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Introduction

The new government has inherited a civil service in urgent need of reform.

Bold and significant changes should be made to how government works. Keir Starmer 
has, for example, said that his government will be focused on five transformative 
‘missions’ – but delivering them will require a radical rewiring of Whitehall. We also 
believe that the centre of government is ill-equipped to meet the challenges of the 
21st century, necessitating thorough structural change. If Starmer is to make a success 
of his government, work in these areas should start immediately.

Yet alongside these important changes, there are several areas where the civil service 
has long needed less eye-catching but nevertheless vital reform. These are areas 
where long-standing problems have been allowed to impede the civil service’s day-to-
day effectiveness, and where new approaches are necessary if the government is to 
achieve its ambitions.

The civil service must manage its workforce more effectively, including by tackling 
damaging levels of staff turnover. It must face up to the intensifying competition for 
high performers it faces from other sectors, for which reform to pay structures and 
recruitment processes will be needed. And it needs to better access and use expertise 
outside of government, while constantly improving by opening itself up to more 
challenge and scrutiny.

This paper sets out 20 tangible actions that should be taken to meet these aims and 
radically improve the civil service. These recommendations draw on years of Institute 
for Government research into the civil service, set out in the appendix. Not all will be 
easy. Some will take time and effort to get right. Many are interlinked. But they can all 
be instigated immediately, without the need for legislation, enhancing the civil service’s 
ability to deliver for the new government.

Summary of recommendations

Improve the way the civil service workforce is managed

1.	 Develop a comprehensive, long-term workforce plan aligning the civil 
service’s work, budgets and people

2.	 Set departmental staff turnover targets and hold permanent secretaries to 
account for meeting them

3.	 Enforce minimum terms of service for some civil servants, and give 
managers greater discretion over the timing of officials moving roles

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/mission-driven-approach-government
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/power-with-purpose-centre-commission
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Ensure the civil service values and retains diverse talent and expertise

4.	 Introduce an expert pay review body for civil servants below the Senior  
Civil Service

5.	 Allow civil servants to choose remuneration packages with different 
balances between pay and pensions

6.	 Loosen the eligibility requirements for Pivotal Role Allowance to better 
retain specialists

7.	 Replace ‘success profiles’ to make recruitment less prescribed and  
more decentralised

8.	 Set demanding, measurable service standards for civil servants’  
onboarding and induction

9.	 Require all civil service professions to develop capability frameworks for 
their members, including clear guidance for departments on pay

10.	Continue relocating civil servants outside London to themed campuses

Improve performance management and talent development across  
the civil service

11.	Create a mandatory training programme for performance management

12.	Give hiring managers access to the previous performance appraisals of 
internal candidates

13.	Establish a physical campus for the Government Skills and Curriculum  
Unit to strengthen the civil service’s commitment to staff training  
and development

Open the civil service up to external expertise and collaboration  
outside government

14.	Advertise all civil service jobs externally by default

15.	Create more senior specialist roles in every department, which do not entail 
significant management responsibilities

16.	Set up large-scale secondment programmes in every department and 
‘mission’ to facilitate higher levels of interchange with sectors outside  
UK government 

17.	Require each department to appoint an individual with the authority to 
establish multidisciplinary teams
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Build a civil service that welcomes challenge, transparency – and scrutiny

18.	Create a new Civil Service Board to hold the institution to account

19.	Set stringent standards for departments to follow on the timely publication 
of internal evidence, analysis and policy advice

20.	Enforce stricter standards on evaluation

 
Recommendations in detail

Improve the way the civil service workforce is managed
Better management of the civil service workforce would bring huge benefits. For 
too long, the potential of the workforce has been held back by inefficient cycles of 
expansion and retrenchment, and persistently high levels of staff turnover. A renewed 
approach could align the size of the civil service with the government’s priorities and 
departmental budgets to ensure it has the skills it needs where it needs them. Tackling 
high turnover would help officials to build expertise, and the civil service to retain 
institutional knowledge.

1.	 Develop a comprehensive, long-term workforce plan aligning the civil service’s 
work, budgets and people 
 

The civil service has been on a costly rollercoaster of retrenchment and expansion 
since 2009. These changes have been unmoored from any serious attempt at 
workforce planning, as have successive targets and ambitions for cutting the 
civil service that have been announced and then modified, dropped or simply 
ignored in recent years. 
 

As this new parliament begins, the government should agree a comprehensive 
workforce plan for the civil service. This should map the size of the entire civil 
service, and individual departments, that it thinks is needed to deliver the missions 
and wider plans, over the medium to long term. Linked to the spending review, this 
plan could be modified as necessary through the annual budget process.  
 

Departments should use this plan as starting points to develop their own, more 
granular workforce plans, which should include the numbers of officials to be based 
in different locations around the country (see recommendation 10). This work should 
aim to take account of how the workforce will change in the coming years – not least 
through the impact of automation and artificial intelligence.  
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2.	 Set departmental staff turnover targets and hold permanent secretaries to 
account for meeting them 
 

Staff turnover in much of the civil service has been far too high for far too long. 
Excessive churn of officials prevents the accumulation of institutional memory and 
expertise, and damages ministers’ confidence in the ability of the civil service to 
deliver their objectives. 
 

The start of this parliament must be the time that this comes to an end. The head of 
the civil service should set individual permanent secretaries clear, public targets for 
reducing the levels of turnover in their departments, or credible proxies for doing 
so (such as the number of moves on level transfer and the number of temporary 
promotions), over specified timeframes, and hold them to account for meeting them. 
 

Crucially, these targets should include internal turnover – staff moving jobs within a 
department. Statistics for this are not currently published: they should be in future.

3.	 Enforce minimum terms of service for some civil servants, and give managers 
greater discretion over the timing of officials moving roles   
 

Minimum terms of service should be enforced for senior and specialist roles – with 
exceptions in a limited number of specified circumstances.  
 

In addition, managers should be given greater discretion over the timing of officials 
moving roles within their department or to elsewhere in the civil service, with an 
appropriate review process whereby officials can escalate their case.

Ensure the civil service values and retains diverse talent and expertise
At its heart the civil service relies on its people. But it does too little to ensure that it 
attracts and retains the best people and uses their skills in the best way. While the 
offer of working in central government has long attracted high-calibre, public-spirited 
candidates, the civil service is in an intensifying competition for top talent with the 
private and other sectors. Major reform to civil service pay structures, recruitment and 
onboarding processes and training is long overdue.

4.	 Introduce an expert pay review body for civil servants below the Senior  
Civil Service 
 

Senior civil servants, like most other parts of the public sector, have a pay review 
body to provide expert input into appropriate pay deals. Others (the vast majority) 
do not. 
 

Creating a pay review body to advise on settlements would help to establish 
the potential impact of pay policy on the competitiveness of the civil service 
employment offer and strengthen industrial relations in the future. This is 
particularly important given the impact that over a decade of declining real-terms 
pay has had on morale, recruitment and retention.
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5.	 Allow civil servants to choose remuneration packages with different balances 
between pay and pensions 
 

As a further measure to tackle the challenge of falling real-terms pay, the pay remit 
guidance should be amended, allowing departments greater scope to design their 
own remuneration packages to suit their circumstances and the sectors with which 
they compete for candidates. 
 

In practice, this would mean the civil service could offer higher pay in return for less 
generous employer pension contributions. Officials should then have the option of 
whether to take up such alternative packages.

6.	 Loosen the eligibility requirements for Pivotal Role Allowance to better  
retain specialists 
 

The uncompetitive nature of civil service pay has long harmed its ability to retain 
individuals with specialised skills; for example, those in Government Digital and 
Data. Managers should have more discretion over the use of PRA (though this should 
include measures that prevent the use of PRA for standard salary uplifts), which 
would provide the flexibility needed to retain such specialists.

7.	 Replace ‘success profiles’ to make recruitment less prescribed and  
more decentralised 
 

The principle of recruitment on merit is foundational to the civil service, and must 
remain. But the civil service currently takes too restrictive a view of what this means 
in practice and hiring managers do not have enough scope to design recruitment 
processes that work for their teams.  
 

Though well intentioned, and in fact able to be used more flexibly than often 
appreciated, success profiles have not had their desired effect. They are confusing to 
external candidates and have created a system where those in the know understand 
how to tailor their answers to tick the relevant boxes. 
 

They should be replaced with a more adaptable framework of guidance for 
departments to follow – which does not endanger the principle of recruitment on 
merit, but does allow departments and directorates to more rigorously test for the 
expertise and knowledge they believe are important for a role. 
 

This should be combined with a requirement for non-SCS hiring managers to 
undertake training on the full breadth of recruitment approaches available. And 
more practical support from the HR function should be available with regard to 
back-end administrative tasks necessary during the recruitment process.
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8.	 Set demanding, measurable service standards for civil servants’ onboarding  
and induction 
 

At present, joining the civil service – or even moving to a different department 
– is often accompanied by a range of bureaucratic complications. Long delays 
to securing vetting, issuing building passes and gaining access to IT systems 
frequently leave new starters unable to begin their work properly for months after 
joining. Poor induction is also a problem, with new starters often not provided 
with basic information about their department or team. Many of these challenges 
are particularly acute for external joiners, who often recount waiting for extended 
periods of time before receiving their contract or pay offer. 
 

This situation would be unthinkable in the private sector. The Cabinet Office 
should set demanding, cross-government service standards for onboarding and 
induction, and hold departments to account for meeting them, establishing a ‘pass/
fail’ onboarding standard and publishing the underlying data. This should include 
metrics such as the proportion of new starters who have access to IT on their first 
day, and the average length of time onboarding takes for external hires. 
 

The upcoming line manager capability programme should focus on training line 
managers to be better at inducting new starters in their team. The Government Skills 
and Curriculum Unit’s online induction should also be more widely publicised.

9.	 Require all civil service professions to develop capability frameworks for their 
members, including clear guidance for departments on pay 
 

A lack of clear career pathways for officials to follow presents a challenge for 
civil service retention. Too often, the only way to get promoted is to move to 
an unrelated role, often in a different department – another factor damaging 
institutional memory and expertise.  
 

To tackle this, each civil service profession should develop and publish capability 
frameworks. These should follow the example of the Government Digital and Data 
profession’s Capability Framework – listing the roles that exist in the profession 
across government as well as the skills – and level of skills – required to do them. 
 

These frameworks should also go further, setting out how officials can expect to 
progress over time without having to switch fields, and including salary bands for 
each seniority level of each role. Departments should be expected to follow this 
guidance while retaining the power to set their own pay policy. And the guidance 
must continue to be compatible with the pay remit guidance.

https://ddat-capability-framework.service.gov.uk/
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10.	Continue relocating civil servants outside London to themed campuses 
 

Relocating large numbers of civil servants outside London has been a success story 
of the last few years. The new government should continue to press ahead with this 
agenda, with ministers regularly working from offices outside London. 
 

But relocation must serve a purpose and be done thoughtfully. The successful 
Darlington Economic Campus (DEC) provides the best model. The DEC works 
because it is a campus with a clear economic theme, which departments can 
organise around, and which benefited from visible and vocal backing from senior 
civil servants and ministers – as well as their physical presence on site – from day 
one. As and when further significant relocations are planned, they should heed these 
lessons and ensure sufficient senior resource is put into making the plans a success.

Improve performance management and talent development across the  
civil service
Once officials have joined the civil service, it is important that they have support to 
develop their skills and progress in their career. This is another area where other sectors 
have a more compelling offer. Poor performance management – particularly a lack 
of action on under-performing staff, who find it easy to transfer to other roles – is a 
common and justified complaint. The civil service must address this, while taking action 
to help officials gain the skills they need to progress. 

11.	Create a mandatory training programme for performance management 
 

For too long, the civil service has not taken performance management seriously 
enough. It is a common complaint that officials who have not performed adequately 
in one role have the option of transferring to another – a problem linked to 
excessive turnover. It can also be too convenient for the managers of poor 
performers when such reports move teams. 
 

To address this problem, civil servants with management responsibilities must 
undertake a training programme focused on how to better performance manage 
their reports. An essential part of this should consist of guidance and advice around 
how best to exit people from the civil service when necessary.

12.	Give hiring managers access to the previous performance appraisals of  
internal candidates 
 

This does not happen at present, forcing hiring managers to make decisions based 
on incomplete information. Giving hiring managers access to previous performance 
appraisals should be made possible through the platform currently in development 
for mapping the skills and experience of all civil servants. 
 

Where performance appraisals contain sensitive information, it should be possible 
for hiring managers to access summary information. This should include the length 
of time that candidates have spent in previous roles, so that managers can see if 
candidates have tended to move jobs frequently.
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13.	Establish a physical campus for the Government Skills and Curriculum Unit to 
strengthen the civil service’s commitment to staff training and development 
 

There have been several iterations of civil service-wide training offers, most recently 
the Government Skills and Curriculum Unit (GSCU). Yet while the principle of the 
GSCU – a ‘one-stop shop’ for all civil service learning and training – is welcome, it 
has not yet become firmly embedded. 
 

Efforts to embed the GSCU should be reinvigorated, with particular attention paid 
to digital, data and artificial intelligence skills. Officials undergoing DDaT training – 
an area where, despite welcome progress, the civil service is still lacking – should 
receive a significant programme of tuition, rather than brief online courses as has 
been the case recently. 
 

In signalling the importance placed on officials gaining new skills and training 
throughout their career, a physical campus for the GSCU should be established. 
This should be used as a base to expand the training options available – to include, 
for example, performance management, and more training and support for officials 
before they begin roles in private office. Specific types of training for certain 
officials should be mandated – such as induction training for those joining the civil 
service externally at an SCS grade.

Open the civil service up to external expertise and collaboration  
outside government
If the civil service is to meet the challenges facing the country, it must have access 
to and be able to use the full range of expertise outside government. Strengthening 
its overall pay, recruitment and training offer is not enough – it must proactively and 
energetically seek to attract external experts into government, while also encouraging 
far more interchange between the civil service and other sectors. 

14.	Advertise all civil service jobs externally by default 
 

Failing to advertise civil service roles externally limits the talent pool available to 
government and the valuable interchange made possible with other sectors. The 
civil service has made progress in externally advertising SCS roles, but there is far 
further to go at other grades.  
 

All civil service jobs should be externally advertised by default, with limited 
exceptions where a deep knowledge of how the civil service works is fundamental 
to a role, or for security reasons. Further efforts should be made to externally 
advertise civil service jobs in an intelligible way – with the Government People 
Group in the Cabinet Office publishing a set of standards on how to write good 
job descriptions – and beyond the dedicated GOV.UK platform, with jobs also 
advertised on job hunting sites like Indeed.  
 

External advertising is necessary, but far from sufficient. External recruits also need 
to be incentivised to join the civil service, and barriers to them doing so removed. 
A number of our other recommendations will therefore also be necessary if this 
change is to have the desired effect.
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15.	Create more senior specialist roles in every department, which do not entail 
significant management responsibilities 
 

For most civil servants, being promoted and progressing in their career is only 
possible through taking on more management responsibilities. But this can be a 
strong disincentive for specialists interested in joining the civil service from other 
sectors. Senior experts in specific fields often want to contribute their expertise, 
with the appropriate seniority and pay, without taking on the management 
responsibilities that someone else at their grade would usually have. 
 

Earlier this year, John Glen announced the creation of such roles. This is the right 
approach and should continue under his successor. 

16.	Set up large-scale secondment programmes in every department and ‘mission’ to 
facilitate higher levels of interchange with sectors outside UK government  
 

Government benefits when officials have the opportunity to gain knowledge 
and skills from outside the civil service. Civil servants should be encouraged to 
spend time in, for example, the private or third sectors and local government. And 
secondees from those organisations should in turn be encouraged to spend time in 
the civil service.  
 

While this sometimes happens, it is far from the norm, despite being a particularly 
important way to improve policy making capability. Policy officials in the 
Department for Education, for example, could benefit from secondments to multi-
academy trusts, as could Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT) 
officials from time spent at OpenAI or Google. Such schemes should flow in both 
directions. Since its creation DSIT has benefited from recruiting people from frontier 
technology firms and this model is applicable across government. For example, 
the Department of Health and Social Care would benefit from the skills and fresh 
perspective of someone who has spent time in the leadership team of an NHS trust. 
 

Every government department, or every mission, should therefore establish 
large-scale secondment pipelines with relevant external organisations in their 
sector and overseas governments. Establishing a pipeline should include agreeing 
a standard set of terms with partner organisations to ensure that the process of 
officials moving in and out is as smooth as possible. There should be a target for a 
certain percentage of the civil service workforce to be engaged in a secondment 
programme at any one time.

17.	Require each department to appoint an individual with the authority to establish 
multidisciplinary teams 
 

Greater use of multidisciplinary teams (MDTs) is integral to mission-driven policy 
making. Ensuring that policy formulation is not the sole preserve of policy officials 
– but includes those involved in operational delivery, as well as seconded experts 
from outside government – allows challenges around policy implementation, for 
example, to be identified early.  
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The use of MDTs will only become more widespread if barriers to establishing 
them within departments are removed. Each department should have a senior 
official responsible for establishing MDTs, and able to redeploy individuals from 
across the department as they see fit. This would benefit from the establishment, 
referred to above, of a system for logging and tracking the skills and experience of 
individual officials. 
 

These senior officials should also be responsible for brokering MDTs between 
departments – because the use of these teams is important for better cross-cutting 
organisation, which is especially relevant for mission-driven policy making. This 
work should be supported by the development and promotion of guidance and 
toolkits setting out best practice and successful case studies of MDTs, including how 
to design, deploy and subsequently dismantle them.

Build a civil service that welcomes challenge, transparency – and scrutiny
If the challenges facing government require the civil service to seek out and welcome 
external expertise, they also demand a willingness for the work of the civil service to be 
assessed, scrutinised and critiqued. The current default attitude of secrecy can hamper 
government – insulating it further from voices and perspectives from which its work 
would benefit. A more open and transparent civil service would be better able to raise 
its game in response to external challenge. 

18.	Create a new Civil Service Board to hold the institution to account 
 

At present there is no external oversight of the civil service. The prime minister 
is the minister for the civil service but they do not have the time, support or 
information to hold the civil service to account for its leadership, management and 
performance. Similarly, ministers hold their own teams accountable for delivering 
their priorities but are not able to scrutinise and ensure the systematic development 
of the institution’s capability. 
 

This oversight role should be carried out by a new Civil Service Board. Chaired by 
a minister with authority delegated by the prime minister, but with a majority of 
members who are neither ministers nor serving civil servants, the board should hold 
the cabinet secretary and head of the civil service to account for the performance 
of the organisation. To do so, it should develop a clear statement of purpose for the 
civil service, against which its performance can be assessed.*

19.	Set stringent standards for departments to follow on the timely publication of 
internal evidence, analysis and policy advice 
 

Much more routine publication of the evidence and analysis informing policy advice 
to ministers – as well as the advice itself – should become the norm. Doing so, and 
naming the senior official accountable for the work, would strengthen the civil 
service’s accountability for the work it does and, by implication, the quality of advice. 
 
 

*	 This forms part of the Institute’s recommended approach to putting the civil service on a new statutory footing. 
However, establishing a new Civil Service Board to improve the accountability of the institution would also be 
possible to do quickly and without legislative change. 
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Those outside government would be more able to scrutinise civil service analysis 
and evidence, and there would be a further advantage in revealing publicly where 
there is a lack of available evidence to support a minister in making a decision. This 
would not prevent a minister from doing so, but would make more clear the role that 
calculated risk legitimately plays in policy making. 
 

The government should set clear standards for what analysis and advice must 
be published, when and in what form. Analysis, evidence summaries, ministerial 
submissions, and the agendas and papers for departmental board and cabinet sub-
committee meetings should all be included. There should be a strong presumption 
in favour of publication – looking to New Zealand, for example, for inspiration – 
though with specified exemption criteria.

20.	Enforce stricter standards on evaluation 
 

A lack of robust evaluation of policies has long been a weakness of Whitehall policy 
making. But recent years have seen the establishment of the Evaluation Task Force, 
and more recently the Evaluation Registry. In a welcome move, it is now mandatory 
for all government evaluations to be published on the registry. 
 

These changes are young and therefore politically vulnerable. The new government 
should make an early commitment to safeguard this progress, and ensure that 
published evaluations are used as effectively as possible. This progress should also 
be built upon with firm standards for departments to meet regarding evaluation of 
key programmes.

Jack Worlidge is a senior researcher in the civil service and policy making team at the 
Institute for Government, focusing on civil service reform. 

Jordan Urban is a senior researcher in the civil service and policy making team. He 
contributes to the Institute’s work on civil service effectiveness and reform, and better 
policy making.

Rhys Clyne is an associate director working on civil service and wider government 
reform, including the Institute’s annual Whitehall Monitor. 

Alex Thomas is a programme director leading the Institute’s work on the civil service. 
He heads the team researching civil service reform, government accountability and the 
effectiveness of government departments.
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Appendix: Supporting research

The recommendations in this paper draw on the Institute for Government’s research in 
recent years, including: 

•	 Who runs Whitehall?: The background, appointment, management and pay of the 
civil service’s top talent (May 2024)

•	 Whitehall Monitor (annual report, most recently January 2024)

•	 Settling in: lessons from the Darlington Economic Campus for civil service relocation 
(June 2023)

•	 Opening up: how to strengthen the civil service through external recruitment 
(December 2022)

•	 Anything to declare?: A progress report on the Declaration on Government Reform – 
and what should come next (April 2022)

•	 Better policy making (March 2022)

•	 A new statutory role for the civil service (March 2022)

•	 Pay reform for the senior civil service (November 2021)

•	 Finding the right skills for the civil service (April 2021)

•	 Technology and the future of the government workforce: how new and emerging 
technology will change the nature of work in government (December 2020)

•	 Moving out: making a success of civil service relocation (November 2020)

•	 Moving on: the cost of high staff turnover in the civil service (January 2019)

•	 Professionalising Whitehall (September 2017)

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/who-runs-whitehall
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/who-runs-whitehall
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/our-work/trackers/whitehall-monitor
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/darlington-civil-service-relocation
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/civil-service-external-recruitment
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/government-reform-progress
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/government-reform-progress
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/better-policy-making
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/report/new-statutory-role-civil-service
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/report/pay-reform-senior-civil-service
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/report/finding-right-skills-civil-service
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/report/technology-and-future-government-workforce
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/report/technology-and-future-government-workforce
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/civil-service-relocation
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/staff-turnover-civil-service
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/report/professionalising-whitehall
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