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Coalition Government, 2010-2015 

 

Recording in ministers’ own words: 

• What it takes to be an effective 
minister 

• The challenges of being a 
minister 

• What more can be done to 
support ministers in driving 
forward their policy priorities 

 

 



OUR FINDINGS 
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• Entering office 
 
• Getting things done 

 
• Top tips on ministerial effectiveness 

 



1. ENTERING OFFICE 
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The first coalition government in 70 
years 

1 

2 

In 2010, ministers faced a challenging set of circumstances 

A tough austerity agenda to pursue 

3 Little collective knowledge on what 
being a minister was like 

“”My very first afternoon in the Department for Culture, 
Media and Sport, we all went into the Secretary of 

State’s office… I think there were about 40 projects from 
memory, that were due to be funded over the next three 
or four years. We had to go through them all with a red 

pen, one by one, and we knew we could keep about five.  
 

– Hugh Robertson 

“”…my party had been out of power for 13 years, so 
there weren’t a lot of people knocking around who’d had 

experience of being in government. 
 

–Caroline Spelman 

“” …the manifesto transmutted into the Coalition 
Agreement. So it was more complicated and it took more 

time to be able to re-focus on what we were meant to 
deliver. 

 
– Mark Prisk 



Preparation for the role 
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Experience mattered 
  

It is always difficult to prepare for the realities of office – 
from the sheer volume of work to round-the-clock scrutiny – 
but some ministers felt far better placed than others 

KEY VARIABLES: 
 

• Experience working in 
large organisations 
 
 

• Previous role in a 
government department 
 
 

• Continuity between 
opposition and 
government post 

“” …if you were to get thrown into any complex 
departmental area without having some previous period 

of absorbing the issues … you were at an enormous 
disadvantage.  

 
-Chris Huhne 



The induction period 
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Induction experiences were similarly varied 

1 

Private offices were the main source of induction 
support 

2 

3 

Many found the appointment process a little chaotic 

Views were mixed on the importance of more 
formal induction, mentoring and training 

“”…the private office role was very 
significant for me because I hadn’t a clue 

how government and the Civil Service 
worked. 

 
-Steve Webb 

 
The real revolution for politicians if you 
like would be to say ‘we’re now going to 
treat you like a manager in a company, 
and we’re going to have development 
programmes and you’re going to have 

training’. 
 

-Damian Green 
 
 

 
What yet another tier of bureaucracy? 

No, no. 
 

-Andrew Mitchell 
 

 
I got a phone call about ten minutes 
after it had been announced on Sky 

News! 
 

-Lord McNally 
 



2. GETTING THINGS DONE 
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Establishing a daily routine 
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The first few months in office are critical for any new minister 

1. High civil service turnover 

 

 

2.   A lack of understanding of Parliament  

   among civil servants 

 
 

…one of the things that the Civil Service, bizarrely, 
doesn’t do terribly well is Parliament. It doesn’t 

understand it. 
 

– Hugh Robertson 

We were on our own during the forests fiasco, and 
we were without a permanent secretary, a head of 

news, and a director of communications right 
throughout that period, which was really hard. 

 
– Caroline Spelman 

Private offices were critical to establishing an effective day-to-day routine. 

• Assert control over their diaries 

• Give clear instructions as to how information should be presented 

 

 



Delivering results: What was helpful? 
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Ministers relished the opportunity “to turn ideas into action” 

I tried to expose myself to stimulus. So to 
try and avoid the received wisdom, the 

departmental position and so on, I 
would actively seek out contrary views. 

 
- Steve Webb 

  

 Establishing and communicating 
clear priorities was regarded as 
essential to hitting the ground 
running… 

 

 

 …but ministers  also recognised 
the importance of enabling 
effective challenge… 

 

 

 

 …and proactively engaging the 
centre 

 

 

 

 

…let Number 10 know if there is 
something [wrong]. They don’t like being 

caught on the hop 
 

- George Young 

“” Knowing what you want to do and 
communicating it very clearly  

 
- Liam Fox 



Delivering results: Key relationships 
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A number of key relationships stood out 

  

 Well functioning ministerial 
teams tend to have 
secretaries of state who: 

• see themselves as team 
leaders and maintain 
constant dialogue 

• delegate responsibility on 
the basis of “earned 
autonomy”  

 

 I was a bit sceptical of special advisers. Having been 
in government, they are absolutely essential – acting 

as an interface with the political parties and with 
other government departments and your political 

opposite numbers. 

 
- Vince Cable 

…a good secretary of state will bring out the best in 
their ministers and enjoy their success. A poor one 

will be a control freak who tries to hog everything for 
themselves and in the end they are resented, of 

course.  
 

- Alan Duncan 

 

 Most ministers quickly 
overcame initial scepticism 
over the need for special 
advisers 

 

 

 



3. TOP TIPS: HOW TO BE EFFECTIVE IN 
OFFICE 
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Former ministers had the following tips for those new to 
office…  
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Have a clear set of priorities (that are 
communicated effectively and 
relentlessly pursued) 
 

#1 
[an effective minister] knows their own 

priorities and makes sure they determine the 
timetable of the week and the month and the 

year and [doesn’t] get hijacked by other 
people’s priorities.  

 
- Simon Hughes 

#2 
Invest in relationships with 
Parliamentary colleagues I probably spent less time doing that than I 

should have done.  
 

- Mark Hoban 
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Your public image matters #3 
You have to push other things out of the way in 
order to spend enough time with the media… 

whether we like it or not, that’s part of the 
process. And if people don’t see you then they 

don’t know what you’re doing.  
 

- Mark Prisk 

#4 Take advice from your predecessors Talk to your predecessor to find out where the 
bodies are buried. 

 
- George Young 

…ask for advice …even from people that have 
previously done the job because even from 
across different parties, you still want the 

governance of the country to go well. 
 

-Jo Swinson 
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Take staff engagement and people 
management seriously 

[a minister needs to be] good at generating a 
good culture within the department in which 
the people who work in the department feel 
proud of what the department achieves and 

feel appreciated for what they do. 
 

- Caroline Spelman 

#6 Stay on top of your brief 
You’ve got to have the mind of a barrister or 

super-journalist being able to leap from issue to 
issue and keep a lot of facts and figures in your 

head and see things coming.  
 

- Lord Howell 

#5 



THE MINISTERS REFLECT ARCHIVE 
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www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/ministers-reflect 
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Available on screen… 



…and to download 
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