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Introduction 

The Institute for Government’s 2011 report, Policy Making in the Real World, looked at four 
ways in which there had been attempts to improve policy making over the preceding 13 years.1 
One of those was the ‘structures’ through which policy making was organised in departments. 
Looking at a number of departments we identified four emerging models for policy organisation:  

 the creation within departments of a central strategy unit (mirroring the creation of the 
Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit at the centre) 

 the creation within departments of a central policy unit  
 the use of flexible resourcing  
 and the establishment of central policy scrutiny with a clear ministerial link. 

A number of departments we talked to had experimented with some or all of these models. We 
also noted that each of them raised some potential issues, for example about: the relationship 
between central units and standing teams; the constitution and role of flexible pools; and the 
need to underpin more flexible arrangements with better knowledge management.  

We argued in our recommendations report, Making Policy Better, that policy-making structures 
in departments needed to be reformed to ensure better quality policy making.2 In particular we 
argued that the institutional base needed to provide a stronger focal point for:  

 policy planning – to ensure alignment between the minister’s high-level goals and the 
way the department was allocating its policy resources, but also planning for future policy 
needs 

 policy challenge – to ensure our recommended ‘policy fundamentals’ were being 
adhered to in new policy proposals and there was some form of quality control 

 policy review – to ensure that there was regular scrutiny of the ‘stock’ of existing policy 
and engagement across policy systems 

 policy capacity – to provide a critical friend to policy-making teams to improve their 
ability to incorporate best practice and the latest evidence.  

We argued there was no one single model that would fit all departments, but we did think it 
essential that there were structures that embedded these elements. In particular, we argued 
that someone in the department should be clearly responsible for co-ordinating the 
department’s policy work to bring these things together. Our recommendation was to build up 
the role of the departmental ‘head of policy profession’ to ‘policy director’, working alongside 
ministers and reporting directly to the permanent secretary.  

Two and a half years after the publication of our reports seemed like a good time to take stock 
of changes in the way departments organise their policy functions. Since we published our 
reports there has been:  

                                            
1 Rutter, J., Parker, S. & Hallsworth, M., Policy Making in the Real World, Institute for Government, April 2011, retrieved 24 September 2013 

from http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/policy-making-real-world 
2 Hallsworth, M. & Rutter, J., Making Policy Better: Improving Whitehall’s core business, April 2011, retrieved 24 September 2013 from 

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/making-policy-better 
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 significant progress in reducing the size of the Civil Service – with a 13% reduction in 
headcount since the Spending Review, it is now at its smallest since World War Two and 
very significant changes are taking place inside individual departments3 

 one major Cabinet reshuffle 
 the publication of the Civil Service Reform Plan in June 2012, emphasising the need for 

more open policy making and better use of evidence4  
 the publication of the Capabilities Plan, placing new expectations on civil service 

professions, and the heads of profession in particular, to drive capability5  
 the publication of Civil Service Reform Plan: One year on, with proposals for ‘extended 

ministerial offices’6 
 a review of the policy profession. 

These have all affected the way departments are organised and the resources they have at 
their disposal. 

To follow up on our earlier work, we invited individuals from across Whitehall – either heads of 
policy profession or change directors – to participate in two workshops at the Institute for 
Government over the summer of 2013. Representatives from a cross-section of nine 
departments attended. They shared their experiences, talking about what had driven change 
and the issues they faced. The sample may lean towards those where more change has 
occurred and does not try to be comprehensive. But, based on these discussions, this paper 
sheds some interesting light on changes so far and future challenges. 

Drivers of change 
It was clear that the drivers behind the reorganisation (or lack of it) of policy functions differed 
between departments, reinforcing our observation in Transforming Whitehall that ‘despite their 
shared interests, departmental change programmes have largely been driven in isolation from 
each other’.7 

For most departments, the main driver of change was pressure on resources. In a number of 
cases the reforms underway were not simply reactive to cuts that were already happening, but 
pre-emptive of further consolidation extending into the next parliament. On the assumption that 
departmental administration budgets will have fallen by around 30% over the period of 
retrenchment, and up to a proposed 50% in some places (such as the Department for 
Education), some of the people we spoke to felt they were trying to work out the implications for 
policy making in a radically smaller department.  

                                            
3 Institute for Government Whitehall Monitor, Civil Service Staff Numbers – Q2 2013, September 2013 update, retrieved 24 September 2013 

from http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/our-work/whitehall-monitor/inputs/people-civil-service/civil-service-staff-numbers-q2-2013 
4 HM Government, The Civil Service Reform Plan, UK Civil Service website, June 2012, p.12-13, retrieved 24 September 2013 from 

www.civilservice.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Civil-Service-Reform-Plan-acc-final.pdf 
5 HM Government, Meeting the Challenge of Change: A Capabilities Plan for the Civil Service, Cabinet Office website, April 2013, retrieved 24 

September 2013 from http://engage.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/capabilities-plan/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2013/04/Capabilities-Plan.pdf 
6 Cabinet Office, Civil Service Reform Plan: One year on report, July 2013, p8, retrieved 24 September 2013 from 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/211506/CSR_OYO_LOW_RES_PDF.pdf 
7 Page, J., Pearson, J., Jurgeit, B. & Kidson, M, Transforming Whitehall: Leading major change in Whitehall departments, Institute for 

Government, p.44, retrieved 24 September 2013 from 

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Transforming%2520Whitehall%2520Departments_0.pdf 
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Despite this major environmental factor, it was striking how often changes to the organisation of 
policy functions were attributed to ministerial influence. Following both the general election in 
May 2010 and the government reshuffle of September 2012, the arrival of a new set of 
ministers in some departments required a refashioning of how the department related to their 
priorities. This was sometimes spurred by a sense of suspicion or distrust on the part of 
ministers. On the one hand, some ministers have voiced concerns about the capability and 
capacity of their departments to deliver on a new policy agenda. While on the other, there is a 
suspicion about whether officials in the department have ‘bought-in’ to what they are trying to 
achieve. The senior civil servants we spoke to suggested that ministers – particularly 
secretaries of state – are increasingly sharing experiences of departmental structures with their 
colleagues, which has encouraged the spread of certain models between departments. 

Both where cuts were the main driver and where ministers had signalled their dissatisfaction 
with the status quo ante, change had been largely official-led and had often coincided with a 
changeover in permanent secretary. In some places, change programmes have been tied 
closely to particular individuals, and are reversed or re-engineered when that senior sponsor 
changes. While significant change to policy organisation has been happening, there were few 
examples where such change was guided by clear objectives and a compelling rationale. A 
state of flux, with two or more waves of change since the general election, may in part result 
from the lack of a convincing target operating model that combines and balances the functions 
of planning, challenge, review and capacity. 

Emerging models of policy making 
There was little uniformity in either the extent or direction of reform in the departments we 
consulted. However, there was a clear distinction between departments where structures had 
been significantly reviewed and which therefore expected to look quite different by the end of 
this parliament, and those where the developments were more incremental or marginal to the 
current model. Of the nine departments we consulted, four were experiencing fairly limited 
reform, often because ministerial dissatisfaction and cuts were less acute drivers for change.  

Nonetheless, there are a number of interesting developments in the way that policy making is 
organised which emerged from our roundtable discussions.  

 

Aligning with ministerial priorities 

Because of the nature of drivers of change since 2010, the majority of departments we spoke to 
have seriously considered ways to bring policy development closer to the agenda of the 
secretary of state and his or her ministerial team. 

As a consequence, separate strategy units within departments are far less common than they 
used to be. Previously, strategy units were established to take a ‘long view’ of policy issues and 
feed this perspective into decision-making and appraisal of options. Increasingly, however, the 
teams that did this are being brought under the aegis of the ‘private office’. Of the nine 
departments we spoke to this integration had already happened, or was due to happen, in five 
of them. 

Those who attended our roundtables talked about this shift as the best method for focusing, 
and being seen to focus, on developing policy in line with the priorities of ministers. One civil 
servant told us that combining strategy and private office functions had been very effective as a 
temporary measure to break down potential mistrust between the secretary of state and the 
department, but doubted whether it was durable over the longer term. 
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In one department, this merged central team has been further extended by the addition of the 
performance management function. As a result, the director who oversees the strategy, 
performance and private office group can provide a consistent gateway for new and existing 
policy that connects with both ministers and the board. Such a role, while potentially unwieldy, 
benefits from line of sight to a number of the elements we identified as crucial to good policy 
organisation. 

One large delivery department had a less centralised approach, making use of a ‘buddying’ 
system between individual ministers and a corresponding account director to strengthen the 
connection between ministers and their policy officials. This was being used with apparent 
success, though this department was also taking steps towards an integrated strategy unit and 
private office. 

In a limited number of departments, policy advisers have been hired as external specialists on 
civil service terms to provide expert policy advice directly to ministers. This development should 
also be considered in the context of the announcement on extended ministerial offices (EMOs).8 
It may be expected that more secretaries of state will expect to hire specialist advisers in this 
way, but the close links to individual ministers leaves open questions about how they integrate 
and interact with their permanent colleagues.  

 

More structured business planning 

At a time of dwindling resources, most departments were seeking to impose new disciplines 
over the allocation of resources. There was more pressure to match people more closely to 
ministerial policy priorities and to improve the capacity to reallocate them periodically.  

Variation in how often business planning was undertaken – from annually with a six-month 
review, to quarterly, termly or even six-weekly in one case – reflected different judgement on 
how frequently the policy needs were expected to shift. This may become more consistent 
following the publication of Civil Service Reform Plan: One year on, which included an outline 
for a new model of quarterly reviews to be adopted across departments.9 

Prioritisation and business planning is not always conducted through the departmental board 
chaired by the secretary of state, as the new guidance recommends. In one department, regular 
prioritisation reviews were undertaken by a policy committee of permanent secretary and 
directors, informed by the stated aims of ministers.  

 

Use of flexible resourcing 

One of the structures we considered in Policy Making in the Real World was the use of flexible 
pools of policy staff, which was emerging as a feature of several departments. It is clear from 
our events that overall this trend has continued, and in a number of areas been dramatically 
extended.  

There is a wide spectrum of how extensively flexible resourcing has been applied to staff in 
departments.  

On one extreme, flexible resourcing is applied in principle across all staff in a department, 
though in practice it is expected that staff are moved across projects within a coherent policy 

                                            
8 Cabinet Office and Efficiency Reform Group, Improved accountability and more support for ministers, Gov.UK website, July 2013, retrieved 24 

September 2013 from https://www.gov.uk/government/news/improved-accountability-and-more-support-for-ministers 
9 Cabinet Office, op.cit., p.16: ‘From September 2013, ministers, chairing their departmental boards, will review resource prioritisation on a 

quarterly basis, working with their ministerial teams, non-executive directors and senior civil servants.’ 
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domain. This is already the case in one department, which has shrunk substantially as a result 
of cuts, and there are plans to roll it out in another. 

Another approach is to operate it predominantly within directorates to ensure a greater degree 
of consistency and expertise. As one participant observed, directors and deputy directors often 
needed to act as ‘rocks’ within large flexible pools – both to provide continuity as holders of 
knowledge and external relationships, but also to preserve reasonably-sized units for 
management.  

Towards the other end of the spectrum, some departments maintain the small flexible pools we 
highlighted in our earlier report. These are often intended to act as a ‘crack team’ to be 
deployed on important policy work as it emerges. One concern that had arisen with these small 
pools was the tendency for them to relieve standing teams of routine work at busy times, rather 
than work on priority projects themselves. It was felt that this reversed the intended rationale for 
such a central pool. 

Beyond this, however, there has also been a retrenchment of flexible resourcing in two 
departments that were early adopters of this way of working. In both cases, participants 
expressed concerns that the rationale for moving away from this model was not clear. One of 
the departments said the flexible model had been good for instilling disciplines around 
resourcing but less effective in achieving genuine flexibility over time. In both cases, there was 
an expectation that greater flexibility would need to be reintroduced to enable the department to 
continue matching resources to priorities, but that this was difficult given how the standing 
teams had been created. 

 

The role of directors general 

The way senior responsibility for policy is balanced against other matters within the department 
also seems to have shifted in a number of places. In at least two cases, departments had gone 
from having several directors general (DGs) heading up standing policy domains, to just one 
DG leading on policy as part of a restructured top team designed to work more corporately and 
strategically. Where this approach had been adopted it was felt DGs were better placed to 
resolve conflict between policy areas rather than defending their own ‘fiefdoms’ at executive 
board level. 

The model had a number of different iterations, however, including a major reshaping of policy 
in one department into two policy groups headed by directors general. This change was driven 
by the minister and, though the administrative rationale was unclear, it was intended as a way 
to sharpen accountability for priority areas.  

 

Relationships with arm’s-length bodies 

A consequence of some of the factors we have set out above seems to be a changing 
relationship between the core department and other parts of what might be called the ‘policy 
system’. 

In places, this is taking the form of re-organisations, with several departments either 
reintegrating executive agencies or recentralising the oversight of policy which had previously 
been packaged out with implementation. One department has brought these policy functions 
back inside, but is co-locating agency staff with it in Whitehall to preserve the link between 
policy making and implementation. 

More broadly, however, some departments are facing up to the fact that sometimes the 
expertise they need to work up policy is located outside of the department – often in their 
stakeholder network, including arm’s-length bodies (ALBs). A combination of fewer 



8  
 
opportunities within smaller departments and the move to resourcing projects flexibly was felt to 
make it less likely that specialist staff would stay in the Civil Service. So there may be a need to 
improve awareness of, and access to, expertise outside the department. 

An extreme example of this was illustrated by one department that was planning to transition 
almost all policy development to a commissioning model. In this department, the in-house policy 
function was being scaled down to a co-ordinating hub, with much of the detailed policy work 
being ‘bought in’ from a network of stakeholders and research institutions. Despite a firm 
commitment to adopting this model, the details remained unclear. 

Future challenges 
Forward thinking and resilience  

The shift towards being more responsive to ministers and political priorities risks leaving 
departments as overly-reactive and focused on a restrictive set of issues linked to political 
goals. Despite the relative lengthening of ministerial tenure under the Coalition, this may still 
shorten the policy horizons of departments and narrow their capacity to respond to external 
events. Several departments which had integrated previously separate strategy units with 
private offices commented that in the long run this would weaken their forward thinking.  

The consolidation of strategy under a private office will also have a number of implications. In 
the run-up to elections some departments had used strategy units to co-ordinate briefings on 
opposition policies at arm’s length from current ministers. This function remains necessary but 
departments will have to explore alternative options ahead of 2015. Less forward thinking also 
risks exposing departments on issues which are potentially important, but not politically salient, 
especially over the medium term. This suggests that permanent secretaries need to consider 
their wider ‘stewardship’ role within departments, and balance this against the needs of current 
ministers.10  

The lack of capacity for official-led strategic thinking had already been exposed in one 
department when a new minister, unlike their predecessor, expected policy options to have 
been developed by the department and was left doubting the capacity of their civil servants. As 
such, the emerging model may better fit ministers who come into departments with an already 
clear view of their future priorities. If departments are failing to invest in forward thinking within 
their own policy domains they may also be tested when asked to respond to emerging issues 
from the horizon-scanning function recently established at the centre.11 

 

Confidence in ways of working 

Several of our participants agreed that there had been a loss of confidence on the part of the 
Civil Service, which made departments unwilling to lay down expectations about how policy 
functions should be organised for current or future ministers. While policy structures should be 
able to adapt to the needs of a new government or ministerial team, the current flux was felt to 
weaken the institutional support for policy planning and challenge. Moreover, the absence of a 
clearly articulated view among the Civil Service of best-practice policy making meant that 

                                            
10 Harris, J., Following the Pound: The accounting officer in central government, Institute for Government, September 2013, retrieved 24 

September 2013 from http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Following%20the%20pound%20-

%20accounting%20officers%20in%20central%20government.pdf 
12 HM Government, June 2012, op.cit., p.23  
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change was often being initiated by ministers, who seemed better at sharing their experience 
across departments. But this did not deepen overall capability.  

 

Knowledge, expertise and stakeholder relationships 

As we warned previously, the prevalence of flexible, project-based working poses some long-
term risks for institutional memory, expertise and relationship management. We heard from 
participants that steps are being taken to improve the knowledge management systems that 
underpin flexible resourcing, such as the proper close-down of past policies and improved 
disciplines around documentation. Nonetheless, there is likely always to be a cost in terms of 
continuity of, and access to, past information when pursuing more flexible approaches, 
Departments must judge in each case whether these costs of flexibility are outweighed by the 
benefits, but the case for investment in robust knowledge-management systems is 
unanswerable.  

For those departments where flexible resourcing is well embedded there was recognition that it 
reduces the scope for policy makers to develop deep expertise, as they are moved more 
frequently between different projects. While the intention is for the projects they work on to be 
reasonably coherent, this manner of working rewards a more ‘generalist’ skillset, despite the 
claim in the Reform Plan: ‘The old idea of a civil service “generalist” is dead – everyone needs 
the right combination of professionalism, expert skills and subject matter expertise.’12 

One participant was concerned that the move from depth of knowledge to flexibility makes the 
work that civil servants do less rewarding and strategic, making it difficult to retain and refresh 
talent. This has been compounded in recent years by the huge churn and downsizing in 
personnel experienced by some departments, that has resulted in an almost total turnover of 
teams in particular policy areas. Such a view is supported by the reverse case, experienced by 
one department, where the deep expertise of its policy teams made it hard to expand flexible 
resourcing and get specialists to turn from technical details towards creative policy proposals. 

As we suggested in our earlier reports, the Civil Service may need to consider how it 
recognises and rewards subject expertise, even as the norm tends towards transferable skills. If 
departments are to become more dependent on the expertise accessible through their wider 
policy network, they will come up against problems of how to manage those stakeholder 
relationships, such as exercising the proper sponsorship of their arm’s-length bodies.  

 

Learning from change 

A further cause for concern is that no one is responsible for evaluating and learning from 
current experiments on the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches to improving the 
quality of policy making. One problem is that change has been so rapid that many experiments 
have been terminated before there is a chance to make a proper judgement on their success. 
As the Institute for Government has commented on a number of occasions in relation to 
departmental transformation, efforts to join up insights and share experience across silos are 
few and far between. By conducting roundtables with senior policy makers from across 
Whitehall, we tapped into a latent enthusiasm to hear from peers and relate experiences. There 
is a potential role here for the policy profession as it seeks to bolster its offer to civil servants 
working in policy. The head of the policy profession should indicate a willingness to hear about, 
challenge and learn from ongoing changes. This does not mean developing a one-size-fits-all 
blueprint, but it should mean that Whitehall collectively has a better understanding of effective 
ways to organise policy making. 

                                            
12 HM Government, June 2012, op.cit., p.23  
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Conclusions 
Overall, our roundtables revealed significant change, but none of it is uniform across 
departments and sometimes one set of changes has been followed quickly by another with a 
different aim.  

We seldom heard about changes being linked concretely and coherently to an overall operating 
model that balances and strengthens elements of policy capability we have outlined previously: 
planning, challenge, review, and capacity. 

Nonetheless, by looking at individual changes we can begin to assess some of the strengths 
and gaps in the partial models that are emerging. 

 

Policy planning 

 There has been a concerted effort to focus planning and resources around ministerial 
policy priorities, notably by merging strategy and private-office functions. 

 Flexible resourcing of work, in some cases driven by cuts, has also forced improvement 
in resource planning to support prioritisation. 

 Views differ radically about the right period over which to plan and there may be a value 
in trial-and-error despite central proposals for quarterly cycles. 

 These models, while improving planning over the near term, risk side-lining forward 
planning on emerging or risk areas that are not within current ministerial priorities. 

Policy challenge 

 The Department for Education has shown that by combining some thinking about policy 
quality (its five Policy Tests) with an integrated strategy/performance/private-office 
function, you can create a policy champion close to ministers, though this is still 
developing.13 

 But better quality/more robust policy making does not seem to have been a driver of 
organisational reform and there remains a lack of confidence around articulating ‘best 
practice’ in policy. 

 Greater visibility and authority of heads of policy profession (mentioned by several 
departments) may be the precursor to institutionalising policy challenge. 

Policy review 

 Creating institutional structures for reviewing the stock of policy does not seem to have 
been a priority. 

 Nonetheless, in some departments, there is clearly an intention to reassert oversight 
over policy maintenance and iteration, with core policy teams holding more of these 
responsibilities than delivery bodies. 

 Furthermore, a stricter focus on resourcing has forced prioritisation discussions between 
officials and ministers. But ministerial willingness to deprioritise existing work, not simply 
add new priorities, is less tested. 

                                            
13 Barcoe, N. & White, H., ‘The Policy Tests: Transforming policy in the Department for Education’, Civil Service Quarterly, July 2013, retrieved 

24 September 2013 from https://quarterly.blog.gov.uk/2013/07/12/the-policy-tests-transforming-policy-in-the-department-for-education/ 
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Policy capacity  

 Flexible resourcing is revealing gaps in skills and capability more clearly, and many 
departments are being forced to confront the fact that civil servants are not perfectly 
‘fungible’. They have specific skills, interests, knowledge and abilities.   

 There is little current evidence that the future capacity of the Civil Service is being 
robustly addressed.  

 Heads of policy profession are gaining in profile but unless the post is combined with a 
department-wide policy DG post, the role does not yet have the credibility and 
permission to act as a policy director (as we have argued is required). In particular they 
are limited in their scope for building policy capability in departments.
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