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Congratulations on your new appointment. This 

is a brief guide to help you get to grips with your 

new role. Based on research by the Institute for 

Government, including a series of interviews with 

former and current Special Advisers (shortened in 

Whitehall to SpAds), this document provides an 

overview of the most pressing issues you will face 

and offers some basic job knowledge.

There is no real job description for being a Special 

Adviser and no hand-over process to ease the 

transition period. As a special or expert adviser 

you are expected to be a ‘Jack of all trades’. 

You should be someone a minister can turn to 

for reliable advice on anything, and who can be 

trusted to deliver everything. There will be huge 

demands on your time and much to do, but to 

have the greatest impact you will need to set a 

few priorities and focus on them relentlessly.

The focus of your work will be determined by your 

Secretary of State, but your primary tasks are 

likely to be a combination of some, or all, of the 

following:

• Policy role – This is the mainstay of the Special 

Adviser role, providing political advice on 

policy, either directly to the minister or by 

ensuring Civil Service advice reflects your 

minister’s priorities and is politically tenable.

• Press, media and external affairs – This is 

about generating positive press coverage, 

tackling negative stories about the minister or 

department and bolstering departmental and 

ministerial public image. A key to your success 

will be forming strong relationships: with the 

department’s press team, with the Number 10 

communications team, and externally with key 

journalists and other opinion formers.

• Political relationships – Informally, Special 

Advisers serve as ambassadors for their 

minister, thus building and maintaining links 
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with MPs and wider political stakeholders. 

Because civil servants cannot, you must meet 

and work with the Whip’s Office, Parliamentary 

Private Secretaries and backbench MPs.

• Cross-cutting communication – Creating 

and maintaining informal links with your 

counterparts in other departments, the 

Treasury and Number 10. This is a key 

contribution you can make to breaking down 

silos and cutting through bureaucracy.

Building Relationships

In the execution of all your tasks, relationships will 

be paramount. Our interviews with former Special 

Advisers revealed this as a crucial determinant of 

effectiveness. You and your minister must think as 

one: you need to know what they think and how 

they will react to everything. As one former SpAd 

explained, “you shouldn’t be able to fit a cigarette 

paper between the minister and yourself”. Strong 

links must also be forged with the rest of the 

ministerial team.

As for the Civil Service, your new departmental 

colleagues will have worked with SpAds before, 

and whilst their initial interactions with you might 

be coloured by previous experiences, most will 

be keen to form a cooperative relationship. Our 

interviewees stressed the need to quickly identify 

useful allies within the department and look to 

form strong relationships with them.

Working across Whitehall – what may be 
expected

As the Institute for Government’s report Shaping 

Up demonstrated, government struggles with 

cross-departmental working and, as a Special 

Adviser, you may be called on to facilitate 

collaboration between departments and keep 

inter-departmental wrangles from being elevated 

to ministers’ desks. You are a crucial link between 

your department, Number 10 and the Treasury.

In promoting collaborative working, Special 

Advisers may be called on to:

• Get a sense of another department’s likely 

reaction to a proposal, before a formal official 

level approach is made.

• Communicate an idea or vision in a more direct 

and compelling way (and often with a political 

slant) than would be the case through the 

official process.



• Get an agreement quickly, when official 

processes may take too long if two 

departments need to reach an agreement.

• Lay groundwork for direct bilateral ministerial 

meetings and make sure the real sticking 

points are on the agenda; you will have gone 

through the less critical ones with other 

advisers.

• Monitor the department’s progress in 

executing inter-ministerial agreements; make 

sure policy leads back up the ministerial 

position with the right evidence and content.

Dealing with Submissions

Government retains a strong written culture, 

and even when decisions are taken in 

meetings or through discussion, there must be 

documentation. In simple terms, submissions are 

the endgame of decision taking in government – 

although some are just for conveying information. 

They are a formal mechanism for recording the 

decision-making process and for the Secretary 

of State to give their final sign-off on a policy 

directive.

Unfortunately, there are hundreds of submissions 

to deal with every week and in most departments 

there will be too many for a SpAd to advise on 

each one before they go to the Secretary of 

State. Given the sheer volume of submissions, 

you should decide with your Secretary of State a 

system for managing submissions and prioritising 

those that require advice or comment from you.

In addition to commenting on submissions and 

advising the Secretary of State, civil servants 

will see you as an important resource in the 

preparation of submissions. Serving as the 

voice of your minister, the civil servants drafting 

submissions will want to use you as a sounding 

board on ideas and policies, testing the Secretary 

of State’s likely reaction. It is also important for 

you to be involved early in the preparation of 

important submissions.

Do’s and Don’ts for a New Special Adviser

To help you make the best possible start to your 

new role we have suggested some key ‘Do’s and 

‘Don’ts’.

Do

Realise that a change in government is as big for 

the Civil Service as it is for you



Your minister is a politician who has just fought 

a political campaign to be where they are. 

Civil servants may not be familiar with the new 

language of your party and may misunderstand 

what is intended in directives or stated priorities; 

they may interpret the manifesto too literally. Don’t 

be surprised if you have to translate between 

these different worlds. A common complaint in 

the Civil Service is receiving unclear commissions, 

which leads to more work and worse outcomes. 

SpAds add a great deal of value if they can help 

officials better understand the priorities of their 

ministers. The flip side of this is that SpAds need 

to be able to translate officials’ responses for their 

minister.

Be a resource for officials

You can help officials hugely by being ready to 

act as a sounding board for ideas both after 

they have met and before they go to ministers – 

particularly while they are still adapting to new 

priorities and ways of doing things. So if you have 

time, help. If you don’t, better to decline politely 

than make a commitment you can’t keep. It is 

important for you to build a reputation for being 

trustworthy.

Build a particularly close relationship with the 

Private Office

You should act as one with your minister’s Private 

Office, so you always know what’s going on and 

you can draw on their knowledge. Also, keep in 

touch with the junior ministers’ private secretaries 

to know what’s happening elsewhere in the 

department. Don’t try and do everything yourself; 

make use of the Private Office, as they can be 

your greatest resource in pushing through policy/

change. If you are not getting the support you 

need, ask for more.

Keep networked

In government it is too easy to let the 

department’s agenda crowd out the government 

agenda. A key role for you is to use your 

contacts in politics, across your policy field and 

government to keep in touch with the bigger 

picture – both in other departments and at 

Number 10 and the Treasury.

Take care

You are now a civil servant, albeit a temporary 

one. Your emails may be FOI’d – and may even 

be leaked – so don’t put anything down you 



would not want to see printed outside. Know the 

rules on taking hospitality. Take care whom you 

see and what you say to them – however close 

you were in Opposition.

Don’t

Don’t get caught freelancing or bluffing

Your value is that you are an extension of your 

minister. Reach clear agreement with your 

minister on where your authority to act on their 

behalf ends. Never invoke the phrase “the 

Secretary of State wants X to happen” unless 

you know it’s 100% true. If you do, and you are 

found out, you will have lost all credibility with the 

department. It’s also important not to overstep 

your authority or remit. This should not stop you 

feeding in your own views – just make clear that 

that is what they are.

Don’t worry about asking ‘stupid’ questions

Civil servants won’t expect you to know how 

government or the department operates and 

won’t expect you to know their policy area in 

detail. So ask about the process and procedure 

– don’t labour in ignorance. And on policy, you’re 

there to challenge and find things out for your 

minister; you’ll be surprised how often no one has 

asked the ‘obvious’ questions.

Don’t lose your temper or fall out with the 

communications team, Private Office or 

Parliamentary Private Secretary

You need them and they need you. Poor 

relationships will make your job impossible. 

Understand the symbiosis between you and 

them, and where possible look to help the Private 

Office and communications team; it will pay 

dividends.

Don’t think you need to be at your minister’s 

side at all times

Paranoia might lead you to think that you must 

attend every meeting your minister holds – you 

don’t. The advantage of your role is that it allows 

the minister to be in two places at once. So make 

sure you make the best use of your and your 

minister’s time.

Don’t assume opposition is anything like 

governing

It is dangerous to assume that because you have 

shadowed a given brief you know more than 

officials that have been in the department for 



years. Understand the limits of your knowledge 

and experience and actively listen and learn from 

senior officials in the department. Most Special 

Advisers assume they have a solid working 

knowledge of Parliament, but life is very different 

on the other side of the despatch box. Be 

prepared; things will be completely different from 

what you know.

Grading Structure of the Civil Service

The Civil Service is by nature a hierarchical 

system, and whilst it is important to understand 

the grading structure and the organisational 

chart of your department, you should not restrict 

your movements and interactions to the highest 

grades. On specific policy issues Grade 6 and 7 

officials will often know the nuts and bolts much 

better than their Directors – and you should make 

use of their knowledge.

Title Example of role

Cabinet Secretary Head of Civil Service

Permanent Secretary Head of Department

Director General (Grade 2) Head of Crime and Policing (Home Office)

Director (Grade 3) Director for Strategy and Sustainable Development (DEFRA)

Deputy Director (Grade 5) Deputy Director for Economics and Statistics (DEFRA)

Team Leader (Grade 6/7) Lead on a specific policy issue

Senior Executive Officer (SEO) Various policy and support roles

Higher Executive Officer (HEO/HEO-D) Various policy and support roles (Fast Streamer entry level)

Executive Officer (EO) Various policy and support roles

Administrative Officer/Assistant  (AO/AA) Support or administrative role



The Institute for Government is a charity 
with all-party governance, and funded by 
the Gatsby Foundation. In all that we do 
we will seek to be:

Innovative - we will push at the bounda-
ries of current knowledge, exploring and 
experimenting with diverse approaches 
to find the best solution.

Rigorous - we will be thorough and 
precise in our method and produce the 
highest quality data and services.

Impartial - we will be objective in our 
approach, neutral and politically non-
aligned.

Trusted - we will earn the confidence of 
all those we work with, being open and 
challenging whilst protecting confidential-
ity when partners so wish.

How to reach us:
Institute for Government

2 Carlton Gardens
London. SW1Y 5AA

T +44 (0)20 7747 0400
F +44 (0)20 7747 0470

enquiries@instituteforgovernment.org.uk
www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk

The Institute is a company limited by  guarantee registered in England No. 6480524 

Registered charity No. 1123926

Lord Sainsbury of Turville

“The Institute was created to support the development of senior politicians and top civil 

servants, as well as conduct research and offer advice on effective government. Our programme 

for new Ministers is designed both to support those who have not held senior office before and 

to stretch those who have to operate even more effectively in their roles and departments.”


