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https://localdigital.gov.uk/funding/london-borough-of-southwark-3/
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https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/service-standard
https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/service-standard
https://localgov.digital/service-standard
https://localgov.digital/service-standard
https://localdigital.gov.uk/declaration/
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https://www.southwark.gov.uk/innovate/collabrative-project/planning-back-office
https://futurecities.catapult.org.uk/2019/04/18/blog-aprils-plantech-show-tell-breakfast-a-debrief/
https://vimeo.com/ubxd
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PlanX







https://digital-land.github.io/proje
ct/single-register-of-planning/

GLA Planning Data Standard

Data needed to inform and 
monitor London policy

GLA

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/
default/files/updated_non_technic
al_planning_data_standard.pdf

PlanX 

“Passport” schema mapping 
planning policy to data variables 

Open Systems Labs, Southwark

https://beta.planx.uk/_default

1App

Planning portal’s schema

Imported into the various back 
office systems used by LAs

Planning portal 

Open data incentive scheme

An attempt to standardise planning 
data from 2013-2015

Not widely adopted

Local government, Hampshire council

Unboxed / Southwark Council & Partners

http://smpa.hactar.is/#show
https://digital-land.github.io/project/single-register-of-planning/
https://digital-land.github.io/project/single-register-of-planning/
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/updated_non_technical_planning_data_standard.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/updated_non_technical_planning_data_standard.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/updated_non_technical_planning_data_standard.pdf
https://beta.planx.uk/_default


Design principles
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Ensure a sustainable agile team to 
support implementation
Create a service using the agile, iterative and user- 
centred methods set out in the Government Service 
Design Manual.

Use open standards and data 
Use open standards, and where possible make service 
data open and reusable under appropriate licenses.

Adopt a connected systems approach
A back-office planning system is only valuable as part 
of the larger planning ecosystem and it should be 
designed to benefit from it and to support it.

Design for better public information and 
community involvement
Plans are designed to create better living spaces for 
everyone so we should enabling the public to 
participate in this process.

Make it visual
Planners rely on visual information, such as plans, 
3D models, and GIS layers. Use these visual tools 
whenever possible to aid assessment of applications.

Show relevant information informed by 
data and context of use
We can assist users of planning systems by showing 
only information relevant to the specific case that an 
officer is currently assessing.

Empower teams by streamlining 
repetitive tasks
Repetitive tasks could be automated or supported by 
reusable content (e.g. templates). 

Design for flexibility and variation across 
local authorities
Different teams do things differently. Where possible, 
allow individuals and teams to adapt the system to 
their preferred way of working.
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Design principles for a new back-office planning system
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Proposed 
service concepts
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Concept development – the Design Sprint method

Unboxed / Southwark Council & Partners

We adopted a condensed version of the Google Venture Design Sprint method for concept development. 
This normally consists of an intense 5-day collaboration of a multi-disciplinary team. As our dicsovery work already 
covered some of the high level strategic questions, we were able to trim this down while still ensuring we followed 
all the necesary steps.

1 2 3 4 5

Define 
Explore problem area 

and define 
opportunities through 

‘How Might We’ 
questions

Sketch
Strucutred ideation 
by exploring ideas 
from other services 
and sketching new 

concepts

Decide
Work as a group to 

decide which 
concepts should 
form part of the 

prototype

Prototype
Build a prototype as 
a team. The aim is to 
make something that 
looks like and feels 

like almost real

Test
Test with a number of 

users and collect 
feedback to inform 
further decisions



Five opportunity areas 
identified
Following insight synthesis, the team has identified 
five key opportunity areas. “How might we…”:

● Enable quicker processing of clear-cut 
applications?

● Reduce "unnecessary" manual 
administrative processing (e.g. validation)? 

● Increase confidence in recommendations to 
reduce checking and sign off (e.g. system 
with better guidance for junior officers)?

● Redesign the back officer around a 
collaborative 3D workflow?

● Make the status of applications more visible 
to applicants and increased dialogue?
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Co-designing with 
users
The team arranged for Planning Officers 
within the Southwark Council team to 
participate in a co-design sketching 
workshop, where a number of different  
concepts were created in response to the 
“How might we?” opportunities.
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Prototyping 
propositions
We packaged the concepts 
from the sketching workshop 
as two separate propositions 
and created high-level 
prototypes for testing. 
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Benefits:
● Reduced time spent on repetitive tasks
● More-consistent recommendations, requiring fewer 

checks by senior officers
● Better data for strategic planners and policy makers

 Proposition 1   Data-informed workflow

Structured data from new submission systems is 
seamlessly integrated into the new back-office system, 
enabling a data-driven workflow that benefits 
applicants, case officers, and strategic planners alike.

Automated validation
A smart system checks applications 
for inconsistencies and validates 
them. Data is converted into a 
standardised, open format and 
linked to existing GIS layers.

Informed applicants
Applicants are updated about 
changes in status throughout the 
process (not just at start and end). 
Register is easier to search through 
and has more useful public data.

Assisted assessment 
With better data the system can 
automatically identify similar 
applications, relevant policies and 
possible amenity issues – enabling 
better recommendations in less time.

Seamless reporting
As the entire process is based on 
accessible data, providing an open 
data feed to MHCLG and LDD is 
seamless.

Imagined future scenario
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“This will streamline 
so many 

applications.”

“It would probably 
reduce the number 

of unnecessary 
resident enquiries.”

“This would be 
very helpful for a junior 
planner... particularly 

comparing with similar 
applications is quite 

useful.”

“Currently data has 
to be entered 

manually into the 
Government portal”

Unboxed / Southwark Council & Partners

 Proposition 1   Data-informed workflow: user feedback



 Proposition 2   Collaborative 3D workflow

A future-oriented workflow where an openly available 
3D city plan is co-created through new planning 
applications that include submissions of 3D models.

3D submissions 
Applicants that submit 3D files for 
their proposed developments are 
assured faster processing of their 
applications.

Integrated 3D assessment
All proposals are integrated with the 
3D city model. Officers can assess 
amenity by rotating the model and 
comparing with nearby properties. 
No site visits required.

Collaborative alterations
Alterations can be proposed on the 
3D model and potential issues 
discussed with applicant and other 
interested parties. 

Rich, open 3D datasets
3D datasets gathered through the 
applications process would be openly 
available to the public, supporting the 
creation of new VR/AR applications 
and spatial analysis.

Imagined future scenario

Benefits:
● Reduced need for site visits
● Better tracking of changes and alterations
● Co-created, open 3D city dataset
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“It’s difficult getting 
planner to name 2D files 
correctly.  Trying to get 
them to submit 3D stuff 

would take time.”

“This would save 
us a lot of time 

and hassle.”

“That’s brilliant,  
requesting amendments 
and indicating where the 
requested amendment 

is.”

“...It gives a more 
streamlined 

interaction with the 
applicant.”

Unboxed / Southwark Council & Partners

 Proposition 2   Collaborative 3D workflow: user feedback



 Proposition 2   Collaborative 
3D workflow: feasibility

A 3D workflow is not as far off as it might sound.

For the last few years Southwark have been working 
with OSL on the PlanX service and Wagstaffs on the 
VU.CITY 3D platform. 

In PlanX it will be easily possible for an applicant to 
create a stand alone model of their proposal. By 
working in combination with VU.CITY, this can be 
inserted into a contextual model of London. 

This will allow case officers and residents to view the 
proposal from any position and any time of day. It will 
allow better assessment of the visual impact, including 
daylight and shadowning.

Unboxed / Southwark Council & Partners

https://www.planx.uk/
https://vu.city/


Recommendations
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Proposed alpha phase
Exploring an end-to-end MVP service for “simple” 8-week applications, starting with 
householder applications/certificates, and then minor applications.

Reception Validation Consultation Assessment Recommendation ReportingSubmission Decision

Hackney SMPA 
integration

Automated document 
indexing

Validation checklist Visible on register Application specific 
checklists

Structured comments Clear audit trail Auto-generated 
metadata

PlanX integration Document 
display/preview

Relevant policy 
information

Gather consultee 
feedback

Clear timelines Automated report 
generation

One click approval Reporting APIs

Application API Automated data 
extraction

Smart suggestions Progress 
indicator/timeline

Relevant policy 
information

Smart 
recommendations

Automated validation Applicant notifications Related applications 
(historical data)

Guidance documents 
and videos
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● “Simple (8-week)” 
applications account for 
over 50% of Planning 
Officer time

● Creating an MVP 
back-office system to 
improve the processing of 
these applications could 
significantly reduce that 
time

Focus for MVP
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Out of current scope
User facing application interfaces - will be left 
to other teams and projects but monitored 
and integrated

Large scale strategic and major 
developments - more complex but will 
naturally follow MVP

Building control - an essential part of the 
journey and ripe for integration but currently 
out of scope
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Proposed roadmap
Possible plan to develop system and integrate with other projects.

19/20 20/21 21/22 Beyond

Number of Councils 3 3 10 50+

MVP Alpha and Beta
Establish end-to-end MVP service for “simple” applications

● Improved workflow for Planning Office
● Integrate with Hackney SMPA
● Provide reporting API for GLA and MHCLG
● Simple public register using Open Data Standard

Full Service Build
Discovery, Alpha and Beta to establish full service

● Process all application types
● Integrate with PlanX and others
● Open API for other third party applications

Live Service
Ongoing enhancements to the service and rollout to other 
councils

● Business development
● Product management
● Customer support
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Team makeup for 
alpha phase
For the alpha phase, Unboxed recommends the 
following core team structure:

● Product Owner
● Senior Service Designer
● Technical Lead
● User Researcher
● User Experience / User Interface Designer
● Developer
● Developer
● Delivery Manager
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Processing time
We have limited data on the time spent processing applications but 
we believe it could be significantly reduced. Slide 49 gives some 
estimates, but this is difficult to measure without careful activity 
tracking. Not a unique problem, Arup have recently been 
commissioned to look at the subject of processing times, across 
the UK. These results will help inform our measure of success.

Valid applications
Applications frequently pass through the validation process but are 
found to be invalid at the assessment stage. Baseline data is limited 
and can’t be quantified, but this should be reduced.

Lapsed time
Whilst the acceptable time between valid application and decision 
is mandated at 8 or 13 weeks, we believe this could be reduced if 
internal processes allow. Time extension requests should be 
reduced.

Recommendation approval rates
Better baseline data is needed but qualitative research suggests 
Officer’s decisions are often challenged by management. Better 
supporting information could reduce this.

User satisfaction
Planning Officers find existing systems unreliable, inconsistent 
and inflexible and software providers unresponsive. This 
should be monitored continuously by the product team.

Participation of other councils
The business case for the system is dependent on the 
participation of many councils both in the development of the 
system and its implementation. Whilst we engaged with ten 
councils as part of the discovery, many others have contacted 
the team via Twitter and Slack.

Customer satisfaction
Although public interaction with the system will be limited, the 
improvements in efficiency and transparency should improve 
the experience of the applicant, resulting in fewer application 
queries and complaints. public  experience will be monitored 
by feedback tools on the council’s website.

How do we measure success?
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Service assessment
On Thursday 25th April 2019, this discovery phase was assessed against 
the Local Government Digital Service Standard, by a panel of three 
assessors from Greater London Authority and Government Digital Service.

Following the assessment, the phase has met each applicable point of the 
service standard, passing the assessment. The report will be made 
available on the LocalGovDigital website, week beginning 29th April 2019.

The discovery phase research documents have also been published on the 
User Research Library.
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https://localgov.digital/service-standard
https://localgov.digital/service-standard/recent-service-standard-assessments
https://research.localgov.digital/projects/discovery-phase-for-a-user-centred-back-office-town-planning-system/


60-62 Commercial Street,
London,
E1 6LT

www.unboxed.co

Graeme McCubbin 

graeme.mccubbin@unboxed.co
@grammccram

Jack Ricketts

jack.ricketts@southwark.gov.uk
@JackRicketts8

160 Tooley Street, 
London, 
SE1 2QH

www.southwark.gov.uk/innovate
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