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The functions civil servants perform
Inputs, the people and money going into Whitehall departments, become outputs – the things that Whitehall departments 
actually do with those people and that money. But how? What is in the black box that converts those inputs into outputs? 
What do the civil servants in different Whitehall departments do?

In this section, we look at data showing the different professions of civil servants as a first attempt to analyse that black box. 
We found that the data for a number of departments has too high a percentage of ‘unknown’ answers to allow a thorough 
analysis. 

Where data is available, we can see that the highest percentages of civil servants are engaged in operational delivery, 
followed by policy. Around 90% of HMRC, DWP and MoJ staff are involved in operational delivery, while policy is the 
largest profession in DECC, DfID, DCLG, DH and DfE. However, policy staff do not dominate these departments in the way 
operational delivery staff dominate HMRC, DWP and MoJ: only 28% to 46% of their staff are policy staff, and they still 
employ a sizeable percentage of staff in operational delivery (23% to 32%, apart from DECC).

From the data we have available, it appears that the balance of professions in departments has not changed much between 
2010 and 2013 – although the incomplete nature of the data means there are few departments we can compare. We would 
hope that departments internally have better data on what their staff actually do.

About the data

We use the professions data from the Annual Civil Service Employment Survey, published by the ONS, dividing civil servants 
into 24 professions.1 (These correspond closely with a list of 25-26 professions published on GOV.UK.) We have grouped these 
into six categories for ease of analysis:

• policy, which corresponds with the ONS’s ‘policy delivery’

• operational delivery, which groups together those involved in delivery, operational research and project management

• corporate, which includes HR, IT, finance and procurement – the internal operations of the department

• communications and marketing

• insight and analysis, which includes the Government Statistical Service and Economic Service, among others 

• specialist, which covers areas such as engineering, science, law, psychology and medicine.

A full list of grouped professions can be found in the ‘Methodology’ section. 

We are grateful to the ONS for providing some bespoke versions of this dataset on request.

GET THE LATEST DATA www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/functions 
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Professions: delivery and policy dominate, but data is poor

Figure 5.1: Professions within selected government departments, 2013

Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS Annual Civil Service Employment Survey, 2013.

HMRC, DWP, MoJ and HO employ a large percentage of people (more than 75%) in operational delivery (paying benefits, 
staffing job centres, running courts). Policy accounts for more than 25% of staff in DECC, DCLG, DH, DfID and DfE, although 
even in DfE they are outnumbered by those in delivery. Defra (science and veterinary) and DCLG (planning) employ a large 
percentage of specialists.

However, many departments give ‘unknown’ for the professions of a large percentage of their staff. We have excluded those 
departments where the professions of more than 15% of staff are unknown. In all cases (apart from DCMS and DfT) we have more 
data in 2013 than for 2010, but only seven departments had professions listed for more than 15% of their staff in both years.

Figure 5.2: Percentage of staff of ‘Unknown/other’ profession, 2010 and 2013

Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS Annual Civil Service Employment Survey, 2010 and 2013.
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Figure 5.3: Change in professions, 2010 and 2013

Source: Institute for Government analysis of ONS Annual Civil Service Employment Survey, 2010 and 2013.

Comparing these departments shows relatively little change in the balance of professions, despite (in some cases) a 
considerable change in role for the department. 

Policy appears to have decreased as a percentage of staff in HMRC, DWP, MoJ, DfID and DH. It appears to have increased 
at the Cabinet Office – though this may be in part due to a number of ‘unknown’ professions becoming ‘known’. 
Communications and marketing have been squeezed in both the Cabinet Office and DfID. Defra and MoJ now employ a 
higher percentage of specialists than in 2010. DWP, DfID and DH have seen the percentage of staff involved in operational 
delivery increase.

The lack of comprehensive data, however, means the conclusions we can draw are limited.


