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The path to reform for the Civil Service 

The Institute for Government has argued repeatedly that the Civil Service needs to reform. But as large-

scale reform continues in Whitehall it is counter-productive for politicians and civil servants to engage in 

mutual scapegoating based on half-truths and myths which ignore what is really happening. 

The concerns being aired now by some ministers and advisers are not new. There were complaints 

during the Blair Government and earlier about the performance of the Civil Service, while there are also 

clear weaknesses in the way ministers and their advisers operate. However, the level of animosity 

between ministers and civil servants is now putting the effectiveness of government at risk. 

In our Open Letter to the Civil Service leadership in March last year we set out the case for urgent reform. 

We identified serious inadequacies in Whitehall that need to be addressed. For example, the level of skills 

and competence in handling big projects and in commissioning services from outside government need to 

be improved. We highlighted a lack of focus on continuous improvement and in value for money in our 

report on management information last spring. Our Better Policy Making research has continually pointed 

to the lack of quality control in the policy making process with poor links to assessment about feasibility of 

implementation. The case for reform should not be in dispute. 

Ministers have legitimate concerns about the quality of work for which they are held accountable, while 

civil servants often feel bruised by public and media criticism at a time of continuing sharp cutbacks and 

big re-organisations. Our ‘Transforming Whitehall Departments’ report identified fragility in the Civil 

Service that needs to be handled by strong, supportive leaders if further reform is to succeed. 

This briefing note punctures myths about the Civil Service today and sets out some of our advice on how 

to achieve successful reform. 

 

  

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/open-letter-two-challenges-and-opportunity
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/commissioning-success
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/improving-decision-making-whitehall
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/our-work/better-policy-making/making-policy-better/making-games
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/transforming-whitehall-departments-0


 
 
  

Puncturing myths  

 

Myth: Whitehall is a closed and cosy copy of ‘Yes, Prime Minister’.  

Fact: The Civil Service is more diverse, more open and has a wider range of skills than some portrayals. 

Nearly a quarter of those at the top senior civil service grades in April 2011 had entered the SCS from 

outside the Civil Service. However, more work needs to be done to improve the representation of women 

at the top of the Civil Service.  

Myth: Whitehall has a monopoly of policy advice.  

Fact: Outside groups are increasingly influential in suggesting policies and ideas, as shown in our report 

‘The S Factors’, which looked at what made policies ‘successful’. Climate change, the minimum wage and 

the smoking ban are just some of the examples of policies that were influenced by outsiders, either in 

their original concept or in the policy making process.  

Myth: Central government is a story of failure and obstruction. 

Fact: Like most large organisations central government has a mixed record. The costly shambles over 

the award of the West Coast Mainline franchise clearly showed major and deep seated civil service 

weaknesses in handling big contracts. On the other hand, the Olympics project was a great success, 

thanks both to ministers and officials. The Institute is about to produce a report on the lessons from 

London 2012, looking at the reasons behind this success and what can be applied to other major 

government projects.  

Myth: Reform is slow and ineffective. 

Fact: Whitehall departments have already embarked on large restructuring programmes, as the Institute 

discussed in our report ‘Transforming Whitehall Departments’ produced two months ago. 

The main pressure for change is spending cuts — the 2010 spending review required average 19 per 

cent savings across departments, excluding health and international development, over five year to 2015. 

All departments agreed to a reduction of at least 33 per cent in administrative costs.  

The Civil Service has already shrunk by 54,000 to 424,000 since 2010 spending review. Headcount 

reductions are ahead of planned cuts as part of Civil Service Reform Plan, a much larger and faster 

decline than achieved by the Thatcher administration in the first half of the 1980s. The Civil Service is 

now the smallest it has been in 70 years. 

Francis Maude, Cabinet Office Minister, who has taken the lead centrally on reductions in staffing 

numbers and costs, has listed savings of £3.75 billion and £5.5 billion over the last two financial years.  

  

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/s-factors
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/transforming-whitehall-departments-0


 
 
  

 

Morale and tensions 

 

Myth: There is only bad news about morale in the Civil Service. 

Fact: Serious tensions certainly exist between some ministers, their special advisers, and senior civil 

servants. These surfaced both during the preparation of last June’s Civil Service Reform Plan which 

involved compromises, and during recent differences over appointments in Whitehall. We welcomed the 

Plan as it promised some bold ideas but emphasized that ‘all depends on the consistency, coherence and 

energy of implementation’, concerns that have increased since last summer. 

But morale in the Civil Service as a whole has held up relatively well — with the overall staff engagement 

score in the annual survey up 2 points to 59 per cent at the end of last year. But only 27 per cent of staff 

thinks that change is well led and managed in their department. 

That’s not to say there isn’t a serious problem with relationships at the top of government. Heavy turnover 

amongst Permanent Secretaries over past two years has created serious tensions and has worked 

against the Civil Service. Seven Secretaries of State, all in major departments, have been in post longer 

than their Permanent Secretaries, changing the balance of power at the top.  

Is reform achievable? 

Our research shows that reform only works if it has the joint backing of political and civil service leaders. 

This means that the Prime Minister, ministers, as well as departmental Secretaries of State, have to back 

Permanent Secretaries publicly in their reform efforts. A one-year on review of the Civil Service Reform 

Plan has been promised for this summer.  

Ministers have admitted progress on the cross-Whitehall reform plan has been behind time in some 

crucial areas. The Civil Service leadership will have to demonstrate progress on areas such as open 

policymaking, accountability and improving capabilities and skills. 

Change will only succeed if there is a new understanding at the top of Whitehall with ministers and civil 

servants appreciating each other’s concerns and distinctive roles. But this will be difficult if key questions 

about roles and accountability are left unanswered for too long. Our report on the reorganization of the 

NHS, ‘Never Again’, showed the practical difficulties of dividing the responsibility between ministers and 

civil servants. 

The review of ministerial/civil service relations in other countries will be a major test. The Institute’s 

research about different structures in Australia and New Zealand, and the ‘cabinet’ system in the EU and 

in much of the rest of Europe shows that there is no easy alternative ready to adopt. There are dangers of 

divorcing ministers and their special advisers from the civil servants who are crucial both to decision-

making and implementing policies. The priority is to make the British system work more smoothly with 

greater clarity about respective roles in order to improve accountability and the running of projects. 

The disagreement between ministers and the Civil Service Commission over permanent secretary 

appointments – ministers want a choice between candidates but the Commission only wants to provide 

one option – has not helped and was avoidable. Ministers already have considerable influence over 

appointments. Giving them the final choice over suitable candidates regarded as suitable, while protecting 

against the appointment of cronies or political allies, need not compromise the impartiality of the Civil 

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/never-again


 
 
  

Service. Providing such a choice, with the necessary safeguards on impartiality, should help bolster 

mutual trust. 

Much has been said about the effectiveness of the centre of government, particularly with the coalition. 

We have said that political support at the centre is crucial and that the government should not apologise 

for increasing the number of special advisers in government as a whole to broaden the range of advice.   

Delivering change on the unprecedented scale now underway in Whitehall, alongside big spending cuts, 

is a high risk strategy. For reform to succeed it will require continued efforts by the Civil Service supported 

by consistent political backing from ministers. Above all a mutual respect for each other’s challenges in 

these very testing times will go a long way.  

 

 


