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Executive summary
New and returning prime ministers often hope that reforming Whitehall’s structures will help to signal their priorities
to the electorate, shore up their colleagues’ political support, and ensure they deliver on their manifesto promises.
Elections are therefore frequently followed by the creation of new departments, the passing of policy
responsibilities from one department to another, and changes to the central machinery around the prime minister.
There are few reasons to think the aftermath of the 2015 election will be any different. Those close to the main
parties have already floated dozens of ideas, including the abolition of the smaller departments such as the
Department for Culture, Media and Sport; the creation of new infrastructure and housing departments; and the
reallocation of responsibilities between the Treasury and the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS).
This paper examines the impact of structural reforms on government effectiveness. We identify some past reforms
that have endured and are generally viewed positively, such as the creation of the Department of Work and
1
Pensions in 2001. These examples suggest restructuring can be helpful, provided it has a clear operational
purpose and time is taken to assess costs, benefits and risks.
Overall, however, we find that successful departmental restructuring is rare. Changes are too often conceived and
implemented in alarming haste, leading those involved to underestimate the cost of change. We found that four
recent restructurings had direct costs ranging from £14m to over £150m, and these were far higher than initially
2
anticipated. Reformers also regularly forget that departmental restructuring requires trade-offs. Areas such as
skills policy have been passed between departments repeatedly – but the effect has largely been to replace
problems in one area (for example, weak co-ordination with employment services) with problems in another (for
example, lack of join-up with education policy). Changes conceived largely as political signals or for party
management purposes, meanwhile, quickly become redundant as priorities and personalities change. The creation
of Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills in 2007 may have allowed John Denham to join cabinet but it
was merged into another department (the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills) just two years later,
leaving little legacy except a multi-million pound bill for the taxpayer.
Structural reforms often aim to compensate for two of Whitehall’s enduring weaknesses: its well-documented
struggles to maintain focus on long-term priorities in the face of daily events; and its weakness in co-ordinating
policy and implementation effectively across departments.
Repeated restructurings have not addressed these fundamental problems. We argue that an incoming government
should tackle them head-on, and minimise disruptive restructurings unless there is a very strong case for change.
Political and civil service leaders play a critical role in encouraging collaboration and long-termism. How they
behave and which colleagues they reward matters. However, this paper provides evidence that strategic focus and
collaboration can also be improved by: reforming the core processes of government, such as the spending review;
strengthening the support provided to the prime minister; managing specialist skills and capabilities on a crossgovernment basis; and smarter use of mechanisms such as cross-departmental ministers, shared objectives, joint
budgets and mixed teams.
We make four main recommendations, which are set out in greater detail in the main body of this report:
1. The prime minister should only pursue restructuring after extensive discussions and following
production of a business case assessing:
a. the operational rationale for change. Changes are rarely a success when undertaken primarily
for political signalling or party management purposes.
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b. costs and benefits. Even if decisions are made quickly, it is possible to assess major costs such
as possible salary equalisation and IT costs.
c. alternatives to structural change. There are non-structural remedies to many problems.
d. implementation issues. It is necessary to consult with those who have led changes previously –
and then employ these individuals to lead implementation, wherever possible.
In practice, it will take at least four weeks to assess and prepare for any significant machinery of
government changes. Parties should therefore not implement any changes in May 2015 that they have not
announced by early April.
2. Both government and opposition parties should promote more considered decision-making in
future restructuring:
a. government should publish and lay before Parliament the full business case (above), ideally
before or when Transfer of Functions Orders are laid.
b. government should allow time for relevant select committees – and/or the Public
Administration Select Committee – to scrutinise changes (in joint hearings where multiple
departments are affected), before changes take affect.
c. government should allow a parliamentary debate and vote on any substantial change (as
votes currently occur only in exceptional circumstances)
3. The cabinet secretary should develop specific capabilities at the centre to advise on structural
change and governance: There is an urgent need for capacity that can advise the prime minister and
secretaries of state on the costs and benefits of structural reforms; support the development of detailed
business cases; and capture the lessons from recent and future changes.
4. The next government should strengthen Whitehall’s capacity to collaborate and maintain focus on
long-term priorities by:
a. reforming spending review processes. The 2015 spending review must incentivise
3
collaboration and allow cross-departmental teams time to develop service transformation plans.
b. reinvigorating cross-Whitehall performance management. An incoming government must be
clear on the outcomes it wants to improve most and the cabinet secretary (supported by the
finance profession) must develop a performance management regime that is taken seriously
across Whitehall and drives strategic collaboration, not departmentalism.
c. using cross-departmental goals, budgets and teams. The prime minister should deploy joint
ministers where cross-departmental collaboration is particularly important, and use a combination
of shared goals, pooled budgets and joint teams to design and implement new, more integrated
service models.
d. developing and deploying specialist skills and capabilities on a more cross-departmental
basis. We set out ways of developing finance, digital and other capabilities in our forthcoming
4
report on the responsibilities of the central civil service leadership.
e. building capacity around the prime minister. We set out how in our recent report Centre
5
Forward. Whoever is elected in 2015 should retain and build on existing capacity, rather than
starting from scratch and relearning painful lessons about what works and what doesn’t.
It is tempting to say that it is unrealistic to demand this more considered approach to organising Whitehall. Prime
ministers will always be attracted by the visibility structural reform provides and secretaries of states and those
around them are likely to resist steps to curb departmental autonomy. However, when money is tight, there can be
no justification for ill-thought-through restructuring initiatives, which cost millions and help no one. In place of
structural reform, the next government must seek genuine reform of Whitehall – and this means taking all steps
possible to stimulate the strategic focus and cross-departmental collaboration that are urgently needed to tackle
the complex challenges facing the country.
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Introduction
British prime ministers possess an unconstrained power to change the way their government departments are
structured and organised. Unlike U.S. presidents, for example, prime ministers do not need legislative approval for
changes. They just need to convince themselves that the change is necessary.
Prime ministers frequently use this power. Known in Whitehall and Westminster as ‘machinery of government’
changes, the most dramatic departmental restructurings often follow swift on the heels of an election or leadership
contest. After the 1964 election, Harold Wilson embarked on ‘The single biggest revolution in the structure of
government ever carried out’, creating five new Whitehall departments in a move which aimed simultaneously to
create institutional counter-weights to the perceived ‘monolithic supremacy of the Treasury’ and to balance (and
limit) the power of rising star Jim Callaghan (who became Chancellor) and the influential George Brown (who
6
became Secretary of State in a more expansionary Department of Economic Affairs). In 1970, Edward Heath
created two new ‘super-ministries’ to symbolise, and enable, a new, more streamlined approach to governing the
7
country. After the 1997 election, Tony Blair created a new Department for International Development, a
Department for Environment, Transport and the Regions, and the Department for Culture, Media and Sport
(largely a renaming of Major’s Department of National Heritage) – with the aim of ensuring departmental structures
reflected his policy priorities.
Only two post-war prime ministers have been able to resist a significant restructuring exercise immediately after
taking office. One of these was John Major, who simply waited until the 1992 General Election (eighteen months
after he took office) before creating the Department of National Heritage and abolishing the Department of Energy
by merging it with the Department for Trade and Industry (DTI). The other exception was David Cameron, who has
resisted making major structural changes throughout the 2010-15 parliament – either due to scepticism about their
benefits or because operating in coalition makes departmental restructuring (and changes to Cabinet roles) more
politically fraught. The 2010 Coalition Agreement requires the prime minister and deputy prime minister to agree
8
on allocation of ministerial portfolios.
Cameron has, however, undertaken a number of less visible changes. He rebranded the Department of Children,
Schools and Families, returning to the more traditional Department for Education title, and has passed relatively
smaller government functions from one department to another. Annex 1 provides a complete list of changes but
perhaps the most notable change was shifting responsibility for constitutional affairs from the Ministry of Justice to
the Cabinet Office, allowing Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg to lead on an area that featured heavily in the
Liberal Democrat manifesto. Later, after David Cameron judged Business Secretary Vince Cable to be biased
against News Corporation in its bid to acquire a majority stake BSkyB, responsibility for all competition and policy
issues relating to media, broadcasting, digital and telecoms sectors passed from the Department for Business
Innovation and Skills (BIS) to the Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS). And since 2010, the
Government Equalities Office has shifted from being a rather anomalous standalone department, first to the Home
Office and then to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport, where it oddly remains despite the fact that none
of its three ministers are based there.
Mergers, reconfiguration and abolition of arm’s-length bodies (ALBs) do not ‘count’ as machinery of government
changes according to Cabinet Office definitions – unless that is they alter which department is responsible for an
ALB’s oversight. However, there has been widespread structural reform in this area, as part of Francis Maude’s
9
public bodies reform programme. The number of ALBs has fallen by around a third – not so much because
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government has stopped performing those functions previously carried out by ALBs but because dozens of ALBs
10
have been brought back under direct departmental management or merged.
In addition, as we later discuss, Cameron – like most first-term prime ministers – dramatically reshaped the
political operation in Number 10, adjusted the cabinet committee system and set up new formal and informal
processes to broker deals across Whitehall.
Given the tendency for post-election changes to the machinery of government, it is unsurprising that speculation
about what might happen in 2015 is increasing. Ideas floated include:


scrap smaller departments, such as the Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS) or the
11
Department for Communities and Local Government



create new departments focusing on specific, high-priority issues, such as infrastructure or housing



merge existing departments and teams, for example bringing together the Scottish, Wales, Northern
Ireland Offices or bringing the Department for Energy and Climate change back into the Department for
13
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra)



move certain teams or units to related areas – for example, by returning responsibilities for constitutional
14
matters (currently residing with the Cabinet Office) to the Ministry of Justice



rethink Whitehall structures. GovernUp, a cross-party thinktank, has proposed that “operational parts of
the Civil Service should be managed as autonomous business units” while departmental structures should
be replaced with a “One Whitehall” model – “a unified strategic core, designed around the government’s
15
priorities”.
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Advocates of such changes argue that they could symbolise and enable a ‘new’ or ‘better’ way of delivering on
government’s objectives. But past experience in fact suggests that we should be cautious of expecting too much
from machinery of government changes. Some of these have endured and delivered lasting benefits, even if they
16
did require some upfront investment. These include the creation of the Department of Work and Pensions in
2001, the Department of International Development in 1997 and the National Heritage Department (later DCMS) in
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1992. But many major restructurings have had considerable costs but failed to endure, leaving, at best, a
18
debatable legacy.
Further, structural reforms have not fundamentally addressed historic weaknesses in Whitehall’s ability to focus
19
and co-ordinate government’s activities effectively. The Institute’s 2010 research on collaboration within
Whitehall highlighted the extent of these weaknesses. Over 40% of Whitehall officials interviewed felt that central
government was ‘not very’ or ‘not at all’ joined up, and nearly 60% thought it was ‘not very’ or ‘not at all’ close to
20
where it should be. And interviewees were quick to point to examples of inefficiency resulting from poor coordinations, including:




Departments failing to contribute budget towards projects that would benefit from matched EU investment
and add value to government as a whole
The lack of join-up in case management across the criminal justice system, which one interviewee
described as ‘completely mad’
Inadequate investment in prevention activities such as drug-addiction treatment – when the benefits of
21
intervention are spread over multiple departments.

A range of National Audit Office (NAO) reports have highlighted similar issues, and their investigations of specific
areas have highlighted the human and financial consequences of failings. For example, their 2009 study found that
lack of co-ordination within the tax and benefits system between local authorities, DWP and HMRC led to 1.5
22
million older people overpaying £250 million in tax.
This paper therefore draws on past Institute research to provide advice for those considering machinery of
government changes and to highlight some possible alternatives. The Institute believes that manifesto
commitments and any announcements and commentary about structural reform – should reflect the evidence
about what works and what doesn’t.
This report is structured around the six main lessons from past reforms to Whitehall’s top level structures and
processes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Make sure departmental restructuring has a clear operational purpose
Beware of hidden costs
Remember the trade-offs that are always involved in such changes
Put in place expertise to support decisions and implementation
Don’t rush – and know what a good decision-making process looks like
Find other ways of ensuring departmental focus and cross-departmental co-ordination.

We then draw on these lessons to make a number of recommendations for those hoping to be elected in 2015 and
those advising and serving them.
Given that top-level restructuring in Whitehall is often considered alongside issues of cabinet formation, we
suggest that our lessons and recommendations are studied with the questions raised in our 2012 briefing note,
23
Shuffling the Pack. And we note that many of the arguments in this paper draw on more detailed analysis
captured in a range of Institute for Government research reports.
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Figure 1: Department changes in Whitehall from 1979 to 2015

Source: IfG ministerial database, using House of Commons data and other sources including Butler and Butler, British Political Facts Since 1979. Based on IfG/LSE,
Making and Breaking Whitehall Departments (2010)
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Lessons from past reforms
1. Beware hidden costs
Decisions about top-level changes in Whitehall are often made in haste. Half the major changes between 1979
24
and 2009 were implemented with less than four days to prepare for creating a new or remodelled department.
The rush is driven largely by the perceived need for secrecy about forthcoming changes. Departmental
restructuring affects the jobs, status and career of political ‘big beasts’ – and there is a perception that the longer
decisions are considered, the greater the risk of leaks and insurgency from ministers who feel changes might
undermine their power or job satisfaction. As in the case of Cabinet reshuffles (which often accompany machinery
of government changes in any case), there is also a fear that leaks will lead to prime ministers to lose control of
25
the media presentation of changes.
Time pressure and a perceived need for secrecy frequently lead to inadequate consideration of the administrative
costs associated with structural change. The costs of restructuring are small as a percentage of total departmental
budgets but remain considerable. Institute for Government analysis with LSE looked at four significant changes in
the 2000s and found that the total costs of these changes varied. The cost of the creation of DIUS was estimated
at just over £15m; the creation of DECC cost nearly £16m; the creation of Defra was estimated as costing around
26
£31m and the creation of DWP was estimated to be £173m. The timing of these costs varied. The changes in
DIUS and DECC mostly fell in the first year of set up. The costs for the creation of Defra and DWP were spread
over a longer period, both due to the scale of the operation and to the recurring costs of salary changes that
accompanied the structural reform.
The types of cost also varied. DECC incurred some costs from moving to new premises, for example. However,
those involved in past reforms warned would-be reformers to be particularly wary of the costs of bringing together
staff from departments with very different pay scales. This happened when the Department for Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs (Defra) was formed from a merger of the Ministry of Food and Farming (MAFF) and parts of the
Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR). As one senior official explained:
Blair put together two groups of staff that were at opposite ends of the range…and that caused a lot of trouble and a
27

lot of cost because levelling up [salaries] was the only thing you could do.

Other transition expenses that often exceed expectations include rebranding costs, and in many cases
28
considerable costs from IT integration and consultancy support. Often, those leading changes tried hard to keep
costs as low as possible, for example by sharing services with other departments – but some costs are inevitable.
Major organisational change has considerable costs in terms of management time and staff distraction. There is
initial disruption, for example, as new or reformed departments wrangle over the allocation of budgets. Then, there
is longer-term disruption as staff lose focus on their day jobs during periods of internal change that might affect
their roles, pay or conditions. And there is practical disruption resulting from operational problems during transition.

24
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The creation of DECC in 2008 provides a good illustration of these costs. There were fraught and time-consuming
negotiations between DECC and Defra about which budgets would shift to the new department, for example, and
29
how to allocate budgets for central support functions. And the practical disruption of the change was well
captured by one senior civil servant interviewed after the event:
They had no IT… The first few weeks were really difficult because all the staff were in the wrong place. The ministers
were in one [different] building… it was a bit like going back to WWII. There were messengers coming in with bits of
paper because they didn’t have IT connected and so on.

30

The disruption of structural change is perhaps at its greatest in cases such as the formation of DECC. Speaking in
2010, another senior official explained:
You have the worst possible world when there’s no receiving department. In the case of DECC there was nothing, no
building, no one in place, not even a name plate to put on the door. It hasn’t gotten over this even now.

31

Disruption continues for at least a year and usually two – which means that re-structuring will hardly ever make
sense unless it endures considerably beyond that time period. And this in turn implies that restructuring towards
the end of a parliamentary term is unwise unless a government is sure of being returned to office or has secured a
32
degree of cross-party support for the change.
Smaller structural reforms, including those moving relatively self-contained units or functions in their entirety to a
different department may not be as disruptive, in that they often require less senior management attention. But
there are still often HR, IT, and rebranding changes and their accompanying costs – and there is still a need to
manage the change to get any benefits from integration or new ways of working. Moving small units around but
leaving their working practices relatively unchanged is therefore a particularly unhelpful exercise. It simply incurs
transition costs for no material benefit. We have often found that this type of incomplete restructuring is common in
the landscape of arm’s-length bodies (ALBs), with many ALBs created through mergers simply retaining their
33
distinctive organisational structure and culture.
The National Audit Office has noted that central government is poor at understanding and capturing the costs of
restructuring. It highlights three reasons for this:
1. There is no standard approach for preparing and approving business cases assessing expected costs and
34
intended benefits for reorganisations.
2. There is no requirement to set reorganisation budgets and departments therefore rarely do so – meaning
costs of change ‘are borne by routine business activities in ways that are likely to be unclear and
unplanned’.
3. There is no requirement for bodies to disclose the costs of reorganisations after they happen, so
Parliament is not able to consider this information
Nonetheless, all estimates show that costs are considerable. Our analysis of the costs of four major restructuring
processes is congruent with the NAO’s wider 2010 assessment which looked at 51 significant restructurings within
35
departments and ALBs. They found that the average costs of structural change were £15m.
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2. Make sure structural changes have a clear operational
purpose
Structural reforms need to deliver clear benefits to offset the inevitable costs and disruption. Prime ministers often
seek a range of benefits when they embark on these changes – but it is hard to identify their motivation when they
36
are frequently made in haste. Indeed, those involved regularly disagree about the grounds for change.
However, it is possible to identify some common factors that influence change. In particular, changes aim to:





Improve internal party dynamics and Cabinet composition. The creation of the Department for
Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR) in 1997 and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister
(ODPM) in 2001 were both designed heavily around John Prescott’s role and influence in the Labour
Party.
Signal political priorities. This was an important motivation behind the creation of the Department for
Energy and Climate Change, for example.
Improve operational efficiency and/or effectiveness. There are a range of operational reasons for
change, including:
o reducing back office and support costs: The Government Equalities Office was absorbed into
the Home Office partly on the grounds that, as a standalone department, it had additional back
office and ministerial support costs.
o increasing focus: The Department for International Development was split out from the Foreign
Office due to fears that development issues (and expenditure) would always come second to
security issues if the area remained within the department.
o improving co-ordination: The creation of the Department for Energy and Climate Change was
set partly in an attempt to internalise the tensions between goals around energy (ensuring
affordability and security of energy supply) and goals around climate change (reducing carbon
emissions).
o facilitating new operational delivery models: The creation of DWP was designed largely to
facilitate a more integrated service to those in receipt of benefits.

Structural changes regularly seek to achieve multiple goals. They are also often stimulated in part by internal
pressures and in part by external developments. The increased evidence of global warming and knowledge of its
causes and effects increased the salience of climate change as a political issue, for example. And twenty years
earlier, the privatisation of energy and utilities and Britain’s decreasing reliance on mining prompted the abolition of
the Department of Energy.
Managing party dynamics
Given the myriad influences on departmental restructuring decisions, it is hard to be precise about the motivations
behind any change. However, our past research suggests that around over a third of major changes between 1979
37
and 2009 were driven primarily by cabinet and party management considerations.
While common, such changes appear to be among the least likely to succeed, being judged least successful by
38
those involved in them and proving particularly unlikely to survive a reshuffle or transition of governing party. This
poor record may relate to the fact that changes made to address party management issues are often particularly
rushed – as they are usually tied to the frenetic process of Cabinet formation. However, it is also self-evident that if
a departmental structure is based purely around a particular secretary of state’s skills or status, it is unlikely to
endure. Ministerial roles and fortunes change rapidly, so structures designed around individuals soon cease to
make sense – even in some cases to the prime ministers who made the initial changes.
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Figure 2: Cabinet Composition, 2010-2015

Source: Institute for Government analysis of reshuffles, 2010-14
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David Cameron has a reputation for providing greater stability in top jobs than previous governments. But in fact,
39
the level of churn at Cabinet level is not markedly different than some previous administrations. As figure 2
shows, eight departments have had just one secretary of state between 2010 and 2015. However, even under a
prime minister constrained by the pressures of the Coalition, three departments have had three secretaries of state
and eight departments have had two. The average duration of secretary of state tenure in post-war era has been
40
between two and two and a half years. This short average tenure for cabinet posts in itself provides a strong
rationale against using machinery of government changes for party management purposes. Prime ministers
should find other ways of rewarding and ensuring loyalty – and of utilising exceptional talent.
Signalling priorities
It can be difficult to distinguish changes made as political signals from those aimed at genuinely increasing
government’s focus on an issue. The creation of DfID, the Department of Heritage and DECC served as political
signals but were also designed to bring focus to particular policy areas.
However, there are certainly cases where departmental restructuring has been heavily influenced by a desire to
signal a new approach to governing. Heath’s creation of so-called ‘super-ministries’ have already been mentioned
as an example – though Heath did also see these reforms as being likely to place conflicts within departments
rather than clogging up the already-busy agenda of his cabinet meetings.
Such changes are partly based on an unproven assumption that the symbolism of machinery of government
change matters to the electorate – and that these political benefits outweigh costs and disruption. We know of no
research directly testing how such reforms affect public perceptions. But there are in fact good reasons to believe
that only a tiny proportion of the population will even become aware of departmental restructurings. And there is
reason to suspect that the public often view administrative and governance reforms with a degree of scepticism.
Our research on the 2012 referenda on whether cities should introduce directly elected mayors, for example,
suggested that the public could not see what change mayors would bring because this reform was not
41
accompanied by meaningful promises of changes in funding or policy. And the failure of most of these referenda
also reflected the fact that councillors opposed to the changes successfully persuaded many voters that the
change simply meant ‘more politicians’ – another warning to those thinking about creating new departments to
demonstrate focus on high priority policies.
Reducing costs
Changes are often justified on the grounds they reduce ‘back office’ costs. However, it is important to be wary of
inflated estimates of potential savings. It should not be assumed that reducing the number of departments
automatically reduces costs. To take DCMS as an example, it already shares a building and most back office
functions with the Treasury – meaning that savings there would be largely limited to those generated by losing a
secretary of state, and replacing him with minister of state – or by those enabled by policy choices that could be
made anyway – for example, cuts to arts funding. The Department for Communities and Local Government
(DCLG) is a similar case, as it already shares a building and some back office functions with the Home Office.
Savings need to be considered alongside transition costs but also their potential impact on effectiveness. DCMS is
42
the smallest department in terms of staff numbers with 430 staff. However, it is still responsible for overseeing
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nearly £6 billion of expenditure each year – so if changes led to a loss of focus or capability overseeing the various
43
grants dispensed by the department, it is clear that any savings could easily be offset by disruption elsewhere.
Where smaller departments are not sharing premises or services, the savings from departmental abolition could
be greater. However, we argue below that some of the greatest efficiency and effectiveness gains for both small
and large departments may come from managing functions such as finance and communications on a more cross44
departmental basis. Work is progressing in these areas but the jury is still out on the potential financial and
performance benefits. However, this again highlights the importance of avoiding the assumption that restructuring
offers the best prospect of reduced administrative costs.
Increasing focus
Machinery of government changes are sometimes justified in terms of bringing focus on specific issues. The case
of the creation of the Department for International Development in 1997 provides an interesting example. The idea
was promoted by Clare Short, the department’s first secretary of state. Short saw her move from shadow transport
secretary to the shadow overseas development brief as a demotion, and Blair may have created the department
partly to alleviate the resulting tension in their relationship. But Short also argued that the split was necessary to
ensure that development issues did not always come second to the issues of security and trade that were
commonly prioritised within the Foreign Office. The move ensured that a development perspective was
represented at the cabinet table, ensuring that the Cabinet considered trade-offs and tensions between these
45
various goals – and is seen to have increased ongoing operational focus on development. Based on the reform’s
longevity we could count it a success, notwithstanding the fact some commentators have recently called for the
46
department to be reabsorbed into the Foreign Office.
There are, of course, other – and less disruptive – routes to ensuring focus on specific issues, that we consider
below and which have the potential to be equally effective. And there is no reason to expect that the creation of a
department brings greater focus to an issue. Departments overseeing areas that are a low priority for the
government can still have budgets cut and lose out in cross-departmental conflicts. Nonetheless, there do appear
to be some reasons why a dedicated department and an accompanying voice at the cabinet table might influence
cross-Whitehall decision-making – if only when there are reasons to believe that the existing secretary of state will
not be able to represent the priority area adequately.
Improving co-ordination
It is intriguing that prime ministers who happily justify the creation of new, smaller departments as a route to
improving focus often simultaneously justify the amalgamation of departments or functions on the grounds that it
will improve co-ordination. In 1997, Tony Blair created DfID but also brought together the Department for
Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR), with the government publicly arguing that the DETR’s creation
47
would allow environmental issues to be considered at an earlier phase of transport planning. As in the creation
of, for example, the Department for Education and Employment in 1995 and the creation of DECC, the argument
was that internalising policy conflicts within the department would reduce the number of disagreements at the
cabinet table and allow the department to develop more ‘win-win’ solutions internally.
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The issue with these types of reforms is that many of the tensions they are designed to overcome will continue – at
least where opinions within Cabinet differ. Recently, there have been noticeable arguments in relation to energy
and climate change policies. The Department’s Liberal Democrat Secretary of State, Ed Davey, has become
engaged in public rows with the Chancellor over how aggressively to pursue carbon reduction targets, for
48
example. And such conflicts are possible even within a single party government. John Prescott’s DETR was
criticised by colleagues and commentators, for example, for failing to sufficiently prioritise the needs of road-users
49
– a factor that is seen to have contributed to that department’s rapid demise and restructuring in 2001.
Further, it is clear that mergers will not automatically drive improved co-ordination. Any co-ordination benefits
require proper integration of merged functions and there are many examples of departments that exist for many
years without attempting such integration. The Institute’s work with the Ministry of Justice showed that the
department (formed from parts of the Home Office and the Department for Constitutional Affairs) only began its
50
integration efforts in earnest in 2009, two years after the change.
Enabling new approaches to operational delivery
It would seem self-evident that changes will deliver better value for money where they are designed to facilitate
improvements to the way that citizens experience frontline services. The creation of the Department of Work and
Pensions in 2001 – a change which has stood the test of time – sensibly brought together the government
agencies providing frontline services to those receiving state employment benefits and was announced after a
51
lengthy, if rather fraught, planning process which tested the viability of different integration models. It is
interesting because it is a relatively rare case of a machinery of government change driven more by a ‘bottom-up’
than a ‘top-down’ logic. Ministers and officials tried – over a period of many months – to work out which frontline
service models would deliver more seamless and efficient services and then reshaped departmental structures to
match.
This reason for restructuring is surprisingly rare in Whitehall, possibly because central decision-making can be
somewhat distant from frontline delivery – or because of reluctance to work across departmental boundaries. It is,
however, the logic that has driven several important improvements in efficiency and effectiveness in local
government and internationally – for example, in the creation of ‘one-stop shops’ for local government services
52
and the creation of New York’s so-called 311 system, which allows residents to access a wide range of services.
Elsewhere, we have argued that restructuring the machinery of government that manages the UK’s relationship
53
with the devolved administrations would also likely bring operational benefits. Policy in relation to Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland will continue to be distinctive but bringing together the Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland Offices appears sensible both because of the interdependencies between policy in relation to
each country and due to the potential benefits of bringing together expertise in managing devolution issues and
54
cross-national relationships.
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3. Remember the trade-offs that are always involved
The job of managing government is clearly too big for one person – or department – to grasp. The UK government
has a vast range of responsibilities, directly managing around £700bn per year of public money and making policy
55
interventions that affect the wider economy and society. In light of this, it is inevitable that tasks are divided up
into seemingly sensible groupings and a number of cabinet jobs and ‘departments’.
There are no hard and fast rules on how many top-level departments there should be. But it is striking that despite
the vast number of machinery of government changes in recent decades, the overall number of departments has
remained relatively constant at around 20. The reforms of Wilson and then Heath saw the number of departments
fall to 17 in 1971. But their ‘super-ministries’ proved to be unworkable in practice and departmental numbers
gradually sneaked upwards. The creation of the Department of Innovation, Universities and Skills in 2007 took the
number of departments to a forty-year high of 23 but was merged into a new Department of Business, Innovation
and Skills (BIS) just two years later. Interestingly – if not entirely surprisingly – Labour governments have
historically been somewhat more likely to create departments and the Conservatives to dismantle then, though it is
56
important to note that the number of departments is not closely related to the cost of government.
The responsibilities of the twenty-ish departments have varied far more – which in one sense demonstrates the
fact that there are no perfect solutions to the question of the ideal departmental structure. Deciding on Whitehall’s
structures essentially requires trade-offs.
By putting different functions together, prime ministers often hope to improve co-ordination. But moving a function
to a different department can easily create new tensions or disconnects. This is perhaps best shown in relation to
skills where prime ministers have perennially vacillated on whether they should place government’s skills portfolio
within the education-focused, employment-focused, or business-focused departments. This case is a clear
example of the need for trade-offs – and also suggests that whatever the machinery of government, robust
mechanisms to resolve cross-departmental disputes and encourage collaboration are a pre-requisite of effective
government.
Choices about which government functions to locate in a department also require trade-offs in relation to
simultaneous desires for co-ordination and clear focus. In departments with broad and ambitious policy portfolios,
secretaries of state and their departments can find themselves pulled in various directions, as new issues arise or
come into the media spotlight. Media reports on the demise of departments such as the DETR and the splitting up
of the Home Office in 2007 focused on the fact that their portfolios were too unwieldy for effective policy
formulation and delivery – though (as in so many reforms) cabinet formation and personality-driven factors were
equally important. There are similar trade-offs in relation to abolishing departments. As we’ve seen the savings
from such reforms are easy to over-estimate but it is also clear that changes of this type may require trade-offs
between the costs and the degree of top-level political focus on an area.
Prime ministers clearly face trade-offs between considerations relating to politics, party management and
practicalities. Thus, for example, Tony Blair may have found it expedient to reward his close ally John Prescott
with a larger brief through the creation of DETR in 1997 and then the sprawling Office of the Deputy Prime Minister
in 2001 – but neither model ever appeared likely to be a sustainable departmental configuration for long-term
effectiveness. Similarly, Heath believed that reducing the number of government departments would signal a more
business-like approach to the electorate – but it was also an approach that left several disgruntled senior
colleagues without a job.
One noticeable tendency in those advocating change in the past has been to focus on the ‘main’ change – and not
worry too much about ‘the rest’. The creation of the Department for Children, Schools and Families (formerly the
Department for Education and Skills) was seen by Education Secretary Ed Balls and others to be beneficial
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because it allowed the department to deal with all aspects of the education and care of children up to 16 years of
age. There was much logic in this – particularly because it would involve DCSF taking on a similar role in relation
to children’s services than the one it had in relation to schools. However, it left the question of where the old
vocational education or skills brief would sit. The creation of DIUS was not the only option considered – but it is
clear from our research that the solution that was arrived at worked much better for DCSF (which experienced
limited disruption) than it did for the department created as a by-product of DCSF’s creation.
When contemplating trade-offs, it is vital to bear in mind that different groups will view any changes differently.
While some groups might receive a change well; others might be more wary. Thinking about the frequently touted
abolition of DCMS again, advocates argue that it will symbolise and enable efficiency. But those with interests in
this policy area could take a different view. Various vocal cultural and media icons would see the move as
symbolising a disinterest in this area – and might resent the fact that they can no longer access (or lobby) a toprank politician with a seat at Cabinet. Opposition parties will no doubt seek to portray actions in the worst possible
light. Following rumours about DCMS’s abolition in 2012, shadow culture secretary Harriet Harman said: ‘I fear
57
that Cameron is about to deal yet another blow to the arts by abolishing the DCMS altogether.’ Conversely,
promises to create new departments to demonstrate greater focus on a particular issue can be viewed as a
symbol of government expansionism and inefficiency by political opponents and voters.
These complex trade-offs, like the hidden costs of restructuring, are difficult to understand fully when decisions are
made in haste and secrecy.

4. Put in place expertise to support decisions and
implementation
Decisions on major machinery of government changes are the responsibility of the prime minister. The cabinet
secretary is responsible for providing him or her with advice and supporting implementation and is supported in his
58
role by the Economic and Domestic Secretariat. The Treasury has a role in agreeing to changes that have
budget implications.
Unfortunately it is clear that in practice central support for machinery of government changes and their subsequent
implementation is rather limited – and not simply due to the secrecy that tends to surround them. As one insider
explained to us in 2010:
The Cabinet Office is not sufficiently institutionally equipped to make these changes when they have to happen…
there are all sorts of organisational developmental dimensions to this, which any well-versed practitioner of mergers
and acquisitions in the private sector could talk to you about, which Whitehall has no institutional knowledge of.

59

The lack of specialist support at the centre is compounded by a tendency within departments to undervalue
60
experience and specialist skills relating to organisational change. Our research into the abolition and
restructuring of a number of arm’s-length bodies since 2010 shows that it is in fact rare to even consult staff with
61
experience of leading such changes let alone recruit them to ensure they succeed. As one senior official involved
in a recent close-down of the National Policing Improvement Agency observed:
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We ended up pretty much with a team that was thrown together’ [and] ‘did not seek out other learning that was out
62

there.

Another official made the following observation of structural changes, which applies to departmental restructuring
as well as reconfiguration of ALBs:
Looking back, we have shut down a lot of public bodies, so collectively we should be good at it. Yet there is no central
expertise to draw on. The cabinet guidelines were about accounting, and that wasn’t much use. There must be a
better way of doing these things.

63

The Treasury’s role in structural reform is arguably even more passive than that of the Cabinet Office. The official
Treasury position is that all machinery of government changes should be cost neutral from year one. This is highly
unrealistic and most likely contributes to the general tendency to neglect work assessing costs and benefits in
advance of restructuring efforts – and the inability to audit them. However, it also reflects a form of perhaps
justifiable cynicism. Knowing that such changes are often driven by short-term political imperatives, the Treasury is
reluctant to believe that any long-term savings from change will be realised.

5. Don’t rush – and know what a good decision-making
process looks like
It is clear from the above that the secrecy and pace of decision-making contribute to misjudgements about the
benefits and costs of reforming Whitehall’s top level structures. What is less clear is how far a typically rushed and
ill-supported process can be avoided given our political culture and incentives.
History shows while secrecy and haste are typical, some changes have largely avoided this approach. As we have
seen, DWP was conceived and created after extensive consultation and piloting of the frontline service model in
specific areas. The creation of DfID, meanwhile, was floated well in advance of the 1997 general election and was
included in the Labour Party manifesto, allowing Clare Short and others to hear counter-arguments and consider
64
design issues – and the Civil Service to prepare for implementation. It is noticeable that these changes were
notably more successful than most. Officials interviewed as part of the Institute and London School of Economics
research on this topic in 2010 suggested an approach decoupling the cabinet formation and departmental
restructuring processes offered a route to better changes:
The right thing would be to produce the blueprint but promise that it won’t happen until after the next election or
[Cabinet] reshuffle, so that the politicians did not feel it would affect them personally.

65

Similarly the current convention of limited parliamentary scrutiny of changes is not a necessary fact of life.
Machinery of government changes involving reallocation of government’s statutory functions between departments
are laid before Parliament through a transfer of functions order (an Order in Council under the Ministers of the
66
Crown Act 1975). This arrangement usually involves government laying plans before Parliament, with the
proposal passing automatically unless Parliament ‘prays against’ changes within 40 days to force a parliamentary
debate. However, machinery of government changes before 1946 required primary legislation and some
subsequent changes have been enshrined in legislation – for example under the Defence (Transfer of Functions)
Act of 1964. There are also case by case differences that affect the level and timing of parliamentary debate on
changes. As the Cabinet Manual notes:
In some cases, it will not be possible to implement the change until the order has been made; but where the change
involves the transfer of functions between secretaries of state it will usually be possible to implement the change in
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advance of the order being made. Primary legislation may be needed for machinery of government changes extending
beyond ministerial departments.

The fact that there is no inherent reason why Parliament could not play a greater role in debating changes should
not, of course, lead us to overlook the fact that there have been no parliamentary debates on transfer of functions
67
orders in over 30 years. And it is similarly worth noting that while select committees are able to debate any
machinery of government changes they choose to, they rarely do so. The author is not aware of any occasions
where select committees have triggered a parliamentary debate on any change after publishing a report, as they
are in theory entitled to.
Looking internationally, we can see that in some countries it is considerably harder to make changes to
departmental structures. The U.S. system is an example of a far more rigid approach. All US departmental
reorganisations have to be approved by Congress, and changes are generally opposed because of the inevitably
disruptive effects on the existing structure of congressional committees and sub-committees, many of whose
powerful incumbents often stand to lose out from any reorganisation.
However, the U.S. is an outlier in the rigidity of its top-level structures and some argue that the U.S. system is in
68
fact too inflexible. More important, the U.S. system is so different to that of the UK that it is hard to transfer
lessons from one country to the other. Westminster-style democracies, such as Canada, Australia and New
Zealand are probably more sensible comparators.
Canada, Australia and New Zealand have approaches that are far more similar to the UK and, like the UK,
69
experience higher numbers of major restructurings than the U.S. Changes in these countries are also usually
triggered by fairly rapid prime ministerial decision-making, for example, and not easily blocked. Despite these
similarities, however, Westminster democracies have developed a number of practices that support better
decision-making and implementation in relation to structural change. In Canada, most department reconfigurations
are confirmed in statute – which means Parliament has an opportunity to debate and vote on changes after they
are announced. And while new departments are operational once announced, significant changes may be delayed
until legislative approval is acquired. This is not a foolproof strategy to mitigate ill-conceived government
reorganisations but does provide an added incentive for the prime minister to ensure department changes are
based on a sound rationale because the alternative is to face possible defeat in the legislature.
For instance, in December 2003, the newly appointed Prime Minister, Paul Martin, separated the Department of
Foreign Affairs and International Trade (DFAIT) into a department named Foreign Affairs Canada (FAC) and
another named International Trade Canada (ITCan). While the two departments were operational from the time of
their announcement, the Prime Minister faced media scrutiny over the change. Prominent Globe and Mail
columnist, Jeffrey Simpson, famously described Prime Minister Martin’s decision to split the departments as ‘an
70
idea so splendidly stupid that literally no one in Ottawa will admit to having favoured it’. And in February 2005 –
over a year after the departments’ creation – the legislation to formalise the new arrangement failed to pass a first
vote in the Canadian House of Commons, prompting a review followed by re-amalgamation in 2006.
The DFAIT case is interesting. It demonstrates that the Canadian system provides a useful check and balance on
unnecessary structural reform – but it also shows that the potential perverse consequences of the Canadian
approach. Post-change scrutiny in this case created considerable organisational disruption, rather than simply
preventing a poor decision being made in the first place.
The Canadian prime minister can also draw on more specialist expertise to support decision-making. A Machinery
of Government Secretariat advises on proposed changes in consultation with government entities and establishes
costs, disruption, implementation timelines and alternatives to structural change where applicable. And the
67
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Treasury Board Secretariat supports implementation with advice on workforce disputes and provides budget to
facilitate pay harmonisation and IT integration where appropriate. Australia also has greater support for
implementation, with considerable post-change guidance and support from the centre to ensure the department
has the capacity to meet the goals of the change. And in New Zealand, the State Services Commission provides
similar support.
These international examples suggest that it is possible to encourage a more considered approach and to provide
greater central support for decisions and implementation. And cases like the creation of DWP and DfID similarly
point to an alternative – and more effective – process. The DfID case is particularly interesting in the context of the
run up to the 2015. At the time of writing, the Labour opposition has not yet publicly committed to any machinery of
government change – so unless positions are tested and announced quickly, any changes Labour makes if
elected will follow the typical (and ineffective) rushed process. The only possible exception relates to constitutional
affairs. In this area, the Shadow Justice Secretary, Sadiq Khan, covers this area even though it sits with the
Deputy Prime Minister in the Cabinet Office and there is a general assumption that Labour would look to make this
change permanent. Despite this assumption, there has not been wide debate about the idea.
Should parties and those around them wish to test ideas in private before floating publicly, Figure 3, provides our
own suggested questions.
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Figure 3: Questions for those considering departmental restructuring
Question

Rationale

Is there a clear operational purpose for the change
– and are you clear when and how the benefits will
be realised?

Changes implemented solely for party management
and political signalling are highly unlikely to deliver
value for the taxpayer. The public are unlikely to value
restructuring over other signals of intent. If there is an
operational, and ideally ‘bottom-up’ logic, for change it
will be easier to explain to staff and more likely to prove
effective and endure. Given the cost of changes, the
onus should be on proving benefits through a proper
assessment.

Are you clear on costs and risks, including those
relating to salary equalisation, IT and change
management costs?

Analysis is essential to ensuring there is a strong case
for change, for spotting knotty HR and IT issues, and for
ensuring those involved can be accountable for
delivery. Be particularly careful when there are big
differences in salary scales between departments. And
remember to assess the knock on consequence of
changes in one department on others.

Have you tested ideas with those affected and
those involved in similar changes before?

Even where secrecy is at a premium, it is important to
understand how the change will be interpreted by
affected groups – or risk a backlash. Speaking to those
with prior experience of restructuring helps you to ask
the right questions when considering changes.

Have you considered alternatives that could
achieve similar benefits with considerably lower
costs and disruption?

As outlined in this paper (below), there are various
ways of refocusing departments, reducing their costs,
and improving co-ordination between them. There are
also alternative routes to managing cabinet dynamics
and political signalling.

Is there a clear business case?

A business plan is necessary to capture the rationale
for change, consider implementation issues and allow
evaluation after the fact. The business plan should
allow for a dedicated transition team to support relevant
permanent secretaries.

Can you leave a gap of at least four weeks between
the announcement of changes and new structures
becoming operational?

Given the secrecy that usually accompanies machinery
of government announcements, this period is essential
to ensuring the basic preparatory work can be done and
new entities can provide at least basic ministerial
support functions on day one. You can take this time to
ensure you have the right skills and capacities in place
to minimise the disruption of any change and to doublecheck the solution is viable.
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6. Find other ways of improving focus and co-ordination
across departments
Machinery of government changes will never do away with the need to ensure that departments maintain focus on
core government priorities – nor will they eliminate the need to ensure co-ordination and collaboration across
departments. Following the election, government’s major goals are likely to involve deficit reduction, stimulating
growth, addressing long-term challenges such as climate change, improving public services and managing political
71
relationships with devolved nations, increasingly powerful city-regions and Europe. None of these goals are likely
to be achieved by a single department – whatever the departmental boundaries government decides on. Similarly,
irrespective of departmental boundaries, it will be necessary to work across departments to design and implement
72
policy effectively – ensuring that decisions and services make sense to citizens.
There are a range of non-structural changes that can improve government’s capacity to prioritise specific goals
and encourage collaboration across government.
Prioritisation will often involve reforming processes at the heart of government – particularly those that determine
departmental spending and goals. Co-ordination and collaboration can be supported through centrally-designed
structures and processes, such as the Spending Review, but also through negotiated relationships between
departments who realise that they can achieve their collective goals by working together.
In 2010, Cameron initially saw less need than his predecessors for specific central capacity to drive prioritisation
across government. Placing faith in close colleagues and a rather small number of advisers, he disbanded a
number of Cabinet Office units which provided additional analytic and implementation capacity – most notably the
Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit, which provided capacity for cross-cutting policy analysis, and the Prime Minister’s
Delivery Unit (PMDU), which had become associated with a style of performance management that the
Conservatives disliked. Public Service Agreements (PSAs) – a system of setting ‘whole of government’ priorities
and goals for departments to work towards – were also scrapped. The PSA system had been revised in 2008 to
73
encourage departments to work together on cross-cutting policy areas and to reduce the number of targets.
However, like the PMDU, PSAs appeared symbolic of the top-down approach to governing that Cameron had
been so critical in opposition. In place of PSAs and the PMDU there was a crude system of departmental business
plans, which paid no heed to collaborative working on closely related policy areas and did little to help with high74
level prioritisation.
While he reduced some central capacity, however, Cameron did strengthen other aspects of government’s coordinating machinery, particularly through reinforcing aspects of the cabinet committee system. Most notably, he
set up the National Security Council and developed it into a more powerful collaborative decision-making forum,
75
bringing together the various departments with an interest in security issues. The Cabinet Office’s Economic and
Domestic Affairs Secretariat is also seen to have gained a stronger reputation and relevance due to Cameron’s
76
more active use of the cabinet committee system. And alongside these formal processes, Cameron has used the
so-called ‘Quad’ extensively. These meetings of the prime minister, chancellor, deputy prime minister and chief
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secretary have been a central mechanism for resolving debates within the government, including disagreements
77
between coalition partners – and they are often supported by wider informal processes to settle disputes.
Cameron has, like prime ministers before him, also seen value in other ways of bringing focus to and co-ordination
around knotty problems which will not be solved by one department alone. For example, he has created a special
unit for troubled families. It is based in the Department for Communities and Local Government but works across
departments and is led by Louise Casey, an individual who has political nous and can often carry the support of
78
the prime minister should cross-departmental conflicts arise. Ministers with portfolios spanning more than one
department have also been used frequently – indeed more extensively than in previous administrations. In the 13
79
years between 1997 and 2010, there were 31 ministers with portfolios spanning two or more departments. In just
five years between 2010 and 2015, 22 ministers have been given portfolios spanning two or more departments
80
appointed.
What’s more, after initial misgivings, Cameron came to reinvent aspects of the central capacity he disbanded –
though with a different style and emphasis – presumably recognising its usefulness. For example, he gradually
developed a rather under-powered system for chasing progress into a more heavyweight ‘Implementation Unit’
tasked with ensuring priorities were being addressed. Prime ministers will always want and need to tailor the
operations of Number 10 and the Cabinet Office to suit their priorities and personal styles – but this example
demonstrates a wider point. There are a set of core functions that prime ministers usually find are essential to
performing their roles effectively – even if they can take time to work out the exact configuration that works for
81
them.
Other aspects of setting direction and co-ordination at the centre have remained relatively unchanged under the
Coalition. The Spending Review and Budget processes provide clear signals about priorities and accountability
82
and have undergone only minor alterations in recent decades. Processes for the performance management of
permanent secretaries have been relatively informal for a long time – though there have been recent
83
improvements in the clarity of permanent secretaries’ objectives. And systems of parliamentary accountability
84
remain primarily departmental in their focus.
The options for improving co-ordination or redirecting focus without changes to machinery of government are
numerous and can vary significantly in their scope and ambition. Research on past UK and international
experience shows that many factors affect a government’s ability to focus and co-ordinate activities. The example
political and civil service leaders set and whether or not they reward colleagues who behave strategically and
collaboratively is particularly important. However, Institute research also points to the importance of a number of
other factors relating to Whitehall’s organisation and approach, including:

77

Ibid.

78

Ways of ensuring the success of special units such as this are discussed in Rutter, J., and Harris, J., The Special Ones: How to make central
government units work, Institute for Government 2014, retrieved 18 February 2015 from :
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/CENTRAL%20UNITS%20FINAL.pdf
79

IfG ministerial data analysis. We do not count ministers with a departmental and whip portfolio; with a departmental and regional portfolio; or
with a portfolio relating to the Leaders of the Commons or Lords, as cross-departmental ministers for the purposes of this comparison. Note
that in 2006-2007, Ruth Kelly was both SoS for CLG, and MoS for Women. As this predates the Government Equalities office, both posts were
technically situated within the same department so we do not include this as a cross-departmental role.
80

Ibid. Note that in October 2013, Matthew Hancock was promoted from PUSS for Skills in BIS and DfE, to MoS for Skills in BIS and DFE. We
do not include this as a separate role.
81

Ibid.

82

Harris, J., and McCrae, J., Preparing for the Next Spending Review, Institute for Government, 2014, retrieved, 15 Feb 2015, from:
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Spending%20review%20briefing%20note%20final.pdf
83

Freeguard, G., An objective view: Permanent Secretary Objectives, 2014-15, Institute for Government, retrieved 15 February 2015 from:
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/8617/an-objective-view-permanent-secretary-objectives-2014-15/
84

White, H. Parliamentary Scrutiny of Government, Institute for Government 2015, retrieved 15 Feb 2015 from,
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/parliamentary-scrutiny-government

22
1. The way the Spending Review and budget processes are managed. The Institute’s views on the
Spending Review are discussed at length in the 2014 publication Preparing for the Next Spending
85
Review.
2. Whitehall’s approach to performance management. The Institute’s views on performance management
are found across a range of publications examining Labour’s Public Service Agreements, 1998-2010, the
86
Coalition’s business planning processes, and research on permanent secretary accountability.
3. The organisation and approach of the capacity around the prime minister. The Institute’s views on
87
this area are discussed at length in the 2014 publication Centre Forward.
4. Government’s approach to civil service functions such as finance, legal, and digital. The Institute’s
views here are captured in past work on functional leadership in Whitehall, as well as a forthcoming
88
briefing note on the responsibilities of the centre of Whitehall.
5. Mechanisms designed specifically to encourage departments to work together, including crossdepartmental goals, budgets and teams. We have examined these mechanisms in various research
projects, including our 2010 publication Shaping Up and our work on special units in government, The
89
Special Ones.
In each of these areas, detailed design choices can affect the degree to which departments focus on whole of
government priorities, and work collectively to achieve them. However, our research clearly shows that the real
value of effective joining-up mechanisms lies in their ability to foster new kinds of conversations and relationships
between key players in government. These relationships cannot be over-engineered – effective problem-solving
may sometimes come, at least in theory, from competition, conflict and even a little chaos at the margin.
It is worth reiterating that this paper does not examine the important question of how to drive more effective coordination and collaboration by decentralising central government responsibilities to the devolved nations and
regions. And we touch only briefly on the related challenge of ensuring activities are co-ordinated across the
different tiers of government in the UK. These topics are both partially addressed in our recent report Governing in
90
and Ever Looser Union.
Spending Review
Our work suggests a number of ways in which the Spending Review could be adapted to allow for a greater
degree of long-term planning and collaboration. We argue that the Treasury needs to be much more active in
ensuring that departments work together to develop joint plans for how savings will be made. This will require the
Treasury to ensure departments identify areas where joint plans are strategically sensible and submit joint
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proposals. According to the NAO, there were only two joint submissions in the 2010 Spending Review –
91
representing only 0.2 per cent of all controllable spending settled.
The Treasury also needs to ensure that the 2015 Spending Review covers a longer time period. The
transformative change that cross-departmental teams should be aiming for typically takes three to five years to
design and implement, so the planning horizon needs to reflect this. Matching the spending period to the five year
fixed-term parliament is an obvious way of doing this. Plans can always be adjusted sooner if economic and fiscal
circumstances change.
The traditional four month period is likely to be insufficient to allow proper cross-departmental plans to be
developed. Departments need some certainty about spending totals at the start of 2016/17, but areas where spend
totals need to be guaranteed can be addressed early, for example as part of any immediate reallocations following
the election, before finishing the full review later. Strategic decisions and joint plans need to be developed in more
reasonable timeframes. Time will allow the Treasury to assess whether departments have the capability to deliver
plans (which they don’t do at the moment) and to seek input from organisations whose expertise might improve
plans and judgements on them, such as the What Works centres and Major Projects Authority. It seems natural
that tests of whether joint plans can be delivered should also assess whether governance arrangements are robust
enough to survive the inevitable strains of implementation (see below).
Longer time periods should allow greater use of existing collective forums. For example the next Strategic Defence
and Security Review and National Security Strategy could be developed without the rush which characterised their
development in 2010 and involve the National Security Council in decision-making.
Our work with Whitehall departments indicates that the Civil Service believes it has gone as far as it can in cutting
public spending within departmental silos without more innovative cross-departmental approaches being
92
introduced. As one interviewee put it: ‘There’s really nothing left to squeeze.’ This means collaborating will be
essential, not optional, in future.
Performance management
Taken together, the Institute’s work provides a number of insights into how performance management can drive
strategic focus and co-ordination – and conversely how it can act to accentuate non-collaborative behaviours.
Research consistently shows that the areas that performance management regimes focus on matters, with
strategic collaboration most likely to be stimulated by:






Focusing on outcomes and value: a broad view of what individuals and organisations are trying to
achieve allows those involved to focus on common goals. Considering value for money of current
interventions (rather than costs) provides a route to identifying better ways of delivering results. Focusing
on outcomes also ensures recognition that government alone cannot address many of the complex issues
facing the country. Effective management can be helped by tracking the cost and number of inputs and
outputs – but these should always be viewed in the wider context of the end results government is
seeking.
Understanding systemic risks: where multiple organisations contribute to outcomes, performance
issues in one area can have a disproportionate impact on the overall system. For example, the
underperformance or closure of an out of hours service for those with mental health problems might lead
to significant increases in demands for other less cost effective forms of provision (such as emergency
services responses or acute hospital support). Identifying systemic risks enables a different collective
conversation and can help departments (and indeed other public sector organisations) recognise why they
might want to support others, rather than simply protect their own services.
Connecting to politics: unless the goals of a performance management regime are (and are seen to be)
salient to the delivery of political priorities, they are unlikely to gain traction. Politicians such as Martin
O’Malley, the former Governor of Maryland, have embraced performance management as a vital tool for
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delivering on electoral promises and demonstrating results to the public. However, even where there is
less political focus on the processes of performance managements, politicians must recognise their own
priorities within administrative arrangements.
Focusing on politically salient, long-term outcomes and systemic risks is necessary but not sufficient for ensuring
an effective – and collaborative – approach to performance. Our research shows that there are a number of
important enablers of more effective conversations and action, including:








Aligning individual incentives with organisational goals: Individuals can rarely be held solely
responsible for delivering outcome improvements but unless organisational goals connect to personal
objectives and accountability they may swiftly lose relevance. In Whitehall terms, this means ensuring that
94
cross-government goals cascade into departmental goals and permanent secretaries objectives.
Developing shared management information: The process of developing and discussing a shared
evidence base to inform decisions is a vital part of building collaborative partnerships. Where this is absent
and there is no agreed authoritative source of information, much time can be spent debating the facts
rather than working together to solve problems. Benchmarking, activity-based costing and cost-benefit
analyses can all support more informed performance assessment and decision-making.
Using hard and soft (contextual) information: There has been a tendency for performance
management systems in government to focus excessively on quantifiable data and exclude contextual
information that can aid decision-making and accurate performance assessment. Focusing only on what
can be measured is one reason why a number of performance regimes have been criticised – and then
abolished rather than built on by new governments. Where collaboration is particularly important to
success, individual and organisational performance assessments can be usefully informed by judgements
of those working in partner organisations, for example.
Avoiding a ‘top-down’ view: Focusing on outcomes and using the full range of information to judge
performance should mitigate the risks of hitting targets but missing the point. It is important however for
those designing performance regimes to recognise that those managing organisations do not always know
best – and to find ways of ensuring regular feedback from service users and beneficiaries. Demonstrating
relevance to citizens and service users – and being transparent with the public about performance – help
reinforce the political salience and relevance of performance management.

Our research has noted that while there is good evidence to guide what a more effective approach to government
performance management might look like, there are often limited pressures for change in the UK system. Political
demand is a vital catalyst but there is also a need for civil service leadership on this agenda. Clarifying
responsibilities for performance management is therefore important. We argue that cross-Whitehall performance
management is a core responsibility of the cabinet secretary but that finance directors (empowered by the new
director-general of finance in the Treasury) should be responsible for supporting performance management by
developing effective management information. Non-executive directors with business backgrounds should support
these processes by articulating the value they have derived from their use of effective performance management
(and management information) in the private sector – persuading both ministers and civil servants of its value.
Capacity around the prime minister
The Institute’s research recognises that the style and priorities of prime ministers will vary and that it is inevitable
that the approach and organisation of Number 10 and the wider political centre will need to flex accordingly.
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However, it is clear that there are some capacities that any prime minister will find valuable for directing and coordinating activity across government – and any cabinet secretary should offer to an incoming or returning
government.
Prime ministerial and cabinet decision-making can swiftly migrate to ‘fixing’ mode – with the prime minister finding
workable compromises to cross-departmental conflict. This approach to co-ordination is known in the academic
95
literature as ‘negative co-ordination’ and can swiftly overwhelm a prime minister’s time and attention. Using civil
service support effectively and pushing disagreements back to secretaries of state insisting they develop the best
possible compromises can reduce the burden on a prime minister and improve decisions. But prime ministers also
need to use alternative tools to generate what academics term ‘positive co-ordination’, which involves collective
decision-making and the bringing together of different interests and expertise to generate the best possible
solution for all.
Cameron’s National Security Council and Gordon Brown’s National Economic Council provide important examples
of how cross-departmental working can be supported. The ingredients of success here are high calibre secretariat
support and clear prime ministerial interest and leadership. Where the latter wane, these forums – unsurprisingly
perhaps – tend to lose their influence.
Central policy and strategy development capacity can also help overcome departmentalism and provide a fresh
view on problems. Again, however, success is not guaranteed. Central units have tended to work best when:





they have effective support from the prime minister – or at least those around him
they have credible and expert leadership
they can manage their own recruitment to bring a mix of civil service insiders and outsiders with different
perspectives, skills or relationships
they have a clear strategy for working with departments – and work collaboratively with departments to
build support and buy-in for decisions and their implementation.

These lessons are borne out in the successes and failings of the various incarnations of the Prime Minister’s
Strategy Unit in the 90s and 2000s, in the rise and fall of the Central Policy Review Staff (1971-1983), and the
96
experience of other central units such as the Social Exclusion Unit.
Managing specialist skills and capabilities across departments
We argue elsewhere that the use and development of specialist skills should not be left entirely to departments.
Deploying the best specialist talent to government’s top priorities and taking a cross-Whitehall approach to
developing these skills and making specialists more influential in decision-making can dramatically improve
Whitehall’s efficiency and effectiveness. Our forthcoming report on this topic highlights Whitehall’s progress in this
area but also warns that it will only continue if the central functions and leaders are clear that their role is to
support improvements in departments and connect to political priorities.
Cross-departmental co-ordination mechanisms
Centrally managed processes for driving co-ordination are not the only option. Our research has looked at a wider
range of mechanisms for joining up across government which the centre has a role in enabling – but which can be
driven by departments who see that working together is in their mutual interests and is the right thing to do. Recent
decades have seen UK and international experimentation involving:





cross-departmental ministers
cross-departmental objectives
cross-departmental teams and joint units
joint or pooled budgets.
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There are cases where each of these mechanisms has proved helpful – but none of them alone guarantees
success. Many of the greatest successes involve a combination of these mechanisms. The examples of justice
sector collaboration in New Zealand (below), and the creation of a joint budget aiming to help various UK justice
agencies reduce times between arrest and sentencing in the 2000s are two relevant examples. The Cities and
Local Growth Unit provides an interesting example of an approach that blends different mechanisms, though it is
yet to be evaluated. The Unit reports to Greg Clarke, Minister of State for Universities, Science and Cities who
attends Cabinet (but cannot vote) and is the home to staff from three separate departments – BIS, CO, and DCLG.
The Unit has a clear mandate to support local growth initiatives as well as its own budget. It also has effective
ownership of designated budgets ringfenced by the Department of Transport for use in support of local growth
initiatives. Our past research suggest that these more holistic approaches to joining up are likely to be more
successful than use of a single mechanism.
Figure 4: Justice sector collaboration in New Zealand
New Zealand has developed the concept of the ‘criminal justice pipeline’. This covers: identifying the causes of
crime and working to prevent it; investigation and resolution; court processes; and then sentencing and
97
rehabilitation. In 2012, the previously separate six agency budgets were pooled as the ‘Justice Sector Fund’,
which allows money saved in one justice sector agency to be used by another, rather than clawed back by the
Treasury as an underspend. The sector is led by a board of the agency chief executives who share accountability
(including a sizeable amount of at-risk performance pay) for delivering ambitious targets, such as a 25% drop in
re-offending by 2017. This incentive, combined with structural changes to allow savings to pay for investment in
different parts of the sector, demonstrates the kind of transformative approach the UK Treasury could explore
facilitating. This is in the context of a set of agreed government priorities: the ‘Better Public Services’ programme.
This aligns the accountability of both ministers and department heads with achieving the results, and places
98
significant emphasis on joint working between agencies.
While more powerful in combination, individual mechanisms can be incrementally helpful – or designed in ways
which virtually guarantee they will not disrupt traditional departmentally-focused ways of working. When it comes
to joint ministers, some bi-departmental ministers effectively hold two separate part-time jobs rather than a single
cross-cutting portfolio. Our research suggests that this has limited benefits in terms of driving collaboration and co99
ordination – and can simply create logistical problems. Other cross-departmental ministers, however, are
genuine ‘ministers sans frontieres’ with complementary or overlapping portfolios from two or more departments.
These ministers are usually created with a clear expectation that they will co-ordinate policy and manage tradeoffs across the boundaries but their success is seen as highly variable. A problem cross-cutting ministers can face,
especially if they are relatively junior, is that they may have insufficient authority in one or more of the departments
they need to influence. This can again be mitigated by the creation of a shared delivery agency, which the minister
oversees, while reporting upwards to the two parent departments – and by designated pooled budgets.
Cross-departmental units present an opportunity to mould a new institution that transcends the different
departmental cultures, and is jointly owned by all the departments involved. However, research shows that these
shared units must create their own identity and avoid becoming captured by one or other department, as this will
undermine their credibility when dealing with ministers and officials elsewhere. They must also find ways of
overcoming the tiresome practical barriers. Having staff on different pay scales, performance systems and so on
makes management and financial planning ‘a real pain’, according to those involved in their creation – and there
100
are few central resources to support cross-departmental units in their start-up phase.
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There is a wealth of experience in the design of pooled budgets – and a wide range of approaches to choose from.
Often there are trade-offs involved. For example, one approach is to hold pots of ringfenced money at the centre,
with a central unit, named accounting officer and minister directly accountable for use of the money. For instance,
in the early days of the Blair government a pool of £179m was set aside for the Rough Sleepers Initiative over
101
three years. This model bypasses departments but as a result can reduce departmental buy-in and support and
can still run into barriers at the local level, between partners who may report upwards to different departments that
have little stake in the scheme. This approach may also lose out on the expertise that departments bring to bear
on their policy areas, and from not mainstreaming the results of innovative projects.
Alternatively, funds can be pooled across the departmental interface. One example is the Pooled Treatment
102
Budget, which we have examined in detail in past work. This combined money from the Department of Health
(DH) and Ministry of Justice for drugs funding, while an additional Home Office budget line was aligned to this
objective. In this case, a separate National Treatment Agency oversaw the budgets and was held to account
accordingly, although most of the money formally remained within DH. Other examples of cross-departmental
pools include the Conflict Prevention Pool between DfID, MoD and the FCO, again examined in wider Institute
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work. These approaches are more likely to drive genuine cross-departmental collaboration, but can equally be
harder to get off the ground as a result. Again, we can see that detailed design choices matter – and clear goals
and credible leadership are necessary to make progress.
Institute research also repeatedly shows that adapting standard departmental working practices can dramatically
improve effective co-ordination. The Institute has long argued for more open and inclusive processes for
policymaking, for example – highlighting that it generates a wider range of possible solutions, builds collective buy
104
in within and outside government, and paves the way for implementation. Likewise, effective implementation
105
requires ongoing reference to the experience and views of a wide range of bodies affected by changes.
Personal connections and sources of intelligence can help ministers and officials here but there are also examples
where greater interchange between organisations that need to collaborate can help.
Many also point to the benefits of geographical proximity for building networks that promote collaboration – citing
examples such as the New Zealand approach of ensuring ministers operate out of the same building (the so-called
‘Beehive’) rather than being physically located in geographically dispersed departments. Again, there are tradeoffs here. Co-location of ministers, for example, might distance ministers from the advice and support of the Civil
Service. And the benefits of secondments and staff interchange need to be considered against the benefits of
stability in key civil service jobs. There are therefore few ‘right’ answers regarding which networks and connections
to invest in to promote collaboration – and the best approach might simply to remain aware of trade-offs and
balance competing needs as effectively as possible.
At this point, we should reiterate that all of these mechanisms and approaches need to be focused on achieving
changes in the way citizens experience services and policy interventions. And we should restate too that joining up
in Whitehall is only one way of driving more effective, co-ordinated interventions. Many have argued, for example,
that it is easier to co-ordinate services by decentralising central government responsibilities to the nations, regions
and more local tiers of government. We do not focus on how to drive local co-ordination here – but note that a
consistent finding in studies of local collaboration is that silod central government practices can stifle attempts to
join-up locally, so we suggest that central co-ordination should complement and support decentralisation and local
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efforts. We also touch only briefly on the important challenge of ensuring activities are co-ordinated across the
different tiers of government in the UK. These topics are both addressed in our recent report Governing After the
Referendum.
Figure 5: Should we consider a more radical model?
A number of commentators have recommended radical structural reforms that would entail a fundamental change
to the nature of UK government. Broadly, there are two ‘radical’ options proposed: first, a radical reduction in the
number of departments (effectively a renewed call for the ‘super-ministries’ advocated by Wilson and Heath in the
1960s); and, second, a complete move away from the departmental model. This latter idea has drawn inspiration
from administrations such as Scotland. There, cabinet ministers oversee portfolios rather than departments and
the former Permanent Secretary to the Scottish Government, Sir John Elvidge, describes the system as ‘an explicit
rejection of departmentalism as a basis for effective government and involves the abolition of a departmental
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structure within the Scottish Government’.
The experience of attempting to create super-ministries under Wilson and Heath and later departments with broad
portfolios such as the Department for Environment, Transport and the Regions does not augur well for those
hoping super-ministries might provide a solution to Whitehall’s perennial co-ordination problems. They are
attractive to those who want to reduce the size of the cabinet – but this inevitably creates its own challenges in
terms of party management. There are also other ways to support smaller and more streamlined decision-making
– as the Coalition has demonstrated through its use of the ‘Quad’. All governments have their so-called ‘kitchen
cabinets’ and there may be other ways of formalising these structures too, if desired. In reality, big changes often
simply amplify the difficulties highlighted in much of this paper. They usually impose considerably greater costs
and disruption, with no guarantee of accompanying benefits to offset distractions.
The so-called Scottish model is more interesting. However, it is clear that Scotland’s approach is not simply a
product of structures. As John Elvidge, who was formerly Scotland’s leading civil servant explains, ‘the Public
Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000, sowed the seeds of a different approach. It provided, in section
14, that Civil Service financial accountability to the Scottish Parliament should come together in one post: the
Permanent Secretary was made the Principal Accountable Officer for the entirety of the financial resources
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available to the Scottish Government.’ However, he continues that ‘Between 1999 and 2007, this change made
little practical difference to the conduct of devolved government.’ The then coalition partners in Scotland
emphasised their autonomy over different briefs. Only from 2007, did ‘separate but convergent’ developments in
the approach of the Scottish National Party (SNP) and the Civil Service come together to produce a different
approach. Political shifts included the SNP’s shift to an outcome based approach to framing government’s
objectives; a commitment to transparency of performance to the electorate; and a preference for a smaller cabinet
and more collective decision-making. The more collective approach of the Scottish Civil Service, meanwhile, may
be partly due to the way the Scottish Office operated before many of its functions were devolved.
The Scottish case highlights the importance of context. Important wider considerations here include other obvious
facts. The Scottish government operates across a smaller span of government functions – many functions being
managed by Whitehall on a cross-UK basis (at least for now). Scottish government also operates at a smaller
scale, serving five million people compared to England’s 53 million and the UK’s 63 million, according to the 2011
census. There are also 129 members of the Scottish Parliament, compared to a (rather high by international
standards) 650 MPs in Westminster.
These differences mean that the shift away from UK conventions of ministerial responsibility for functions and
departments needs careful assessment – and we would again warn against the presumption that structural or
formal changes to secretary of state roles will alone be sufficient to drive desired changes in behaviour. Detailed
assessment and consultation is needed before implementing this approach but it is certainly worth investigating
which aspects of the Scottish model might be valuable in the UK context.
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Recommendations
The overall lesson from reforms to Whitehall’s top-level structures appears to be that success is possible but only
when changes are well planned and properly implemented and there is a strong operational rationale for the
108
changes. Given the costs and risks involved in structural change, however, there is an urgent need for a more
considered approach to structural reform – one in which those proposing change must demonstrate the business
case and be held accountable for the effectiveness of changes after the fact. We have seen too that there are
many alternatives to departmental restructuring, which are as effective at stimulating shifts in Whitehall’s focus and
collaboration. These mechanisms taken together offer routes for overcoming some of Whitehall’s recurring
difficulties in managing issues that do not sit neatly within traditional organisational boundaries.
We make four main recommendations which, if adopted, could lead to a more considered approach to government
restructuring and accelerate much-needed improvements in Whitehall’s ability to prioritise and co-ordinate its
activities effectively:

1. The prime minister should only pursue restructuring after extensive discussions and following
production of a business case assessing:
a. the operational rationale for change. No changes should be undertaken primarily for political
signalling or party management purposes.
b. costs and benefits. Even if decisions are made quickly, it is possible to assess major costs such
as possible salary equalisation and IT costs. A credible cost estimate for departmental
restructuring is likely to be in excess of £10m.
c. alternatives to structural change. There are non-structural remedies to many problems.
d. implementation issues. It is necessary to consult with those who have led changes previously –
and then employ these individuals to lead implementation, wherever possible.
A good starting point for developing a business plan can be found in historic Cabinet Office guidance on
109
MoG changes. There is a case for updating this guidance to capture more recent evidence and issues
captured in this report and other work, such as that undertaken by the NAO and PASC.
In practice, it will take at least four weeks for any government to assess and prepare for significant
departmental changes. Parties should therefore not implement any changes in May 2015 that they have
not announced by early April.
2. Both government and opposition parties should promote more considered decision-making in
future restructuring:
a. government should publish and lay before Parliament the full business case (above), ideally
before or when transfer of functions orders are laid. One option for this would be to require that the
Explanatory Memorandum (which has to accompany all SIs) must include the full business case.
Currently only an ‘explanatory document’ is published, which makes it hard to assess proposals
and for select committees and the National Audit Office to judge their effectiveness
retrospectively.
b. government should allow time for relevant select committees – and/or the Public
Administration Select Committee – to scrutinise changes. Scrutiny could take place in joint
hearings where multiple departments are affected. The Liaison Committee should encourage
departmental committees to take seriously the task of scrutinising major machinery of government
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change, and might consider incorporating this function into the list of core tasks for committees.
Select committee evidence and reports can inform subsequent parliamentary votes (below).
c. government should allow time for a parliamentary debate and vote on substantial changes.
Votes on Transfer of Functions Orders currently occur only in exceptional circumstances because
they are subject to ‘negative’ resolution procedure (although the dissolution of a government
department is subject to ‘affirmative’ resolution procedure). Our preference would be for the
government to commit to allow Parliament an opportunity to affirm its support for any proposed
significant change explicitly, following a debate on a substantive motion. Where changes are small
and/or select committee scrutiny does not highlight any issues, a debate and vote would not be
necessary. An alternative approach would be for the Ministers of the Crown Act to be amended to
make all Transfer of Functions Orders subject to ‘affirmative’ procedure. However, in most cases
this would only allow a debate in a committee on an unamendable motion, and it is very rare for
instruments subject to affirmative resolution procedure not to be approved.
3. The cabinet secretary should develop specific capabilities at the centre to advise on structural
change and governance: There is an urgent need for specialist capacity that can advise the prime
minister and secretaries of state on the costs and benefits of structural reforms; support the development
of detailed business cases; and capture the lessons from recent and future changes. This resource is
needed not just for departmental restructurings for widespread structural reforms within departments and
in the disparate landscape of government arm’s-length bodies. Previous attempts to create a capacity to
advise on and support machinery of government change have failed to endure partly because demand for
support was low – and building genuine expertise and providing support to a broader range of government
restructurings should help to mitigate this risk. The roles, responsibilities and funding models for central
capacity will need to be defined with care – but a logical model would likely see a small core team but one
that is knowledgeable about who across Whitehall and beyond should be consulted about or lead specific
changes.
4. The next government should strengthen Whitehall’s capacity to collaborate and maintain focus on
long-term priorities by:
a. reforming spending review processes. The 2015 spending review must incentivise
111
collaboration and allow cross-departmental teams time to develop service transformation plans.
b. reinvigorating cross-Whitehall performance management. An incoming government must be
clear on the outcomes it wants to improve most and the cabinet secretary (supported by the
finance profession) must develop a performance management regime that is taken seriously
across Whitehall and drives strategic focus and collaboration, not departmentalism.
c. using cross-departmental goals, budgets and teams. In areas where cross-departmental
collaboration is particularly important (and absent), the prime minister should deploy joint
ministers, and use share goals, pooled budgets and joint teams in combination to support the
design and implementation of new, more integrated service models.
d. developing and deploying specialist skills and capabilities on a more cross-departmental
basis. We set out ways of developing finance, digital and other capabilities in our forthcoming
112
report on the responsibilities of the central civil service leadership.
e. building capacity around the prime minister. This should be done in the ways we set out in our
113
recent report Centre Forward. Whoever is elected in 2015 is advised to retain and build on
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existing capacity, rather than starting from scratch and relearning painful lessons about what
works and what doesn’t.
Insights into how to approach improvements in these areas can be found in the main body of this report
but also in wider Institute for Government publications.
It is tempting to say that it is unrealistic to demand this more considered approach to organising top-level
structures in Whitehall. Signalling and party management considerations will always be important to prime
ministers. And current and potential secretaries of state and permanent secretaries have become used to
operating fairly autonomously.
However, we would argue that the traditional approach to Whitehall restructuring leads – more often than not –
to considerable waste of taxpayers’ money and might even harm a government’s electoral prospects in the
longer term. There is no evidence the public are enamoured of structural reforms and they often cause
disruption which in effect undermines government’s ability to deliver on its manifesto commitments.
We also argue that there are other, better ways of stimulating the focus and cross-departmental working that
are urgently needed to tackle the complex challenges facing the country. An incoming prime minister should
concentrate on addressing Whitehall’s longer-term weaknesses in these areas and not undertake hasty
restructuring which, if not properly thought through, will cause as many – or more – problems than they solve.
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Annex 1: Machinery of government
changes since 2010
Renaming
July 2010

Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) becomes Department
for Education (DfE)

July 2010

Office for the Third Sector becomes Office for Civil Society (remaining within
CO)

Transfer and absorption of agencies/ units/ departments
Date

Agency/ unit/ department

From

To

July 2010

Office of Government Commerce (independent office) and Buying
Solutions (executive agency of OGC) become first components of the
Efficiency and Reform Group within the Cabinet Office.

HMT

CO

April 2011

National Fraud Agency

AGO

HO

April 2011

National School for government (closed March 2012)

n-MD

CO

July 2011

HM Land Registry

MoJ

BIS

July 2011

The Met Office

MoD

BIS

July 2011

Ordnance Survey

DCLG

BIS

April 2011

Government Equalities Office

Ind.

HO

September
2012

Government Equalities Office

HO

DCMS
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Transfer of policy areas/functions
Date

Agency/ unit/ department

From

To

July 2010

Directgov

DWP

CO

July 2010

Political and constitutional reform

MoJ

CO
(DPM)

July 2010

Nutrition policy

FSA

DH

July 2010

Food labelling and food composition policy (not related to safety)

FSA

DEFRA

July 2010

Responsibility for Licensing Act 2003 (except in relation to entertainment)

DCMS

HO

Responsibility for Olympics moves from dedicated CO Minister to Minister
for Culture, Olympics, Media and Sport (although Olympics Executive
was already in DCMS)

CO

DCMS

January
2011

Responsibility for all competition and policy issues relating to media,
broadcasting, digital and telecoms sectors

BIS

DCMS

March 2014

Energy-using products policy

DEFRA

DECC

April 2011

Galileo programme

DfT

BIS

April 2011

Global monitoring for environment and security programme

DEFRA

BIS

April 2014

Responsibility for the CANparent trial and associated market
development contract

DfE

DH

July 2013

Youth policy

DfE

CO

Sept 2014

Relationship support

DfE

DWP

Jan 2013

The management of the Government’s stake in the uranium enrichment
company URENCO.

DECC

BIS

April 2011

Responsibility for issuing British passports overseas

FCO

HO

Source: Hansard
Note. For information on restructuring of agencies and public bodies within departments, please see Pearson, J.,
et al. Out of the Ashes, Institute for Government, forthcoming.
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