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About Whitehall Monitor
This 13th edition of Whitehall Monitor – the 
Institute for Government’s annual data-based 
assessment of the UK civil service – looks at its 
workforce in 2025, the first full calendar year of 
the Starmer government. 

It was a pivotal year for the civil service and the 
way government works. Labour came into power 
promising to change the country through 
‘mission-driven government’, and in December 
2024 the prime minister set out the Plan for 
Change, tasking his new cabinet secretary, Sir 
Chris Wormald, with the nothing less than the 
“complete rewiring of the British state”. 

A year on from those ambitious pronouncements, 
this year’s report analyses what impact the 
government’s efforts to reform the civil service 
are having in practice.
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FOREWORD

Foreword
 
This 13th edition of Whitehall Monitor – the Institute for Government’s annual, 
data-led assessment of the UK civil service – looks at how government has 
changed in 2025, the first full calendar year of government under Labour. 

In December 2024 the prime minister, Keir Starmer, set the stage for a year of 
reform when he published his Plan for Change - reiterating Labour’s five 
missions and setting out the milestones his government aimed to hit on the 
way to delivering them. Appointing a new cabinet secretary that same month, 
Starmer promised that mission-driven government would “change the nature 
of governing itself”.1

But 2025 did not prove to be plain sailing for the government. While ministers 
made progress on their plans for English devolution, employment rights and 
clean energy, the government struggled to overcome its inheritance of 
severely strained public services and undeliverable spending plans. On top of 
this, it made things harder for itself with a series of unforced errors – ranging 
from poorly prepped welfare reforms which prompted a backbench rebellion, 
to resignations for ethical misdemeanours and internal briefing spats. Over the 
course of the year, public support for the government fell sharply. 

Nor was it a good year for relations between ministers and civil servants. 
Labour ministers came into office promising mutual respect and joint working 
in a series of upbeat town halls across Whitehall. But Starmer’s articulation of 
his frustration with the “tepid bath of managed decline” in Whitehall was 
swiftly followed by Number 10 communications guidance banning civil 
servants from responding to questions in public2  – a move emblematic of a 
breakdown in trust between politicians and officials. In March, the prime 
minister abruptly decided to take on the “cottage industry of checkers and 
blockers”3 by abolishing NHS England and taking its functions closer to 
ministers in the Department for Health and Social Care. 

Frustration with a state that is not working well, and consequent appetite  
for state reform, have been growing across the political spectrum - becoming  
a focus for the government’s political opponents as well as ministers. Mel 
Stride, the Conservative shadow chancellor, used his party conference speech 
to argue for the reversal of the civil service expansion which has taken place 
since 2016;4 Reform UK’s Danny Kruger held a press conference in October to 
set out a suite of reforms, from the conventional (opening up the civil service) 
to the concerning (vague proposals for changes to the civil service’s 
professional code).5
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It is Labour however, that currently holds the levers to drive change. This year’s 
Whitehall Monitor assesses the government’s actual progress against its bold 
ambition to rewire the British state. 

We find that the Labour government has not given enough definition to its 
proposals for that rewired state. So, while we have seen a patchwork of small, 
and welcome initiatives that draw on the concept of mission-led government – 
from ‘Test, Learn and Grow’ to AI pilots – these fragmented, narrow approaches 
have failed to coalesce into a coherent, established programme of reform. 
Ultimately, Labour’s missions have failed to provide the guiding force needed 
to lift a state still floundering in the wake of long-standing structural issues and 
workforce decisions taken during Brexit and Covid.

In September 2025, the government signalled that it was moving into a phase 
of “relentless delivery” on its Plan for Change.6 At both the spending review 
and the budget the chancellor, Rachel Reeves, focused on making the state 
more efficient. Moving beyond a few pockets of innovation – however 
encouraging – will be a prerequisite to achieving either of these aims.

Ministers and civil service leaders cannot let another year like 2025 slip by. 
With the next general election up to three and a half years away the 
government still has the space to reform the state, with reshuffled ministers 
and new permanent secretaries re-igniting the new government’s enthusiasm 
for reform. They do have the levers they need to change the state, if they can 
muster the ambition, focus and persistence to pull them, and exhibit the 
sustained leadership required to stay the course. 

 
Dr Hannah White OBE,  
CEO, Institute for Government
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Overview
Labour came into power in 2024 with big ambitions for state reform. Mission-driven 
government would break open Whitehall, transforming the civil service into a 
collaborative, innovative, dynamic workforce, operating in partnership with 
businesses, local government and the third sector alike. A new cabinet secretary,  
Sir Chris Wormald, was appointed at the end of that year, tasked with “the complete 
rewiring of the British state”.1

That ambition was welcome, and necessary. Last year’s Whitehall Monitor set out the 
state of the civil service as Labour took office, and found that familiar problems 
remained unaddressed.2 An effective, and reformed, civil service is a key enabler of the 
state reform central to Labour’s mission-led approach. We said last year that 2025 
would be a pivotal year, one in which Labour would need to turn ambition into action 
– at the end of which we would learn whether this government was capable of focusing 
on civil service and state reform for the long haul. 

Such reforms will never be the work of a single year; this edition of Whitehall Monitor 
assesses the progress the government has made so far, and judges whether it is 
heading in the right direction.

There have been welcome changes to the way parts of  
government work
‘Mission-led government’ has changed the way some parts of the state are operating. 
Innovation has begun. Pilots of the Test, Learn and Grow programme have provided 
proof of concept, demonstrating that new ways of working between Whitehall, local 
government and communities are possible. These offer early signs of how new practices 
could improve public outcomes if scaled effectively (see the chapter Departmental 
spending and efficiencies). The government has strongly encouraged departments to 
experiment with AI, with the Government Communications Service’s ‘Assist’ tool a good 
example of scaling an effective product (see the chapter Artificial intelligence and data).

The government has made some welcome structural changes too. Darren Jones’s 
appointment in September 2025 as chief secretary to the prime minister, and the 
creation of his role chairing a cross-cutting public services cabinet committee, were 
good moves, building on the Institute for Government’s recommendation of a ‘first 
secretary’ role,3 (see the chapter Ministers and Number 10).

Jones’s additional appointment, as chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, has brought 
coherence to the centre but also risks diluting his role and diverting his attention away 
from government reform and towards brokering and reactive management. The 2025 
spending review also brought welcome, if limited, structural changes, some of which 
the Institute for Government had previously recommended,4 including detailed value-
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for-money reviews of existing policies, longer-term plans for capital spending, and 
publication of more detailed departmental efficiency plans than we have previously 
seen (see the chapter Departmental spending and efficiencies). 

And finally, while not meaningfully ‘mission-led’, the government’s approach to finding 
workforce efficiencies is an improvement on what has come before. Ministers have 
continued to resist the temptation of arbitrary headcount targets, and are instead 
– again, in line with Institute for Government recommendations5 – targeting ‘pounds 
not people’ by setting out administrative budget savings targets over the rest of the 
decade (see the chapter Departmental spending and efficiencies).  

Ministers and civil service leaders can learn from the progress which has been made. 
With sustained, committed leadership government leaders do have the ability to 
change the way the system works: Georgia Gould championed the Test, Learn and 
Grow pilots from the Cabinet Office; Peter Kyle, as secretary of state for the 
Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT) helped set a culture and 
expectation of greater technological innovation; and Darren Jones’s focus on changing 
the spending review process has delivered good results.

The government should not, however, mistake these small changes for having built the 
strong foundations required for long-term, fundamental reform of the state. First, 
reforms are so fragmented and localised that they are not changing how the state 
works at any meaningful scale. Second, they remain susceptible to change with the 
political winds; all three ministers mentioned above were reshuffled in September. 
Finally, and crucially, current initiatives do not come close to addressing long-standing 
problems with the civil service.

Problematic workforce trends of the past decade continued  
in 2025
Readers of Whitehall Monitor will be familiar with the problems with the civil service 
workforce. While many are longstanding and structural, the past decade – and in 
particular the haphazard workforce decisions taken during it in responding to the twin 
shocks of Brexit and the Covid pandemic – has entrenched some damaging trends.

The civil service grew by 35% (136,190 people) from its low in Q2 2016 to the most 
recent data in Q3 2025. Growth to meet new demands is not in and of itself a problem, 
and much of it was an explicable choice in response to such large shocks, together with 
an increase in operational roles. This growth has not, however, been unwound, even 
though the state is no longer responsible for many of the temporary Brexit and 
pandemic functions it took on. That the civil service continues to grow, contrary to the 
repeated stated wishes of ministers, is a pernicious result of poor workforce planning 
and dispersed responsibility for controlling numbers.

During that same decade the policy profession grew by 116%, the second fastest 
growth in any profession behind government digital and data. But while it seems clear 
government has more digital and data capability, it is not at all clear that ministers feel 
any better served by having twice as many policy officials, the profession with which 
they typically work most closely. 
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In a similar vein, much of the growth in civil service numbers during this time was in 
the middle bands of HEO–Grade 6 (just below the senior civil service). While some of 
the shift to a more senior grade composition is down to automation of more junior 
roles, this does not explain all of the mid-level growth. Grade inflation plays a role as, 
in a bid to attract and retain new and existing staff, many roles have been advertised at 
higher grades, and individuals promoted more quickly than they might previously have 
been. Expectations for work done at each grade have been distorted as a result.

It was in 2016/17 that movements of civil servants between departments increased 
sharply. They have never subsequently reduced to 2015/16 levels, the high frequency 
with which civil servants move jobs has been damaging since we have been collecting 
data on such moves, incentivised in part by pay structures. And finally, in the past 
decade the number of civil servants in London grew faster, and from a higher starting 
point, than any other region.

For all their long-term consequences, the intense phases of both Brexit and the 
pandemic are now in the past. The trends they established, or accelerated, should not 
be continuing. But the data and analysis in this year’s Whitehall Monitor reveal the 
limitations of the government’s current approach to reform on the workforce. 

Ministers have managed to slow the rate of growth of the civil service and reduce the 
frequency of internal transfers. But both changes appear to be driven by short term 
restrictive recruitment practices, rather than long term structural change. The focus on 
reducing headcount – including with financial incentives for people to leave – is 
welcome, but risks losing good performers (see the chapters The size of the civil service 
and Turnover, leaving routes and exit schemes). 

Last year also saw the policy profession continue to grow rapidly (see Professions and 
functions), and it was the middle grades that grew the fastest yet again (see The size of 
the civil service).While there have been welcome announcements on mission hubs, the 
government currently looks on track to miss its own target of getting 50% of senior 
civil servants out of London by 2030 (see Location). And while the new ‘digital centre 
of government’ has effectively identified the problems it faces, it’s not at all clear that 
is has the cross-government leverage to make digital transformation happen (see 
Digital transformation).

Nor did we find evidence of clear plans that would indicate these trends are likely to 
shift. The way pay works in the civil service incentivises churn and grade inflation; 
while the government’s review of the senior civil service’s pay structure (at the 
insistence of the Senior Salaries Review Body)6 has included some welcome trailing of 
changes to pay progression, that review has not yet been published (see Pay). 

Positive measures to make it easier to remove poor performers were announced in 
March – but the NAO reported that at the start of August 2025 departments had 
applied for only 30 individuals to leave through the current pilot of mutually agreed 
exits,7 and the government has not yet published information on how the scheme will 
work (see Turnover, leaving routes and exit schemes). Crucially, the strategic workforce 
plan, which was originally due to be published alongside the 2025 spending review, 
and was already in train when we published Whitehall Monitor 2025, has been delayed 
to the first half of 2026. 
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Mission-driven government has proven so broad a concept as to be 
functionally useless for driving workforce reforms  
Missions, by the government’s account, encompass both what the government wants to 
achieve as part of the five missions themselves, and how to change and improve the 
way that government itself works. On the former, some prioritisation seems to have 
been given to ministerial stability in departments leading missions (see the chapter 
Ministers and Number 10) and to spending review allocations, although here it is not 
clear this was more than they might otherwise have received (see Departmental 
spending and efficiencies). 

On changing the way government works, ministers came into office in 2024 with a 
fairly clear sense of what they wanted for the civil service: fewer departmental silos, 
closer working with the community, and a more agile state. That clarity of ambition has 
since collapsed, with ministers badging an increasing number of shifting reform 
initiatives as ‘mission-led’, from cost-cutting measures, to relocation, to the abolition 
of NHS England. 

As a concept for changing how government works, the ambiguity and sweeping nature 
of missions is preventing, rather than enabling, prioritisation of objectives and delivery 
of coherent state reform (see Mission-driven government).

Frustration with the civil service is continuing to grow
In the absence of a clear vision for reform, the way the state works is changing at 
neither the scale nor the pace sought by ministers. In July 2024, soon after the 
election, Starmer shared his first message to the civil service: “Together, as one  
team, we can deliver our mission”.8 That message was echoed by secretaries of state 
across Whitehall, as ministers were keen to position themselves in opposition to what 
they saw as a series of Conservative politicians who had alienated and demoralised 
the civil service. 

The relationship that ministers have with the civil service matters, but as Labour 
quickly discovered, fine words are not enough – in the absence of structural changes – 
to improve how the state is working. Frustration built quickly; it was five months after 
he personally assured civil servants that they had his respect that Starmer accused 
some of them of being “too comfortable in the tepid bath of managed decline”.9 Less 
than a year later, in March 2025, Starmer’s big speech – pitched as “remarks on the 
fundamental reform of the British state”10 – announced the abolition of NHS England in 
a bid to get a better handle on the levers of power, and tackle the “cottage industry of 
checkers and blockers”11 (see the chapter Public bodies and appointments). It has since 
been reported that the prime minister has, on two separate occasions, attempted to 
speed up the write-round process (the exchange of letters through which ministers 
agree most cross-government policy decisions).12,13

Such efforts might give ministers more control, or more speed, in limited areas. But this 
will be undermined if they also give them the illusion of having discovered the cure to 
the civil service as it operates today. However well each individual measure works, 
unless and until they are part of a wider vision for how the state should work and a 
plan to get there, they will only ever be addressing a narrow set of symptoms. 
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The year ahead
Ministers spent 2024 talking about the revolutionary difference mission-led 
government would make to how the state functions. 2025 appears to have passed with 
some useful examples of how ministers and officials can shift ways of working in 
localised, limited way. But there is little sense that this adds up to more than a few 
good stories. If 2026 is to bring more than this, the government should measure itself 
against two core tests. 

First, is there a defined vision for state reform – and a plan to get there? 
Whether it is badged in the language of 2024 as a ‘mission-led’ and ‘rewired’ state,  
in the language of September 2025 as a ‘delivery-focused’ state, or in that of last 
November’s budget as a ‘productive’ one, the government must put more definition 
behind its ambitions for state reform. Have ministers and civil service leaders set  
out what they mean by rewiring the state, have they done so in a way that is 
sufficiently specific to prioritise some actions and preclude others, and are they  
acting on that plan? 

If ministers remain committed to a more innovative, agile civil service that plan should 
include a route to far more ambitious mass scaling of the types of Test, Learn and Grow 
initiatives we are seeing now, and an analysis of and plan to address the structural 
barriers to those ways of working. 

Whatever way the government chooses to define ‘rewiring’, however, it is crucial that it 
directly tackles the structural workforce issues set out in Whitehall Monitor. The 
forthcoming strategic workforce plan – or others supporting it such as a proposed 
senior civil service (SCS) strategy – must give accountable leaders the direction and 
the tools they need to curate and control the size and shape of the civil service. 
Specific questions that such a plan needs to answer are whether it:

•	 sets out a clear rationale for the size and seniority of professions in government, 
and how these will change over time

•	 includes measures to remove poor performers (through mutually agreed exits 
operating at scale or another route), or other plans to prevent the need to re-run 
expensive voluntary exit schemes

•	 includes ways to ensure the civil service opens up more effectively to new talent, 
even while numbers are being controlled or reduced, through changes to 
secondments, recruitment practices, or other routes

•	 includes measures to reduce churn – where required – and reward expertise.

Second, is there a guiding mind to ensure the delivery of those plans? 
In his role as chief secretary to the prime minister and chancellor of the Duchy of 
Lancaster Darren Jones is well placed to take this on, and should fully own reform 
alongside the cabinet secretary, Sir Chris Wormald, and chief operating officer, Cat 
Little. Delivering on it will require a much clearer governance system around missions 
and state reform; one which supports the delivery of a coherent plan, rather than 
fragmenting responsibility for it as at present.
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Labour entered office a year and a half ago with a mission to change government. It 
would be hard to say the civil service at the close of 2025 is meaningfully different – 
let alone ‘completely rewired’ – when compared to the one Labour ministers were 
introduced to in the summer of 2024. There is much to do in 2026. 

Priority reforms for the government
In our view these are the most pressing reforms for government to make in 2026, 
drawing on our previous work, the findings of Whitehall Monitor 2026, and the 
two overarching tests for the government set out above.

1. Define ‘rewiring’. The government needs to define its aims for a new way of 
governing, and set out the milestones, metrics and levers it will use to deliver it. 
It must put this into action in 2026.

2. Publish the strategic workforce plan. That plan must align the civil service’s 
work and skills, as well as budgets, with the government’s aims. It must give 
accountable leaders the direction and tools they need to curate and control the 
size and skills of the future workforce it describes. The government should 
maintain its welcome focus on administrative budgets over setting arbitrary 
headcount cuts.

3. Ministers and civil service leaders must be clearly accountable for reform. 
The chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, the cabinet secretary and the civil 
service chief operating officer should be jointly responsible for delivering 
reforms, with the cabinet secretary as head of the civil service (if the job is not to 
be split) given the authority to make them happen. They should be held to 
account by the prime minister. 

4. Restructure and strengthen the centre of government. Create a new 
“Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet”, and align the Treasury and the 
rest of the centre around a shared strategy. 

5. Open up the civil service. The Cabinet Office should even the playing field 
between internal and external candidates: advertise all civil service jobs 
externally by default, replace ‘success profiles’, and give hiring managers access 
to internal candidates’ performance reviews. 

6. Use exit schemes to raise performance. the Cabinet Office should require 
departments to publish aggregated data on the performance of staff taking 
voluntary exits, and establish a systematic process to more easily remove staff 
who are under-performing.

7. Reform pay. Starting with the senior civil service the Treasury and Cabinet 
Office should publish their plans for pay reform, and introduce pay rises based 
on performance. The government should set up a review body for the junior 
grades.
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8. Reduce the policy-digital divide. DSIT and the heads of professions should 
increase digital upskilling of all SCS, and require secondments between policy 
and digital teams. Introduce more joint digital and policy teams with shared 
accountability for results to address specific policy problems. 

9. Address legacy data and systems. DSIT should not treat AI as a productivity 
panacea. It should be used as an impetus to improve poor quality data, change 
inefficient practices, and replace legacy IT.

10. Ensure delivery of planned efficiencies. The Treasury should put in place a 
robust and public system to hold departments to account on how they are 
delivering Departmental Efficiency Plans.
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Mission-driven government

Missions promised to change both the ‘what’ and the ‘how’  
of government
Mission-led government describes both the five policy priorities of this government 
and how it hopes to change the state to achieve them. The five missions themselves 
were set out back in February 2023 by Keir Starmer, as leader of the opposition – with 
Labour pitching them as “the pillars of the next Labour government”1 in the long 
run-up to the 2024 general election. Those missions are: 

•	 Kick-start economic growth

•	 Build an NHS fit for the future

•	 Safer streets

•	 Break down the barriers to opportunity

•	 Make Britain a clean energy superpower.

Then, five months after the election, as prime minister Starmer announced the Plan for 
Change in December 2024, which set out milestones under each mission. His speech 
reaffirmed the missions as the guiding force of this government and the pact he 
believes the Labour Party made with the electorate: “These missions are our mandate.”2 
He also believes missions are the route to state reform: “we must change the way 
government serves this country. That is what Mission-led government will do.”3

The theory of ‘mission-led government’ draws on various intellectual influences,4,5  
and while there are lots of theories about what changes missions can bring about  
in terms of the way the state works, there is little consensus on how missions might  
be pursued.

The start of December 2024 saw a drumbeat of government announcements on the 
‘how’ of missions. On 2 December 2024 Sir Chris Wormald was appointed as cabinet 
secretary and tasked with “nothing less than the complete rewiring of the British 
state”.6 Later that same week the Plan for Change described how the government 
wanted Whitehall to work differently, including applying longer term thinking, making 
better use of technology, breaking down silos both within government and with the 
public, and building a culture of continuous improvement. 
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Starmer’s growing frustration with the civil service was already evident and, in a move 
that deeply damaged the hitherto improving relationship between ministers and civil 
servants, he described too many people in Whitehall as being “too comfortable in the 
tepid bath of managed decline”.7 Pat McFadden, then the chancellor of the Duchy of 
Lancaster, gave another speech a few days later setting out his vision for a state that 
worked more like a start-up – and tried to repair some of the relationship damage by 
praising “hard working and diligent civil servants”.8 Three days later the chancellor 
Rachel Reeves added her own voice, saying that “by totally rewiring how the 
government spends money we will be able to deliver our Plan for Change”.9

In last year’s Whitehall Monitor we said that 2025 would be a “make or break” year for 
missions, and set out some tests for ‘mission-driven government’: 

•	 a clear institutional framework for the missions

•	 reforms to the spending review process

•	 and a sustained focus on reform over the long term. 

A year on, it is hard to say any of these have been met in 2025.

The government is only now putting in place foundations for 
mission-led working
The first of those tests – a clear institutional framework for the missions – failed most 
obviously. For more than a year it was unclear which minister was responsible in the 
centre for driving the missions and managing the trade-offs between them. Indeed, it 
was not until later in 2025 that the governance around missions improved, with the 
appointment of Darren Jones as both chief secretary to the prime minister and 
chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. 

In November 2025 he was appointed as the chair of two new cabinet committees, on 
public services and domestic and border security, and he received a standing 
invitation to the small and senior ‘growth and living standards’ committee.10 Together 
these committees cover off the government’s five missions, and give Jones some 
standing to force trade-offs and drive coherence between them. The mission delivery 
unit in the Cabinet Office was disbanded in September and re-established under Jones 
as a joint Number 10 and Cabinet Office team. Not only does it now have a clear 
ministerial owner, Jones’s recent description of it as empowering, supporting, and 
holding departments to account while focusing on a small number of top priorities was 
a welcome articulation of the new delivery unit’s role.11

But other problems with the institutional framework continue. It is good that the 
government has recognised that mission boards – the inter-ministerial groups chaired 
by the lead secretary of state for each mission – were not serving the delivery role  
that had been originally envisaged for them.12 But their new role, and how the mission 
boards, delivery unit and new cabinet committees will relate to each other remains 
unclear. Nevertheless, this is a good start. The prime minister and chief secretary 
should give these new foundations time and sustained attention to prove they  
can work.
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On our second test of reforms to the spending review process, the government had 
very mixed performance.. From zero-based reviews of existing policy that assessed 
their value for money, through to greater certainty for capital spending through longer-
term budgets, the 2025 spending review saw much-needed improvements to the 
process, many of which the Institute for Government had previously recommended.13 
On the specific – and mission-critical – test of a spending review that created a joined 
up approach to budgeting and greater collaboration, however, the government failed.  

Darren Jones told parliament in December 2025 that as part of that year’s spending 
review, the mission boards had submitted joint mission bids, and that settlement 
letters for departments (which set out the funding given to them in a spending review, 
and are not publicly available) confirmed funding that was allocated for the mission. 
But funding was ultimately still allocated on a departmental basis. And indeed Jones 
was quite clear that this process was not a rewiring: “Has it fundamentally changed the 
constitutional principles or the set-up of the government? No.”14

It is perhaps understandable that the government did not turn mission boards into 
department-like structures with spending powers and parliamentary accountability in 
their first year in power. But it was never a binary question of such radical change or 
the status quo. The government failed to use the flexibility available in the existing 
processes to break down departmental silos and incentivise collaboration as it could 
have done. The 2025 spending review included very few shared budgets or outcomes, 
and showed little evidence of cross-departmental working.*

Early clarity of ambition for mission-led government has collapsed 
Our third test – a sustained focus on reform over the longer term – has been failed not 
only in scale, but in nature. There has been no shortage on rhetoric over the need to 
“rewire”15 the state (December 2024), for it to operate at “max power”16 (April 2025) 
and  to be “modernised” (June 2025).17 But that has not translated into organisation-
wide outcomes. 

Most importantly, the government  has not clearly articulated or stuck with a plan for 
what that reform should be. Instead, radically different ideas of what reform of the 
state actually means – to different ministers in the government and over time – have 
been swept under the all-encompassing carpet of ‘mission-led government’. 

Labour’s manifesto set out three core attributes of a mission led government – it would 
be more joined up, it would push power out to communities, and it would harness new 
technology.18 These are laudable but broad, ill-defined and long-term aims. Progress 
on them is patchy at best.

Breaking down the silos between departments was not accompanied by a plan for how 
to do so, and the spending review reinforced departmental boundaries. 

There has been progress on pushing power out to communities through English 
Devolution (notwithstanding the government’s recent poor decision to delay four 
mayoral elections till 2028),19 and the Test, Learn and Grow pilots, which have seen 
much closer working between central and local government. But the broad concept has 
been used to argue for a similarly broad range of ideas – from a new digital centre of  
 

*	 See the chapter Departmental spending and efficiencies.
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government (which would “catalyse a wholesale reshaping of the public sector”20 
alongside local government), to the abolition of NHS England (“tearing down the walls 
of Whitehall”),21 to ‘mission hubs’ in Manchester and Aberdeen (getting civil servants 
to “leave their desks behind and work on the ground with communities”).22

And on harnessing new technology, this has been set up as both the answer for a state 
that should both operate more like a start-up (“how do we make this better by next 
Friday”)23 and one that should find £45 billion in savings.24

Institute for Government research into public service performance earlier this year 
described how a lack of preparation in opposition as to how the missions would work 
in practice resulted in “little evidence of cross-departmental working or a coherent 
approach to public services reform”.25 So it is perhaps not a surprise that same problem 
is now being seen elsewhere, in civil service and wider state reform. 

The government has also developed wholly new concepts for what mission-led 
government means over the past year. There was an increasing focus over 2025 on a 
‘productive and agile state’, which one government description says means: reducing 
bureaucracy through AI and technology; reforming arms-length bodies; “streamlining 
approval processes”; and a focus on civil service performance.26 Another defines it as a 
state that is “resilient, innovative, and equipped to meet today’s challenges and 
tomorrow’s opportunities”.27 The Places for Growth initiative, to relocate civil servants 
outside of London, also badges itself as part of the efforts to create a productive and 
agile state,28 and the abolition of NHS England to take on the “cottage industry of 
checkers and blockers” came in a speech titled “Fundamental reform of the British 
state”.29 This was also the speech where cutting back office costs to shift money to the 
front line was first promoted – echoed again by McFadden in April,30 and by Reeves in 
the June spending review.31 Most recently, Darren Jones put delivery – and the speed 
of it – at the heart of rewiring: “I want to encourage more delivery experience, more 
innovation, more private sector expertise, because the current system doesn’t move 
quickly enough, this is the rewiring that the prime minister is talking about.”32

It would take a great deal of effort to make these shifting phrases and slogans, 
proposals and strategies into a coherent plan. They are, in some areas at least, 
fostering new ways of working in parts of government. But the lack of consistent 
language, and the absence of a clear plan, means that ‘mission-driven government’ can 
mean almost anything to anyone. This may make for good press releases but does little 
for setting priorities. 

As the government’s own evidence to the Public Administration and Constitutional 
Affairs Committee (PACAC) set out, the positive changes that mission-led government 
has resulted in are often “against the grain of existing structures and processes”.33 In 
2026 the government needs to do far more to set out what it will be doing to change 
those structures and processes – and then to execute it. 



17PART 1: THE GOVERNMENT

Pa
rt

 1
: T

he
 g

ov
er

nm
en

t 

Ministers and Number 10
 
Ethical standards have driven an unusually high number of 
political resignations
Since the 2024 general election, Keir Starmer has had to manage 11 ministerial 
resignations, the second highest of any recent prime minister at this stage of their 
tenure. 

Figure 1.1 Ministerial resignations outside reshuffles, 1979 to 13 January 2026

Source: Institute for Government analysis of sources including Butler and Butler, British Political Facts; House of 
Commons Library; King A and Allen N, ‘Off with their heads: British prime ministers and the power to dismiss’, BJPolS, 
2010, vol. 40, no. 2, pp. 249-278; and IfG Ministers Database. Notes: We have excluded those resignations announced 
before a reshuffle but effectively taking place during it, e.g. Hurd (1995), Smith/Blears/Hughes/Watson (2009), 
Dunlop (2017). 

Of those, five were due to retirement, personal or health issues (two whips, Lord Cryer 
and Lord Moraes, two DESNZ* ministers of state, Baroness Curran and Lord Hunt, and 
Baroness Gustaffson as minister of state for investment). However, the other six caused 
some political headaches for the prime minister. Two ministers stepped down over 
policy disagreement with the government, deciding to resign rather than abide by 
collective responsibility: Anneliese Dodds resigned as development minister in 
February 2025 in protest over cuts to the international aid budget; Vicky Foxcroft 
resigned as junior whip in June 2025 over cuts to personal independence payments in 
the welfare reform bill.

The other four were all tied to ethical standards, and allegations that the minister in 
question had failed to meet the “highest possible standards of proper conduct” 
expected of them by the ministerial code.34

No.10 has been at pains to say the number in part reflects that the government is 
holding its ministers to a higher standard than its predecessors, and that the prime 
minister is rightly ensuring ethical investigations are taken seriously. Louise Haigh, 
then transport secretary, was the first to resign from Starmer’s government in 
November 2024 after it emerged that she misled the police and was issued a 

*	 A list of departmental initialisms is found at the end of this report.
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conditional discharge by magistrates before she became an MP. Since then, the 
(former) economic secretary to the Treasury Tulip Siddiq, health minister Andrew 
Gwynne, homelessness minister Rushanara Ali, and deputy prime minister Angela 
Rayner have all resigned over standards.

The departure of Rayner was the toughest test of the new ethics regime. She referred 
herself to the independent adviser for investigation after it emerged that she failed to 
pay sufficient stamp duty on her property in Hove. Rayner resigned after the 
investigation concluded that she had failed to meet the highest possible standards of 
conduct and therefore breached the code.35

Taken together, however, this was not a good look given that in opposition the Labour 
Party was relentlessly critical of the Conservative government’s record on ministerial 
standards. Labour’s 2024 general election manifesto pledged to restore the public’s 
trust in government by holding public servants to the highest possible standards and 
by establishing a new Ethics and Integrity Commission (EIC) to oversee and convene 
ethics in public life – announced at the IfG in a keynote speech by Rayner.36

The EIC replaces the Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL) and officially 
launched on 13 October 2025. It is chaired by Doug Chalmers, chair of the CSPL until it 
was wrapped into the EIC. Starmer’s ministerial code, published in November 2024, 
also strengthened the powers of the prime minister’s independent adviser on 
ministerial standards, a post currently held by Sir Laurie Magnus.37

There is some merit to No.10’s claims that these resignations reflect positively on  
the robustness of the new ethics structures, and the government’s commitment to 
them, but they have unquestionably been disruptive. None more so than Rayner’s, 
whose resignation saw Starmer lose a trusted deputy and an effective secretary of 
state, and also precipitated a large-scale cabinet reshuffle and the election of a new 
deputy leader.

And Downing Street itself has not dodged this cycle of forced resignations and 
reshuffles. There has also been an unusually high rate of turnover among the prime 
minister’s special advisers. Within months of the general election, chief of staff Sue 
Gray resigned and was replaced with Morgan McSweeney, and by the end of 
September 2025, four more senior advisers had left Starmer’s team. These were Paul 
Ovenden, director of political strategy, and three senior communication advisers: 
Matthew Doyle (March 2025), James Lyons and Steph Driver. 

Questions of ethical standards have also not been limited to ministers. In September 
2025, the UK ambassador to the US, Peter Mandelson, was sacked for links to the 
convicted paedophile Jeffrey Epstein.38,39
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Starmer’s ‘delivery reset’ brought some clarity but was quickly 
overshadowed by more disruptive personnel changes
Starmer announced a “delivery reset”40 in the first week of September 2025. All 
reporting had suggested there would be a minor change of some junior ministerial 
posts and indeed, initially just three ministers changed roles: Darren Jones into No.10, 
James Murray promoted from within the Treasury to take over his role as chief 
secretary, and Dan Tomlinson from the backbenches to backfill Murray’s role.41

The most significant of these was Jones’s appointment into a newly created role as 
chief secretary to the prime minister. The exact parameters of the role are yet to be 
worked out, but it looks similar to that of ‘first secretary’ the Institute called for in our 
Commission on the Centre of Government,42 and is a welcome development. Jones was 
also appointed later that same week to chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster in the 
Cabinet Office. While holding both roles undoubtedly increases Jones’s structural 
power at the centre of government, the Cabinet Office role brings with it significant 
policy responsibilities, from public appointments to national security.43 If the 
additional portfolio is not to dilute his role as chief secretary to the prime minister he 
will need to delegate strongly and effectively.

Alongside these ministerial moves were changes to the prime minister’s team in No.10. 
Starmer’s principal private secretary, Nin Pandit, was replaced by senior Treasury 
official Dan York-Smith. The prime minister also brought in Minouche Shafik, economist 
and former permanent secretary at the Department for International Development, as 
a senior economic advisor. These changes reflected a reported desire for more 
economic heft in Downing Street.44

In addition to economic know-how, this initial ‘delivery reset’ also appeared to be  
an attempt from the prime minister to give his immediate team more power to  
drive forward his objectives – and perhaps, to strengthen its position with regards  
to the Treasury. 

However, what was planned as a minor reset focused at the centre soon turned into a 
far wider-reaching reshuffle, precipitated by the departure of Angela Rayner as deputy 
prime minister as described above. Combined with the high rate of turnover within 
No.10, September proved a far more disruptive month than the prime minister would 
have hoped for.
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Figure 1.2 Key government personnel changes, September 2025 

Thursday 11 to Tuesday 16 
September:  
Keir Starmer makes additional 
appointments to his junior 
ministerial team.

1 74 10 16 2213 19 25 2911 17 2314 20 26 3012 18 24 2815 21 272 853 96

Friday 5 to Sunday 7 
September:  
Starmer conducts a wholesale 
reshuffle of his ministerial team. 
Darren Jones is also promoted 
to chancellor of the Duchy of 
Lancaster, alongside his role  
as chief secretary to the  
prime minister.  

Monday 15 September:  
Keir Starmer’s director of 
political strategy Paul Ovenden 
resigns over offensive 
messages about Labour MP 
Diane Abbott.

Wednesday 3 September:  
Angela Rayner refers herself 
to the independent adviser on 
ministerial interests, Sir Laurie 
Magnus, after admitting she 
had underpaid stamp duty on a 
property in Hove.

Monday 1 to Tuesday 2 
September: Keir Starmer 
conducts a minor reshuffle 
as part of a “delivery reset” 
appointing Darren Jones as 
chief secretary to the prime 
minister.

Inside No.10 Minouche Shafik is 
appointed as a senior economic 
adviser; Tim Allan replaces 
James Lyons as director of 
communications; Dan York-
Smith replaces Nin Pandit as 
the prime minister’s principal 
private secretary.

Thursday 11 September:  
Ambassador to the United 
States, Peter Mandelson, is 
sacked over links to convicted 
paedophile Jeffrey Epstein.

Thursday 4 September:  
Sir Laurie Magnus finds 
that Angela Rayner had not 
maintained the “highest 
possible standards of proper 
conduct”. 

She resigns from all her 
ministerial roles and as deputy 
leader of the Labour Party.

Thursday 25 September:  
Steph Driver, head of 
communications at No.10, 
resigns.

Figure X Key government personnel changes, September 2025

Source: Institute for Government analysis of new reports and GOV.UK.

Source: Institute for Government analysis of news reports and GOV.UK.
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Starmer’s first reshuffle was the largest in decades
That September reshuffle ended with over half of all ministers either leaving 
government or changing roles. Of the 27 ministers attending cabinet, 13 moved roles 
or left government altogether, making it the highest cabinet turnover in any prime 
minister’s first reshuffle since at least 1979. There were many moves outside cabinet 
too – only David Cameron’s 2012 reshuffle (carried out over two years into his tenure) 
involved more ministers.

Figure 1.3 Cabinet churn in prime ministers’ first reshuffles, 1979–2025

Source: Institute for Government analysis of IfG Ministers Database. Notes: First reshuffle is defined as the first changes to 
ministers outside of ministerial resignations or sackings. Includes both full cabinet members and those who attend 
cabinet. Ministers who change departments due to machinery of government changes but keep their role are considered 
to have remained in role. Liz Truss is not included as she did not conduct a reshuffle during her tenure. 

The scale of change means that the trend of short ministerial tenures seen since the 
2016 Brexit referendum continues to be an issue under this government. The post of 
home secretary is indicative. At the last reshuffle Shabana Mahmood became the 10th 
home secretary in the past 10 years. That is more home secretaries than served in the 
preceding 20 years. 
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Figure 1.4 Home secretary, 1992–13 January 2026 

Source: Institute for Government analysis of IfG Ministers Database.

This much ministerial churn will inevitably hinder government effectiveness and 
capacity to deliver in the short term. Many ministers will only just have been getting  
to grips with their new briefs when they were moved. The same is true for civil 
servants who will have to adapt to new personalities, new ways of working, and 
potentially new policy priorities with the reshuffle. And this is not just about the  
names at the top of the organisations but across the workforce: this is most stark in  
the Department for Business and Trade, where every single minister left the 
department during the reshuffle. 
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Figure 1.5 Ministerial appointments, September 2025 reshuffle

Source: Institute for Government analysis of IfG Ministers Database. Notes: SoS includes the prime minister, 
secretaries of state and heads of departments. MoS includes the chief secretary to the Treasury and the financial 
secretary, ministers of state, the solicitor general and the advocate general. Parliamentary under-secretaries of state 
include the economic secretary, the exchequer secretary and parliamentary secretaries. 

This disruption will be particularly acute where individual ministers who were 
personally pushing forward good, if limited, reforms have been reshuffled – Georgia 
Gould’s absence will be felt in public sector innovation, and Darren Jones’s in 
continuing much-needed reforms to the spending review process. Angela Rayner, too, 
had spearheaded a high-profile and wide ranging portfolio of changes, including local 
government reorganisation and the workers’ rights bill, before her departure. 

Several secretaries of state responsible for flagship policies were also moved. David 
Lammy for example took up the dual briefs of deputy prime minister and secretary  
of state for justice, just as his new department introduced major sentencing reforms 
initiated by Shabana Mahmood – who takes on the high-profile immigration and 
asylum brief.45 

Starmer, of course, chose not to reshuffle the chancellor of the exchequer, Rachel 
Reeves, nor the defence secretary, John Healey – responsible for the economic 
stability and national security elements of Starmer’s ‘strong foundations’ for the 
country.46 There was also relative continuity for the secretaries of state heading up 
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missions, with just one of the five (Yvette Cooper, Home Office) leaving their role, 
although Shabana Mahmood coming in from MoJ will have already been involved in the 
safer streets mission she now heads up. Indeed, while there was a lot of movement of 
roles across the cabinet as a whole, only four ministers actually left cabinet, and only 
four were brought in. Most of the faces in Stamer’s current cabinet are therefore familiar, 
but many of them moved to new roles, leading to extensive change across government. 

Over a third of ministers were elected for the first time in 2024
Starting work as a minister can be daunting – doing so while still getting to grips with 
being an MP for the first time will only add to this pressure. This is the case for a large 
number of the ministers appointed since the 2024 election. Of the 93 ministers in the 
House of Commons, 32 are now from the 2024 intake, making them the largest group 
in government.

Figure 1.6 Ministers by parliamentary intake, following 2024 general election and 		
	2025 reshuffle

Source: Institute for Government analysis of IfG Ministers Database. Notes: Data is based on the first year a member 
was elected to parliament. Where a member was elected between general elections, they have been included in the 
intake for the previous general election. 

This number is in part a reflection of the fact that 231 of Labour’s 411 MPs returned at 
the general election were new to the job. Within that group, Starmer seems to have 
prioritised loyalty and those who gained some experience in parliamentary roles since 
being elected; of the new ministers from the 2024 intake appointed at the September 
2025 reshuffle, 16 had spent time as parliamentary private secretaries (PPS) to a 
minister, while a further 10 also had some committee experience. 

Amid reports of backbench disquiet around government engagement on its legislative 
programme, Starmer also used the reshuffle to increase the total number of MPs on the 
payroll vote, either as ministers in the Commons (+2), or as PPSs (+23). Indeed, there are 
now a record number of PPSs, with the current 55 topping the previous high of 52 in 2022 
under Rishi Sunak. Those new roles were used to reward loyalty: of the 126 MPs who 
threatened rebellion on the welfare bill in June only one made it onto the payroll as a PPS.

The size of that rebellion points to widespread discontent among many backbenchers. 
Rewarding loyalty with an expanded payroll vote is not enough in itself to ensure good 
relations between government and Labour MPs. The new ministerial team – in 
particular the new leader of the House of Commons, Alan Cambell, and chief whip 
Jonathan Reynolds – have work to do rebuilding links and trust between the front and 
backbenches, along with the expanded set of PPSs.

It remains to be seen if the government’s move to reward loyalty will encourage 
independent-minded backbenchers to believe that is their route to ministerial roles or 
whether those that feel firmly ‘outside the tent’ may be more willing to cause trouble 
for those still inside government. The latter may become more likely if polling for 
Labour remains low, and MPs fear losing their seats. 

Following 2024 general election

Following September 2025 reshuffle

Pre-2010 2010 2015 2017 2019 2024
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Permanent secretaries
Permanent secretary churn means more disruption  
for departments 

Figure 1.7 Permanent secretary moves since general election 2024

ResignedChanged role Remained in postInterim

Jan 2026

DBT: Davies
DSIT: Mian

Defra: Kissack
DCMS: Storey
NIO: Harrison
HMRC: Marks
Scot: Griffin

Cab sec: Wormald
HMT: Bowler
CO: Little
FCDO: Robbins

MHCLG: Healey
MoD: Pocklington
MoJ: Farrar
DHSC: Jones
DfE: Acland-Hood
DESNZ: Maxwell
DWP: Schofield

Wales: Goodall

HO: Romeo

DfT: Shanmugalingam

GE 2024

DBT: Davies
DSIT: Munby

Defra: Finkelstein
DCMS: Storey

NIO: Harrison
HMRC: Harra

Scot: Marks

Cab sec: Case
HMT: Bowler

CO: Little
FCDO: Barton

MHCLG: Healey
MoD: Williams

MoJ: Romeo

DHSC: Wormald
DfE: Acland-Hood

DWP: Schofield

Wales: Goodall

HO: Rycroft

DfT: Kelly

DESNZ: Pocklington

Source: Institute for Government analysis of IfG SCS database. Notes: Only includes head of department permanent 
secretaries. 

Since the general election in 2024, there have been 12 changes to head of department 
permanent secretaries* – meaning that more than half of all departments are now 
under new leadership. A reshuffle of this scale after a change of government is not 
unusual; in the six months following the 2010 general election, nine out of 16 
department heads had changed.47 But this does not mean so many changes won’t 
affect departments. New permanent secretaries will need to get to grips with their 
briefs and build connections with their secretaries of state. 

This means five departments now have both a secretary of state appointed in 
September 2025 and a permanent secretary appointed after July 2024 (Foreign Office; 
Justice; Environment, Food and Rural Affairs; Science, Innovation and Technology; and 
Home Office – although here, Shabana Mahmood and Antonia Romeo reunite, having 
worked together in MoJ earlier in the year). 

*	 The term ‘permanent secretary’ refers to the most senior grade of civil servant (SCS4), not to a particular role. 
Our analysis here focuses only on head of department permanent secretaries, that is, the most senior officials 
within each department as well as the devolved administrations. The description can also apply to others, such 
as the national statistician and chief medical officer. For more, see Haddon C, Grama T, Howes D, ‘Permanent 
secretaries’, Institute for Government, 19 November 2025, www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainer/
permanent-secretaries 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainer/permanent-secretaries
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainer/permanent-secretaries
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DSIT, with new faces in four of its five ministerial roles as well as a new permanent 
secretary in Emran Mian, faces a particularly daunting task in establishing itself across 
Whitehall as the new ‘digital centre of government’.*

Even in the missions’ lead departments, where ministerial stability has been largely 
ensured, permanent secretaries have been moved. Three of the five (Home Office, 
DESNEZ, and Health) have changed their head of department. Nevertheless, there has 
been some continuity. At DESNZ, Clive Maxwell stepped up from second permanent 
secretary; at the MoJ, while David Lammy and Jo Farrar are each new to the secretary 
of state and permanent secretary roles respectively, neither is new to the justice brief; 
Lammy served as shadow lord chancellor from 2020 to 202148 and Farrar as second 
permanent secretary at the MoJ from 2021 to 2023.49

All the same, the year’s moves speak to an unwelcome tendency of Starmer – or those 
close to him – for chopping and changing roles at the centre of government. Successive 
governments have overvalued the impact that individuals can make at the centre of 
government, and tried to mask underlying structural issues with personnel changes. 
Starmer risks repeating this mistake. 

Now that the government’s senior leaders on both the political and civil service sides 
are set, Starmer must back his team and work with them. He is not the first prime 
minister to address the deep, structural problems at the centre of government with 
surface level personnel moves, but he should attempt to be the last: the Institute for 
Government has set out proposals in our Commission on the Centre of Government to 
fundamentally restructure, and strengthen, the centre – which include creating a new 
‘Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet’, and aligning the Treasury and the rest 
of the centre behind a shared strategy.50 This would serve the prime minister far more 
than a merry-go-round of his top team.

More permanent secretaries have experience working outside of 
central government 
Ministers have agency in the appointment process of permanent secretaries. While it is 
the prime minister who has the final say on who gets picked for the role, ministers can 
adjust job descriptions and offer views on potential candidates. As such, appointing 
new permanent secretaries provides a chance to shape the leadership of the civil 
service. The most recent appointments seem to indicate – although from a small 
sample – that a smattering of external experience is becoming a more valuable trait for 
permanent secretaries, and one which potential candidates may be more actively 
seeking out in their careers.

  
 

*	 See the chapter Digital Transformation.



WHITEHALL MONITOR 2026

Part 1: The governm
ent

Figure 1.8 Permanent secretaries’ careers since first director general-level role, 2005−25
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Of the eight permanent secretaries newly appointed since the general election, four 
bring experience from outside the civil service. Olly Robbins joined the FCDO having 
spent time at Goldman Sachs and the advisory firm Hakluyt, while Samantha Jones 
came to DHSC from renewable energy firm Xlinks, following a career in the NHS and 
health sector. Emran Mian (DSIT) and Paul Kissack (Defra) served as leaders of the  
think tanks Social Market Foundation and Joseph Rowntree Foundation respectively. 
Kissack also has international experience, having held senior positions in New 
Zealand’s Ministry for Children. Also bringing outside experience is the recently 
appointed National Armaments Director Rupert Pearce**, whose extensive private 
sector background includes four years as the CEO of communications firm Inmarsat. 

This is not a private sector or external takeover of the civil service. All head of 
department permanent secretaries have extensive civil service experience, and half of 
them have prior experience at least at director general level within their current 
department. Right at the top the cabinet secretary, Chris Wormald, holds the most civil 
service senior experience, having assumed his first director general position in 2006, 
and his first permanent secretary role in 2012 – and most permanent secretaries 
continue to have no recent senior experience outside the public sector.

The is perhaps unsurprising – proven capability and understanding of a system as 
complex as the civil service is clearly an asset in top positions within it. However, the 
increase in outside experience, while small, is notable – more top civil servants have 
sought outside experience before returning, and bringing with them fresh ideas and 
novel ways of working. 

*	 * The National Armaments Director is a permanent secretary grade senior civil servant (SCS 4) but is not a head of department.
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Special advisers
 
The total number of special advisers is similar to previous years 
The release of the annual report on special advisers in July 2025 revealed the size, 
shape and pay of this cohort as of March 2025, before Starmer’s first reshuffle in 
September 2025.*,51

As of March 2025, Labour had appointed 130 special advisers across government since 
the 2024 general election, a total similar to that of recent prime ministers. Initially, the 
government appointed just 116 special advisers, but since the election a steady flow 
of advisers have joined, with the number in No.10 itself growing from 36 in December 
2024 to 42 by March 2025. 

Some of this appears to be a desire from Keir Starmer to bring in more expertise and 
heft to the centre of government. Several recent appointments, such as the founder of 
Portland Communications Tim Allan, are senior figures with a great deal of experience 
that will be in the highest pay band of special advisers. 

Figure 1.9 Special advisers appointed by the prime minister and other ministers, 2010–25 
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, Special Adviser data releases: numbers and costs, 
2010–25. Notes: For 2010–13, the latest data release in a given year was used. 

*	 A special adviser’s appointment automatically ends when their minister leaves government or moves role, 
though they may be reappointed to another role in government. It will only become clear after the next data 
release in summer 2026 how the special advisers cohort has changed after the September reshuffle.
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Special adviser unhappiness around pay continues
A major grievance among current advisers has been around pay and conditions – with 
reports in the autumn of 2024 that some had joined a union over such work-related 
disputes.52 The latest data release shows a slight uptick in pay but this has been 
smaller at the lowest pay bands, and overall adviser pay remains well below 2010 
levels in real terms.53

The distribution of advisers across grades remains similar to recent years, although 
there are now almost no special advisers on the lowest pay band PB1. This is likely 
because some will have been appointed to more senior pay bands to counteract lower 
real-term salaries. The Cabinet Office launched a review of special adviser pay shortly 
after Labour took office in September 2024,54 but has yet to report its findings. 

Figure 1.10 Special advisers by pay band, 2010–25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, Special adviser data releases: numbers and costs, 2010–
25. Notes: PB1 is the lowest pay band; PB4 is the highest pay band. For 2010–13 the number of special advisers and 
their pay band is based on the latest release from that year. Before 2015, the pay scale included pay band 0 (below 
£40,352 in current prices) and a scheme ceiling. These have been incorporated into PB1 and PB4 respectively.

Figure 1.11 Real-terms change in pay band mid-points for special advisers, 2010–25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, Special adviser data releases: numbers and costs, 2010–
25. Notes: PB1 is the lowest pay band; PB4 is the highest pay band. PB4 incorporates the scheme ceiling. Before 
2015, the pay scale included pay band 0 (below £40,352 in current prices). For 2015–18 the lower range for PB1 was 
not stated and has been estimated as £40,000 in current prices. 
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Part 2: The state of the  
civil service

The size of the civil service 
Civil service growth is starting to level off as fewer people join
The civil service has grown every year since 2016. In Q3 2025 it was 35% larger than 
at its low in Q2 2016. Over the last year of available data (between Q3 2024 and Q3 
2025), the civil service grew by 5,355 (1%) to reach 520,440.

The past year’s growth has been much slower than the 3.8% recorded a year earlier. 
Numbers fell for only the second time since 2016 in Q4 2024, while growth was 
modest in Q1 and Q2 2025. The latest data, for Q3 2025, however, saw a sharp rise of 
3,490 people, 65% of the past year’s total growth. This was driven mainly by increases 
of 1,185 and 695 at HMRC and the Cabinet Office respectively. 

Figure 2.1 Civil servants, Q1 2009 to Q3 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Public Sector Employment Data’ (Table 9), Q1 2009 to Q3 2025. 
Notes: All figures are FTE. For more information, see Methodology. 
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Civil service growth since 2016 has largely been a choice made in response to Brexit 
and the pandemic, and, while not inevitable, much was explicable. The rationale for 
continued expansion, and indeed why much of the increase associated with Brexit and 
the pandemic has not unwound, is less clear. That is concerning, particularly given the 
continued growth is in spite of sustained and explicit ministerial commitments to 
reduce the size of the civil service, including Jeremy Hunt’s imposition of an 
“immediate” headcount cap in 2023.1

The current government has also said it wants a smaller civil service but is taking a 
different approach to its predecessors. Soon after the election in 2024, the 
government lifted Hunt’s headcount cap. The government has – so far – sensibly 
resisted targeting a specific number for the size of the civil service. It is instead 
focusing, as the Institute for Government has previously advocated, on “pounds not 
people”2 by setting ambitious administrative budget savings targets in this year’s 
spending review.* In last year’s Whitehall Monitor we said that Labour’s emerging 
approach to cutting the civil service would be “welcome if borne out”3 – it is good, 
therefore, that the government is sticking to its plans here. 

The government is combining this approach with exit schemes to incentivise staff to 
leave the civil service – comprising voluntary exit, and voluntary and compulsory 
redundancy schemes4 – and reportedly several recruitment freezes.**,5 These schemes 
vary considerably in their scope and type. The Cabinet Office and the Department for 
Business and Trade (DBT), for example, have announced plans to cut 1,200 and 1,500 
jobs respectively.6,7 The Department for Transport (DfT), on the other hand, is running a 
voluntary exit scheme for 300 staff.8

Figure 2.2 Civil service entrants and leavers, 2005/06−24/25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2006−25. Notes: Based on 
headcount figures. Entrants are those joining the civil service from outside. Leavers are those exiting the civil service 
entirely (for example, through resignation or retirement).

So far, the slowdown in staff growth has been driven by a fall in entrants, rather than a 
rise in people leaving the civil service (Figure 2.2). The number of entrants to the civil 
service decreased by over 30% from March 2024 to March 2025, the largest year-on-
year decrease since the fall between 2009/10 and 2020/11 – likely due to recruitment 
freezes. Given the time lag involved in voluntary exit schemes, their effect has not yet 
been reflected in official exit data.

*	 See the chapter Departmental spending and efficiencies.

**	 See the chapter Turnover and leaving route.
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Recruitment freezes are, however, a blunt tool and can be hard to enforce over time. 
Departments will always need at least some leeway for some recruitment, either to 
replace critical roles or skills that have been lost, or to respond to new pressures, 
where these cannot be met by existing civil servants. The increase in staff numbers 
from Q2 to Q3 2025 is testament to this. While recruitment freezes and voluntary exit 
schemes should reduce civil service numbers, they come at a high cost of restricting 
new talent and the risk of losing high performers. A longer term solution for the civil 
service that keeps bringing in new talent and avoids having to re-run expensive exit 
schemes is required.

The government should be using this moment as a reset – removing low performers 
and cutting numbers especially quickly in some departments – and then continue its 
welcome focus on budgets over arbitrary headcount targets. Next year’s data should 
reveal the longer term impact of this approach, and reveal whether the government is 
succeeding in getting numbers down once recruitment freezes (which are rarely in 
place for multiple years) have ended. 

Above all, however, what is missing is the civil service’s long-promised strategic 
workforce plan. That plan should be the way the government evaluates, then 
articulates, what it needs the size and shape of the future workforce to be, and give 
leaders the tools to manage it – including dismissing poor performers and bringing in 
external talent. The plan was first scheduled for summer 2025 and then due by the end 
of 2025; the government has now committed to publishing it in the first half of 2026.

The newest departments have grown the fastest 
Departments differ vastly in their size. The largest (MoJ) dwarfs the smallest (DCMS), 
with over 40 times as many FTE staff. But while the relative size of departments 
remains broadly the same, there have been large changes in the absolute size of some. 

Nine departments grew between Q3 2024 and Q3 2025, the most striking of which was 
the 17.7% increase in the size of the DSIT. This is in large part due to a transfer of some 
930 staff from the Cabinet Office’s digital teams to it in Q1 2025, setting DSIT up as the 
‘digital centre of government’.* HMRC experienced the largest absolute increase, 
adding 2,960 staff. The Cabinet Office’s chief operating officer, Cat Little, explained to 
parliament that this growth was due to increased hiring to “tackle fraud and error”.9

*	 See the chapter Digital transformation. 
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Figure 2.3 Change in civil servant numbers by department, Q2 2024 to Q2 2025

Department for Science, Innovation and Technology 6,755 7,950 1,195 17.7%

Department for Culture, Media and Sport 1,980 2,195 215 10.9%

Department for Business and Trade 11,475 12,440 965 8.4%

Department for Energy Security and Net Zero 6,700 7,050 350 5.2%

HM Revenue and Customs 64,935 67,895 2,960 4.6%

Cabinet Office 15,775 16,345 570 3.6%

Department for Work and Pensions 86,150 87,620 1,470 1.7%

Department of Health and Social Care 11,960 12,095 135 1.1%

Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 11,040 11,160 120 1.1%

Ministry of Justice 90,620 90,620 0 0.0%

HM Treasury 3,135 3,110 −25 −0.8%

Department for Education 10,300 10,140 −160 −1.6%

Home Office 54,920 53,970 −950 −1.7%

Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office 9,380 9,165 −215 −2.3%

Department for Transport 15,855 15,485 −370 −2.3%

Ministry of Defence 56,385 54,810 −1,575 −2.8%

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 13,805 13,390 −415 −3.0%

Change, Q3 2024 to Q3 2025

Civil
servants,
Q3 2024

Civil
servants,
Q3 2025 Number Percentage

Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Public Sector Employment Data’ (Table 9), Q1 2009 to Q3 2025. 
Notes: All figures are FTE.

The other departments established by Rishi Sunak in his 2023 machinery of 
government changes continue to see the fastest proportional growth, as might be 
expected for younger departments. DBT grew by over 8% and DESNZ by 5.2%. DCMS’s 
10.9% growth reflects its small absolute size relative to other departments – it 
increased by 215 people.

Seven departments shrank over the past year, with the largest decreases in the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra, -3%), Ministry of Defence 
(MoD, -2.8%) and the Department for Transport (DfT, -2.3%). For the MoD and DfT, this 
is in line with longer term trends. The Department for Education also saw a reversal of 
recent growth, shrinking by 1.6%. The decrease at DfE is caused by fewer entrants 
rather than more leavers, reflecting a broader pattern across the civil service: 195 staff 
joined DfE in 2024/25, compared to 770 in 2023/24 and 505 in 2022/23. 

This is also the case at the Home Office, which has seen a dramatic reversal of its recent 
growth in the past year. It shrank by 1,115 (-1.7%) last year, having increased by 5,940 
(14.6%) from 2021/22–22/23 and 8,405 (18%) from 2022/23–23/24. In 2022/23 and 
2023/24, there were 7,790 and 9,100 entrants respectively. This figure was 67% lower 
in 2024/25, at 3,025. The 2024/25 figure was in line with pre-2022/23 levels, 
suggesting that the high number of entrants in 2022/23 and 2023/24 were outliers, 
likely driven by increased recruitment for caseworkers to process the UK’s record 
asylum backlog during that period.10
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Departments differ sharply in the proportion of civil servants that 
work in the ‘core’
Departmental groups within the civil service are split into two categories: the core 
department and other organisations* overseen by the core department.

Figure 2.4 Civil servants by department, Q3 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Public Sector Employment Data’ (Table 9), Q3 2025. Notes: ‘Core 
department’ includes ministerial departments (excluding UK Export Finance), as well as HM Revenue and Customs, 
which is a non-ministerial department. ‘Other organisations’ refers to all other bodies employing civil servants (such 
as executive agencies, non-ministerial departments and Crown non-departmental public bodies) within the 
departmental group. See Methodology for details. All figures are FTE.

The proportion of civil servants working in the core department is very different across 
the civil service. The primary reason for this is whether operational staff are classified 
as working in the core department or outside of it. In the Department for Work and 
Pensions (DWP), for example, 97% of staff are in the core department – though this 
includes those working in Jobcentres. In HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) call 
handlers work in the core department too. However, the opposite is true of MoJ, where 
operational staff tend to work outside the core department in HM Prison and Probation 
Service; for example, as prison officers. 

This means the classification of ‘core’ and wider department does not always shed 
helpful light on the type of work that staff are carrying out.**

The grade composition of the civil service has changed markedly
As the size of the civil service has changed over the past 15 years, so too has its  
grade composition. The most junior roles (administrative assistants and officers,  
AA/AOs) made up most of the decrease in the number of officials between 2010 and 
2016. Their numbers continued to fall once the civil service as a whole began to grow 
after 2016. There are now 119,000 officials at these grades, compared to more than 
224,000 in 2010.

*	 Unless otherwise stated the data and graphs in Whitehall Monitor refer to the whole departmental group, that 
is, both the core department and other organisations. Further detail on how we work with core departments 
and departmental group (including other organisational) data throughout Whitehall Monitor is available in the 
Methodology.

**	 See the chapter Professions and functions. 
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Figure 2.5 Change in civil servant numbers by grade since 2010
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS/Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2010−25. Notes: All figures 
expressed in FTE. The ‘All civil servants’ series includes those whose grade is unreported.

The post-2016 growth of the civil service was instead led by the continued expansion 
of more senior grades. Growth in the ranks of Grades 7 and 6, for example, began as 
early as 2013. This cohort saw the highest proportional growth of any grade group 
between 2017 and 2023 – with an astonishing expansion of 13.3% between 2020 and 
2021 alone – though its rate of growth has been falling since. 

There are now 132% more Grade 7s and 6s than in 2010. The senior civil service (SCS), 
meanwhile, has expanded by half (52%); numbers of higher and senior executive 
officers have increased by 57%; and those of executive officers have only just 
surpassed their 2010 level. Between 2024 and 2025 – the latest data available – these 
trends continued. AA/AO numbers fell by 4%, G7 and 6s expanded by 5%, and the SCS 
grew by 3%.

Some of these changes can be attributed to the changing nature of work in the civil 
service (for example, administrative roles being automated,11 and growth in senior-
leaning policy roles around Brexit and the pandemic), but there remains clear evidence 
of grade inflation – where staff are offered promotions as a makeweight for overall pay 
restraint in the past decade or so.*

As a result of these changes, the civil service is now significantly more skewed towards 
the mid-level and more senior ranks than that of 2010. AA/AOs now comprise 24% of 
officials – down from 46% in 2010 – while G7 and 6s make up 17%, up from 7%. This 
pattern broadly applies across departments. The proportion of the workforce made up 
of AA/AOs fell in every department between 2010 and 2025, while the proportion 
consisting of G7 and 6s increased in all. The scales, however, differ significantly – the 
proportion of the MoJ consisting of AA/AOs, for example, fell by 27 percentage points 
during this period, compared to just 4 in DHSC. 

*	 ‘Grade inflation’ is the practice of civil servants being promoted more quickly than they otherwise would have 
been, and roles being advertised at higher levels than previously, in an attempt to recruit and retain the best in 
an environment of inflation-eroded grade-specific salaries. For more information see the Institute for 
Government’s Whitehall Monitor 2025.

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/whitehall-monitor-2025
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Figure 2.6 Grade composition of the civil service, 2010 and 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS/Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2010−25. Notes: All figures 
expressed in FTE. AA/AO = administrative assistant/administrative officer; EO = executive officer; HEO/SEO = higher 
executive officer/senior executive officer; G7/6 = grades 7 & 6; SCS = senior civil service. Figures do not include those 
whose grade was unreported.
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Professions and functions 
 
The civil service workforce is categorised into professions and functions. Professions 
are about skills, grouping together civil servants with particular expertise, either 
specialist (such as veterinarian) or broad (such as policy). Most civil servants are part of 
a profession, and can belong to more than one. Functions are about activities, usually 
cross-government such as commercial or project delivery. Central units set functional 
standards, and members carry out their work to those standards across government. 

Figure 2.7 Civil servants by profession, 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2025. Notes: All figures in FTE. 
‘Unknown or other’ category includes the profession ‘Inspector of Education and Training’, which cannot be 
categorised because the government does not publish this information.

Only 30% of civil servants report being part of a function, so the Institute for 
Government tends to use professions data: 95% of civil servants report a named 
profession. In recent years, the government has classified the professions into 
functional professions (those aligned with a function, such as commercial),  
specialist professions (such as intelligence analysis or veterinarian), operational 
delivery, and policy.12

Most civil servants work in operational delivery, concentrated in  
a handful of departments
More than half of civil servants are part of the operational delivery profession (54%); 
given its size, this year’s Whitehall Monitor looks at the profession in more detail. 

Four in five of those operational delivery staff (82%) work in just five departments: 
MoJ, DWP, HMRC, MoD and the Home Office. These five departments are the largest 
overall, accounting for 68% of total civil service staff numbers, and operational 
delivery staff make up a large proportion of those large workforces. They account  
for more than 70% in the Home Office, DWP and MoJ, and, while a smaller proportion 
of their workforce, operational delivery is the single largest profession in the MoD  
and HMRC.
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Figure 2.8 Proportion of civil servants in the operational delivery profession compared 	
	to civil servant numbers, by department, 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2025. Notes: All figures are FTE.

 
Change in the operational delivery profession has the biggest 
impact on civil service numbers
Professions data has historically been subject to data quality issues, including 
unexpectedly large increases in some professions year-on-year, probably due to staff 
being encouraged to record and report their profession.* Nevertheless, we are able to 
use the data to understand the broad roles and shape of the civil service, and can do 
so increasingly accurately as reporting has steadily improved. 

Since 2016, and because of its sheer size, the growth in officials working in operational 
delivery has contributed to 52% of the total growth of the civil service, despite the 
profession having only grown 31% during that time period. In contrast, the government 
digital and data (GDD) profession and the policy profession have had the highest 
proportional growth, at 152% and 116% respectively since 2016, but because of their 
smaller relative size have contributed less to overall growth in civil service numbers. 
The proportional growth of those professions does not show signs of slowing: between 
2024–25, the GDD profession grew 13.5% and the policy profession grew 5.7%.

*	 In perhaps the clearest recent example, the number of staff in the operational delivery profession in the MoD 
reportedly went from 820 in 2022 to 10,820 in 2023. There is a drop of about 15,400 in the number of civil 
servants recorded with a profession of ‘unknown or other’ between 2022–23, coinciding with this increase.
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Figure 2.9 Change in civil servant numbers by profession since 2016
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Annual Civil Service Employment Survey’, 2016–18 and Cabinet 
Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–25. Notes: All figures are FTE. ‘Unknown or other’ professions are included in ‘all 
other professions’ numbers. Professions data has historically been subject to data quality problems. In 2021, 56,789 
civil servants (13%) were recorded with a profession of ‘unknown or other’; in 2025 this was 27,345 (5%).

The growth of the operational delivery profession since 2021 is larger than that  
of all other professions combined, and not one that is entirely explained by  
improved reporting.

Figure 2.10 Change in civil servant numbers by profession since 2021
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2021–25. Notes: All figures are 
FTE. ‘Unknown or other’ professions are included in ‘all other professions’ category. Professions data has historically 
been subject to data quality problems. In 2021, 56,789 civil servants (13%) were recorded with a profession of 
‘unknown or other’; in 2025 this was 27,345 (5%). There is a drop of about 15,400 between 2022–23, coinciding with 
an increase of 10,000 in the operational delivery profession in MoD.

The departments where the profession is focused are managing issues that are 
increasingly under pressure, politically salient, or both. For example, prisons are 
currently struggling to cope with demand, and the government has enacted emergency 
release measures to avert an impending capacity crisis.13 The number of operational 
staff in prisons has had to grow significantly over the last eight years, though this is 
from historic lows.14 Previous cuts in the number of operational staff mean that the 
number of staff per prisoner is still down 7% on 2009/10, and prisons are struggling to 
retain experienced staff.15

Similarly, the government has made ‘secure borders’ one of its three underpinning 
foundations, and with the government’s desire to clear the asylum backlog comes 
pressure to find the operational delivery staff to do so – from Border Force operatives 
to asylum caseworkers. This pattern is being replicated across the large operational 
delivery departments, and in the context of a government seeking a smaller workforce 
these pressures will feel particularly acute.
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Operational delivery staff tend to be junior, and their work varies 
considerably
Most of the roles in the operational delivery profession are at more junior grades – 
85% of the most junior AA/AO grade is made up of the profession. Only 13% of senior 
civil servants are in the operational delivery profession, compared to 26% in the 
policy profession, despite operational delivery making up more than half of the civil 
service and policy only making up 6.9%. 

Figure 2.11 Civil servants by grade and profession, 2025
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Source: Civil servants with an unknown grade are excluded. Unknown grades make up 5% of total grade by 
profession data and 8% of total operational delivery profession figures. AA/AO = administrative assistant/
administrative officer; EO = executive officer; HEO/SEO = higher executive officer/senior executive officer; G7/6 = 
grades 7 and 6; SCS = senior civil service. ‘Unknown or other’ category includes the profession ‘Inspector of 
Education and Training’, which cannot be categorised because the government does not publish this information.

There is no single definition of ‘operational delivery’, but it is best described as “the 
point at which citizens experience the government”.16 This covers a range of civil 
service roles, usually public-facing: administering benefits or the tax system, officials 
issuing passports, vehicle inspectors, immigration and asylum caseworkers, and prison 
officers. The distinction between operational delivery officials who happen to be civil 
servants, and those classed as outside the civil service as public or crown servants, 
such as teachers or police officers, is somewhat arbitrary and based on historical 
decisions and happenstance.

Operational delivery staff are often thought of as the ‘front-line’ roles in the civil 
service, though even this definition is a slippery one, and is increasingly framed as the 
opposite of ‘back office’ staff by the government, usually when talking about cuts.17 In 
health care contexts, for example, ‘front line’ will apply to doctors and nurses (who are 
not civil servants). Within the civil service, in areas such as welfare, prisons and 
immigration, it tends to apply to operational delivery staff. When Pat McFadden, then 
the chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, spoke in March 2025 about his plans to 
prioritise front-line jobs, his examples were border guards and prison officers.18 Both 
are civil service operational delivery roles. 
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But the operational delivery profession also includes people who fall into ‘leadership 
and management’ and ‘business management and operational support’ roles.19 These 
staff provide support and management, without necessarily interacting with the public 
on a daily basis. It is unclear whether the government’s idea of the ‘front line’ includes 
these supporting roles, or how it aligns with the goals the government has set itself on 
immigration, security and – more broadly – delivery.  

If the government’s aim is to protect – or even grow – operational delivery (or ‘front-
line’) capacity while cutting the civil service, very large proportional reductions in 
headcount across departments would be needed to balance the impact of the 
profession’s growth on overall numbers. 

The government needs to be specific about what it is looking to achieve by growing the 
‘front-line’ capacity at the expense of other professions – and what it means for 
operational delivery roles that might not meet this definition. When ministers make the 
case for trade-offs between ‘front-line’ and ‘back office’ roles, they need to explain 
what the impact of such changes would have on government achieving its objectives 
– and what cuts to ‘back office’ roles mean as well. 

The forthcoming workforce plan will need to clarify this, and set out a rationale for the 
size and seniority of professions in government.
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Turnover, leaving routes and exit schemes
Turnover has fallen sharply after years of high churn
High turnover in the civil service has long been a problem. It damages institutional 
memory, expertise and productivity, and brings with it higher costs of recruitment  
and training.20

This turnover, or ‘churn’* – and in particular the rate of inter-departmental transfers, 
where civil servants move between departments – has been more volatile since 2020 
than in the 10 years before. The pandemic probably accounts for the lower number  
of leavers in 2020/21 as civil servants stayed in their jobs, and also for the higher 
number of moves in 2021/22 as pent-up demand to move jobs could be acted upon. 
The second spike, in 2023/24, is at least in part attributable to the creation of the 
Department for Energy Security and Net Zero (DESNZ), the Department for Science, 
Innovation and Technology (DSIT) and the Department for Business and Trade (DBT)  
in 2023. 

But the sharp fall in total turnover in 2024/25 – from 12.7% in 2023/24 to 8.9% – is 
driven not by fewer people leaving the civil service, but predominantly by civil 
servants moving between departments less frequently. There was a 3ppt drop in 
internal transfers between 2023/4 and 2024/25.

Figure 2.12 Civil service staff turnover, 2010/11–2024/25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of data provided by the Cabinet Office, 2010-2017 and Cabinet Office, 
‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2018–25. Notes: Based on headcount figures. Total staff turnover is the sum of civil service 
leavers and inter-departmental transfers. Data on intra-departmental transfers is not published. See Methodology 
for further details. 

This could simply indicate a return to the pre-2016 level of internal turnover. However, 
the scale of the decrease in a single year suggests that another mechanism might be at 
play. Recruitment freezes** may have resulted in fewer officials moving between roles, 
either because fewer roles are available or because those roles are first advertised  
 
 
within the department, and only if they cannot be filled within the department are they 

*	 In this chapter, ‘turnover’ and ‘churn’ are used interchangeably.

**	 Recruitment freezes are not formally defined and vary between departments, but typically mean fewer roles 
are advertised and recruitment is done from inside the civil service in the first instance.
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advertised across the civil service or externally. Data on moves within a department is 
not publicly available, and it is possible that this type of churn has increased.

The government should not mistake lower turnover in a period where there are 
impending exit schemes (discussed below) and ongoing recruitment freezes for 
evidence that they have fixed the long-term problem. Instead, it needs to focus on 
tackling the incentives that encourage excessive churn in normal times: chief among 
these are that many civil servants feel they must move job either to ‘climb the ladder’, 
or simply to get a pay rise.

There are some examples of government addressing this. The digital and data 
profession already lets high-performing civil servants earn more each year while  
doing the same role (pay progression), and the FCDO has in place minimum service 
terms for some roles, which may be helping it record some of the lowest rates of 
turnover of all departments. 

The Institute for Government has called for both to be implemented across the civil 
service,21 and the government should at least evaluate the success of these existing 
pilots with a view to expansion. It is also a welcome step that the Cabinet Office is 
exploring pay progression for the senior civil service.22

Levels and type of turnover vary between departments
Both the proportion of the workforce leaving – either for other departments or  
leaving the civil service entirely – and the split between those two routes, varies 
between departments.

In some places, high turnover is unsurprising. In the centre of government and in 
particular for the Treasury and Cabinet Office, higher levels of total turnover are 
expected (if not always welcomed) given they often bring in civil servants with 
experience of other departments on secondment. This model probably also accounts 
for at least some of the high proportion of Treasury leavers who stay in the civil service 
when the leave, finishing their stint in the centre of government before returning them 
to their ‘home’ departments. As noted, DCMS’s smaller absolute size relative to other 
departments means a small number of officials moving roles can equate to higher 
proportional recorded turnover, and while DfT’s 14.7% is high, it is in line with the 
department’s historic churn.
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Figure 2.13 Civil service staff turnover by department, 2024/25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2025. Notes: Based on 
headcount figures. Figures refer to core departments. Inter-departmental transfers do not include moves within 
departments. See Methodology for further details.

The other department to note is DHSC, where the drop to a 10.5% turnover rate brings 
it back into line with other departments, having seen a total turnover rate of over 50% 
in 2022/23 and 25% in 2023/24 as the influx of staff to the department during the 
pandemic sought other roles outside of DHSC. This is accompanied by a significant 
increase in the department’s morale scores.*

Most departments see a fairly even split between internal transfers and leavers, 
although it is notable that the MoD and DWP staff appear to be much more likely than 
other civil servants to leave the civil service entirely.

Resignations and retirements continue to account for the majority 
of leavers
The total number of officials leaving the civil service fell slightly in 2024/25, to 38,616. 
The vast majority of those leavers continue to be made up of resignations and 
retirements (79%). The proportion and number of retirements rose in 2024/25, and the 
proportion and number of resignations fell. Fewer resignations could be a sign that 
some officials have delayed resigning while they waited to hear more about, and see if 
they are successful in applying for, voluntary exit schemes and accompanying payouts. 
However there are other labour market factors, including a continued fall in the 
number of vacancies in the UK,23 that may have contributed to this drop in resignations.

*	 See the chapter Morale and engagement.
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Figure 2.14 Civil service leavers by leaving route, 2018/19–2024/25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–25. Notes: Based on 
headcount figures. Categories have been simplified. See Methodology for further details.

Leaving routes tend to vary by department and over time. A snapshot from 2024/25 
shows how, even while resignations and retirements together account for the vast 
majority of leavers, those proportions vary significantly between departments. 
Retirements are highest in some of the big operational departments: DWP, HMRC and 
MoD in particular. It is at DWP, HMRC and the Home Office – with their large operational 
delivery workforces – that dismissals are also the highest.

Figure 2.15 Civil service leavers by department and leaving route, 2024/25
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headcount figures. Figures refer to core departments. Categories have been simplified. See Methodology for  
further details.
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The number of civil servants who want to stay in their 
organisation for at least three years is in steady decline
Across the civil service as a whole, the majority of employees in 2024* planned to stay 
in their organisation for at least three years (50.4%). The long-term trends in this 
response to the annual People Survey are striking, with fewer people wanting to stay 
in their organisation for at least three years, and more wanting to stay for at least a 
year. Both of those main trends reversed slightly in 2024, but not by much. 

Figure 2.16 Civil servants’ intention to leave their organisation, 2010–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2010–24.

New exit schemes are ambitious by recent standards
In December 2024 the Cabinet Office became the first department in this round to 
publicly announce a voluntary exit scheme – aiming to reduce headcount by 400.24 By 
May 2025 it had tripled that target to 1,200.25 The National Audit Office (NAO) found 
that as of August 2025, 33 departments and arm’s length bodies had sought to 
introduce some form of exit scheme, targeting 8,586 leavers over the next two years.26 
Those figures have now likely increased.

The NAO sets out three types of exit scheme:

•	 Voluntary exit – staff apply, requesting to leave in return for a payment. There is no 
guarantee staff will be successful in their application.

•	 Voluntary redundancy – where roles are being reduced staff can be offered a 
payment in return for leaving. In the civil service this must be offered before 
compulsory redundancy, and payments are usually more generous.

•	 Compulsory redundancy – where voluntary redundancy schemes have not 
incentivised enough staff to leave, the civil service may run compulsory 
redundancy rounds with payments to staff based on length of service and salary.

*	 This data is taken from the Civil Service People Survey – it is carried out between September and October each 
year and published the following January. The latest figures therefore reflect civil servants’ plans for staying in 
their roles as of autumn 2024.
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In March 2025 the government also announced a ‘mutually agreed exits scheme’ for 
civil servants, which could be used to incentivise under-performing staff to leave.27 The 
government has not released further information, but the NAO confirmed a small 
Cabinet Office pilot; as of August 2025 there had been applications to the Cabinet 
Office from departments for just 30 employees to leave under a mutually agreed exit.28 

We currently understand that voluntary exit schemes are being run in over a third of 
core departments: Cabinet Office, DBT, Defra, DESNZ, DfE, DHSC, FCDO and the 
Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG). More departments 
may be running exit schemes, but there is no requirement for government to report 
them publicly.

Looking at the civil service as a whole gives a sense of the scale of ambition for these 
schemes compared to those that have been run in the recent past. The average number 
of leavers through redundancy and voluntary exit schemes between 2018/19 and 
2024/25 has been 1,678, and in five of those seven years fewer than 1,000 staff left 
through those schemes. As the NAO reported, as of August 2025 there were 
applications for 8,586 such exits (applications made since April 2024), with staff 
expected to leave before 31 March 2027. 

This number is likely now higher; as the NAO published its report last year there were 
additional exit schemes planned, but these were not included as the data was 
incomplete at the time. On average over the course of this financial year and the next 
we should expect over two and a half times the number of average leavers through exit 
schemes – more than 10 times as many leavers as those who took up exit schemes in 
2024/25.* 

Looking in more detail at just the Cabinet Office gives an idea of the scale of change 
that will be felt in some departments. The Cabinet Office expects 1,200 people to 
leave by 2026/27, through a mixture of voluntary exit schemes and some natural 
attrition (not replacing roles when they are vacated). The planned 1,200 exits is far 
higher than the Cabinet Office’s historic numbers of leavers, not only through previous 
bulk exit schemes where numbers are in the tens, but also from all leaving routes: 
2023/24 saw 456 Cabinet Office leavers (of which 16 were from an exit scheme)  
and 2024/25 saw 454 (of which 19 were from an exit scheme). As of May 2025, 540 
Cabinet Office staff had been approved to leave through a voluntary exit scheme. It is 
at best unclear the extent to which attrition can meaningfully contribute to the 
remaining 660 roles. In Q3 2025, for example, the Cabinet Office grew by 694 (FTE). 
Much of that was the September intake of the fast stream graduate programme, but 
even discounting that the department grew by 245 (FTE). 

*	 It should be noted that this data is from two different sources. The exit figures up to 2024/25 are from Cabinet 
Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’ and record civil servants who have left through those routes. The NAO figure  
of 8,586 is the number of exits departments had applied for since April 2024 and as of August 2025. It is 
possible some of those 8,586 staff left in 2024/25 and are captured in the 2024/25 exits figure. The 8,586 
figure is an underestimate.
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Figure 2.17 Cabinet Office leavers by leaving route, 2024/25 and planned exits
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–2025 and Hansard written 
question HL7122, May 2025. Notes: Based on headcount figures. Figures refer to the core department and show all 
leavers. The 1,200 figure is for staff expected to leave through Cabinet Office bulk exit schemes and attrition over a 
two-year period, and does not include staff moving as a result of a machinery of government change. Staff are 
expected to leave by May 2027. See Methodology for further details.

The current schemes are targeting an ambitious number of people in comparison to 
recent similar schemes. However, to meet its own administration budget savings 
targets, we estimate that the civil service would need to shrink by something between 
29,000 and 40,000 staff by 2029/30.*

It appears that exit schemes, alongside the focus on administration budget savings 
targets, have, through tighter recruitment practices, started to make an impact on civil 
service numbers. Nevertheless, it appears that even accepting the 8,586 figure as an 
underestimate, voluntary exit schemes alone will not achieve the scale of headcount 
reductions that the government wants.

Exit schemes must improve long-term civil service capability if 
their costs are to be justified
It is not clear that the government has reckoned with the costs – either in monetary or 
capability terms – of these exit schemes. The NAO estimates that 8,586 exits will cost 
over half a billion pounds in redundancy payments alone. The Treasury has set aside 
£150 million of the spring statement’s £3.25bn transformation fund for exit schemes,29 
but this is match funding for departments who will still need to find their own funds. 

As well as those up-front payouts, there is a cost to exit schemes in the likelihood of 
losing good civil servants (‘regrettable losses’30 in the euphemistic terminology). The 
government should adopt its own test and learn philosophy here, and publish 
aggregated data on the civil servants who leave under these schemes, including their 
most recent assessments of performance, to inform future schemes. 

*	 See the chapter Departmental spending and efficiencies.
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Costs may be justified if the exit schemes act as an effective reset moment for the  
civil service, creating a cultural shift of expectations on staffing numbers. One of the 
NAO’s tests for an exit scheme is whether measures are taken to “prevent staff 
numbers creeping up again”.31 The Institute for Government has previously argued  
for a far stronger culture of robust performance management; now is the right time  
for the civil service to introduce a systematic process to more easily remove staff who 
are under-performing. 

That could be through the new mutually agreed exits process, which government will 
need to show can prove value for money when operated at scale and remove the 
poorest performers, or through regular compulsory redundancy rounds (in the civil 
service these would currently have to be preceded by voluntary redundancy rounds) 
where selection criteria is based on past performance, or through improving the 
current dismissals process for under-performance. 

Regardless of how it is done, regular exit or redundancy rounds based on 
performance32 would keep numbers down while opening up the civil service to fresh 
ideas through new entrants and sharpening performance management. The 
government should use its current opportunity to implement changes that might have 
seemed radical in the past but are now urgent.
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Pay
Civil service pay is recovering from deep real-terms cuts
Between 2010 and 2023, a combination of pay restraint and high inflation brought 
about large real-terms pay cuts for all civil service grades. Some of this ground has 
been made up in recent years. 

For 2023/24, departments could make average pay awards to junior officials (also 
known as delegated grades, those below the SCS) of up to 4.5%, with the flexibility to 
pay up to 5% to the lowest paid, and were also able to make a one-off, across-the-
board payment of £1,500. Senior civil servants all received an increase of 5.5%, with a 
further 1% available for those who were lower paid.33 This was followed by a 5% uplift 
for both delegated grades and the SCS in 2024/25.34

As a result of these decisions, most grades have seen real-terms increases for the past 
two years (Figure 2.18).* These are, by design, most generous for the lowest paid. The 
most junior AA/AO ranks saw their pay increase by more than 6.4% in real terms 
between 2024 and 2025, and by 10.6% since 2023.

Over the entire period from 2010 to 2025, median pay in the civil service has roughly 
kept pace with median pay in the private sector, although pay for individual grades has 
fallen in real terms. The picture for the civil service as a whole is in part due to a shift in 
the grade structure, more detail on which is below. By 2025, median pay in the civil 
service was 0.4% higher in real terms than in 2010.

Pay data published later in 2026 will reflect the Labour government’s decision to 
award a 3.25% pay rise to both delegated grades and SCS for 2025/26. The pattern in 
future years is likely to be shaped by the Civil Service Reward Strategy, which is in 
development.35 

Figure 2.18 Real-terms change in median civil service salary by grade since 2010
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS/Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2010–25. Notes: AA/AO = 
administrative assistant/administrative officer; EO = executive officer; HEO/SEO = higher executive officer/senior 
executive officer; G7/6 = grades 7 and 6; SCS = senior civil service.

*	 Data in Figure 2.18 captures pay on 31 March at the end of the financial year. This means that the figures given 
for 2024, for example, reflect the impact of the 2023/24 pay award, and those for 2025 the impact of the 
2024/25 pay award.
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Civil servants are unhappy with their pay
Officials’ satisfaction with their pay and benefits has been persistently low, and has 
long been the lowest of the nine ‘theme scores’ in the People Survey. Satisfaction on 
this metric has – on average – hovered around the 30% mark since 2010, though it 
reached a high of 37.6% in 2021 before falling almost 10 percentage points to 28.7% 
in 2022. The measure stood at 31.7% in both 2023 and 2024.

Figure 2.19 Civil servant satisfaction with their pay and benefits, 2010–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2010–24. Notes: ‘Pay and 
benefits’ is one of nine ‘theme scores’ in the Civil Service People Survey, calculated using responses to a number of 
different questions under each theme. Figures are mean scores for all civil servants.

Unsurprisingly, officials’ satisfaction with their pay and benefits has – since 2010 – 
been strongly correlated with actual median pay.* There are some anomalous years, 
however – satisfaction in 2021 (marked as 2021/2022 in Figure 2.20 below as it 
corresponds to pay data from 2022; see chart notes) was relatively high given the level 
of real-terms pay. This may well have reflected civil servants’ satisfaction with the 
security of their pay and benefits compared to peers during the pandemic, rather than 
with their pay itself. 

*	 R² = 0.6862, p = 0.0001. See Methodology (regression 1) for full details.
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Figure 2.20 Civil servant satisfaction with pay and benefits, 2010–24, compared to 		
	 real-terms median salary, 2011–25 (2025 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2010–24 and Cabinet Office, 
‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2011–25. Notes: Satisfaction with pay and benefits refers to the relevant People Survey theme 
score; People Survey figures are mean scores. * People Survey data is collected in autumn of the relevant year and 2024 
is the latest set of results available. Pay data is as of 31 March of the relevant year. People Survey data for a given 
calendar year is matched to pay data for the following calendar year, so both incorporate the effect of a single pay award.

As we have noted in previous editions of Whitehall Monitor, the trend of relatively low 
pay has also had a significant impact on the structure of the civil service itself. The 
need to attract, retain and incentivise officials in such a difficult pay context has led to 
some officials being promoted sooner than they otherwise would have been, and the 
same roles being advertised at higher grades; the impact of this ‘grade inflation’ is 
shown above in Figure 2.18.

This has contributed to a shift in grade structure of the civil service, which since 2010 
has become significantly more weighted towards mid-level and more senior roles.* It is 
possible that the current trend of rising pay could mitigate future grade inflation, but 
the damage of skewed perceptions around what work is done at what grade is likely to 
be already done.

Pay varies substantially between departments
Civil servants are paid very differently depending on what department they work in. 
Even at the same grade, pay can vary significantly. The starkest discrepancy between 
core departments is seen at the most junior ranks (AA/AOs), for whom the highest 
median pay (DfT, £38,460)** is almost 60% more than the lowest (MoJ, £24,200).

*	 See the chapter The size of the civil service.

**	 Despite AA/AO being the most junior grade, in DfT the median AA/AO salary (£38,460) is higher than the 
median EO salary (the next most junior grade, at £33,900). DfT is the only department in which this is the case.
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Figure 2.21 Median civil service pay, by department and grade, 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2025. Notes: Data represents 
pay in core departments only. Median AA/AO salaries in DCMS and DSIT were suppressed in the source data due to 
low numbers of individuals at those grades. The ‘All civil servants’ figure for DWP is obscured because the value is 
the same as that for EOs. AA/AO = administrative assistant/administrative officer; EO = executive officer; HEO/SEO = 
higher executive officer/senior executive officer; G7/6 = grades 7 and 6; SCS = senior civil service.

Such discrepancies are the result of a mix of factors: different proportions of individual 
grades in different departments; departments setting their own pay policy for 
delegated grades; external hires including specialists being offered higher salaries 
(rather than starting at the bottom of the relevant pay scale); and the legacy of 
automatic progression through a pay scale linked to time served, before this policy was 
stopped in the 2010s.

But regardless of the cause, these discrepancies have consequences – including 
incentivising officials to move between departments as they seek higher pay 
elsewhere (a persistent issue in the high turnover across the civil service).* The 
Institute has recommended that an expert pay review body should be established for 
the delegated grades,36 in part to help to rectify this.

There are also marked variations between departments in officials’ satisfaction with 
their pay. In 2024, for example – the latest available data** – satisfaction with pay and 
benefits among core departments varied from 25% in the Treasury to 39% in DfE.***

In some departments, satisfaction on this measure has shifted dramatically in the 
latest data. Between 2023 and 2024 there were sizeable increases in satisfaction in 
DESNZ (12ppts) and Defra (8ppts), as well as increases of around 5ppts in DCMS, DSIT, 
the Treasury and MHCLG. However, there were (more modest) falls in satisfaction with 
pay and benefits in some other departments. DWP (4ppts), MoJ (3ppts) and the Home 
Office (2ppts) all saw falls.

*	 See the chapter Turnover, leaving routes and exit schemes.

**	 This data is taken from the Civil Service People Survey, which is conducted in autumn each year and the results 
published the following year. The latest available data, published in 2025, captures civil service morale in 
autumn 2024.

***	 Almost all Civil Service People Survey data we refer to relates to core departments. DfE is the exception – DfE 
figures are for the whole departmental group.
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Figure 2.22 Civil servant satisfaction with pay and benefits by department, 2023 and 2024
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2023 and 2024. Notes: All 
figures are mean scores. * All figures relate to core departments, except for figures for the Department for Education, 
which relate to the DfE group.

Of the five core departments where satisfaction with pay and benefits fell in 2024, 
three (DWP, HMRC and the Home Office) are the largest in the civil service, with high 
numbers of officials in the operational delivery profession.* By contrast, the largest 
increases in satisfaction on this measure are seen in smaller, policy-focused 
departments. This is mirrored by satisfaction with pay and benefits across the whole 
civil service falling by 1.2ppts in the operational delivery profession while rising by 
3.4ppts in the policy profession.

The ‘broken’ system for SCS pay is becoming an urgent problem
Between 2010 and 2023 the SCS suffered the most dramatic real-terms pay cut of any 
grade, falling by more than 26%. And despite recent increases, it remains 24% lower in 
real terms than in 2010.

The Institute for Government has previously noted the difficulties this poses for the 
civil service.37 With less opportunity to ‘benefit’ from grade inflation – particularly for 
directors general and permanent secretaries – the pay available at these grades has 
become increasingly less attractive and more uncompetitive with both the private and 
wider public sectors. This is making it harder to recruit and retain talented individuals. 

The Senior Salaries Review Body (SSRB), the independent body that makes 
recommendations to the government on SCS pay alongside that of other groups of 
senior public sector workers, has often highlighted the problem of inadequate senior 
civil service pay. In its 2025 report (making recommendations for the 2025/26 financial 
year) it did so in particularly direct terms, describing the SCS pay system as “broken” 
and noting its “considerable frustration” with the government’s failure to act.38 It took 
the “unusual step” of making a formal recommendation for a “fundamental review and 
‘reset’ of SCS pay and reward frameworks”. Without this review, the SSRB considers the 
specific recommendations it can make on pay as little more than sticking plasters. 

*	 While the MoJ is also a very large department – indeed the largest – and has a very high proportion of staff in 
the operational delivery profession, both of these facts are a feature of its ALBs rather than the core 
department, which is what the People Survey analysis focuses on. For further information on the operational 
delivery profession see the chapter Professions and functions.
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The government accepted almost all of the SSRB’s recommendations for 2025/26, 
including its call for a review of SCS pay and reward.*,39 There was limited further detail 
provided on the review in the government’s evidence to the SSRB for the 2026/27 pay 
round, published in October – the Cabinet Office said that, while work on the 
fundamental review was progressing “at pace”,40 it would form part of its overall 
strategy for the SCS, which the SSRB has also called for. It did, however, set some 
“immediate priorities” for SCS pay reform:

•	 Setting clear reward principles for the SCS

•	 Addressing the current pay band spans and overlaps

•	 Developing a pathway to pay progression.

The final priority – enabling pay progression within the same role based on 
performance – is particularly welcome, as is the government’s intention to look at 
expanding such a system to the wider civil service. Allowing officials to progress 
through a pay band within the same role, linked to performance rather than time 
served, would help to tackle the problems of both churn and grade inflation. Also 
welcome are some of the government’s indications as to what the “clear reward 
principles” should be – including supporting a “geographically dispersed” and 
“increasingly technical and specialist” workforce.

Much of this – including the overarching strategy for the SCS – is positive. But work on 
such a strategy began under the previous government, and progress has been 
disappointingly slow (even if it was, in October last year, “being finalised”).41 On pay 
reform specifically, the government is intending to start making changes as part of the 
2026/27 pay award, with full reform of the SCS reward structure achieved over three 
years. It is disappointing that in the five months since the government accepted the 
need to urgently reform SCS pay, little more than a handful of principles – however 
encouraging – have been produced.

Civil service pay reform is a notoriously complex area. It has been promised and 
abandoned before. Ministers and civil service leaders (particularly the cabinet 
secretary, Chris Wormald, and the civil service chief operating officer, Cat Little) must 
accept that this is too important to get lost – or buried in an ever-expanding set of 
workforce strategies – as other pressures inevitably arise.

*	 This included the substantive recommendation on SCS pay – for a 3.25% increase to base pay from April 2025. 
It asked for one recommendation (changes to pay band maxima for SCS bands 1 to 3) to be deferred in order to 
form part of the fundamental review of pay and reward.
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Morale and engagement
 
The civil service tracks the morale and views of its workforce through the annual Civil 
Service People Survey. The voluntary survey, which covers a range of topics from 
wellbeing to how departments handle change, is carried out between September and 
October each year and published the following January – the latest data is therefore a 
snapshot from the autumn of 2024, a few months after Labour took office. 

Civil servants’ responses of course reflect far more than their feelings about ministerial 
leadership, but we note that those first few months of the new government saw a 
concerted effort by ministers to reset what had become an increasingly antagonistic 
relationship between politicians and officials. 

The prime minister recorded a video of himself telling the civil service personally how 
much they were valued – “from the get go I want you to know that you have my 
confidence, my support and, importantly, my respect”42 – and new secretaries of state 
reiterated that message in town halls across departments. However, it should be noted 
that these survey responses were collected before Starmer’s December 2024 
comments about some civil servants being too comfortable in the “tepid bath of 
managed decline”.43

Civil service morale ticked up again in 2024
The headline measure of the People Survey is the employee engagement index – it is a 
composite measure that captures civil servants’ feelings about how things are done in 
their organisation, and their pride in where they work.

This saw almost a decade of steady improvement from 2010, followed by three 
consecutive years of decline from 2021 to 2023. The results from 2024 saw morale 
start to increase – but only just, moving from 60.7 to 61.2%. 

Figure 2.23 Civil servant engagement, 2010–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2010-24. Notes: This chart 
uses the mean ‘employee engagement index’ score for all civil servants. Larger departments make a bigger 
contribution to the mean. See Methodology for further details.
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That headline increase has been reflected reasonably consistently across  
departments (due to data availability, all departmental analysis of the People Survey 
looks at core departments only, in contrast to the departmental groups looked at in 
most of the report). 

Most departments have seen a small (less than 2ppts) increase in their employee 
engagement scores. But there are a few outliers. DHSC and DESNZ stand out as 
particularly strong improvers, with large increases of 5 and 7ppts respectively. And 
while morale in the Cabinet Office rose by only just over 2ppts, this came on top of a 
4ppt rise in 2023, which itself turned around four consecutive years of falling scores.

Figure 2.24 Civil servant engagement by department, 2023 and 2024
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2023 and 2024. Notes: This 
chart uses the mean ‘employee engagement index’ score. * All departmental figures relate to core departments, 
except for figures for the Department for Education, which relate to the DfE group. The ‘Whole CS’ figure is the mean 
employee engagement index score for all civil servants, including departmental groups, and so larger departments 
contribute more.

Only four departments saw decreases in morale in 2024. Three, the FCDO, HM Revenue 
and Customs (HMRC) and Ministry of Defence (MoD), all saw falls of less than 1ppt.

DfT is the only department that seems to have suffered a larger (3ppt) drop in morale. 
Of all departments, between 2023 and 2024 DfT saw the largest falls (and by a large 
margin) in scores for a variety of questions related to change management and 
leadership. These included 13ppt falls between 2023 and 2024 for the questions 
“when changes are made in my organisation they are usually for the better”, and “I 
have the opportunity to contribute my views before decisions are made that affect 
me”. The department saw falls of 9–10ppts for “I think it is safe to challenge the way 
things are done in my organisation”, “I believe that change is managed well in my 
organisation”, and “I believe that senior managers in my organisation will take action 
on the results from this survey”. 
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Most departments saw scores in these departments rise, and those that did see falls 
were not of the magnitude of DfT’s – the second biggest falls ranged from 2–5ppts 
across those same questions. These responses are reflected in the fall of 9ppts in 2024 
on the theme score for ‘leadership and managing change’ (more on which below).

It is not clear exactly what is driving this, but two pieces of context are worth noting. 
First, staff would have been aware of the department’s voluntary exit scheme, which 
aims to release around 300 staff.*,44 DfT is not the only department in this position, 
however, so this is unlikely to be the full story. 

Second is home working. DfT staff reported a 30ppt drop in 2024 respondents 
agreeing with the statement “I have a choice in deciding where I do my work”, its 
biggest reduction for any single question, and a far bigger fall than in any other 
department. In 2023 DfT staff were expected to spend at least 40% of their week in 
the office; in 2024 this rose to 60% for all departments.45 Whether it was the edict, or 
the way it was enforced, the return to office mandate has been particularly poorly 
received in DfT. 

Figure 2.25 Civil servants agreeing with the statement “I have a choice in deciding where 	
	 I do my work”, by department, 2023 and 2024 
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2023 and 2024. Notes: This 
chart uses the mean score for responses to “I have a choice in deciding where I do my work (usual workplace or base, 
another workplace, home). * All departmental figures relate to core departments, except for figures for the 
Department for Education, which relate to the DfE group. The ‘Whole CS’ figure is the mean score for the same 
question for all civil servants, including departmental groups, and so larger departments contribute more.

Civil servants are least happy with pay and with leadership
The survey asks questions related to nine themes relating to civil servants’ work. With 
the exception of ‘my work’, which has seen a very small dip, all other theme scores have 
either held level or – as is the long-term trend for most scores – continued to increase 
in the past year. Most of these theme scores have consistently scored higher than the 
overall engagement index, but civil servants are comparatively less satisfied with 
learning and development, leadership and managing change, and pay and benefits.

*	 Exit schemes are discussed further in the chapter Turnover, leaving routes and exit schemes.
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Figure 2.26 Civil servant satisfaction with aspects of their working experience, 2010–24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2010–24. Notes: This chart 
presents the nine ‘theme scores’ in the Civil Service People Survey. All figures are mean scores for all civil servants 
and so larger departments contribute more. See Methodology for further details.

Departmental scores for each theme differ considerably, and the biggest variation is in 
‘leadership and managing change’. DfT saw this theme score fall by 9ppts, while 
satisfaction on the measure increased by 6ppts for both DHSC and DESNZ (whose 
engagement scores had the biggest increases in 2024). The latter two departments 
also outperformed all others in their gains on ‘organisational objectives and purpose’ 
– a possible sign that the NHS and clean energy missions have provided some early 
clarity of purpose. 

People’s day-to-day work and the quality of leadership drive 
positive engagement
Satisfaction with some elements of civil servants’ working lives drives overall 
engagement levels more than others. Analysed by core department, the ‘my work’ 
(comprised of questions about challenge, pride, and interest that people feel in their 
work) and ‘leadership and managing change’ theme scores have strong positive 
correlations with overall employee engagement.* Theme scores for ‘pay and benefits’ 
and ‘learning and development’ are particularly uncorrelated with overall engagement.

*	 This is true both when looking at 2024 figures in isolation and when carrying out a two-way fixed effects 
regression on 2010–24 figures. See Methodology (regression 2) for full details.
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Figure 2.27 Civil servant engagement compared to satisfaction with selected aspects 		
	 of their working experience, by department, 2024
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2024. Notes: Figures refer 
to core departments. R² values are a measure of how much variation in the dependent variable (employee 
engagement index scores here) is explained by variation in the independent variable (People Survey theme scores). 
We interpret the R² values as meaning the ‘my work’ and ‘leadership and managing change’ themes have a strong 
relationship with employee engagement index scores. ‘Learning and development’ and ‘pay and benefits’ themes 
have no statistically significant relationship (p>0.05) with employee engagement index scores. See Methodology for 
further details.

While satisfaction with it has improved over time, civil servants’ views on the ability of 
senior civil servants to lead their teams and to manage change in particular has 
consistently been poor, and well below the employee engagement score. This is 
dragging down morale, but if reversed also has the potential – as departments such as 
DESNZ have shown this year – to boost it considerably. 

Senior leaders should learn from where leadership and change management skills are 
being developed and deployed, and developing those skills should be prioritised as 
part of future talent planning – including in the forthcoming SCS strategy.
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Diversity
 
Over the past 20 years, and following the long-term prioritisation of increasing 
demographic diversity, the civil service has become more diverse and representative 
of the wider UK workforce. In its figures for sex, minority ethnicity, disability and 
sexual orientation, the civil service as a whole is now much closer to or has overtaken 
the UK benchmark of the economically active population.*

The Institute has previously made three main arguments for why it is important to 
increase diversity in the civil service: to improve talent and performance, bring forward 
new ideas and perspectives, and increase its trust and reputation by reflecting the 
society it serves.46,47

There is more age diversity in the civil service

Figure 2.28 Civil servants by age group, 2010–25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Annual Civil Service Employment Survey’, 2010–18 and Cabinet 
Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–25. Notes: All figures are based on headcount. 

Though the median age of the civil service has been stable at 44 over the past four 
years, it has been becoming more diverse in age. The combined under-30 and over-60 
age range has made up an increasingly larger share of the overall workforce, rising 
from 18% in 2012 to 28% in 2025. Meanwhile, the share of 40–59 year olds making up 
the civil service has slowly decreased from 58% in 2010 to 48% in 2025. 

But differences in approach to work between generations – from expectations of 
career paths to flexible working – is something the civil service will need to remain 
aware of and adapt to so that it can get the most from its workforce.

*	 All benchmarks in this chapter are taken from the UK economically active working age population.
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The representation of female and LGB+ staff has met or surpassed 
the population benchmark 
Female civil servants have consistently made up a higher proportion of the civil 
service as a whole than they do in the economically active population. Since 2002, 
they have made up more than 50% of the entire civil service workforce – but this has 
been concentrated at more junior grades. In recent years, the proportion of female civil 
servants in the senior civil service has also become more representative of the 
economically active population.*

Figure 2.29 Civil servants who are female, senior civil service and all civil servants, 		
	 1997–2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Annual Civil Service Employment Survey’, 1997–2018 and Cabinet 
Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–25. Notes: All figures are based on headcount. See Methodology for further 
details on the calculation of the population benchmark. 

The representation of LGB+** staff in the civil service has also continued its upward 
trajectory. Across every grade, in all years for which the ONS provides data, staff 
identifying as LGB+ have been above the population benchmark (5.6% in 2023, the 
most recently available data). 

LGB+ staff have in the past been represented in the senior civil service (SCS) at a 
higher rate than in the civil service as a whole. This is the first year that the proportion 
of SCS and all civil service LGB+ staff has been the same, and the first time that the 
proportion of HEO/SEO and G7/G6 staff identifying as LGB+ has reached similar 
proportions to those in the SCS.

*	 Since Whitehall Monitor 2025, we have moved from using static UK population benchmarks for socio-
demographic characteristics (using the latest available data) to using moving yearly benchmarks that reflect 
changes in the socio-demographic characteristics of the UK population. See Methodology for full details on 
how the benchmark is calculated.

**	 The Cabinet Office invites civil servants to record their sexual orientation as ‘heterosexual/straight’, ‘gay or 
lesbian’, ‘bisexual’ or ‘other’. Our use of the term LGB+ refers to staff who report belonging to one of the last 
three groups. The term ‘LGBT+’ is not used because this data refers only to sexual orientation. The civil service 
records data on sex separately to sexual orientation.
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Figure 2.30 Civil servants identifying as LGB+ by grade, 2016–25 
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Annual Civil Service Employment Survey’, 2016–18 and Cabinet 
Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics, 2019–25. Notes: CO invites civil servants to record their sexual orientation as 
‘heterosexual/straight’, ‘gay or lesbian’, ‘bisexual’ or ‘other’. Our use of the term LGB+ refers to staff who report 
belonging to one of the last three group. The benchmark is calculated as the UK population aged 16+ who gave their 
sexual identity as one of these same groups. Percentages are calculated as shares of the total population for which 
sexual orientation is known. 2023 is the latest data available for the benchmark; see Methodology for further details 
on the calculation of the population benchmark.

Representation of minority ethnic staff in the senior civil service 
is stalling
Overall representation in the civil service of minority ethnic staff has tended to track 
that of the UK’s economically active population. The share of minority ethnic civil 
servants increased from 16.6% in 2024 to 18.0% in 2025 – nearly double what it was in 
2010 (9.2%). But the proportion of minority ethnic staff in senior civil service roles has 
stalled at around 10.5% since 2021, well below the growing population benchmark, 
and failing to keep track with improving representation in the civil service as a whole.

Figure 2.31 Civil servants from an ethnic minority, senior civil service and all civil servants, 	
	 1997–2025 
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Annual Civil Service Employment Survey’, 1997–2018; Cabinet 
Office, ‘SCS database’, 1996–2006 and Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–25. Notes: All figures are based 
on headcount. See Methodology for further details on the calculation of the population benchmark.
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Representation of staff with disabilities continues to grow
In 2025, the representation of staff with disabilities met the benchmark for the first 
time, although this is partly because the benchmark was lower than in 2024. The 
proportion of staff with a disability has continued increasing both across the civil 
service as a whole and in the senior civil service. Representation in the senior civil 
service, however, has not kept pace with the rest of the civil service: the gap has slowly 
grown from 2022, when it was at 5ppts, to 6ppts in 2025. But the overall trajectory – in 
contrast to the proportion of senior civil service staff from minority ethnic 
backgrounds in the past years – is a positive one.

Figure 2.32 Civil servants with a disability, senior civil service and all civil servants, 		
	 1997–2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Annual Civil Service Employment Survey’, 1997–2018; Cabinet 
Office ‘SCS database’, 1996–2006 and Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–25. Notes: All figures are based 
on headcount. See Methodology for further details on the calculation of the population benchmark. 

Staff from higher socio-economic backgrounds continue  
to dominate
While progress on protected characteristics has made the civil service as a whole more 
demographically diverse, it is still lagging on socio-economic background. Despite 
commitments from successive governments, and a prominent focus in the 2022–25 
Diversity and Inclusion Strategy,48 there appeared to be little to no improvement in 
2024, or in previous years, on this metric.*

We can infer** from the survey that officials from higher socio-economic backgrounds 
continue to dominate the civil service: they make up the majority of each grade, and at 
every increase in seniority the proportion of officials from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds grows. Over two thirds of the SCS came from a high socio-economic 
background in 2024 (71%).

*	 Figures for socio-economic background are taken from the Civil Service People Survey, for which the most 
recent data is 2024.

**	 See Methodology for details of how socio-economic background data is extracted from the People Survey.
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Figure 2.33 Civil servants by socio-economic background and grade, 2024
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service People Survey’, 2024. Notes: 2024 is the 
most recent data available from the People Survey. AA/AO = administrative assistant/administrative officer; EO = 
executive officer; HEO/SEO = higher executive officer/senior executive officer; G7/6 = grades 7 and 6; SCS = senior 
civil service. See Methodology for further details on handling of socio-economic background data.

The government does not have as clear a picture of the socio-economic background of 
its staff as it does on other diversity characteristics. Data for socio-economic 
background has been collected in the People Survey since 201949 but, as the Social 
Mobility Commission has pointed out, the optional survey “is not intended as a 
workforce reporting mechanism”.50 It has recommended that the Cabinet Office 
publishes data on socio-economic background in the annual workforce statistics, as it 
does for the other diversity characteristics.51 But this has not been implemented. 

The government has sent signals that it is keen to improve social mobility in the civil 
service. In August 2025 it announced that applications to the summer internship 
programme would be restricted to applicants from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds.52 (The internship was previously restricted to undergraduates from 
under-represented groups, until that restriction was temporarily removed in 2023.)

The Institute for Government has written about how restricting eligibility again – this 
time only to students from lower socio-economic backgrounds – is a worthwhile 
experiment that could help demystify government and the civil service.53 But while it 
may open up some junior roles to people from lower socio-economic backgrounds, an 
internship scheme alone will not be enough to make a long-term difference to social 
mobility in the civil service. It is necessarily limited by its scale – taking just 200 
people per year – and by its narrow focus on the fast stream to grade 7 pathway. Across 
all grades, more needs to be done to make recruitment accessible. 

For a start, the Institute for Government has argued that the civil service ‘success 
profiles’, which outline, among other things, the ‘behaviours’ (such as Delivering at Pace, 
or Seeing the Big Picture) and ‘strengths’ (such as Decisive, Networker, or Visionary) of 
preferred candidates, should be replaced.54 Tangible change at all grades also requires 
solving the problems that exist around progression once people are part of the 
workforce, which is currently very poor. 

The previous government did not adopt the action plan laid out by the Social Mobility 
Commission in 2021, which included recommendations to “demystify the policy 
profession” and make access to high-profile roles that fast-track progression, like 
working in private office, more equal.55 This government should use the internship as a 
springboard to a more thorough plan, informed by the commission’s work, to address 
some of these deep-seated problems with social mobility in the civil service.
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Location
 
The geographical distribution of officials has long been uneven, and weighted  
towards London. To some extent, this is to be expected – large numbers of civil 
servants will always need to be in the capital to be close to ministers, parliament  
and other departments. 

The latest data (from March 2025) shows that there are more than 107,000 officials 
based in London* – 21% of the whole civil service, and far more than any other region. 
Relocating officials out of London has now been a consistent focus of civil service 
reform for several years, across Conservative and Labour governments.

Figure 2.34 Civil servants by region, 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2025. Notes: Calculated from 
headcount figures. UK-based civil servants only.

Some relocation efforts have been successful

The most recent prominent drive to increase the number of officials working outside 
the capital came under the broad banner of the Conservatives’ ‘Places for Growth’ 
programme.56 The Labour government inherited this and, in May last year, announced a 
new set of targets and ambitions around civil service relocation.57

•	 To reduce the number of London-based civil servants from 95,000 (FTE) to 83,000 
by 2030

•	 An ambition for the fast stream to have 50% of placements offered outside London 
by 2030

•	 Reaffirming the Conservatives’ target for 50% of the senior civil service to be based 
outside of London by 2030.

*	 This figure refers to the headcount of civil servants based in London. Unless otherwise stated, in this chapter all 
such figures are headcount figures. While the government uses FTE figures in relocation reporting, the IfG uses 
headcount because we think the success or otherwise of relocation efforts is best understood by assessing the 
movement of individuals, regardless of their working pattern.
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This continued political support for the relocation agenda is welcome. Institute for 
Government research has previously shown that the relocation efforts of recent years 
have been positive for the civil service. Where such efforts are accompanied by strong 
leadership and attention to building meaningful campuses they have attracted 
different types of recruits, enabled different regional voices to influence policy 
making, and provided a limited economic boost to areas hosting new offices.58 These 
conclusions havw been supported by the government’s own research59 into the Places 
for Growth programme.

Relocation efforts have been successful on a numerical basis. Data published in  
2025 showed that, as of Q2 2024, a total of 23,249 (FTE) civil service roles had  
been relocated* outside of London. This means that the target initially set by the 
Conservative government in 202060 – to relocate 22,000 FTE roles by 2027 (the target 
date having been brought forward from 2030) – was met years ahead of schedule.

The focus on relocation is evident in the proportional change in the number of civil 
servants in each region over time. In both the most recent period (2024 to 2025) and 
since the Conservative government first announced a relocation target in 2020, growth 
in the number of officials in London has been outstripped by growth in most other 
regions and nations.**

Figure 2.35 Civil servants by region, 2020, 2024 and 2025

Northern 
Ireland 3,692 4,752 4,887 32.4% 2.8%

West Midlands 28,899 37,101 38,024 31.6% 2.5%

North West 55,795 70,889 72,792 30.5% 2.7%

Yorkshire and 
The Humber 34,792 43,785 43,917 26.2% 0.3%

East Midlands 20,428 24,937 25,701 25.8% 3.1%

North East 28,992 35,071 35,303 21.8% 0.7%

All civil 
servants 421,177 501,978 508,717 20.8% 1.3%

Wales 29,214 34,039 35,092 20.1% 3.1%

London 91,616 106,567 107,060 16.9% 0.5%

South West 42,442 49,504 49,586 16.8% 0.2%

South East 39,478 44,941 45,208 14.5% 0.6%

Scotland 24,654 27,143 27,932 13.3% 2.9%

East 21,175 23,249 23,215 9.6% −0.2%

Staff numbers Change
2020 2024 2025 2020–25 2024–25

Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2020–25. Notes: Calculated from 
headcount figures. UK-based civil servants only. Civil servants working for the Scottish and Welsh governments have 
been excluded.

*	 Under the government’s methodology, a ‘relocated’ role does not necessarily mean that a specific individual or 
role has moved from London to another region. See Methodology for the government’s full definition.

**	 The Places for Growth programme uses its own methodology and data to assess progress on relocation. For 
example, the Cabinet Office has told us that not all London-based roles are in scope of the new relocation 
target referenced above. This methodology and data are not publicly available; for our analysis we make use of 
publicly available sources.
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The overall regional distribution of officials has barely changed
Such figures, however, look very different when viewed over a longer time frame.  
This is because the slimming down of the civil service between 2009 and 2016, and 
subsequent post-2016 expansion, affected different areas of the UK in markedly 
different ways. As the civil service shrank, London saw a more limited decline in 
numbers of officials than any other region or nation. Then as it grew, London also saw  
a greater proportional increase than elsewhere – partly because of the demand for 
more policy-focused roles needed to respond to the UK’s departure from the EU, and 
during the pandemic. 

Indeed, even though the civil service is now significantly larger than it was in 2010, 
four regions of England, as well as Scotland, still have fewer officials than they did 
then. London, meanwhile, has 24% more.

Figure 2.36 Change in civil servant numbers by region since 2010

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
−40

−20

0

20

40%

London

East

All civil
servants

Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS/Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2010–25. Notes: Calculated 
from headcount figures. UK-based civil servants only. Civil servants working for the Scottish and Welsh 
governments, as well as the security services for earlier years, have been excluded.

The relatively limited impact of recent relocations is also evident in the changing 
proportions of the civil service in each region. Despite the success in relocating tens of 
thousands of roles, between 2020 and 2025 the overall proportion of the civil service 
located in London fell by less than a percentage point. Only in the North West did the 
proportion of officials located there change by more than 1 percentage point in this 
time frame (1.1%).

It is against this backdrop that the government’s intention to reduce the number of 
London-based civil servants from 95,000 to 83,000 by 203061 (using FTE rather than 
headcount figures) must be considered. This is the first time that there has been a 
specific target to reduce the number of officials in the capital.* But while this makes  
it unambiguous, it is also more of a blunt instrument than the previous government’s  

*	 As outlined above and in Methodology, while the previous government had a target to relocate 22,000 roles 
outside of London, this did not necessarily require individuals to leave London. Even if it did, it wouldn’t 
necessarily have meant that the overall number of roles in London would have fallen.
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more loosely defined 22,000 relocations target. And it will be difficult to reverse a 
long-running trend: on the government’s preferred FTE basis, the number of officials in 
London increased from 98,000 in 2021 to almost 103,000 in 2025.*

The government is not on track for half of all senior civil servants 
to be outside of London by 2030
Different grades in the civil service are distributed very differently across the country. 
The proportion of each grade in London increases with seniority, from 9% of AA/AOs to 
65% of the senior civil service (SCS).**,*** And the two most junior grades – AA/AOs and 
EOs – are the only ones where the largest concentration of the grade is not in London. 
In both cases, the largest proportions of the grade are based in the North West.****

Figure 2.37 Civil servants by grade and location, 2025

London 21% 9% 16% 25% 41% 65%

North West 14% 16% 17% 13% 10% 5%

South West 10% 7% 8% 13% 12% 6%

South East 9% 10% 10% 8% 6% 4%

Yorkshire and 
The Humber 8% 9% 9% 8% 7% 5%

West 
Midlands 7% 9% 8% 7% 5% 4%

North East 7% 10% 7% 6% 5% 3%

Wales 7% 9% 8% 6% 5% 3%

Scotland 6% 7% 7% 5% 3% 2%

East 
Midlands 5% 7% 5% 4% 3% 2%

East 4% 6% 5% 4% 2% 2%

Northern 
Ireland 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 0%

Location
All civil

servants AA/AO EO HEO/SEO Grades 7/6 SCS

Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2025. Notes: Calculated from 
headcount figures. UK-based civil servants only. Civil servants working for the Scottish and Welsh governments, as 
well as those whose grade was not reported, have been excluded. Figures represent the proportion of each grade 
located in each region. AA/AO = administrative assistant/administrative officer; EO = executive officer; HEO/SEO = 
higher executive officer/senior executive officer; G7/6 = grades 7 and 6; SCS = senior civil service.

*	 The source of the government’s 98,000 FTE figure is not clear.

**	 There are two different definitions of the senior civil service; see Methodology. The publicly available statistics 
used in this chapter refer to one definition, while the government maintains separate figures, which are not 
publicly available. This should be borne in mind throughout this chapter.

***	 The Institute has adopted a method of measuring the proportion of each grade based in different nations and 
regions that differs from that used by the government. Unless otherwise stated, all figures given in this chapter 
use the Institute’s measure. Most notably, the Institute uses headcount figures while the government uses FTE. 
For full details of the Institute’s measure and how it differs from the government’s, see Methodology.

****	 This is largely a result of the geographic spread of the operational delivery profession, which has large numbers 
of more junior officials. Of all AA/AOs based in the North West, 94% work in the operational delivery 
profession. For EOs in the North West, the figure is 82%.
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Addressing the imbalance in the distribution of senior civil servants was a specific aim 
of the Places for Growth programme, and is crucial if government efforts to establish 
more regional hubs and campuses with ‘end-to-end careers’ (discussed later this 
chapter) are to succeed. But progress has been limited. In 2025, two thirds of the senior 
civil service (on a headcount basis) were based in London (65%) – significantly lower 
than the 73% in 2020, but unchanged on 2024.

This stall in progress means this government, like the last, is not on track to meet its 
50% target. Using the Institute’s measure of the proportion of the SCS based in 
London (which differs from the government’s, but brings the government closer to its 
target), and assuming – generously* – that the proportion continues to fall at the 
average annual rate that it did between 2020 and 2025, 56% of the senior civil service 
will be based in London by 2030.** 

Figure 2.38 Senior civil servants based in London, actual and projected, Q1 2020 to Q1 2030

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030
30

40

50

60

70

80%

Government target by 2030

IfG measure

Government measure

IfG projection

IfG projection

Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Places for Growth Data Tables’, Q2 2024, and ‘Civil 
Service Statistics’, 2020–25. Notes: For the government measure, figures for Q2 2024–Q4 2024 are provisional. The 
IfG measure is based on headcount figures, while the government’s is based on FTE. While the government has not 
explicitly stated that its 2030 target is based on FTE figures, it can be inferred from its data releases that this is the 
case. For more details of how both the IfG measure and the projections have been calculated, see Methodology.

How relocations are managed is more important than  
headline numbers
The government has also outlined how future moves will be handled and which 
locations it will focus on. In May 2025, for example, ministers announced plans for 
three ‘major’ new regional government campuses and confirmed the locations of the 
first two.62 Manchester will host a government digital and AI innovation campus, and 
Aberdeen an energy campus – it is good to see the government acting on our 2024 
recommendation for the latter. 

*	 It is unlikely that the proportion will continue to fall at this rate. The rate at which it declined fell in 2024, and it 
is likely that the SCS roles easiest to relocate have already been moved.

**	 Extrapolating from the government’s figures rather than the Institute’s, 58% of the SCS will still be based in 
London in 2030.
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The locations are perhaps not surprising – both cities already host government offices,* 
and indeed Manchester has been the biggest single beneficiary of relocations since 
2020/21. The cities were also two of the 13 locations to which the government said it 
would relocate officials to create cross-government ‘regional hubs’,63 while closing 11 
central London offices over the spending review period.

The move to establish new campuses is welcome, and appears to draw on the success 
of the Darlington Economic Campus (DEC). Previous work by the Institute has identified 
several factors that were crucial to the DEC’s success, and to relocation generally.64 The 
new campuses appear likely to benefit from several of these – including co-location of 
officials from different departments, a focus on a clearly defined theme, a retained 
focus on national policy making (given the themes of the campuses), and senior 
political and civil service support.

It is also welcome that last year’s relocation announcements came with a focus on 
developing career paths outside of London – another of the factors we identified  
as important. Pat McFadden, then chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, said that  
the 13 regional hubs would have “end-to-end careers across the civil service”,65 
highlighting the ambition to have 50% of both fast stream placements and SCS  
roles outside of London by 2030, a new apprenticeship programme to start in 2026 
focused on Birmingham, Manchester and London, and an interchange programme 
between the civil service and local authorities.66 The latter is one example of the 
government trying to link relocation to its ideas for how the civil service can work 
better – it has also explicitly linked the three new campuses to the delivery of its 
‘missions’ and placed an emphasis on more interdisciplinary working and collaboration 
with local communities.67

It is not clear what practical impact these vaguer aspirations will have, and the 
government also faces an uphill struggle on more tangible targets. Its new aim to 
reduce the number of officials in London will be far from straightforward, as will both 
SCS and fast stream relocation.** There are other risks too – including of pursuing 
relocation in isolation, rather than as a complementary part of wider reforms to the 
workforce, which will be particularly challenging at a time when ministers are aiming  
to reduce the size of the civil service. 

Ministers and senior officials must also resist the urge to simply move officials out of 
London by any means to reach the targets. Future relocations must be carefully 
planned; for example, by following the Institute for Government’s key lessons for 
successful relocations:68

•	 Ministerial and senior civil service buy-in are essential to success, and for relocated 
offices to be successful they should host a critical mass of senior roles.

•	 There are large potential benefits to co-locating departments in a single office 
outside Whitehall, with the fresh culture and physical proximity of officials helping 
to break down traditional departmental barriers.

*	 The second HQs of DSIT and DCMS are based in Manchester. DESNZ’s second HQ is in Aberdeen.

**	 While there are no published figures showing the regional distribution of all new fast stream placements, the 
scheme has long been heavily weighted towards London.
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•	 A ‘themed campus’, where roles cluster around a single policy area, helps provide 
staff with development opportunities in a single location, channels their career 
paths in a way that encourages the development of subject-specific knowledge, and 
facilitates cross-departmental work.

•	 The labour market in the relevant location must meet the civil service’s needs, 
which – as demonstrated by the DEC – can be the case in well-connected towns.
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Public bodies and appointments
Arm’s length bodies 
Arm’s length bodies (ALBs) are a subset of the wider category of public bodies, which 
are (at least partially) state-funded organisations that carry out a public or government 
function. ALBs consist of executive agencies, non-ministerial departments and non-
departmental public bodies (NDPBs). Understanding ALBs is important as 57.7% of the 
government’s resource daily expenditure limit (RDEL), that is, day-to-day spending on 
resources, is channelled through them.*

Keir Starmer announced the abolition of NHS England (NHSE) – a vast NDPB once 
dubbed “the world’s biggest quango”69 – in a speech in Hull in March 2025. And he 
used his speech to call out the use of public bodies more generally, remarking: 

“Over a number of years, politicians chose to hide behind a vast array of 
quangos, arm’s length bodies, regulators, you name it. A sort of cottage 
industry of checkers and blockers, using taxpayer money to stop the 
government delivering on taxpayer priorities.”70

It is not the first time that public bodies have found themselves thrust into the 
spotlight when the government has raised issues of state reform – David Cameron’s 
famous ‘bonfire of the quangos’ was a central plank of his austerity plans – and 
Starmer’s targeting of NHS England is another prominent example. However, the ALB 
landscape is complex and varied, and simply reducing their number is far from a silver 
bullet for any reform plans.

The number of arm’s length bodies has remained flat 
The total number of ALBs71 has remained broadly steady since 2017. This contrasts with 
dramatic decreases seen during the early 2010s (in that ‘bonfire of the quangos’). In 
fact the total number of ALBs grew by just two in the year to March 2025 to hit 
306, reflecting the establishment of two new bodies: GB Energy – Nuclear and the 
Infected Blood Compensation Authority. No abolitions were completed in that period.** 

This year’s small increase came in the context of Labour’s manifesto pledges to set 
up several new bodies, many of which are still works in progress.72 These range from 
the Fair Work Agency to the Independent Football Regulator. The current number 
proposed, if it is not increased substantially over the parliament, would be 
commensurate with other recent governments: some public bodies have been set up 
each year to deliver on their priorities, even as they have abolished others.73

*	 The government’s total RDEL spend in 2023/24 was £498bn, while RDEL spending through ALBs was £298.7bn 
(both figures expressed in 2024/25 prices). See HM Treasury, ‘Public Spending Statistics: July 2024’, GOV.UK, 30 
August 2024, www.gov.uk/government/statistics/public-spending-statistics-release-july-2024/public-
spending-statistics-july-2024 

**	 Our ALBs analysis is based on Cabinet Office data. This year’s data release was accompanied by a new online 
dashboard, which has greatly improved both granularity and ease of use of the data (Cabinet Office, Public 
bodies 2024, GOV.UK, 29 May 2025, www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-bodies-2024).

http://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/public-spending-statistics-release-july-2024/public-spending-statistics-july-2024
http://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/public-spending-statistics-release-july-2024/public-spending-statistics-july-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-bodies-2024
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Figure 2.39 Arm’s length bodies, 2012/13–24/25
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Advisory, tribunal and crown NDPBs Executive NDPBs Executive agencies Non-ministerial departments  
Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Public Bodies’ reports 2013−20 (2012/13−2019/20) and 
2023−24 (2022/23−23/24) and figures directly supplied by Cabinet Office, 2021/22 and 2024/25. Notes: NDPB = 
non-departmental public body. No data was released in 2020/21. Figures are as at the end of the financial year.

Total government funding to ALBs fell
The total government funding allotted to ALBs in 2023/24 (the most recent year for 
which official data is available)74 was £394.8bn, a 0.61% (or £2.4bn) decrease in real 
terms compared to 2022/23. Most of this funding cut was felt across NDPBs (excluding 
NHSE), whose collective funding fell by 7.6% in 2023/24, the first decrease for NDPBs 
since 2018/19. HMRC’s funding also fell, continuing the trend seen since its inclusion 
in our dataset. NHS funding, which is channelled through NHSE and included in its 
funding figures, has, by contrast, increased by £7.8bn in real terms. This is in line with 
previous years: the NHS in England has had real terms increases in funding every year 
since its establishment in 2012. 

Government funding is heavily skewed towards a small number of ALBs, 10 of which 
received 93% of all funding in 2023/24. NHSE alone received 47% of the total 
(£186.8bn), making it by far the largest ALB in these terms. NHSE was 2.4 times  
larger than the next biggest ALB by funding, the now abolished Education and Skills 
Funding Agency (the figures for which similarly include the funding it provided to 
schools and colleges). 

At the other end of the spectrum, there are 109 ALBs that do not receive any 
government funding at all. These are mostly advisory bodies established to provide 
independent advice to government on specific topics and often funded by levies on 
their sectors, such as the Advisory Committee on Animal Feedingstuffs. 
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Figure 2.40 Government funding of arm’s length bodies by category, 2012/13−23/24 		
	 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of the Cabinet Office, ‘Public Bodies’ reports, 2013–20 and 2023–24. 
Notes: No data was published in 2020/21 and 2021/22. ‘Government funding’ is the total of resource and capital 
funding. NHS England consists of funding for NHS England, NHS Improvement and NHS Digital. NHS Improvement 
and NHS Digital were merged into NHS England in 2022 and 2023 respectively. NHS funding data in 2012/13 is not 
consistent with other years so has been excluded. HMRC data was included in the dataset for the first time in 
2017/18. The HMRC figure in 2017/18 uses expenditure rather than funding data, which was not consistent with 
other years.

Staff numbers have continued to increase across all categories of ALBs. The total 
number of full-time equivalent (FTE) staff in ALBs increased by 6,302 (1.6%) to 
397,256 in the year to 31 March 2024. Of these, 246,224 are civil servants* – ALB staff 
therefore constitute a sizeable part of the overall civil service.**

Figure 2.41 Arm’s length body staff numbers by category, 2012/13−23/24
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of the Cabinet Office, ‘Public Bodies’ reports, 2013–20 and 2023–24. 
Notes: No data was published in 2020/21 and 2021/22. HMRC data was included in the dataset for the first time in 
2017/18. All figures are FTE.

*	 Staff of executive agencies, non-ministerial departments and crown NDPBs are civil servants. Staff of other 
NDPBs are public servants.

**	 See the chapter Size of civil service.
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Public body reform may become more piecemeal over time 
Public body reviews have been conducted systematically since the beginning of the 
‘bonfire’ in 2010. The latest iteration of these reviews, the ‘public body review 
programme’, concluded in March 2025. Data provided to us by the Cabinet Office 
indicated that by the time it ended, the public body review programme had launched 
reviews of 104 bodies, of which 75 were completed (72%). These reviews resulted 
in claimed efficiency savings of £172m. 

Figure 2.42 Public body reviews conducted, 2010–25

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450

2022−25 (’Public body reviews’)

2016−20 (’Tailored reviews’)

2010−15 (’Triennial reviews’)

Completed Launched but not completed Bodies in scope

, 'List of public bodies for review in 2023/24Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Public Bodies’ reports, 2015 and 2020, Cabinet Office, 
‘List of public bodies for review’, 2022/23–24/25 and figures provided by the Cabinet Office, November 2025. Notes: 
For 2010–15 and 2016–20, data only includes bodies in existence at the end of the review period. Only NDPBs were 
within the scope of the tailored reviews. Not all ALBs were reviewed as part of the 2022–25 review programme.

Around the same time as the end of the public body review programme, the 
government launched two initiatives aimed at reforming the landscape of ALBs. First, 
an action plan to cut regulatory burdens, including by axing some regulators. 
Second, Pat McFadden, then chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, wrote to 
departments shortly after the announcement that NHSE would be abolished, asking 
them to swiftly identify other public bodies that could potentially be closed.75 

The government currently has no plans to reinstate an ongoing public bodies review 
programme after this one-off exercise. However, some departments are continuing to 
carry out reviews, and the Treasury has also committed to commission periodic 
performance reviews of regulators, with a particular focus on how they enable 
economic growth.76

These regulatory reviews should learn lessons from the public bodies review 
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

•	 independent recommendations may not be fully owned by those reviewed, so 
tracking adoption and progress against them is key. 
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The government should also set out how reviews of non-regulatory public bodies  
will be co-ordinated on an ongoing basis, and how adequate departmental oversight 
will be maintained. 

The responses to McFadden’s letter have not yet led to many abolitions, but instead 
to reasonable proposals for consolidation in some key areas (for example, in water, 
coinciding with the Cunliffe review into the water sector regulatory system in  
England and Wales).77 In the coming months the government plans to consider  
further changes thematically – grouping regulators for review by area – as we have 
previously recommended.

But as the government considers further abolitions, it should recall that institutional 
change is costly and distracting and should only be pursued where there is a clear 
benefit – as set out in the Institute’s previous research on how to abolish a public 
body.78 This lesson was clearly not learned when the government made the rushed and 
ill thought out decision to abolish NHSE – ostensibly to bring decision making closer to 
ministers but which, more than nine months on, is still a major source of uncertainty 
within government and frustration among staff.79

Finally, it is important to note the reduced role the Cabinet Office is currently playing in 
public bodies policy. We have separately flagged the risk of the Cabinet Office having 
little involvement in regulatory reform80 – and across the public bodies landscape 
more broadly there are risks to the consistency and rigour with which bodies are set 
up, abolished and reviewed if the centre lacks the capacity to develop strategy, co-
ordinate decision making, disseminate best practice and oversee compliance. 

Public appointments 
Public appointments refer to ministerial appointments, usually for a chair or  
non-executive director on the board of a public body or for a member of an  
advisory committee, and are regulated by the commissioner for public 
appointments. Getting appointments right is important for the smooth running  
and effective operation of ALBs. 

An updated Governance Code on Public Appointments was published by the Cabinet 
Office in October 2025.81 It makes several welcome changes to the previous code, 
which the Institute for Government has been advocating for since the publication of 
our 2022 report, Reforming public appointments.82 Among these changes are a reduced 
requirement for ministerial involvement in the appointments process, and a firmer and 
more realistic target for concluding senior appointments within four months. There has 
also been important progress on tracking public appointments across Whitehall. 

These changes will need careful implementation, but should both reduce delays to 
appointments and improve transparency. Delays are rife and continue to get worse, 
so change cannot be implemented soon enough. Our other long-standing 
recommendations remain, such as that the scope of regulation should be extended to 
all ministerial appointments by default (including, for example, appointments to 
boards of executive agencies, which are not currently regulated). 
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Delays to public appointments continue to be damaging 
Delays to appointments can leave unfilled roles on boards, which both undermines 
their functioning and undermines public trust. They can also deter good future 
candidates from applying. 

Performance against the three-month target for completion of appointments, as 
defined prior to the recent governance code update, dropped again in 2023/24 to 
13%, down from 16% in 2022/23 and 25% in 2021/22.83 Even the 2021/22 figure 
represents a significant deterioration in performance since the previous commissioner 
for public appointments identified delays as a serious problem in his 2019 thematic 
review (at which point the figure he presented was 53%, albeit based on a sample of 
appointments).84 A recent data report from the Cabinet Office (which covers new 
appointments only) has the 2024/25 figure even lower, at 12%.85

This data, collected via the Cabinet Office’s Public Appointments Digital Service (PADS) 
since 2023, is much more detailed and of higher quality than previous appointments 
data. Usefully, information is now available on where in the appointments process 
delays are happening. For 2024/25, this was mainly after interview: the average 
number of days between interview and offer acceptance was 133, compared to 50 
between sift and interview, and 29 between the close of job advert and sift.86

In exceptional circumstances, direct appointments can be made by ministers to 
positions regulated by the commissioner for public appointments without a 
competition being run. This is often done to fill positions that are left vacant due to 
delays in the usual process. The number of exceptional appointments therefore offers 
some indication of the impact of delays to public appointments, although exceptional 
appointments also happen for other reasons (for example, if a board member steps 
down unexpectedly). 

Figure 2.43 Public appointments made without competition, 2017/18–25/26
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of OCPA, ‘Annual Report’, 2012/13–2021/22 and OCPA, ‘Appointments 
made without competition’, 2022/23–2025/26. Notes: * Data for 2025/26 is to September 2025. Public 
appointments are appointments usually for a chair or non-executive director for a board of a public body, or for a 
member of an advisory committee.
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The number of exceptional appointments rose for the third consecutive year in 
2024/25 to 56, the highest since the pandemic. As of September 2025, there 
had already been 28 such appointments since the start of the financial year,  
which implies that the rate has not decreased so far. The Cabinet Office is  
considering what future data it might collect on the reasons why exceptional 
appointments are being made. 

Welcome reforms to public appointments should reduce delays 
A long-standing source of delays to the appointments process has been the number  
of points at which either a decision by a minister is required, or civil servants and 
special advisers need to check if a minister would like to take a decision at all. Whereas 
the previous code said ministers must be “involved at every stage”,87 the updated  
code instead identifies a minimum of three points at which a minister must make  
a decision (defining the role, agreeing the advisory assessment panel, and making  
the final decision).88 Ministers can still choose to be involved at other points, but  
they must confirm which decisions they wish to make at the beginning of the 
appointment process. 

The revised governance code reinforces the fact that using PADS is mandatory for 
departments. This will enhance the consistency with which departments administer 
their appointments – which the commissioner’s review of the role of DCMS in 
appointing the chair of the Independent Football Regulator has shown is necessary.89

The updated governance code also requires that the prime minister’s interest list – a 
list of appointments “made by or of interest to the prime minister” – is published, 
which has already been done.90 This is important both for transparency and 
for the progress of appointments. Anecdotally, No.10 has been a significant cause  
of delay to major appointments in the past, but this part of the process has not been 
fully acknowledged. 

The code also revises the previous “aim” that appointments conclude within three 
months of the role advertisement closing. This aim was rarely being met. Instead, there 
is now a firmer “expectation” that senior appointments (such as chairs and chair-
equivalent roles) conclude within four months, and other board member appointments 
within three, alongside the end of the process being redefined as the date an 
appointment is accepted (rather than when it is publicly announced).91 

Publication of performance data from PADS, the first iteration of which was published 
in December 2025, will enable the impact of the changes on delays to be tracked and 
remaining blockages to be identified. The Institute for Government has been 
advocating variations on all of the above changes since 2022,92 so this progress  
is welcome.
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Progress on diversity in public appointments is mixed
Over recent years, both the Cabinet Office and the Commissioner for Public 
Appointments have been keen to promote diversity in public appointments. The 
diversity of public appointees and re-appointees in 2024/25 improved in several 
areas, but still lags behind in others.93

Figure 2.44 Characteristics of public appointees and re-appointees, 2001/02−24/25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of OCPA, ‘Annual Report’, 2012/13–2024/25. Public appointees are 
appointees usually for a chair or non-executive director for a board of a public body, or for a member of an advisory 
committee. OCPA invites appointees to record their sexual orientation as ‘heterosexual/straight’, ‘gay or lesbian’, 
‘bisexual’ or ‘other’. Our use of the term LGB+ refers to staff who report belonging to one of the last three groups. For 
sources of population benchmarks, see Methodology.

The proportion of female appointees (52%) and appointees identifying as LGB+  
(6.6%) both increased to exceed their respective population benchmarks for this year 
(48.9% and 5.6%). While the percentage of appointees living outside London or 
the South East ticked up slightly to 62%, it remains below the benchmark of 69.7%. 
The proportion of appointees declaring a disability dipped to 4% against a benchmark 
of 17.8%, suggesting the accessibility of the appointment process and board activities 
remains poor. 

Data on socio-economic background was released for the first time in the Cabinet 
Office’s December report. While the sample size is small (just 18% of new appointees 
provided this information), it is a welcome development to see this data being 
recorded. Of the new appointees who declared socio-economic background, 27% 
were from a working-class background, with 83% having attended a non-fee-paying 
school.94 It will take some years to build up a useful time series, but this will help to 
assess progress in reducing some of the barriers we have identified for lower socio-
economic groups both in applying for, and discharging, public appointments.95

As well as demographic diversity, data is also collected on political activity – that is, 
whether an appointee has been employed by or otherwise significantly supported  
a political party prior to applying for a role. Declared political activity is higher  
than in recent years, at 7%, but the data is poor. A long-standing limitation to the  
data is that the governance code’s definition of political activity is quite narrow – 
excluding, for instance, people who are party members but not significant donors,  
or who have held only minor office with a party.96 We have not published this chart 
since 2023 as a result.



82PART 2: THE STATE OF THE CIVIL SERVICE

Pa
rt

 2
:  

Th
e 

st
at

e 
of

 th
e 

ci
vi

l s
er

vi
ce

Figure 2.45 Public appointees declaring political activity, 2000/01−24/25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of OCPA, ‘Annual Report’, 2011/12−2024/25. Notes: Public appointees are 
appointees usually for a chair or non-executive director for a board of a public body, or for a member of an advisory 
committee. Data on political activity was not included in OCPA reports in 2015/16 and 2016/17. A change in OCPA 
methodology in 2023/24 meant that data was only available on whether political activity of any kind was declared.

Due to a change in data collection method following introduction of PADS, political 
activity was not broken down by party in 2023/24 or 2024/25 but this should still be 
possible in future years.97

In addition, while the previous government committed to publishing details of all direct 
ministerial appointments before the election98 – a move the Institute welcomed99 – this 
has not yet been done. Such appointments are more open to being made on purely 
political grounds, and are not included in the above figures, so this disclosure is 
an important aspect of making public appointments more transparent (and should 
include all unregulated appointments made by ministers). 
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Digital transformation
 
In 2025, the Labour government – like many before it – set out its ambitions for ‘digital 
transformation’ to change how the state works.100 The government said the state 
should work “more like a start-up”101 and be “using the power of tech to modernise the 
system”.102 Tom Loosemore, who co-founded the Government Digital Service (GDS), 
defined digital transformation as “applying the culture, processes, business models 
and technologies of the internet era to respond to people’s raised expectations”.103

Transformation is more than digitisation, which replicates analogue processes in a 
digital format. Instead, it involves teams and processes fundamentally changing in 
response to the opportunities presented by digital technologies. The aim to overhaul 
how the state works with new digital technologies has been around since GDS’s 
establishment in 2011. Since that date, strategy after strategy has promised culture 
change across government that ‘puts people first’.

Figure 2.46 Digital transformation strategies, 2010–25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of government publications, 2010–25.

GDS has achieved some real successes on digital transformation in its 15-year lifetime, 
not least GOV.UK Pay and Notify, which have standardised how the public sector 
handles small financial transactions and sends messages. But while effective, 
individual programmes such as these will not transform the state. Achieving that vision 
is a long-term project that requires rethinking how processes and teams across the civil 
service work. This is the major task facing the relatively young Department for Science, 
Innovation and Technology (DSIT).
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DSIT has correctly diagnosed the problems facing  
digital transformation
Established by Rishi Sunak in February 2023, DSIT began as a small, policy-focused 
department. One of the early acts of the new Labour government was to move GDS 
from the Cabinet Office to DSIT, where it would sit at the heart of a new ‘digital  
centre of government’. The Central Digital and Data Office (CDDO), the Incubator  
for AI (i.AI), and officials from the Responsible Technology Adoption Unit and the 
Geospatial data team were all brought into DSIT and merged under the single banner 
of GDS at the time.104 The aim was for DSIT to drive through the government’s 
transformation ambitions. 

In Q1 2024, the core department had 2,275 FTE staff;* 44% of these were from the 
policy profession, and only 6% from the Government digital and data (GDD) 
profession. When GDS transferred from the Cabinet Office, it added around 930 
employees, the majority of whom were likely to be from the GDD profession – a 
significant addition to a small department like DSIT.**,105

Figure 2.47 Department for Science, Innovation and Technology civil servants by 		
	 profession, 2024
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2024. Notes: All figures in FTE. 
Figures relate only to the core department. Professions selected based on largest in the core department. 2024 data 
is used to reflect the shape of DSIT before the machinery of government announcement in July 2024.

In establishing itself as the new digital centre of government, DSIT released a review 
(State of digital government) and a strategy (A blueprint for modern digital government) in 
January 2025, together setting out how the government intended to transform the 
state. It secured backing from the centre in this, receiving a generous settlement in the 
spending review later that year. 

*	 This figure is taken from the Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’ to maintain consistency between the 
reported profession sizes within the department.

**	 Data taken from the ONS’s Quarterly Public Sector Employment Release, because the 2025 ‘Civil Service 
Statistics’ release does not reflect the GDS move to DSIT. 
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The State of digital government review was a convincing consolidation of the  
challenges that digital transformation efforts have faced in government.106 It  
named five ‘root causes’: 

•	 leadership – leaders are not rewarded for prioritising digital agendas

•	 structure – the way organisations across the public sector plan and develop their 
services is fragmented and sometimes duplicative, making it harder for the state to 
benefit from digital at scale

•	 measurement – there is no consistency in how digital performance is measured

•	 talent – recruitment is challenging because working in the public sector is a 
comparatively uncompetitive career path for digital professionals

•	 funding – models in government are unsuitable for digital and data projects. 

The accompanying strategy, A blueprint for modern digital government, is an ambitious 
response to some of the issues from the review.107 It outlines five ‘kickstarter’ projects 
which include: creating a GOV.UK App and GOV.UK Wallet, piloting GOV.UK Chat, and an 
“AI accelerator upskilling programme”. These are valuable projects to prepare 
government for the future. 

The government has committed to growing the GDD profession 
To support the digital transformation agenda, the government has also committed  
to increase the size of the GDD profession. The prime minister announced a new 
apprenticeship scheme, TechTrack,108 which aims to have 2,000 apprentices in 
departments by 2030. He also announced that 1 in 10 civil servants would work in 
tech and digital roles within five years.109 This is an ambitious vision for the GDD 
profession, especially in a wider context of staff reductions.

The number of GDD professionals across government has increased by 152% since 
2016. In 2024, GDS included information on chief digital and data roles in its 
profession capability framework.110 This has provided more visibility on career paths to 
the senior civil service, which is good for recruiting and retaining staff at all levels. But 
the profession has not yet met the 6% target set by the 2022–25 roadmap from the 
previous government – at 5.3% of the overall civil service workforce.111 As pointed out 
in DSIT’s review, this is below benchmarks of 6% for other governments and 8–12% in 
“regulated private sector industries”.112 

Increasing the GDD profession will further build out departmental digital teams,  
which are well-developed – many create their own systems and guidance – to support 
DSIT’s work.113 
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Figure 2.48 Civil servants in the government digital and data profession, 2010–25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS, ‘Annual Civil Service Employment Survey’, 2010–18 and Cabinet 
Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2019–25. Notes: All figures in FTE. The target was set by the previous government.

DSIT needs to establish its leadership as a digital centre
Despite DSIT’s accurate diagnoses and an increasing digital capability in government,  
it is not clear that the department currently has the capability to escape the fate of 
previous reform efforts – promising culture change and failing to deliver – and to 
translate this ambitious strategy into real-world change. Initiatives in the blueprint 
such as a service transformation team to “look at whole public sector service 
transformation” will require investment from departments and officials across 
government.114 That in turn requires DSIT to take on a co-ordinating role which it has 
not yet had to manage at this scale.

GDS itself has faced challenges since 2016. The UK was in seventh place on the 2024 
UN E-Government Survey, which compares nations’ abilities to deliver digital public 
services every two years,115 having been top in 2016. In 2018, the government 
announced it would stop funding the GOV.UK Verify, which would have allowed 
citizens to prove their identity online. It soon became a high-profile failure, running up 
excess costs and facing an investigation by the NAO.116 Leadership was disrupted, with 
seven heads in ten years, none of whom stayed in post for much longer than three 
years. In 2021, CDDO was created to take on a co-ordinating role for digital strategy 
and standards – it has now been brought back into GDS. 

One of the ways to help consolidate DSIT’s position at the digital centre would be to 
establish stable digital leadership. But, much like the post-2016 experience of GDS, 
this has not been achieved. The interim government chief digital officer (GCDO) has  
left DSIT, and will not be replaced,117 with the department’s permanent secretary 
taking on the role’s responsibilities. Meanwhile, a permanent government chief data 
officer was only appointed in November 2025, with the government chief technology 
officer stepping down shortly after; recruitment for a successor only offered a 
12-month fixed term contract.118 And as of December 2025, DSIT’s directors general  
for artificial intelligence and digital, technology and infrastructure are both  
interim appointments.119 
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The blueprint also proposed changes to the role and status of the most senior digital 
professionals to bolster digital leadership across government. Executive committees in 
all public sector organisations would need to have a ‘digital leader’ by 2026. Among 
the core departments, only seven currently do.* All boards would also be required to 
have a digital non-executive. The blueprint calls for the position of the GCDO to be 
raised to second permanent secretary level, and all chief digital information officers 
(CDIOs) across government would report into them. 

But without a GCDO, and huge demands on the permanent secretary’s time, DSIT will 
need to be clear about how it will build sufficient digital representation at the highest 
levels of government and ensure DSIT itself has the capacity to lead and foster cross-
government co-operation.

Figure 2.49 Digital leaders on departmental executive committees, December 2025

CO Chief digital and information officer

DHSC (Interim) Director general, technology, digital and data
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Government chief data officer; Government chief product officer; Transformation 
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DWP Chief digital and information officer
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MoJ Chief digital and information officer; Director general, service transformation
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HMT, HO, MHCLG None
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of executive committees provided on departmental websites, 2025. Notes: 
DSIT’s blueprint for digital government defines a ‘digital leader’ as a “Chief Digital Information Officer (CDIO), Chief 
Technology Officer (CTO), Chief Data Officer (CDO) or leader in service transformation, product or customer 
experience with deep digital expertise”. 

Digital transformation depends on better engagement between 
GDS, departments and professions
In its early years, GDS transformed how government delivered information and 
services by launching GOV.UK, which replaced individual departmental websites to 
form one single access point for citizens. The success of this transformation – and the 
subsequent creation of hundreds of new digital services – was attributed to the 
collaboration between the digital centre and departments.120 

GDS will need to rediscover that spirit. Its success is heavily reliant on collaboration 
across departments and professions – and being supported by senior leaders within 
departments who understand the purpose of digital transformation. Flagship projects 
like GOV.UK OneLogin** – which recently had its deadline pushed back by three years 
and whose deliverability depends on “cross-government alignment and sustained 
engagement” – will fail without cross-government leadership.121

*	 The blueprint defines a “digital leader” as a “Chief Digital Information Officer (CDIO), Chief Technology Officer 
(CTO), Chief Data Officer (CDO) or leader in service transformation, product or customer experience with deep 
digital expertise”.

**	 GOV.UK OneLogin is the successor to the failed GOV.UK Verify. When it is implemented, citizens will be able to 
use the same email and password to access government services.
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Of the current senior civil service, only a small portion is part of the GDD profession, 
which makes up 6% of the senior civil service, compared to 26% who are in the  
policy profession. Digital transformation cannot therefore rely solely on GDD 
leadership; senior leaders from other professions must develop the skills to work 
effectively with GDS.

Figure 2.50 Senior civil servants by profession, 2025
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Cabinet Office, ‘Civil Service Statistics’, 2025. Notes: All figures in FTE. 
Professions selected based on largest in the whole civil service.

There has been no shortage of attempts to upskill the senior civil service. But DSIT’s 
review reported that only 20% say they consider themselves ‘digitally upskilled’ 
relative to the digital and data essentials framework.122 This includes understanding 
concepts like cloud computing and working in agile.*,123 The previous roadmap for 
digital and data had set a target of improving the digital and data skills of 90%  
of senior civil servants. The Digital Excellence Programme, run by Apolitical, was 
created specifically to meet the target.124 By September 2024, departments had 
purchased nearly 2,500 licences but, as the civil service itself acknowledges, “not all 
departments have taken the opportunity to enable leaders to develop by facilitating 
access to the programme”.125

DSIT’s review also remarked on a “culture gap” between policy and digital 
professionals that needs to be bridged.126 The review noted that the gap was so large 
that “the formation of true cross-functional teams, founded on mutual respect, was 
rare”.127 There have been some examples of the professions working in teams together 
to design policy with user-centred design methods128 – but these remain isolated and 
struggle with the problem of who is accountable. 

There are a few things that the professions could do to resolve this problem. 
Introducing secondments between the teams would increase knowledge of how the 
other works. In addition, digital teams should undertake training on the policy making 
process. In the longer term, introducing more intra- or inter-departmental joint teams 
to tackle specific policy problems, with shared accountability, could provide different 
perspectives on how to address policy objectives. 

Transformation is not a short-term goal. The government needs to give DSIT the time to 
build digital understanding among non-digital leadership and support the department 
to be in the lead on the government’s digital transformation agenda. 

*	 ‘Agile’ is a form of project management used to build and run digital services in government.
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A concerning recent example of the current lack of coherence is digital ID. In October 
2025, the government announced that the Cabinet Office would be given 
responsibility for “policy development, legislation and strategic oversight” of the 
newly announced digital ID programme – with DSIT remaining responsible only for “the 
technical design, build and delivery”.129 A single Cabinet Office minister, Josh Simons, 
has been given responsibility for the whole scheme, which is in principle a good sign, 
but it is hard to see a strong rationale for taking any responsibility for an explicitly 
digital scheme out of the self-proclaimed digital centre of government.
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Artificial intelligence and data
The government has big ambitions for savings from AI
In its broadest definition artificial intelligence (AI) refers to technology able to carry 
out tasks usually associated with humans. The government sees AI as one of the key 
ways to unlock productivity in the public sector and the civil service. At the launch of 
the AI Opportunities Action Plan in January 2025, the prime minister called it a “force 
that will turbocharge every single element of our Plan for Change”.130 The State of 
digital government review estimated that £45bn of savings could be achieved, mainly 
from “process simplification” and “AI-driven automation of manual tasks”.131

However, the basis for the figure, and the grounds for the government’s level of 
ambition, is ambiguous at best, and many commentators are highly sceptical.132 It does, 
however, highlight the extent to which government is pinning its hopes on AI.

There is political and financial backing too. The chancellor announced £2bn at the 
spending review to support the AI action plan.133 The prime minister has appointed a 
new AI adviser to help “unlock the benefits”.134 She reports directly to him and the 
secretary of state for science, innovation and technology. Starmer also sponsors an AI 
exemplars programme, an initiative for government organisations to experiment with 
AI technologies.135

Experimentation abounds, but there is no centralised way to 
understand and share lessons 
The AI Opportunities Action Plan formalised the government’s desire to innovate 
further with AI. The plan sets out a public sector ‘Scan > Pilot > Scale’ approach.136  
This involves developing prototypes or pilots in-house or through procurement  
before evaluating and publishing the results and scaling successful pilots. Currently, 
pilots are being driven by a mixture of individual departments and the ‘digital centre of 
government’ (DSIT, home to the Government Digital Service, GDS).137,138 There has been 
one cross-government pilot of Microsoft Copilot organised by GDS.139

These many signs of AI use are an encouraging display of departments’ willingness to 
trial new technology, but make for a confusing landscape. GDS (itself home to the 
Incubator for Artificial Intelligence, or i.AI) has tried to steer how departments run 
these pilots. It has created the AI Playbook for UK Government, which contains 12 
principles for using AI responsibly.140 i.AI has also launched a ‘Knowledge Hub’, 
including a prompt library, guidance and a use case library, for teams to start from 
when looking to use AI,141 while more broadly DSIT supports teams to identify and 
mitigate risks associated with their AI use cases through workshops.142

But GDS appears to be struggling to establish cross-government leadership and  
so is missing opportunities to share lessons. Government reporting on the use of 
algorithmic tools (of which AI is one) through the mandatory algorithmic transparency 
reporting standard (ATRS) has improved, but even GDS has not published information 
about all the AI tools it has trialled.143 DSIT said it was not possible to manage the 
Microsoft Copilot trial centrally since it took “substantial effort” to drive adoption.144 
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GDS does not need to know everything about what officials in individual departments 
are doing, and nor should it assert control without good reason – departments should 
be able to pilot AI independently. But DSIT (as the digital centre of government) should 
have some oversight and collect lessons learned to avoid high-profile failures, or at 
least to learn from them.

Indeed, the most well-documented and successful scaling of AI in government remains 
one that was done without GDS – the Government Communications Service’s (GCS) 
roll-out of GCS Assist, a tool that produces first drafts of communications products. As 
of May 2025, GCS reported that there was a 70% adoption rate of the tool across all 
eligible users.145 Following the roll-out, the team behind Assist published two reports 
about what they had learnt.146,147 These show an organisation that has begun to 
properly grapple with the challenges and opportunities of rolling out AI.

GCS’s roll-out of Assist and its transparency over its process and experiences (as well 
as the mandatory training that accompanied it for new users) is a template for the 
successful scaling of AI – and won it the AI award in the government and public sector 
category at the National AI Awards.148,149 The government should make efforts to 
enable other teams and departments to learn from it.150 Better leadership from DSIT 
and GDS here will be key. 

Productivity gains are more complex than time savings alone
The government hopes that implementing AI in the civil service will significantly 
improve its productivity.151 AI is mentioned in almost three quarters of departmental 
efficiency plans* and some departments explicitly mention AI efficiencies. For example, 
the Treasury plans to find £6m in efficiencies from AI and automation by 2028/29.152

In addition to the open approach on GCS Assist there have been a few welcome 
departmental reports on AI pilots: GDS published a cross-government findings report 
on the use of Microsoft Copilot (although it is unclear how well this is translating into 
lessons learned),153 and DBT published its own report on it.154 The Home Office has 
evaluated its asylum case summarisation and asylum policy search tools,155 and DSIT 
reported on an AI coding assistant trial.156 Looking at these four evaluations reveals a 
mixed picture of potential productivity gains.

All trials reported time savings. Almost three quarters of users reported that Copilot 
made them more productive (72%) – for 10 of 15 professions in the report, ‘improves 
productivity’ scored the highest of a list of most common benefits.157 A sizeable 
minority of users in DSIT’s AI coding assistant trial reported that they would be less 
productive if they could no longer use the tool (39%).158

These figures suggest an optimistic picture for government’s hopes for productivity. 
But departments need to be especially wary of self-reported time savings, which the 
Copilot and the coding assistant trials were based on – one (non-government) study 
with experienced developers showed they took longer with AI, but respondents 
believed they had performed the task quicker.159 

*	 See the chapter Departmental spending and efficiencies.
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More importantly, even when AI is creating time savings, the DBT report notes that they 
“did not find robust evidence to suggest that time savings are leading to improved 
productivity”.160 The government must not treat AI as a productivity panacea, but 
recognise that it is a tool that is being deployed into an organisational system in which 
there are pre-existing problems. GCS has some helpful lessons to share here. Its report 
on hidden risks looks at AI roll-out from a systems perspective, exploring how to 
mitigate the unintended consequences that occur when people, teams or imperfect 
systems interact with AI.161 

The government must not further lock in reliance on  
third-party suppliers 
Poor quality data and legacy IT – where departments rely on outdated IT systems – are 
two fundamental barriers to the effective adoption of AI in the public sector. As of 
March 2025, around 80 legacy IT systems that the government were still actively using 
posed a critical level of cybersecurity risk.162 The Public Accounts Committee wrote 
that the cyber risk to government was now “extremely high”.163 A 2024 NAO report also 
found that 62% of organisations responding to its survey struggled to implement AI 
because of lack of access to good quality data.164 DSIT’s A blueprint for digital 
government suggested that DSIT would create “tailored funding models for legacy 
remediation and risk reduction” and encourage better data sharing.165 But it will take 
time to fix these problems. 

AI requires high-quality data to work effectively, but lots of government data is often 
‘locked away’ in legacy systems.166 Much was procured at a time when government 
outsourced most of its IT development. As time passes, the systems have become more 
outdated, requiring rarer and more specialised skills to maintain them – and increasing 
their vulnerability. This has resulted in reliance on specialised suppliers who are the 
only ones who can manage the – increasingly costly – system. In its rush to roll out AI, 
the government may be missing the impetus to free up and improve its data, and 
instead risks rolling out AI on to poor data held together by third-party suppliers, 
exacerbating government reliance on them at a time when government should be 
minimising it.

The road to an AI-enabled British state is not straightforward. Taking advantage of AI 
will require tackling deep-seated problems like legacy data and anticipating emerging 
ones. New technologies provide real opportunities, but they do not solve pre-existing 
problems alone: this requires the familiar work of focusing on improving organisational 
systems and processes to make government function more effectively. 
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Consultancy and temporary staff spending
 
Government departments often bring in external support to supplement their 
permanent workforce. Consultants may be hired to assist in digital transformation 
efforts, for example, while temporary staff* are frequently deployed to assist  
with backlogs or peaks in workload, such as in processing migrant casework or 
passport applications.

As we have argued before,167 the use of such services is sometimes justified – where 
consultants are used to bring an external perspective or expertise that the civil service 
cannot reasonably be expected to have in-house, or temporary workers are used to 
plug unexpected resourcing gaps. All too often, though, departments have displayed a 
reliance on such provision, and failed to build up necessary capacity internally, leading 
to wasteful spending.168

The government is targeting reduced consultancy spending
Consultancy spending has attracted particular attention in recent years, mostly when it 
has spiked during times of challenge for the civil service, like Brexit169 and the 
pandemic – in 2021, for example, it was reported that the Covid Test and Trace team 
had paid £1m a day to Deloitte consultants.170

There have been efforts to reduce departments’ spending on consultancy. A renewed 
drive to do so was a prominent early announcement of the Labour government: as part 
of the “immediate savings”171 identified in the July 2024 Public Spending Audit, the 
Treasury said that stopping all non-essential government consultancy spend in 
2024/25 would save £550m in-year. Halving total consultancy spending in future years 
would, the government said, save £680m in 2025/26.172 The spending review then 
updated these estimated savings to more than £700m per year by 2028/29, which it 
said would reduce spending by 50% compared to the “average spending on 
consultants from 2017–18 to 2022–23”.173 The government has said174 it intends to 
achieve these savings through a new consultancy spending control** (in addition to the 
existing wider requirement for departments to gain central approval of any spending 
over certain limits) and a new Crown Commercial Service framework agreement, 
although this is optional for departments to use and the NAO has found that most 
spending on consultancy does not go through it.***,175

*	 Other terms used to describe this type of support include ‘contingent labour’ and ‘agency workers’. We use the 
term ‘temporary staff’ throughout this chapter.

**	 The previous consultancy and professional services spending control was managed by the Cabinet Office. It 
required ministerial approval for contracts of more than £120,000 or lasting for more than three months and 
Cabinet Office approval for contracts of more than £600,000 or nine months in duration. This was discontinued 
in 2023, in an effort to speed up decision making and shift accountability away from the centre and on to 
departments. Under the new approach, announced in late 2024, the Cabinet Office has required departments 
to establish their own controls – with permanent secretary approval for contracts lasting more than three 
months or worth more than £100,000, and ministerial approval for contracts lasting more than nine months or 
worth more than £600,000. The NAO has reported that departments differ in how they have approached this.

***	 The framework is designed to provide public sector organisations with a centralised list of suppliers offering 
cost-effective management consultancy services. The value of the framework was reduced from a planned 
£5.7bn over four years to £1.7bn over two years.
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Consultancy spending is very difficult to track. As we noted in Whitehall Monitor last 
year, the data has long been poor, beset by confused and differing definitions and a 
lack of consistent data collection methods.176 The NAO recently summarised these 
challenges, noting that departments’ annual reports and accounts (ARAs), various 
internal government systems, and private sector analysis of publicly released invoices 
all capture different (though overlapping) items of consultancy spending – some of 
which are bundled together with spending on other professional services – and so give 
very different overall figures.177

Our approach is to use departments’ ARAs to collate data on consultancy spending (as 
well as on temporary staff spend). This is because they provide the only consistently 
published source of data on such spending across both departments and time. The 
government also recently confirmed to the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) that this 
is the measure it uses internally.178 But as the NAO has cautioned,179 even ARAs do not 
necessarily provide a reliable estimate of such spending, because different 
departments use different definitions of consultancy, which may differ from formal 
cross-government definitions.* In their recent evidence to PAC, Cat Little and others 
suggested that, rather than departments actively using different definitions, the 
challenge lies with some having difficulty classifying spending correctly against the 
agreed cross-government definition. The Cabinet Office also confirmed it was 
intensifying work to address this issue.180

In any case, the government has said that it is using the average annual total 
government consultancy spending between 2017/18 and 2022/23 as its baseline, and 
that a 50% reduction will save £700m.181 Our analysis of departments’ ARAs is 
consistent with this, showing that average annual consultancy spend between 2017/18 
and 2022/23 was £1.4bn. It is notable that the government has chosen a baseline that 
includes the years of the pandemic, when consultancy spending was higher than 
average – which should make it easier to reach the target.

Overall consultancy spending is falling
Because the government has defined its target for consultancy spending with 
reference to the 2017/18–2022/23 average, we have analysed the government’s 
overall spending from 2017/18 onwards, reaching a total by summing the spending of 
all the major departmental groups.**

These figures show that spending on consultancy increased by 42% during the 
pandemic, from £1.2bn*** in 2019/20 to £1.7bn – the peak – in 2021/22. Spending has 
since been falling year on year, reaching £1.1bn in 2024/25.

*	 The NAO report gives the Cabinet Office’s definition of consultancy as “providing advice to identify options or 
recommendations, or advice to assist with implementing solutions”. In oral evidence to PAC, officials referred to 
a more detailed definition provided in The Consultancy Playbook, which sets out guidance for how departments 
should engage consultants. The playbook, which is to be updated and reissued early this year, in turn refers to a 
more detailed definition of consultancy set out in the now-defunct consultancy spending control. A further, 
also more detailed, definition is available in the Treasury’s financial reporting manual. It is this that 
departments should abide by in preparing ARAs.

**	 See Methodology for details of which departments are included.

***	 From this point, all figures in this chapter for consultancy and temporary staff spending are given in 2025/26 
prices.



95PART 2: THE STATE OF THE CIVIL SERVICE

Pa
rt

 2
:  

Th
e 

st
at

e 
of

 th
e 

ci
vi

l s
er

vi
ce

Figure 2.51 Government spending on consultancy, 2017/18–2024/25 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of departments’ annual reports and accounts, 2017/18–2024/25. Notes: 
Figures represent the sum of the consultancy spending of the main departmental groups in existence in each year. 
For details of which departments are included and the treatment of machinery of government changes, see 
Methodology. Departments differ in how they report this type of spending; see both the main text and Methodology 
for details and further caveats around the data.

These trends in overall government spending on consultancy are mostly driven by a 
small number of departments. DHSC, for example (whose figures include the NHS), is a 
big spender and between 2019/20 and 2021/22 increased its spending by £385m 
(105%) as it responded to the pandemic.* This accounted for 75% of the growth in 
overall government spending over that period. Its spending subsequently fell by 
£494m (66%) between 2021/22 and 2024/25 – accounting for 84% of the £590m fall 
for the government as a whole in that period. DHSC’s accounts attribute much of this to 
moving the Test and Trace programme to the UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA) in 
October 2021. UKHSA consultancy spend is reported as part of DHSC’s consultancy 
spend, so we assume this move was accompanied by transferring work from 
consultants to UKHSA staff. 

The Home Office has also seen dramatic fluctuations in its consultancy spending in 
recent years. It more than doubled between 2020/21 and 2021/22, increased by 62% 
the following year and by 86% in 2023/24 – reaching £253m in that year. While 
successive ARAs during this period refer to pressures around migration and asylum,182 
they mostly do so in connection to temporary staff (see below), rather than 
consultancy spending. 

It appears very likely that it was the same pressures driving the increase. The Home 
Office’s 2023/24 ARA does refer to an impact on consultancy spending from migration 
pressures, and specifically refers to the Rwanda policy and a package of changes to 
migration policy.183 Consultancy spending subsequently halved in 2024/25 – and while 
that year’s ARA does not explain the fall, it also does not mention either of those 
specific points184 – suggesting that the new government’s changed policy in this area 
could be why consultancy spending fell. Notably, the 2025 budget specifically referred 
to “clamping down”185 on consultancy in the Home Office – indicating that this had 
already happened, with funding “repurposed for front-line police”.186 

*	 Aside from the pandemic response, the department’s 2021/22 ARA also attributed this increase to the then 
government’s New Hospital programme.
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Figure 2.52 Departmental spending on consultancy, 2017/18–2024/25 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of departments’ annual reports and accounts, 2017/18–2024/25. Notes: 
For details of which departments are included and the treatment of machinery of government changes, see 
Methodology. Departments differ in how they report this type of spending; see both the main text and Methodology 
for details and further caveats around the data.

A few other departmental trends over this time period are notable. The Treasury’s 
spending fell continuously between 2017/18 and 2021/22, by a total of £193m (87%), 
before fluctuating in more recent years. The sustained fall until 2021/22 appears to be 
largely due to the winding up of the operations of UK Asset Resolution (the ‘bad bank’ 
established by the government to handle risky assets after the financial crisis).187 

The spending of the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 
meanwhile, rose by £139m (197%) between 2019/20 and 2021/22. While its ARAs 
make no mention of why this might be, it is reasonable to assume that this was 
connected to the pandemic. Defra’s spending more than trebled in 2022/23 alone, 
which is attributed in its ARA to changes in how some spending was classified188 – 
giving an insight into the difficulty that government often has with properly classifying 
this type of spend. 

Departments’ 2024/25 figures also give the first indication of the progress being made 
towards the government’s target. It is notable that, except for the three relatively new 
departments (DBT, DSIT and DESNZ), consultancy spending fell in every department in 
2024/25. Overall, spending on consultancy fell by £179m (14%) between 2023/24 and 
2024/25. This was primarily due to the reduction in Home Office spending discussed 
above, but also due to reductions in Defra, HMT, DfT and DHSC.

It is not clear if these reductions, albeit minor compared to the Home Office (whose 
£136m dwarves the £15–20m for each of those four other departments), are a direct 
result of the government’s determination to lower costs or would have happened in any 
case. Indeed Defra’s lower spend is largely due to anticipated changes connected to 
the advancement of an Environment Agency programme.*,189 And in HMT’s case, while 
there is no specific reason given for the lower spend in 2024/25,190 its 2022/23 report 
references high spending, which was expected to fall in future – including on scaling up 
the UK Infrastructure Bank, and time-limited economic and IT consultancy.191

*	 Defra’s 2024/25 annual report and accounts states that spending on the EA’s Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk 
Management programme moved from resource-based spend (including consultancy) to capital-related 
construction work.
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In addition to these cases of spending falling by chance timing, the government will be 
helped towards its target by the fact that overall spending was already falling in 
2023/24 – the year before it came to office. In that year, there were significant 
reductions in spending in DCMS, DfT and the MoD. While the latter two departments 
again offer little information about why this might be, the fall of £102m (86%) in DCMS 
is mostly attributable to the department no longer incurring costs connected to the 
2022 Commonwealth Games.192

This shows how much consultancy spending in any given department can fluctuate 
year to year for idiosyncratic reasons.* This makes it difficult to assess whether the 
overall reduction seen in 2024/25 has anything to do with the government’s target, 
and whether the target itself is achievable. 

Total government spending on consultancy is clearly falling. But the government has 
already reaped the benefits of post-pandemic falls in spending in DHSC, and possibly 
from altered migration policy in the Home Office. And there is no shortage of complex 
projects in government for which departments may choose to seek support from 
consultants in the coming years. On the basis of the information currently available, 
then, reaching the government’s target looks far from a given.

Temporary staff spending has also fallen
Unlike consultancy spending, the government has not stated an intention to reduce 
spending on temporary staff. Spending in this area rose continuously between 2017/18 
and 2021/22, peaking in that year at £8.8bn. Most of this is DHSC – and within that, 
NHS – spending, with the former accounting for 70–80% of this spending each year 
since 2017/18. Post-pandemic trends saw this fall in 2022/23 and 2023/24, and then 
– more dramatically – to £5.9bn in 2024/25.

Figure 2.53 Government spending on temporary staff, 2017/18–2024/25 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of departments’ annual reports and accounts, 2017/18–2024/25. • Notes: Figures

which departments are included and the treatment of machinery of government changes, see Methodology
how they report this type of spending; see both the main text and Methodology for details and further caveats around the data.

Source: Institute for Government analysis of departments’ annual reports and accounts, 2017/18–2024/25. Notes: 
Figures represent the sum of the spending on temporary staff of the main departmental groups in existence in each 
year. For details of which departments are included and the treatment of machinery of government changes, see 
Methodology. Departments differ in how they report this type of spending; see both the main text and Methodology 
for details and further caveats around the data.

*	 Some departments’ 2024/25 ARAs further demonstrated this issue by reclassifying some of their spending. 
DWP, for example, reclassified much of its reported 2023/24 consultancy spending as ‘professional services’; 
HMRC referred to spending in both 2023/24 and 2024/25 that “should be classified as contracted out services 
[rather than consultancy]”; and DBT revised its 2023/24 figures following “an internal review of accounts 
codes” that led to “a re-allocation of costs between consultancy costs and other professional and legal 
services”. Such revisions by a number of departments in the same year are unusual, and suggest that a renewed 
focus on consultancy spending may have led departments to analyse it in more detail.
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As was the case for consultancy spending, then, the increases in overall temporary 
staff spending up to 2021/22 were driven by DHSC and the NHS’s understandable 
activity during the pandemic. Overall government spending on temporary staff 
increased by £3bn between 2017/18 and 2021/22, and that of DHSC by £1.9bn. This is 
also true for the subsequent fall in such spending since 2021/22 – lower spending in 
DHSC accounts for 82% of the reduction in overall government spending between 
2021/22 and 2024/25. And notably, between 2023/24 and 2024/25 alone, DHSC’s 
spending in this area fell by £1.3bn (24%).*

DWP is another department where a pandemic impact is evident – with a spike in 
spending in 2020/21 and falls in subsequent years.

Figure 2.54 Departmental spending on temporary staff (excluding DHSC), 2017/18–2024/25 	
	 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of departments’ annual reports and accounts, 2017/18–2024/25. Notes: 
DHSC is not included because its spending on temporary staff is orders of magnitude more than that of any other 
departmental group. For details of which departments are included and the treatment of machinery of government 
changes, see Methodology. Departments differ in how they report this type of spending; see both the main text and 
Methodology for details and further caveats around the data.

The MoD also stands out in having dramatically increased its spending on temporary 
staff – by £437m (more than 300%) – between 2018/19 and 2021/22, followed by  
a decrease of £284m (49%) between 2021/22 and 2024/25. Its ARAs attribute this  
to various causes – including recruitment challenges in Defence Equipment and 
Support and demands within strategic command, including digital and data work.193  
Its 2022/23 ARA refers to programmes requiring this support transitioning to a more 
permanent workforce,194 and later ARAs simply to “savings measures implemented 
across the Department”.195

The Home Office is also notable for its temporary staff spend, which largely echoes its 
consultancy spending – increasing from 2020/21 onwards until a peak in 2023/24, and 
a fall in 2024/25. Its ARAs again suggest that this reflects pressures around migration 
and asylum policy, as well as backlogs in passport applications.196 The cause of the 
decrease in spending in 2024/25 is not clear, although as with consultancy spending, a 
comparison of ARAs suggest that policy changes including discontinuing the Rwanda 
policy could be a factor.197

*	 Budget 2025 referenced efforts to reduce such spending in DHSC – referring to efforts to reduce the spending 
of NHS trusts on agency staff by “at least 30% in this financial year”, following an “almost £1 billion reduction 
in costly NHS agency spend in 2024–25”. It further referenced plans to “eliminate the use of all agency staff by 
the end of the Parliament”.
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As with consultancy spending, then, these examples demonstrate just how 
significantly spending on temporary staff can fluctuate year to year. So while spending 
does appear to be on a downward trend, it is too early to tell whether this will continue.

This year, the civil service’s forthcoming (delayed from last year) Strategic Workforce 
Plan presents an opportunity for the government in this area, as the future of the civil 
service workforce and the future trajectory of spending on consultancy and temporary 
staff are closely linked. The repeated use of temporary staff in some areas suggests 
that more capacity is needed, while for their part some departments have reported 
that pay restraint and restrictions on hiring have made it more difficult to attract 
candidates with the skills they need – forcing them to instead reach for more 
expensive consultants.198

If the government is to reach its target for consultancy spending, while also reducing 
the size of the civil service, it will need to anticipate the skills that the civil service will 
need in the future – including those for which departments currently reach for 
consultants – and ensure that civil servants develop them now. It will also need to get 
far better at understanding where these skills already exist in the civil service. The 
government has said that these issues will be covered in the workforce plan, with Cat 
Little specifically mentioning skills gaps in digital and technology, and project delivery 
and management in evidence to the PAC.199 But some necessary steps are already clear 
– such as loosening eligibility requirements for pivotal role allowance to better retain 
specialists,* and making it easier to recruit external talent into the civil service, as we 
called for in our 2024 report 20 ways to improve the civil service.200

*	 The 2025 budget removed some of the controls on these allowances, which was a welcome start.
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Major projects
 
The Government Major Projects Portfolio (GMPP) brings together the most complex, 
high-cost and long-term projects across government departments.201 The 213 projects 
in the portfolio have a total lifetime cost of almost £1 trillion (in today’s prices) and 
range from the construction of Dreadnought military submarines to national 
programmes of employment support. The aim of the GMPP is to enable central 
oversight and support for these large and strategically important programmes.

Until recently, the GMPP was overseen by the Infrastructure Projects Authority (IPA),  
a joint Cabinet Office and Treasury unit. The IPA worked alongside the National 
Infrastructure Commission (NIC) – an independent executive agency of the  
Treasury founded in 2015 with an independent chair to provide advice on 
infrastructure strategy. 

In April 2025, the IPA and NIC were merged to form the National Infrastructure and 
Service Transformation Authority (NISTA) – as trailed in Labour’s election manifesto. 
Again a joint Treasury and Cabinet Office unit, NISTA reports to the chief secretary to 
the Treasury and will, in the department’s own words, bring “strategy and delivery 
under one roof”.202 

NISTA has taken on responsibility for the GMPP, which, alongside the 10-year 
infrastructure strategy and MHCLG’s planning reforms,203,204 the government hopes will 
help address some of the strategic and delivery problems that lead to frequent cost 
and time overruns on big infrastructure projects. 

The whole-life cost of the Government Major Projects Portfolio is 
at a record high of £1 trillion
NISTA’s first annual report sets out the status of the GMPP up to 31 March 2025, 
immediately before NISTA was formally established.205 Although this is the first GMPP 
report since Labour came to power in July 2024, only 2% of projects have a start date 
after the 2024 general election. Given the average project duration of 11.3 years,  
the data outlined below is largely a baseline which this government will build on,  
and have to manage, over the rest of the parliament, rather than the result of its own 
policy decisions.
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Figure 2.55 Whole-life cost of government major projects portfolio, 2013–25 			 
	 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Infrastructure and Projects Authority, Annual Report on Major Projects, 
2013–24 and HM Treasury, NISTA Annual Report, 2025. Notes: Exempt projects are exempt from publishing costings; 
for example, for national security or commercial reasons. Previously exempt projects can become non-exempt, and 
vice versa. The whole-life cost of exempt projects is the difference between the reported total portfolio whole-life 
cost and the sum of whole-life cost for all non-exempt projects.

The whole-life cost of all 213 projects in the GMPP has reached a record level of 
£998bn. This is more than double the real-terms cost in 2013, but the number of 
projects has only increased by 12% (from 191) in that time – meaning the increase in 
overall portfolio cost has largely come from increased cost per project.

There are 56 projects in the GMPP for which costs are not published; for example, due 
to national security or commercial grounds. In 2025, these made up 43% of the 
portfolio’s whole-life cost, up from 7% in 2021. The overall increase in the portfolio’s 
whole-life cost since 2021 has come almost entirely from exempt projects, rather than 
those for which cost information has been provided.

The GMPP also contains 17 projects that do not provide a delivery confidence rating – 
the majority led by the MoD or DESNZ. These include some very large projects that are 
exempt from publicly disclosing detailed information, again largely on national 
security or commercial grounds, such as the Dreadnought submarines and Sizewell C 
nuclear power plant, which have estimated whole-life costs of £31bn and £38bn 
respectively, according to recent reports.206,207

The number of projects in the portfolio subject to these exemptions has gone up from 
20 in 2021 to 56 in 2025, which may reflect the inclusion of projects from an earlier 
stage when costs may not be known or cannot be disclosed due to the risk of this 
biasing procurement. However, the average whole-life cost per exempt project has also 
more than tripled in that period. Providing support for these projects, particularly 
given their ballooning costs, will likely demand an increasing proportion of NISTA’s 
resources. The exemption of some projects with particular sensitivities from public 
reporting is understandable, but the growing whole-life cost of exempt projects merits 
thorough scrutiny of whether they are delivering good value for money. 

In the absence of published information to support external scrutiny, NISTA should 
ensure both internal processes are robust, but also sufficient access to information for 
the Public Accounts and Intelligence and Security Committees of parliament to 
effectively scrutinise this spend. 
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Overall confidence in delivery has weakened
The proportion of the GMPP that has a delivery confidence rating of ‘unfeasible’ (by 
whole-life cost) has reached its highest level since 2020 – though at the same time, 
there was also a small increase in the proportion of the portfolio with delivery 
confidence rated as ‘highly likely’.*

Figure 2.56 Whole-life cost of government major projects portfolio by delivery confidence 	
	 rating, 2013–25
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of Infrastructure and Projects Authority, Annual Report on Major Projects, 
2013–24 and HM Treasury, NISTA Annual Report, 2025.Notes: Projects with no cost information provided, such as 
those exempt due to national security or commercial reasons, are excluded. The delivery confidence rating is an 
evaluation of a project’s likelihood of achieving its aims and objectives and doing so on time and on budget. * The 
IPA delivery confidence classification was simplified in 2022 with ‘in doubt’ and ‘probable’ removed as categories.

There is substantial variation of these costs and ratings by department. However, 
where departments have notably higher whole-life cost of projects rated as either 
‘unfeasible’ or ‘highly likely’ this is often driven by a single project. For example, the 
£25bn Farming and Countryside Programme in Defra is rated as ‘unfeasible’, and DWP’s 
ongoing Universal Credit programme with whole-life cost of £17bn is rated as ‘highly 
likely’. It is these large projects in particular that can have an outsized impact on a 
department’s budgets if costs overrun – and where central oversight and delivery 
support can have the most impact. 

*	 The delivery confidence rating indicates the likely success of a project achieving its aims and objectives  
on time and on budget. Green = highly likely; amber = feasible, however significant issues exist; red = 
unachievable. A more detailed description of each delivery confidence rating can be found in Appendix A of  
HM Treasury, NISTA Annual Report 2024-2025, GOV.UK, 11 August 2025, www.gov.uk/government/publications/
nista-annual-report-2024-2025/nista-annual-report-2024-25

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nista-annual-report-2024-2025/nista-annual-report-2024-25
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nista-annual-report-2024-2025/nista-annual-report-2024-25
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Figure 2.57 Whole-life cost of government major projects portfolio by department and 	
	 delivery confidence rating, 2025 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of HM Treasury, NISTA Annual Report, 2025. Notes: The delivery confidence 
rating is an evaluation of a project’s likelihood of achieving its aims and objectives and doing so on time and on 
budget. Projects for which no delivery confidence rating is provided, for example due to national security or 
commercial reasons, are excluded.

Evaluation of major projects has improved but has a long way to go 
In 2019, only 8% of GMPP spending was covered by a suitable impact evaluation 
plan.208 A review by the Evaluation Task Force (ETF) last year showed a substantial 
improvement, with a third of all projects, representing 38% of GMPP whole-life cost, 
now having good quality evaluation plans in place.209 However, another 29% provided 
evaluation plans of insufficient quality, while more than a third of projects provided no 
evaluation plan at all. 

The 2025 review set out an action plan to improve evaluation governance and 
capability, and ensure evaluation is embedded into project delivery across the board 
– which the ETF, NISTA and the Treasury will be jointly responsible for delivering.210 

NISTA has an opportunity to get a grip of the ballooning major 
projects portfolio
There are some welcome signs that this government is taking a more considered and 
coherent approach to infrastructure strategy and delivery. Officials have said that the 
10-year Infrastructure Plan has encouraged longer term thinking and the government 
has said that business cases for major projects will be published within four months of 
approval211 – although this is a commitment previous governments have failed to 
deliver on. It is good that the first of these has been published;212 more must follow 
over the coming months. 
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The Office for Value for Money’s report on ‘megaprojects’ was an honest public 
assessment of recurring delivery problems and cost overruns, and the government has 
accepted its recommendations on streamlining decision making and between-year 
funding flexibility.213 Given that almost two thirds of the portfolio’s whole-life cost* is 
from projects that are due to expire beyond this parliament, sustaining this long-term 
focus in the face of short-term priorities will be crucial.

Similarly, despite many projects having no published whole-life cost or delivery 
confidence rating, NISTA’s first report on the GMPP provides more detail in other areas 
than past data releases, which support more nuanced and earlier support, and greater 
accountability for the projects. This includes ranges for costs and expected end dates 
for some projects, the inclusion of a small number of projects at a very early stage 
(before the strategic outline case has been finalised), and centrally providing the name 
of the civil servant in charge of each project (the senior responsible officer) for almost 
all projects.

At the autumn 2025 budget, the government announced that the GMPP will be 
slimmed down to 80–100 projects so that “central expertise and ministerial bandwidth 
is focused on the most strategically important, complex and risky projects”.214 This 
makes sense. The challenge will be determining which projects are included, and 
ensuring that ones that would most benefit from NISTA’s input are not left out.

There are some big potential wins to setting up NISTA as a single unit inside central 
government with responsibility for both major projects strategy and delivery. Strong 
ministerial oversight from the chief secretary could bring political direction to difficult 
project decisions. Bringing relevant strategic and delivery expertise together should 
enable NISTA to provide more coherent advice, and being an internal unit, as opposed 
to the independent agency model of the NIC, should enable closer working with those 
overseeing budgets in the Treasury. 

The risk is that the government loses the NIC’s ability to provide and publish honest, 
independent advice and bring external expertise to an area where government has a 
poor track record. Whether this can be mitigated will depend on ministers and NISTA’s 
civil service leadership being open to expertise and challenge, even when that is 
politically difficult. 

An early sign that a breadth of expertise will be valued is the appointment of Becky 
Wood as NISTA’s chief executive. She brings with her extensive experience managing 
large infrastructure projects in both the public and private sectors, such as Crossrail, 
across the UK and internationally. Further signs of success would include publication 
of more business cases, substantially more projects having good evaluation plans in 
place and addressing delivery problems with projects currently rated as ‘unfeasible’ 
such that their delivery confidence rating improves. 

*	 Of projects for which a whole life cost is provided.
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Departmental spending and efficiencies
The government had to move quickly in 2024 to provide clarity on 
spending plans
The government faced an unenviable fiscal inheritance. No spending plans had been 
set for 2025/26, and the figures pencilled in for the years ahead, by the outgoing 
chancellor Jeremy Hunt, were implausibly tight.215 Rachel Reeves quickly set one-year 
budgets for 2025/26 at the 2024 autumn budget. That autumn budget also saw 
substantial uplifts in both day-to-day and capital spending – enabled by raising taxes 
and changes to the fiscal rules. 

The increase in capital spending was a welcome recognition that a lack of investment 
has held back long-term economic growth and public services performance.216 Real-
terms day-to-day spending increased by 4.3% in 2025/26 – the second largest 
increase of any spending round since 1997.217 That budget also set the spending 
envelope up to the end of the parliament – within which the 2025 spending review 
would set departmental settlements – but with much less generous average annual 
real-terms increases of just 1.3% between 2026/27 and 2028/29. 

There were some welcome process changes in the latest  
spending review 
In 2024, the government also made some important improvements to how it makes 
spending decisions, including a regular cycle of spending reviews and providing longer 
term certainty on capital spending.218 These changes gave the government a good 
foundation from which they could have gone for bigger reforms in 2025 – but these 
were not, entirely, achieved last year.

On launching the 2025 spending review, back in December 2024, the chancellor set 
out her ambition to take a new approach to setting departments’ budgets,219 and move 
away from the siloed and insufficiently strategic approach of the past.220 This would 
include using the five missions as a framework for prioritisation, with greater cross-
government collaboration around them, a more in-depth ‘zero-based review’ of 
existing spend to drive better value for money, and enabling innovation with new Test, 
Learn and Grow pilots (see Box 2.1 below). 

In the event, however, it is not clear a substantially different approach was taken at the 
2025 spending review. While some in government say they took a genuinely new 
approach, to many others it felt similar to past processes. This aligns with our own 
assessment – outlined below – that despite some improvements, this was far from a 
‘total rewiring’ of how government approaches spending decisions.
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There was no step-change in collaboration during the spending 
review process
The 2025 spending review failed to deliver a substantially more collaborative 
approach. Confusion about the role that mission boards and mission clusters* were 
supposed to play in the spending review hindered progress. Some found the various 
mission structures improved understanding of departmental interdependencies  
on spending, but others found they added little value. The former chief secretary  
to the Treasury, Darren Jones, said in December 2025 that mission boards, as well  
as departments, were asked to submit bids.221 Allocations were ultimately made  
along departmental lines – even if some specific funding was labelled as mission-
related. To many people involved, the process did not feel substantially less siloed 
than in the past.

The inability of these changes to systematically improve collaboration was perhaps the 
result of insufficient incentives. Previous Institute for Government work has 
recommended allocation of joint budgets, shared across departments, to provide this 
incentive.222 Doing this should have been possible within existing structures. However, 
the spending review 2025 announcement included very few clearly joint bids or 
subsequent shared budgets.223 

In the absence of joint budgets, a comprehensive planning and performance 
framework, with shared outcomes that departments were jointly accountable for 
delivering, could also have incentivised collaboration in the spending review. No such 
framework was published alongside spending settlements, although the government 
has now said it will publish ‘strategic plans’ that cover “strategic outcomes against 
spending” in spring 2026.224

One valuable improvement that could still improve collaboration – in future – was 
establishing a programme of thematic value-for-money reviews between spending 
reviews. This follows a recommendation by the Office for Value for Money, a temporary 
Treasury unit established to drive forward improvements to the spending framework. If 
done well, these exercises could enable more in-depth policy development around 
cross-cutting topics going forward.

*	 The mission boards are interministerial groups chaired by the lead secretary of state for each mission with a 
“remit to oversee and drive progress on the relevant mission”. In addition, departments were asked to meet in 
“mission clusters” during the spending review process to “agree priorities and links” around the missions as 
they put together their spending plans.
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Box 2.1 Test, learn and grow

The Test, Learn, Grow (TLG) programme aims to drive public service reform and 
was backed by £100m in the 2025 spending review. It is designed to “bring 
policy makers closer to the front-line” to deliver “people-focused” public 
services.225 It comes in two parts: ‘test and learn’ and then ‘grow’. The overarching 
idea is to pilot new ideas, use the results to improve or pivot plans, then scale 
approaches that work.

Wave 1: Partial lessons on iterative, locally driven reform were valuable
The programme has been characterised by two waves. Wave 1 functioned as a 
rapid proof-of-concept of the programme prior to the 2025 spending review. 
Delivered in 12 weeks with minimal funding and pro-bono secondments, it was a 
test of ‘test and learn’ and used to inform the design of the programme. Pilots ran 
in four locations across two policy areas: temporary accommodation and family 
hubs, the latter tied to government’s opportunity mission – the pilots for which 
were particularly promising.

In Manchester, ‘innovation squads’226 collaborated with local government 
officials and communities to map barriers to accessing family hubs, identify 
potential solutions and test outreach approaches. The government has yet to 
publish formal evaluation of the proof of concept but officials reported that this 
initial pilot drove an increase in new families engaging with hub services – a 
critical vehicle for meeting government’s target to increase the number of young 
children achieving ‘good learning development’ standards.227 Officials also 
experimented with ‘test and learn’ methods in other areas, noting the value of 
collaborating with service users and ‘failing fast’ to save money. 

In Sheffield, local government officials also piloted new outreach methods and 
reported a 25% increase in uptake of family hub services.228 They also described 
a shift from a hierarchical relationship with central government representatives 
to a more equal, collaborative partnership. 

Wave 2: Test, Learn and Grow will need to scale up to fulfil its promise
Wave 2 saw the programme move from proof of concept to full delivery. 
Announced in July and formally launched in October 2025, it has expanded the 
programme across 10 locations and missions: health (establishing 
neighbourhood health services), growth (getting more people into work) and 
safer streets (tackling violence against women and girls).229
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If the government is to use these teams as a core part of delivering the 
preventative, people-focused services government wants, it will need to tackle 
two major challenges. 

•	 Visibility: To achieve its ambition to “change the centre”,230 TLG will need  
a clear strategy for raising its profile and embedding lessons across 
departments as the programme scales. The programme’s existing steering 
group may be the right mechanism for building senior buy-in across Whitehall, 
raising awareness among ‘rank and file’ officials will require greater 
transparency. A first step is publishing learnings from Wave 1.

•	 Scaling: Success of the initiative relies on local political appetite as well as 
capacity boost from the ‘innovation squads’,231 Cabinet Office officials 
deployed to work with local government. The programme will need to set out 
a strategy and explain how it will scale to areas with weaker political appetite 
and engagement, ensuring the model works beyond early adopters and 
without the added capacity of the innovation squads. Steps are being taken to 
address this challenge through a Test, Learn and Grow Network, which will 
“provide a space for peer learning, sharing best practice and sustaining 
momentum” for participating councils and others outside the programme.232

Test, Learn and Grow is itself a test of the government’s ambitions: outcome-
focused, iterative and collaborative. The real test will come in seeing whether it 
can deliver on its promise to really change how the state works.

The extent to which missions drove spending review allocations  
is unclear
The chancellor gave a speech to kick-off the multi-year spending review process in  
the week after the Plan for Change set out more detail on the government’s missions.233 
As part of the spending review process, departments were asked to review spending 
line-by-line to ensure it was aligned with the Plan for Change. In practice, this meant 
business cases and spending bids setting out how plans would support delivery of  
the missions. 

To some extent, this appears to have worked. The missions did shape many 
departments’ submissions to the Treasury, and negotiations thereafter. And the 
settlements received by individual departments and budgets most directly 
responsible for the missions – DHSC, DESNZ, DfE and the police budget* – received 
real-terms increases in both resource and capital spending.**

*	 The Treasury is the lead department for the growth mission. However, it is difficult to assess the prioritisation of 
growth in this way since many of the policy levers sit across other departments or are non-spending measures.

**	 Real-terms police core spending power is due to increase by 1.7% on average each year over the spending 
review period, even as overall Home Office day-to-day spending is due to fall by 1.7%, driven by a planned 
reduction in spending on migration and asylum. Figures for planned capital spending on policing is the figure 
for the Home Office as a whole, as separate plans for policing were not published. 
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Figure 2.58 Planned average annual real-terms change in capital spending, 			 
	 2025/26–2029/30, and day-to-day spending, 2023/24–2028/29, by department
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of HM Treasury, PESA 2025 and HM Treasury, Spending Review 2025.
Notes: Resource spending is the annual average real-terms change in RDEL from 2023/24 to 2028/29. Capital 
spending is an effective average annual rate of growth in the difference in CDEL from 2022/23–2024/25 (the SR21 
period) to 2025/26–2029/30 (the SR25 period for capital). This is calculated by taking the geometric mean over four 
years, the difference between the mid-points of each period. Planned resource spending on policing is core police 
spending power. The figure used for planned capital spending on policing is the figure for the Home Office as a 
whole, as separate plans for policing were not published. HM Treasury is not highlighted as a ‘mission-lead’ 
department, as it is not a typical spending department. 

Another six departments also saw both categories of spending increased. This included 
the MoJ, which is key to the wider safer streets mission, and DBT, DWP and MHCLG, 
which play important roles in the growth mission in leading on the industrial strategy, 
tackling economic inactivity and the housebuilding milestone respectively. DSIT 
received the largest relative increase in day-to-day spending, albeit from a low level of 
annual baseline spending (~£300m), reflecting its position as the new ‘digital centre of 
government’. Defence spending, one of the three foundations in Plan for Change and 
highlighted as one of Reeves’ top three priorities in her spending review speech, was 
also increased. In contrast, the departments that received less generous settlements 
are less directly relevant to the government’s five missions. 

However, these decisions were also not obviously that different to those taken by past 
chancellors. DHSC was prioritised, as it has been at almost every recent spending 
reviews, and education was kept in the middling position it has tended to occupy since 
the early years of the last Labour government. In contrast, MoJ and local government 
have tended to lose out to other departments in the past, and are somewhat prioritised 
relative to others this time round. Although not mission-lead departments, both do 
have key roles in delivering the wider missions. The Home Office as a whole has not 
been prioritised, but this belies the diverging trajectories of planned increases for 
police spending and other Home Office spend; police spending had seen year-on year 
increases since 2018/19,234 and cuts to migration spending. With DESNZ only existing 
since 2023, straightforward comparisons of past and future spending are not possible.

Overall, this does not reflect a process that was ‘rewired’ around the five missions. 
Even if the departmental allocations could suggest a degree of prioritisation in line 
with missions, the reality is that their breadth, and the addition of three ‘foundations’ 
and DSIT as an ‘enabler’, means the 2025 spending review does not appear especially 
targeted at the missions themselves.
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Ambitious departmental efficiency targets were accompanied by 
more detailed plans
Finding efficiencies was a key priority for spending review 2025. The chancellor set 
departments a headline target of “at least 5% savings and efficiencies” over the 
spending review period,235 the same target used by Rishi Sunak as chancellor in 
2021236 (but which were not reported against). Taking 2025/26 day-to-day spending as 
the baseline, this means that departments will have to deliver annual savings and 
efficiencies of at least £21.9bn by 2028/29 (in 2025/26 prices).*

Alongside this headline target, Reeves asked departments to set out “stretching and 
realistic” plans for at least 1% per year ‘technical efficiencies’ – that is, delivering more 
output for the same input, or the same or more output for less input. Departmental 
efficiency plans were published setting out in much more detail than the past how the 
government hopes to achieve these technical efficiencies.237 These set out plans 
(exceeding the 1% target) for technical efficiencies of 4% per year by 2028/29 overall, 
equivalent to £13.8bn in nominal terms.** Given the emphasis on finding savings within 
tight budgets, it’s notable that this £13.8bn of efficiencies includes non-cash releasing 
efficiencies (e.g. a new IT system, which saves officials time that they then spend on 
other related tasks) as well as those that release cash, which could directly lead to 
lower spending (e.g. reduced energy costs from installing more efficient lighting). 

Figure 2.59 Technical efficiencies in 2028/29 planned at spending review 2025, 		
	 by department
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of HM Treasury, Departmental Efficiency Plans, 2025. Notes: Technical 
efficiencies are those planned for 2028/29 in nominal terms as a proportion of planned day-to-day departmental 
spending for 2025/26, net of investments. * DfE excludes efficiencies from the core schools budget, and MHCLG 
excludes the impact of departmental efficiencies on local government.

All but four departments set out plans to meet or exceed this 3% technical efficiencies 
target (1% a year until 2028/29). The Home Office fell just short (2.9%), while the MoD 
set out plans to reach 2.3%. The MHCLG and DfE plans were for technical efficiencies 
of less than 1.5%, but these excluded efficiencies from front-line delivery spend, 

*	 The 2025 spending review did not provide a specific figure for the baseline so we have taken the 2025/26 
baseline as RDEL excluding depreciation, Barnett consequentials and the reserve. 5% of this baseline is taken 
as the savings and efficiencies target.

**	 This is £13.0bn in 2025/26 prices. Nominal terms are used for ease of comparability with HMT’s reported 
figures. The 4% figure relates to the 2025/26 RDEL baseline, as set out in the departmental efficiency plans. 
This baseline includes Spring Statement 2025 plans (excluding the Reform and Innovation Fund, the 
Transformation Fund and ODA), plus machinery of government changes.
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which make up a substantial proportion of those departments’ budgets. Almost two 
thirds of all planned technical efficiencies across government come from the DHSC’s 
‘NHS productivity plan’, which it hopes alone will deliver almost £9bn of efficiencies a 
year by 2028/29. 

While each department categorised their planned technical efficiencies differently 
they can be grouped into some broad categories, as outlined in Figure 2.60. 

Figure 2.60 Technical efficiencies in 2028/29 planned at spending review 2025, 		
	 by department and category (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of HM Treasury, Departmental Efficiency Plans , 2025. Notes: Planned 
technical efficiencies are as a proportion of planned day-to-day departmental spending for 2025/26, net of 
investment. Categories have been manually assigned. DHSC is not included due to efficiencies being set out as part 
of the NHS Productivity Plan, rather than by category. * DfE excludes efficiencies from the core schools budget, and 
MHCLG excludes the impact of departmental efficiencies on local government. ** Some departments did not 
separate public body efficiencies from core departmental efficiencies.

The category of ‘workforce, corporate and digital reforms’ makes up the majority of 
planned technical efficiencies in over half of departments.* AI is mentioned in almost 
three quarters of departments’ plans, and consolidation of corporate functions into 
shared services forms part of planned efficiencies for most departments.

The departmental efficiency plans also give an estimate of the investment needed to 
deliver their planned efficiencies. While the details of this investment are not specified, 
the explicit recognition that delivery of efficiencies often depends on investment – 
such as purchasing new IT infrastructure or renovating buildings – is welcome. Indeed 
the need for up-front investment to generate accumulating benefits from efficiencies is 
reflected in the planned level of investment remaining relatively flat over the spending 
review period, while efficiencies net of investment steadily increases. 

Within the overall target is of at least 5% savings and efficiencies, equal to £21.9bn  
in 2025/26 prices, less than £13.0bn is due to come from the technical efficiencies 
discussed here. This means several billion pounds of the savings and efficiencies 
needed to reach this target are largely unspecified. These are likely to come from 
allocative efficiencies (reallocating resources to more efficient activities) and 

*	 DHSC did not break its £9bn of efficiencies down by category in a way that is comparable with other 
departments, and is excluded from figure 2.60. 
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non-efficiency savings (stopping activities all together). Implementing these savings 
and efficiencies can be politically difficult, and will only become harder the closer we 
get to the next general election.

Ambitious administration budget savings targets have been set  
by the centre
Alongside whole department savings and efficiency targets, the chancellor asked 
departments to make substantial cuts to their administration budgets, with planned 
savings of 11% by 2028/29 and 16% by 2029/30.

These budgets cover non-front-line, or what is sometimes referred to as ‘back-office’, 
spending – for example, salaries for officials providing policy advice, technical support 
and office services, and the procurement of goods and services they use such as IT 
equipment and consultancy services.238 

That most departments are set to hit both targets for administration budgets exactly, 
though a few are planning to exceed them, suggests a lack of detailed work on how 
exactly this will be achieved. However, there is also some variation in the trajectory of 
savings between departments, which suggests that there has been at least some 
planning at a departmental level to set the potential path of savings. This includes 
three departments with plans for administration budgets to rise in 2026/27 before 
falling thereafter. 

The spending review did not produce departmental plans for administration budget 
savings. In many cases, technical efficiencies set out in the departmental efficiency 
plans will also lower administration budgets. But they are unlikely to deliver the full 
scale of savings necessary – departments will still need to reallocate resources to areas 
where they can achieve the same but with less, or stop doing some activities altogether.

Figure 2.61 Real-terms administration budget savings planned at spending review 2025, 	
	 selected departments, 2025/26–2029/30
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of HM Treasury, Spending Review 2025.



113PART 2: THE STATE OF THE CIVIL SERVICE

Pa
rt

 2
:  

Th
e 

st
at

e 
of

 th
e 

ci
vi

l s
er

vi
ce

Figure 2.62 Savings and efficiencies by 2028/29 planned at spending review 2025 		
	 (2025/26 prices)
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of HM Treasury, Spending Review 2025. Notes: The figure for “5% total 
savings and efficiencies” uses 2025/26 RDEL plans, minus Barnett consequentials and the reserve, as the baseline. 
The baseline for technical efficiencies is as set out in the departmental efficiency plans. * Figures for technical 
efficiencies are presented in nominal terms in the spending review documents, but are in 2025/26 prices here. 

Smaller administration budgets will require headcount cuts
Staff costs made up 82% of administration budgets in 2024/25;239 meeting these 
savings targets will unavoidably require headcount reductions. Indeed, this is a desired 
result of imposing these savings targets – and is a far preferable approach to the 
perverse incentives caused by blanket headcount targets.240 The Institute for Fiscal 
Studies has estimated that hitting the target of 16% administration budget savings  
by 2029/30 would require as much as an 18% fall in the headcount of civil servants 
covered by such budgets.*,241 

There is no published data on the total headcount of civil servants whose salaries are 
covered by administration budgets; however, an 18% headcount cut is, by our own 
analysis, approximately equivalent to a reduction of between 29,000 and 40,000.** The 
government hopes that exit schemes will help deliver some of these headcount 
reductions. However, the departments do not seem to have consistently factored in 
the up-front costs for these schemes into their spending plans. And moreover, current 
exit schemes are planning to provide less than a third of these exits (as of August 2025, 
8,583 exits had been applied for by departments, although this figure has likely grown 
since then).242 So while early indications are that the government is moving in the right 
direction to bring down civil service numbers, further workforce reforms will be 
required. This makes the long-awaited Strategic Workforce Plan all the more crucial in 
the context of such significant cuts. 

*	 This assumes that staff costs stay constant as a share of the overall administration budget, and that average 
civil service pay follows the OBR forecast of 0.5% per year real-terms increase in public sector pay.

**	 This estimate takes the total administration budget paybill (£11.2bn) and divides it by estimates of the paybill 
costs for one median civil servant (including salary, civil service pension contributions and National Insurance 
contributions). The range depends on whether you take the median salary for all civil servants (£35,680), 
including those working in arm’s length bodies, or the median salary of civil servants working in the median 
core department for pay (£49,055). Core department civil servants are more likely to be covered by 
administration budgets than the former group, but due to a lack of data our estimate is less accurate than that 
for all civil servants, which is supplied by the Cabinet Office. See Methodology for further details.
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The state of the civil service

Ministers have sometimes said that they are reducing administration budgets to move 
spending to ‘front-line services’. Administration spend, however, makes up only a tiny 
fraction of all day-to-day spending (2.7% in 2025/26). The planned administration 
budget savings of £1.6bn a year by 2028/29 (in 2025/26 prices) are just a small 
proportion of the planned programme budget increase of £21.4bn over this period. 

The extent to which lower administration spend could help to increase programme 
spend (one approximation for the ‘front line’) differs between departments. In large 
delivery departments, administration budgets make up only a fraction of overall 
day-to-day spending – less than 3% in DHSC, DfE and the Home Office. In these 
departments – usually considered front-line departments – the 10% cuts to 
administration budgets will make little difference (less than half a percentage point) to 
the balance of programme and administration spend within their budgets. 

However, administration spending makes up a larger proportion of budgets in policy-
focused departments such as the Treasury and DSIT. A 10% cut to these administration 
budgets within a set spending envelope implies a substantial restructuring of these 
(non-front-line) departments’ budgets, with programme spending making up a much 
larger proportion of the total than it did before. For example, programme spend in DSIT 
will go from being just under half of day-to-day spending (45%) in 2025/26, to just 
under two thirds (64%) in 2028/29 – a 19 percentage point increase. 

Figure 2.63 Programme and administration budgets, by department, 2025/26
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Source: Institute for Government analysis of HM Treasury, Spending Review 2025. Notes: Programme and 
administration budgets expressed as a proportion of total day-to-day budgets.

That does not mean administration budget savings should not be made. The civil 
service has grown in recent years, and savings can be made – but these should be 
made based on where resources are best allocated, not driven by a blanket desire shift 
them to the front line.
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There must be accountability for departments delivering  
these efficiencies 
There is a long history of governments planning to do more with less, but struggling to 
put that aim into practice. The publication of departmental efficiency plans and 
planned trajectories of administration budget cuts could help to drive better internal 
planning, and will help enable external accountability for delivering them going 
forward. The Treasury should fulfil the commitment it has made to publish 
departmental efficiency plans again at spending review 2027.243 

In July, the Treasury confirmed that departments will be required to include efficiency 
reporting in the annual reports and accounts from 2026/27.244 To avoid this process 
being ‘gamed’, the Treasury has worked with the NAO to develop assurance 
arrangements. This includes departments providing evidence to ensure efficiency 
definitions are being met in good faith. Reporting should include an assessment of 
where efficiencies have been achieved as planned, where they have not, and include 
any additional efficiencies achieved that were not in the spending review 2025 plans. 
Where particular investments have led to efficiencies, or unexpectedly failed to do so, 
this should also be included.

At the 2025 autumn budget, the chancellor announced £2.8bn further efficiencies and 
savings in 2028/29245 – but without specifying how they will be achieved.* Following 
the more considered approach to efficiencies taken at the spending review 2025, this 
cart-before-the-horse approach is a disappointing step backwards. The fact these 
savings and efficiencies are due just before the next general election further brings 
into question their political credibility. Departments have been asked to appoint 
non-executive directors to help them find these efficiencies, but this is no substitute 
for analysis that can inform the level of efficiencies planned and the approach taken to 
delivering them. 

 

*	 These include £1.4bn from the Ministry of Defence (MoD) and DHSC, which can be reinvested back into 
departmental budgets, and £1.4bn of cash-releasing savings and efficiencies from all other departments.
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Conclusion: rewiring the state?
 
The past year has seen some real and welcome changes to the way the government 
work: from proving – at least in theory – that central government, local authorities and 
communities can work closely together through Test, Learn and Grow pilots, to 
showing the state can innovate through a wide landscape of artificial intelligence 
experiments. In small pockets, where ministers and civil service leaders have together 
set direction and driven reform, change has happened. 

The government should take heart from this. Ministers and civil service leaders alike 
need to set clear – and precise – ambitions for reform of the state, and out how they 
will tackle the structural workforce issues set out in this report. They will then need to 
sustain focus and effort on delivering them in the coming year. When it may be 
tempting to reach for a quick fix, the real work of state reform will require consistency 
and resolve. 

The bold rhetoric of the past year has not been delivered on. The changes to date have 
been neither of the scale or nature required to transform, or ‘rewire’, the state. 
Problematic workforce trends of the past decade have continued.  

The newly appointed chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, Darren Jones, told 
parliament in December that he was a moderniser, and that the government would 
make progress on state reform. 2026 is the year to prove it, and we have set the tests 
for the year ahead. The government has the levers to deliver reform: the next 12 
months will show whether it can make the necessary change happen.



117METHODOLOGY

M
et

ho
do

lo
gy

Methodology
We set out below our methodology behind various analyses that have contributed to 
this year’s Whitehall Monitor. For questions on the below, or regarding any of our 
findings, please get in touch via email at enquiries@instituteforgovernment.org.uk.

Publication of data
The charts presented in this report draw principally on publicly available government 
data, which we have further processed and analysed. The data for the majority of the 
charts is available through clicking the ‘Download the data’ link, which can be seen in 
the chart footer (HTML version only). For the remaining charts that do not have this 
functionality built in, the final data inputs are published on our website alongside this 
report. If you have any questions about the analysis of this data, please get in touch via 
email at the address given above.

Throughout the report
Most of the analysis in this report is based on the Cabinet Office’s annual Civil Service 
Statistics publication. This dataset rounds numbers to the nearest five and reports 
numbers less than five as ‘[c]’. We replace these suppressed figures with ‘3’. Unless 
otherwise stated, all figures for numbers of civil servants are FTE rather than 
headcount figures. FTE figures count part-time staff according to the proportion of 
full-time hours they work. For example, somebody working three days a week would 
be counted as 0.6 FTE. In most cases, this metric is more meaningful than headcount, 
which does not distinguish between part- and full-time staff.

Defining civil servants
We define ‘civil servants’ as politically impartial, appointed officials of the UK Home 
Civil Service, which supports the work of the UK’s central government departments. 
This includes agencies that employ civil servants such as executive agencies, non-
ministerial departments and some non-departmental public bodies.

Our definition includes staff of the three Whitehall-based territorial offices that 
manage the UK’s relationships with Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, though for 
simplicity we do not include them in much of our analysis that compares different 
departments. It also includes the civil servants that the devolved governments of 
Wales and Scotland employ, but not the staff of the Northern Ireland Civil Service, 
which is administratively distinct. 

In this way, civil servants are defined more narrowly than public sector workers – police 
officers, teachers, NHS staff, members of the armed forces and local government 
officers are not counted as civil servants. Nor do we include the UK’s diplomatic service 
in our analysis since it too is administratively separate from the UK Home Civil Service.



118 WHITEHALL MONITOR 2026

M
ethodology

Defining the senior civil service
There are two definitions of the senior civil service. The annual Civil Service Statistics 
publication (the source of much of the data in this report) contains information on ‘SCS 
level’ employees. This measure includes “a number of health professionals, military 
personnel, and senior diplomats that are not part of the Senior Civil Service”.1

By contrast, the Cabinet Office collects data on ‘the senior civil service’ in the SCS 
database. Because this is not publicly available, by necessity we use the data in the 
annual Civil Service Statistics publication and for simplicity refer to this as ‘the senior 
civil service’ throughout this report.

These two measures give different figures for the size of the senior civil service. The 
2025 release of Civil Service Statistics recorded 7,775 individuals at ‘senior civil 
service level’ (7,525 FTE). While the SCS database is not publicly available, the 
government’s evidence to the Senior Salaries Review Body on SCS pay (published in 
October 2025) put the size of the senior civil service at 6,905 (6,715 FTE).2

Defining departments
Where possible, we categorise bodies into ‘departmental groups’ according to where 
ministerial responsibility lies, even when these are reported under a separate 
departmental heading in government data. For example, we group Ofsted with the 
Department for Education departmental group, and not as a separate department, as it 
is reported in the original Office for National Statistics Public Sector Employment Data. 

In such cases where source data reports organisations as independent from core 
departments, we have identified the departmental group to which those organisations 
belong by using the ‘sponsor department’ identified in the most recent public bodies 
report (for 2023/24) published by the Cabinet Office,3 or by government statements 
(such as on machinery of government changes) to parliament.

Unless otherwise indicated in the notes for a chart, the figures used throughout the 
report are for departmental groups, and therefore include the civil servants who work 
in the core departments as well as the agencies they oversee.

A table listing the departments and their associated agencies and non-ministerial 
departments is presented below. We have not included organisations that no longer 
exist – for example, because they have been merged with other bodies or renamed. 
However, historic organisations are counted in our figures for change over time, and 
details of those used in our analysis are available upon request. Where the names of 
departments differ between the ONS and Civil Service Statistics data releases we use 
the ONS classification – for example, the Export Credits Guarantee Department is listed 
as UK Export Finance by the Civil Service Statistics release.

These departments and organisations constitute the entire civil service, and they are 
all included, unless stated otherwise, in analysis that looks at the civil service as a 
whole. For analysis conducted at a department level, we tend to focus on the 17 major 
Whitehall departments – we do not include the AGO, OSSS, OSSW, NIO, or the Scottish 
or Welsh governments. We include HMRC, which is a non-ministerial department, 
because of its unique size (around 63,000 FTE staff), when we do not include other 
non-ministerial departments.
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List of departments and associated organisations

Initialism Department Other organisations

AGO Attorney General’s 
Office

Crown Prosecution Service; HM Crown Prosecution 
Service Inspectorate; Government Legal Department; 
Serious Fraud Office

CO Cabinet Office Central Civil Service Fast Stream; Crown Commercial 
Service; Government Commercial Organisation; 
Government Property Agency; UK Statistics Authority

DBT Department for 
Business and 
Trade

Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration Service; 
Companies House; Competition and Markets Authority; 
Export Credits Guarantee Department; The Insolvency 
Service

DCMS Department for 
Culture, Media and 
Sport

Charity Commission; The National Archives

Defra Department for 
Environment, 
Food and Rural 
Affairs

Animal and Plant Health Agency; Centre for 
Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science; 
Ofwat; Rural Payments Agency; Veterinary Medicines 
Directorate

DESNZ Department for 
Energy Security 
and Net Zero

Office of Gas and Electricity Markets (Ofgem)

DfE Department for 
Education

Education and Skills Funding Agency; Institute for 
Apprenticeships and Technical Education; Office of 
Qualifications and Examinations Regulation; Ofsted; 
Standards and Testing Agency; Teaching Regulation 
Agency

DfT Department for 
Transport

Active Travel England; Driver and Vehicle Licensing 
Agency; Driver and Vehicle Standards Agency; Maritime 
and Coastguard Agency; Office of Rail and Road; 
Vehicle Certification Agency

DHSC Department of 
Health and Social 
Care

Food Standards Agency; Medicines and Healthcare 
products Regulatory Agency; UK Health Security 
Agency

DSIT Department for 
Science, 
Innovation and 
Technology

Building Digital UK; Met Office; Intellectual Property 
Office; UK Space Agency

DWP Department for 
Work and 
Pensions

Health and Safety Executive

FCDO Foreign, 
Commonwealth 
and Development 
Office

FCDO Services; Wilton Park Executive Agency

HMRC HM Revenue and 
Customs

Valuation Office Agency

HMT HM Treasury Debt Management Office; Government Actuary’s 
Department; Government Internal Audit Agency; 
National Infrastructure Commission; National Savings 
and Investments; Office for Budget Responsibility
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HO Home Office National Crime Agency

MHCLG Ministry for 
Housing, 
Communities and 
Local Government

HM Land Registry; Planning Inspectorate; Queen 
Elizabeth II Conference Centre

MoD Ministry of 
Defence

Defence Equipment and Support; Defence Science 
and Technology Laboratory; Royal Fleet Auxiliary; 
Submarine Delivery Agency; UK Hydrographic Office

MoJ Ministry of Justice Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority; HM Courts 
and Tribunals Service; HM Prison and Probation 
Service; Legal Aid Agency; Office of the Public 
Guardian; UK Supreme Court

NIO Northern Ireland 
Office

OSSS Office for the 
Secretary of State 
for Scotland

Scot Gov Scottish 
government

Accountant in Bankruptcy; Consumer Scotland; Crown 
Office and Procurator Fiscal; Disclosure Scotland; 
Education Scotland; Food Standards Scotland; Forestry 
and Land Scotland; National Records of Scotland; Office 
of the Scottish Charity Regulator; Registers of Scotland; 
Revenue Scotland; Scottish Courts and Tribunals 
Service; Scottish Fiscal Commission; Scottish Forestry; 
Scottish Housing Regulator; Scottish Prison Service; 
Scottish Public Pensions Agency; Social Security 
Scotland; Student Awards Agency for Scotland; 
Transport Scotland

OSSW Office for the 
Secretary of State 
for Wales

Welsh Gov Welsh 
government

ESTYN; Welsh Revenue Authority

Interpreting regression results
In several places, we use univariate regression analysis to identify relationships 
between variables. These regressions do not let us say that one variable causes 
another, but they do let us see if a high level in one variable tends to occur with a high 
or low level in another. 

We report the R² for univariate ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions (those with 
only one independent variable). This is the proportion of the variation in the 
dependent variable that can be explained by variation in the independent variable. We 
interpret these as follows:

•	 Strong correlation: R² > 0.35

•	 Moderate correlation: 0.1 < R² <= 0.35

•	 Weak correlation: 0 < R² <= 0.1

•	 No correlation: R² = 0
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We use asterisks to represent the level of significance of an independent variable, as 
determined by the p-value from our regressions. Our thresholds are as follows: 

•	 *: Weakly significant, 0.01 <= p < 0.05 

•	 **: Moderately significant, 0.001 <= p < 0.01 

•	 ***: Highly significant, p < 0.001

Inflation/real-terms figures
For government spending information that spans multiple years, we use the GDP 
deflator to present figures consistently. The GDP deflator measures economy-wide 
inflation and so is an appropriate metric for tracking changes in government spending. 
We use the GDP deflator published alongside the autumn budget 2025. 

For pay figures, we use the Consumer Price Index (CPI) to present numbers in 
consistent prices as this is the relevant measure to understand how much pay packets 
are worth to households. We adjust pay figures using the ONS’s CPI measure for 
October of the relevant year and used the CPI data last updated on 19 November 2025. 
October was chosen as the most relevant month to use in statistical analysis we have 
carried out of pay – discussed below – and has then been used for consistency in other 
analysis of pay.

Specific chapters
Size of the civil service
To analyse the overall size of the civil service, we use Table 9 of the ONS’s quarterly 
Public Sector Employment data release. This dataset contains staff numbers 
(headcount and FTE) in all public organisations employing civil servants. As in the rest 
of the report, unless otherwise stated we use FTE figures.

The ONS public sector data rounds figures to the nearest five, and report numbers less 
than five as ‘..’. We replace these suppressed figures with ‘3’.

Our figures exclude temporary Census field staff. Staff from Central Government 
Security (formerly Security and Intelligence Services) have been excluded from civil 
service statistics since Q2 2016. We adjust for this by manually excluding Central 
Government Security staff from our datasets before this date.

Professions and functions
Our analysis of the civil service professions uses Table 8A in the Cabinet Office’s 
annual Civil Service Statistics. The professions in the civil service have changed over 
time. For example, the ‘government digital and data’ profession used to be the ‘digital, 
data and technology’ profession. Where this has happened, we refer to the profession 
according to its latest name. 

In this year’s Whitehall Monitor, we have grouped civil service professions according to 
the civil service groupings: ‘operational delivery’, ‘policy’, ‘functional professions’ and 
‘specialist professions’. The official statistics record ‘Inspector of Education and 
Training’ as a profession, but we cannot categorise it because the government does not 



122 WHITEHALL MONITOR 2026

M
ethodology

publish this information; as a result, we include it in the category ‘unknown or other’. It 
should be noted that the civil service relies on civil servants self-reporting their 
profession for this data.

1.	 Operational delivery

2.	 Policy

3.	 Functional professions

	º Actuary

	º Commercial

	º Communications

	º Counter fraud

	º Debt

	º Digital and data

	º Economics

	º Finance

	º Geography

	º Grants

	º Human resources

	º Internal audit

	º Legal

	º Project delivery

	º Property

	º Operational research

	º Risk management

	º Security

	º Social research

	º Statistics

4.	 Specialist professions

	º Corporate finance

	º Intelligence analysis

	º Knowledge and information management

	º Clinical 

	º Occupational psychology

	º Planning

	º Planning inspection

	º Science and engineering

	º Tax

	º Veterinary

Professions data has historically been inconsistently reported. We have avoided 
correcting this, except for in one instance. The Department for Work and Pensions 
(DWP) did not report the professions of over 95% of its staff in 2018, 2020 and 2021. 
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Given the size of the department, this would significantly skew the trend data, 
particularly for the operational delivery profession. For this reason, we interpolated 
DWP’s professions numbers for these years based on its reported numbers in 2017, 
2019 and 2022.

Throughout our analysis, we combine the figures stated in the source data under ‘not 
reported’ and ‘other’ in the category ‘unknown or other’. In 2021, 56,789, or 13%, of 
civil servants were recorded in this category. By 2025 this had decreased to 27,345, or 
5%. Some of the change appears to be driven by civil servants newly being classified 
as belonging to the operational delivery profession, but some of it also appears to be 
civil servants being classified as belonging to functional and other professions. 

Turnover and leaving routes
Data on civil service staff turnover is derived from the annual Cabinet Office Civil 
Service Statistics dataset (Tables 20, 33 and 34). We use headcount rather than FTE for 
all staff turnover calculations. Some figures relate to core departments only and not 
the wider departmental group; where this is the case it is made clear in the chart notes.

External staff turnover is calculated as the number of civil servants who left the civil 
service entirely over the course of a given year, as a percentage of the average civil 
service headcount during that period. Average civil service headcount is calculated as 
the mean of civil service headcount at the beginning and end of the interval (for 
instance, headcount in March 2021 and March 2022 for the period 2021–22). We use 
average headcount to account for the fact that the number of civil servants changes 
over the course of the year. Internal staff turnover is calculated as the number of civil 
servants who transferred to another department over the course of a given year, as a 
percentage of the average civil service headcount during that period. Data on moves 
within a single department are not publicly available.

Civil Service Statistics lists 17 leaving causes. For ease of analysis we have grouped 
these into the following categories:

•	 Resignation

•	 Retirement

•	 Dismissal

•	 End of appointment

•	 Redundancies and voluntary exits

•	 Other
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Consolidation of categories is as follows:

•	 Resignation

•	 Retirement

•	 Dismissal

•	 End of appointment: (which the dataset records as ‘End of casual, Period, 
Conditional or Provisional Appointment’)

•	 ‘Redundancies and voluntary exits’, which combines the following leaving causes 
reported in the data: ‘Voluntary Exit Scheme: With Payment’; ‘Voluntary Exit 
Scheme: With an Unreduced Pension’; ‘Voluntary Exit Scheme: Terms Not Recorded’; 
‘Voluntary Redundancy Scheme: With Payment’; ‘Voluntary Redundancy Scheme: 
With An Unreduced Pension’; ‘Voluntary Redundancy Scheme: Terms Not Recorded’; 
and ‘Compulsory Redundancy Scheme’

•	 ‘Other’, which combines the following leaving causes reported in the data: ‘Death in 
Service’; ‘Transfer of Function to Private Sector’; ‘Secondment to Organisation 
External to Civil Service’; ‘Transfer to Non-Civil Service Public Sector’; and ‘Other 
Leaving Cause’.

In previous editions of Whitehall Monitor ‘compulsory redundancy’ has been recorded 
under ‘Other’. This year it is reported under ‘Redundancies and voluntary exits’ 
(previously named ‘Voluntary exit/redundancy’). This is in order to allow a more 
accurate comparison of previous exit schemes, including compulsory redundancy 
rounds. Civil service compulsory redundancy rounds must be preceded by voluntary 
redundancies, and departments apply for exit schemes that often encompass leavers 
under both voluntary and compulsory redundancies.

Pay
We refer to the results of statistical analysis of median salaries and pay and benefits 
theme scores from the Civil Service People Survey in this chapter. The pay and benefits 
theme consists of two questions on pay levels and one on the overall benefits package 
(pay, benefits and pension). See ‘Morale and engagement’, below, for further details of 
the People Survey.

Pay data is as at 31 March, while the People Survey is carried out in the autumn. We join 
People Survey data to pay data from the following calendar year (i.e. roughly six months 
later). For example, 2024 People Survey data is joined to 2025 pay data – these are the 
data releases in which effects of pay awards for 2024/25 are most likely to show.

We put pay data for all years into 2025 prices using October CPI figures. We use 
October figures to align with the timing of the People Survey, as people will be making 
judgments on the satisfaction with their pay and benefits without knowing what will 
happen to inflation in the rest of the financial year. This makes a material difference to 
the results – primarily because of the effect very high inflation at the end of 2021/22 
following the full invasion of Ukraine by Russia in February 2022 has on 2022 pay 
figures if these are deflated using a CPI figure from the financial year end.
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Morale data is not available by organisation and grade, therefore People Survey figures 
used relate to civil servants of all grades. We use mean scores, as described in the 
‘Morale and engagement’ section below.

Regression 1: Pay and benefits theme scores compared to real-terms median salary 
since 2010 

Using whole civil service figures from the People Survey and Civil Service Statistics 
and looking at the period 2010–24 (morale data)/2011–25 (pay data), we carried out a 
simple linear regression.

Results are shown in Figure 2.20 and are as follows:

Observations R² p-value

My work 15 0.6862 0.0001***

See ‘Interpreting regression results’, above, for details of how we interpret R² values 
and p-values for ordinary least squares regressions.

Morale and engagement
The Civil Service People Survey is a survey carried out annually in autumn, which civil 
servants in more than 100 organisations are invited to take part in.

As well as aggregate responses to individual questions, a headline ‘employee 
engagement index’ is published, drawing on five questions:

•	 I am proud when I tell others I am part of [my organisation]

•	 I would recommend [my organisation] as a great place to work

•	 I feel a strong personal attachment to [my organisation]

•	 [My organisation] inspires me to do the best in my job

•	 [My organisation] motivates me to help it achieve its objectives.

It is the employee engagement index that we use when analysing headline civil  
service engagement.

People Survey results are also published for nine ‘themes’: my work; organisational 
objectives and purpose; my manager; my team; learning and development; inclusion 
and fair treatment; resources and workload; pay and benefits; and leadership and 
managing change.

In our People Survey analysis we focus on mean scores, to better reflect the 
performance of the civil service overall. This does mean that larger organisations  
count more than smaller organisations in the figures we use, unlike if we analysed 
median scores.
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Regression 2: Civil servant engagement compared to People Survey theme scores 
for core departments for 2024 

Using figures from the People Survey for the 17 core departments* that are the main 
focus of Whitehall Monitor (see ‘Throughout this report’, above) and looking at 2024, we 
carried out simple linear regression on employee engagement index scores and 
individual theme scores. There are statistically significant linear relationships between 
employee engagement index scores and certain theme scores only.

Partial results are shown in Figure 2.27. The full results are as follows:

Observations R² p-value

My work 17 0.7483 0.0000***

Organisational objectives and 
purpose

17 0.0864 0.2520

My manager 17 0.0487 0.3949

My team 17 0.1665 0.1039

Learning and development 17 0.0145 0.6455

Inclusion and fair treatment 17 0.2759 0.0304*

Resources and workload 17 0.1119 0.1894

Pay and benefits 17 0.0013 0.8927

Leadership and managing change 17 0.5308

See ‘Interpreting regression results’, above, for details of how we interpret R² values 
and p-values for ordinary least squares regressions.

Where relationships are statistically significant for this single year, 2024, there are also 
statistically significant within-organisation relationships in a two-way fixed effects 
regression for the same organisations for the period 2010–24 (p [F-statistic (robust)] = 
0.0000 in all cases). This included the fixed effects of time and department, but no 
other controls.

Diversity
The population benchmarks for female, disabled and minority ethnic staff are 
calculated using ONS’s Labour Force Survey (more details below). Falling response 
levels in recent years have led to concerns about the quality of ONS’s estimates. Short-
term changes in benchmarks should be treated with caution.

Unless otherwise specified, the representation of a demographic characteristic in the 
civil service is calculated as a share of the number of staff for which that characteristic 
is known – i.e. excluding those for whom it is ‘not declared’ or ‘not reported’.

*	 Figures used relate to core departments, except for figures for the Department for Education, which relate to 
the DfE group, as department-only figures are not published.
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Population benchmarks

Female, disabled and minority ethnic staff
For the proportion of female staff in the civil service, the population benchmark is 
calculated from the ONS’s Labour Force Survey (Table A02). Since the Civil Service 
Statistics dataset captures the state of the civil service annually on 31 March, we make 
the benchmark as closely comparable as possible by dividing the number of 
economically active women aged 16–64 in the February–April quarter of every year by 
the whole economically active population in the same quarter.

The population benchmark for disabled individuals is calculated from Table A08 in 
ONS’s Labour Force Survey, using non-seasonally-adjusted figures. To get a figure that 
covers the 31 March date of Civil Service Statistics, the number of economically active 
people who meet the ‘harmonised standard definition of disability’ in both the 
January–March quarter and April–June quarter of every year is divided by the number 
of economically active people whose disability status is known (‘harmonised standard 
definition of disability’ and ‘people who do not meet the harmonised standard 
definition of disability’ combined) in the same quarter. The resulting two figures are 
averaged to obtain a benchmark.

The population benchmark for minority ethnic individuals is also calculated from the 
ONS’s Labour Force Survey (Table A09), using non-seasonally-adjusted figures. The 
number of economically active people belonging to ‘all other ethnic groups combined’ 
(i.e. not white) aged 16–64 in the January–March and April–June quarters of every year 
is divided by the number of economically active people whose ethnicity is known (‘all 
other ethnic groups combined’ and ‘white’ combined) in that same quarter. The two 
resulting figures are averaged to obtain the benchmark figure.

Sexual orientation
The population benchmark is calculated from the ONS’s Sexual Orientation, UK 
dataset. The number of people identifying ‘Gay or lesbian’, ‘Bisexual’ or ‘Other’ aged 
between 16 and 64 is divided by the number of people aged 16 and 64 whose sexual 
orientation is known (‘Gay or lesbian’, ‘Bisexual’, ‘Other’ and ‘Heterosexual or straight’ 
combined). The latest figures available are for 2023.

Socio-economic background
In the absence of robust workforce statistics, our analysis of civil servants’ socio-
economic background uses the annual Civil Service People Survey. The Cabinet Office 
publishes the results of the People Survey by socio-economic background. This data 
breaks down responses by officials in the national statistics socio-economic 
classification categories ‘never worked’, ‘routine’, ‘intermediate’ and ‘high’, based on 
questions about the main income earner in their household when they were 14 years 
old. Under each of these categories, the data states the number of survey responses 
received from officials in each grade.

We have combined the number of survey responses received under the ‘never worked’ 
and ‘routine’ categories into the ‘low’ socio-economic background category, in line 
with the terms that the Social Mobility Commission employs, and used the resulting 
data to estimate the socio-economic background of officials in each grade.
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Consultancy and temporary staff spending
For this chapter, we have analysed spending on consultancy and temporary staff (or 
‘contingent labour’ or similar wording) reported in departments’ annual reports and 
accounts. Figures for such spending are often restated in subsequent annual reports, 
and we have used the latest figures available in all cases.

As mentioned in the text, different departments apply different definitions to these 
categories of spending, even if this is not clear from their annual reports. Some caution 
should therefore be exercised in directly comparing figures between departments.

Departments included in the analysis and treatment of machinery of  
government changes

We have analysed the consultancy and temporary staff spending of the current 17 
major Whitehall departments (see the ‘Defining departments’ section of Methodology) 
and their predecessors. The sum of these departments’ spending is shown in Figures 
2.59 and 2.61.

Where departments have closed or merged, new ones opened or names changed, in 
most cases we have presented the data reported by each department in existence in 
each year. The two exceptions are MHCLG/DLUHC and the FCDO. The former 
underwent a simple name change, so for simplicity we have referred to the department 
as MHCLG throughout the period. The FCDO was formed from a simple merger, so data 
for 2018/19 is the sum of that reported by the FCO and DfID. The 2019/20 figures are 
taken from the FCDO’s first (2020/21) annual report.

Location
Unless otherwise stated, all figures in this chapter are based on headcount of  
civil servants, rather than FTE. While the government uses FTE figures in relocation 
reporting, the Institute uses headcount because we think relocation efforts are  
best understood by assessing the movement of individuals regardless of their  
working pattern.

Except for Figure 2.34, all analysis in this chapter excludes officials working for the 
Scottish and Welsh governments. This is because the UK government has no control 
over where they work. For Figure 2.37, in excluding officials working for the Scottish 
and Welsh governments we assume that the excluded officials are all based in those 
respective nations. Data limitations prevent us from doing otherwise.

Civil servants based overseas, as well as those whose location (and grade, where 
relevant) were not reported, have also been excluded from the analysis.

Proportion of the SCS based in London

Figure 2.38 shows both the government and IfG measures for the proportion of the 
SCS based in London over time. The IfG measure is calculated using the above method 
– and to do so we use figures from the Cabinet Office’s annual Civil Service Statistics 
publication. The government’s measure uses FTE, is updated quarterly (though with a 
significant lag), and is a division of the total SCS based in London by the total number 
of SCS.
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Figure 2.38 also includes an extrapolation of both measures up to Q1 2030. To do this 
for each measure, we have taken the total change in the proportion of SCS based in 
London between 2020 and 2025 (for the IfG measure) and Q2 2020 and Q4 2024 (for 
the government measure) and divided it by the relevant number of years or quarters. 
We have then applied this average annual / quarterly change to the measure until we 
reach 2030.

Definition of relocation

The Cabinet Office included a definition of ‘relocation’ in the Places for Growth (PfG) 
Formative Evaluation Report, published in 2024. It set out that any of the following can 
count as a relocation:

•	 Civil servants that physically relocate along with their roles from London into a 
non-London region across the UK

•	 Internal civil service recruitment, in which a civil servant moves department or 
location into a non-London role that was previously based in London

•	 New joiners to the civil service that acquire a non-London role that was previously 
based in London

•	 Newly created roles that could have been recruited into London, but the successful 
candidate (internal or external) is recruited into a non-London region in the UK.

The report acknowledged that the above definition (particularly the fourth option) was 
applied and interpreted inconsistently by a small number of departments. It also said 
that the PfG programme had chosen to accommodate different reporting 
methodologies from different departments.

Arm’s length bodies
In this report we use the term arm’s length bodies (ALBs), a subset of public bodies.  
The classification of ALB includes non-departmental public bodies, executive agencies 
and non-ministerial departments. The wider term ‘public bodies’ includes public 
corporations, unclassified bodies and parliamentary bodies. Data on these is  
not included in the Cabinet Office data, which informs the charts and analysis 
presented here.

We use the Cabinet Office’s annual ‘Public Bodies’ reports from 2013–20 and 2023–24 
to analyse the number of ALBs, their funding and their staffing. Data on the number of 
ALBs in 2021/22 and 2024/25 was directly provided to the Institute by the Cabinet 
Office. This dataset, which only includes ALBs, differs from the GOV.UK list of 
departments, agencies and public bodies, which has a broader scope and is not always 
an exact match.4 

For details on how population benchmarks for characteristics of public appointees 
(Figure 2.44) are calculated, see the ‘Diversity’ subsection above. To calculate the 
population benchmark of individuals of working age (aged 16–64) living outside 
London and the South East, we used the mid-2024 edition of the ONS dataset 
‘Estimates of the Population for the UK, England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern 
Ireland. The sum of the working-age populations of London and the South East is 
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divided by the working age-population of the UK to give the proportion of those living 
in London and the South East. We subtract this from 100% to get the proportion of 
working-age population living outside London and the South East.

Departmental spending and efficiencies
The IFS estimate of the 18% headcount reduction required to achieve the 16% 
administration budget savings by 2029/30 set out at spending review 2025 assumes 
that staff costs stay constant as a share of the overall administration budget, and that 
average civil service pay follows the OBR forecast of 0.5% per year real-terms increase 
in public sector pay.

To estimate the number of civil servants whose salaries are covered by administration 
budgets, we use the PESA 2025 figure for total administration paybill (£11.2bn) and 
divide this by estimated paybill costs for the median civil servant. Our estimate of 
paybill costs includes salary, 15% employer National Insurance contributions (above 
the secondary threshold of £5,004) and 28.97% employer pension contributions.

Using median salary (£35,680) for all civil servants, including those working in arm’s 
length bodies, gives an estimated 218,402 civil servants with salaries covered by 
administration budgets. However, civil servants in core departments are more likely to 
be covered by administration budgets than those in arm’s length bodies – and also 
have higher salaries on average. Since data for median salary for core department civil 
servants is only available by department, not overall, we use an approximation of the 
median salary of civil servants in the median department for pay (£49,055). This gives 
an estimated 158,854 civil servants with salaries covered by administration budgets. 
The true number of civil servants covered by administration budgets is likely to be 
between these two figures. Therefore an 18% headcount cut would be approximately 
equivalent to a reduction of between 29,000 and 40,000.
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