provide the information in Annex B i and to ensure that it is uploaded in accurate form; (paragraph 23).  
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�  	Much information sought will, of course, relate to higher or lower levels of Church organisation but the Diocesan website should at least provide pointers or links to parish or national levels.


� 	These three terms mean related but distinct things. Economically means at low cost; efficiently means at a good ratio between costs and outputs; effectively means having a high impact, even if at high cost.
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