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Introduction 

The government’s recent publication, Regulatory Action Plan – Progress 

Update and Next Steps,1 brings together a broad suite of work that is in 

train across Whitehall. It creates an opportunity to evaluate the 

government’s emerging strategy for regulation and, in particular, its 

attempt to make regulation more enabling of economic growth. 

The government is rightly focusing on what it can deliver quickly. 

Following on from the original regulatory action plan,2 published in 

March 2025,3 this update is a pragmatic document that showcases what 

is already being done to reduce the administrative burden of regulation 

on business and announces plans that could enable further rapid 

progress. Several other documents were also published at the same 

time,4 including a range of data, consultations and commitments. There 

is much to welcome and the government is right to crowd-source more 

ideas, but there remain some areas where it should build on the political 

energy behind this work by taking a strategic lead itself.  

The reforms announced address regulation of all kinds, not just 

economic and financial regulation (which are of course key to the 

government’s growth policy in their own right). Understandably, though, 

with regulatory policy being led from the Treasury and the Department 

of Business and Trade (DBT), the update is light on proposals to address 
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regulatory burdens on the public sector or the underlying cross-cutting 

complexity of regulatory structures and legislation. As we have 

previously highlighted, the government is at risk of missing its 

opportunity to improve data-sharing, streamline operations, clarify 

customer journeys, standardise accountability and duties, and develop 

more consistent complaints processes across the regulatory landscape.5 

This is complex and diffuse work that would be hard to make politically 

attractive even for a minister for whom it was a core focus. Current 

regulatory priorities reflect the need to show tangible results, so there 

are advantages to the government’s approach. But there are also 

limitations, as well as a risk that when Treasury and DBT ministers – 

whose focus is growth – shift their attention elsewhere, the current 

momentum on regulatory reform could be lost. 

A strategic approach to regulation and growth? 

The UK needs growth, and this imperative drives large swathes of 

current government policy. In this context, undue regulation is a burden 

the UK can ill afford – either in substance or as an energy-sapping 

narrative about how the country works. But changes to regulators or 

regulations cannot make growth happen: at best they can enable 

growth, or failing that, avoid getting in its way. 

Crudely cutting swathes of regulation out in a top-down manner risks 

removing necessary protections, and previous “two / three out, one in” 

initiatives have been shown to disincentivise even regulation that is 

acutely necessary.6 Thankfully, the government has instead taken three 

different steps to align regulation with its growth agenda. 

 

1. It is reviewing the landscape of regulators. Regulatory duties are 

being clarified and some structural simplifications have already 

been announced – for example in water, where a single water 

regulator7 should improve strategic alignment across 

responsibilities currently shared between Ofwat, the Environment 

Agency and the Drinking Water Inspectorate, and in financial 

services, where the Payment Systems Regulator is being brought 
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into the Financial Conduct Authority. The Institute for Government 

has warned, in general, against reducing the number of public 

bodies for its own sake; mergers can bring significant operational 

challenges and clarifying duties and objectives can be less 

disruptive and more effective.8 But where specific changes can 

significantly streamline a regulatory landscape they should be 

warmly welcomed. 

 

2. The government is making good on its previous commitments to 

reduce the administrative burden of regulation on business. This is 

not the same as reducing regulatory protections – the idea being, 

instead, that the existing body of regulation can be made easier to 

comply with in a variety of ways. This update sets a baseline 

quantitative measure of the burden and begins to log progress 

against it, tracking and promising a wide range of current and 

future actions.   

 

3. The update emphasises the government’s efforts to make 

regulators more supportive of innovation and growth. It does this 

both by summarising the progress of the Regulatory Innovation 

Office (RIO), which works with innovative businesses, regulators 

and government departments to address regulatory barriers that 

are holding back innovation,9 and also by promising to strengthen  

the growth duty that now applies across most regulators.  

 

RIO published a report on its first year of operation alongside the 

government’s update. Importantly, it is able to fund innovation and 

capability-building within regulators as well as convening those with an 

interest. It currently does this in four priority sectors – space, drones, AI 

in healthcare and engineering biology10, so there is clearly scope for 

future expansion in its work. 

There is more to do on how the growth duty will take effect, too – 

particularly on how regulators can be held to account for the extent to 

which they prioritise it relative to other objectives and on the feedback 
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loops from regulators to government, in cases where growth-

constricting regulation may be in statute rather than at a regulator’s  

own discretion, for example.  

But if the government accepts that a top-down cull of regulation is likely 

to cause unacceptable mistakes, and if it nonetheless thinks regulation 

should be simplified and improved proactively, then a clear duty on 

regulators to lead this work is essential. 

A pragmatic baseline, but with some telling omissions 

The original regulatory action plan, published in March, promised to 

reduce the administrative burden of regulation on business by 25%. 

This update establishes the baseline from which that will be measured. 

It rightly starts from a pre-existing methodology used in 2005/06, 

despite its limitations.11 As we argued previously, this approach is much 

preferable to wasting time and effort in pursuit of spurious accuracy.12 

The point is for the target to drive action. 

Four specific exclusions stand out, however. First, the burden of 

regulation on the public sector is excluded (although there will be 

spillover benefits to the public sector as burdens that affect both 

private and public sectors are reduced). As John Kingman has observed, 

the impact of red tape on nurses, teachers and the police is just as 

significant as that on private businesses.13  

Second, as in the 2005/06 exercise, the administrative burden of tax 

compliance is excluded from scope. This may reflect a combination of 

the conceptual distinction between taxation and regulation, a reluctance 

from HMT to mark its own (and HMRC’s) homework, or simply a roll-

forward of the previous methodology. But businesses experience tax 

compliance as an administrative burden alongside other requirements, 

so the first of these explanations is weak in this context.  

The update does contain separate commitments from HMRC to enhance 

business’ experience of the tax system, but these are less ambitious 

than the target being imposed elsewhere. 
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Third, building safety measures are exempt, to “enable government’s 

response to the Grenfell tragedy”.14 Important though Grenfell 

undoubtedly is, so are the harms that regulation mitigates in other areas 

– food, medical, and so on. Ring-fencing one field could be a tacit 

admission either that the target cannot be met if it is included, or that 

reducing burdens may, in practice, imply reducing protections (in a way 

that the public would not currently accept regarding building safety 

given its profile).  

Both the government and civil society need to be vigilant against 

reducing protections where this is not warranted across the board. But 

where it is warranted, there should be a proper debate about whether 

the increase in freedoms is worth the reduction in protections they 

entail – and that debate should be explicit, rather than cloaked in the 

language of burden reduction.  

Fourth, this exercise is limited to the administrative burden on business 

of central government regulation that ultimately falls under Westminster 

control. In partial mitigation of its Westminster focus, the update does 

announce a review of the burdens of central government regulation that 

is implemented locally (and which would be included in the 25% 

target). Once this is done the government may be in a better position to 

drive reductions in the centrally mandated element of the local and 

devolved regulatory burden.  

Nonetheless, in an ideal world devolved and local authorities would also 

replicate the 25% target. If they do not, then even if the government 

meets its target businesses may not feel that there has been a 25% 

reduction in the administrative burden of regulation they face, because 

so much of it is local or devolved. 
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Strengthening the growth duty depends on clear and 

granular growth policy 

Whether strengthening the existing growth duty for regulators will 

achieve results will depend on how it is drafted and implemented. There 

is little detail in the update,* which describes the proposal as follows: 

  

“We will reform the Growth Duty so that the legal framework is 

clearer, more focused and ensures regulators must consider and 

promote growth. We will work with regulators to ensure they have 

clarity from government regarding what growth means for them.”15  

 

This anticipates both legislation – which the government is committed 

to prioritising – and, importantly, clearer guidance from government on 

its growth strategy for specific sectors. Regulators might need only a 

generic weighting of growth within their objectives to incentivise 

administrative – or indeed substantive – burden reduction in the round. 

But more specific guidance is necessary to identify particular burdens or 

prohibitions that run counter to the government’s economic plans.  

Without guidance regulators might, for instance, support growth that is 

outside the government’s risk appetite (for example, hasty approval of 

new foods), or that does not align with its vision of the future economy 

(for example, planning permission for high-polluting factories). 

Regulators could also simply defend existing activity in terms of growth 

(for example consumer protection, on the basis that it encourages 

consumption) or fail to think beyond the reduction of administrative 

burdens.  

 

 

 
* One model the government may have in mind is the Financial Conduct Authority’s secondary 
objective, which was legislated for in 2023 following long consideration and has driven a series of 
workstreams within the regulator (Financial Conduct Authority, ‘Our secondary objective’, Financial 
Conduct Authority, 10 July 2025, retrieved 5 November 2025, www.fca.org.uk/about/what-we-
do/secondary-objective). 

http://www.fca.org.uk/about/what-we-do/secondary-objective
http://www.fca.org.uk/about/what-we-do/secondary-objective
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The government will therefore need to map its industrial strategy (and 

wider growth strategy) to the activities regulators oversee if it is to 

ensure that the drive for growth reflects a coherent theory of change. Of 

course, it should also remain realistic, given that regulatory changes can 

at best facilitate growth, rather than bringing it about. 

Reviews and transparency are a key plank of the approach 

The update announces a welcome streamlining of corporate reporting 

requirements, which will reduce the narrative reporting expected 

particularly of smaller businesses and subsidiaries, and proposes 

greater transparency from regulators about their performance.  

A new dashboard of regulatory performance16 was published alongside 

the update, which aims to bring together in one place, for major 

regulators, their key performance indicators of regulatory effectiveness. 

As this is built out to include more regulators, it will be possible to track 

performance over time and – if the formats are made sufficiently 

comparable – to clearly see which regulators are improving and  

which aren’t.  

Some very brief narrative on how objectives are prioritised and on  

plans for improvement would make the data easier to evaluate. This 

information could then also form the basis of a “parliamentary 

accountability report” for each regulator, which the Institute has 

recommended that they publish alongside their annual reports to 

facilitate effective parliamentary oversight.17  

The government has also launched a call for evidence on the costs of 

regulation to business and on opportunities for burden reduction,18 an 

exercise whose usefulness will depend, of course, on the granularity and 

realism with which businesses respond. But while businesses subject to 

regulation can often coalesce into powerful lobbies, its beneficiaries can 

be more diffuse and may not even be aware of the regulation in place to 

protect them.  
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Given that businesses are prioritised for input at this point, the 

government should proactively seek feedback from other groups as it 

develops its plans.  

Other positive initiatives include a Regulators Council, chaired by the 

business secretary, which should help to strengthen the strategic 

alignment between ministers and regulators as they begin to implement 

the strengthened growth duty. It sits alongside the promise of periodic 

“independent expert performance reviews” of key regulators, with 

particular reference to any barriers to growth.19  

The commitment to regulatory performance reviews comes in the 

context of the government’s review of public bodies,20 which is looking 

to merge or close those that are unnecessary. The government has no 

plans to reinstate an ongoing systematic programme of public body 

reviews across the board once this is concluded, which means that the 

regulatory performance reviews will effectively replace the public 

bodies review programme21 for key regulators in future.  

The performance reviews should therefore learn lessons from that 

programme, in particular that: departmental oversight should be 

reviewed as well as the bodies themselves; identifying sector-wide 

opportunities for reform requires reviewing multiple related bodies at 

the same time; and independent recommendations may not be fully 

owned by those reviewed, so tracking adoption and progress against 

them is key. Separately, the government should also explain whether 

the Cabinet Office will co-ordinate reviews of non-regulatory public 

bodies on an ongoing basis and, if not, what substitute measures it  

will take to ensure adequate and consistent departmental oversight 

over time.  

As well as an annex that tracks progress against each commitment made 

by regulators in March 2025, the main text of the update also highlights 

lots of specific actions by government and by individual regulators, 

which are of variable impact, ranging from establishing a National 

Underground Assets Register to updating advice on the protection  

of bats.  
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The government still needs to show leadership on  

cross-cutting matters 

In June, the IfG called for systemic thinking from the government on 

regulation,22  and this update brings coherence and urgency to a broad 

set of initiatives. The government’s narrative is also evolving, with the 

language in the accompanying press release23 being more balanced 

than previously.24 But the update does not address all the areas in which 

we identified a need for cross-sectoral leadership from the centre of 

government. The Regulatory Innovation Office, for example, is a 

welcome cross-government initiative but its funding is limited and it  

has a tightly defined sectoral focus – although both of these constraints 

could be relaxed over time as its track record develops. 

The Institute previously suggested that regulatory reform should 

consider combining functions and platforms, reducing the number of 

hand-offs between regulators, or building guided customer journeys 

through them for particular regulated activities, for example.25 These 

things might be achievable to some extent by individual regulators 

working collaboratively, but a centrally driven project would surely have 

a better chance of broad success in these areas. A regulator-specific 

focus – in the way they are reviewed and as a source of ideas or 

efficiencies – is, while valuable, more likely to have a piecemeal  

impact than to identify opportunities for such systemic reform. 

While the government has committed to prioritise the legislation 

necessary for its specific reforms – which could be significant, for 

example, to implement the Corry review’s recommendations for DEFRA 

regulators26 – it has not yet taken the opportunity to address cross-

cutting regulatory legislation in a systematic way. Cross-cutting 

legislation may be necessary to: 

• Address the underlying inconsistencies in oversight and 

accountability that derive from the different ways regulators are 

constituted – as executive agencies, non-departmental public 

bodies, non-ministerial departments or other exceptional types  

of body 



 

Institute for Government 2025  10 

• Enable the standardisation of duties and powers in a way that 

would make the regulatory landscape easier to navigate for those 

regulated and easier to oversee for the government itself 

 

• Facilitate standardised data collection and data sharing across 

regulators 

 

• Clarify how regulators should respond, for example, if the strategic 

steers given to them cannot be readily mapped onto their duties, 

powers and objectives 

 

• Standardise the complaints processes that smaller businesses  

and individuals rely on to appeal against decisions made by the 

multiple regulators with which they might interact. 

 

Specific regulations must also be legislated for in a simpler way if they 

are to remain up to date. Possible options include more routinised 

updates of UK legislation to reflect international standards as they 

change, greater use of secondary legislation to take the pressure off 

parliament, and a greater appetite to rely on principles rather than rules 

– although all of these do have their drawbacks.  

In these areas, it is difficult to ask the public, regulators or those 

regulated to offer up suggestions from scratch. The government needs 

to do the initial thinking itself and then consult on the options. This is an 

important missing piece in an otherwise potentially impactful package 

of work. 
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Can the government maintain its focus and energy? 

The best can be the enemy of the good, and this package of measures  

is welcome. But two key questions remain.  

First, if the centre of government cannot address the gaps in this 

programme of reform, who can? Of course, any government can only 

tackle so many complex areas – and tangible progress can be achieved 

in regulation by sticking to more visible changes to individual regulators 

and regulations. Even a minister wanting to do the additional cross-

cutting work proposed in this paper might find it hard to sell to 

colleagues given other pressures on the government’s legislative 

programme – particularly given that a welcome package of work in 

regulation is already in train.  

But the consequence is still a lack of ambition which could be to the 

country’s detriment. If it cannot expand its central project, therefore,  

the government should consider how the gaps could be addressed 

elsewhere – for example through broadening the catalytic remit of RIO, 

resourcing groups of regulators to co-develop solutions themselves, or 

by other means. 

Second, how can momentum be maintained? The political drive from 

the current chancellor – while so far consistent – cannot be assumed to 

be a constant. Below ministerial level, there remains some ambiguity as 

to the relative roles of the Treasury, Cabinet Office and DBT,27 as well as 

a lack of independent oversight of whether the 25% target is being 

achieved, for example (although the high public profile of the target 

does create some accountability already).28 

There is logic to DBT and the Treasury leading the current work – not 

least to create the alignment with growth strategy that is evident here. 

But the relative absence of the Cabinet Office, as with respect to  

public bodies more generally, makes it harder to see who would  

drive cross-cutting regulatory reform over the medium term. This is 

particularly true in areas of regulation that fall outside DBT’s core remit, 

as already revealed by the lack of focus on public- as well as private-

sector-facing regulation.  
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Either the Cabinet Office – ideally in a more streamlined and 

authoritative form, absent more radical reform of the centre of 

government29 – should once more take a leading role in this field, or 

otherwise DBT and the Treasury should do more to ensure that their 

regulatory purview and agenda is comprehensive. 

As things stand, it would be relatively easy for DBT and the Treasury to 

simply deprioritise regulatory reform if the political foot were taken off 

the gas. Here as elsewhere, the government should give careful thought 

to how it can organise its programmes and resources such that they will 

still move forward at a time when politicians remain supportive but are 

no longer so actively engaged. 
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