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Building a better 
future – Preparing for 
biodiversity net gain 
The Government is continuing to impose tighter environmental 
regulations on the development and construction industry.

The Environment Act 2021 brings in the introduction 
of a mandatory 10 per cent biodiversity net gain (BNG) 
requirement on every planning permission granted in England.

Register to attend this online event to uncover key elements 
of the BNG policy and its implications on infrastructure 
developments. Hear fi rst-hand from the Government, policy 
experts and leaders in industry who will share their insight and 
off er practical guidance to prepare your organisation for the 
new mandatory BNG requirements. 

Key takeaways:

• How will BNG be 
incorporated into the 
planning system of England?

• What will BNG mean for local 
authorities, developers and 
landowners?

• Who is responsible for 
creating and maintaining net 
gain?

• How will biodiversity be 
measured and whose 
responsibility will it be to 
measure it?
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RED BOX  ❯  EDITOR’S COLUMN

With all due respect 
to Elton John, 
sorry is quite an 

easy word to say. We hear it 
an awful lot from politicians 
nowadays. What we don’t often 
hear – and what makes a true 
apology hard – is a politician 
taking responsibility for the 
actions which require an apol-
ogy. Or, still harder, enacting 
change which would prevent 
further apologies in the future.

The difference between 
apologies and accountability 
was evident in recent sessions 
of the Grenfell Inquiry.

As he reflected on his own 
role in the 2017 tragedy which 
killed 72 people and exposed 
widespread failings in the con-
struction industry’s understand-
ing of building regulations, 
senior official Brian Martin 
became visibly emotional.

Martin clearly regrets those 
missed opportunities deeply, 
and has thought about what 
must change to avoid another 
tragedy, saying he could see 
“a number of occasions where 
I could have potentially pre-
vented this happening.” 

Yet while he took respon-
sibility for his own decisions, 

he added that successive 
governments’ approaches to 
regulation “had an impact 
on the way we worked, the 
resources that we had avail-
able, and perhaps the mindset 
that we’d adopted as a team”.

The following week, Mar-
tin’s former boss Eric Pickles 
appeared at the inquiry. Aside 
from worrying about how long 
the session would last, and call-
ing victims the “nameless 96” 
– wrongly on both counts – he 
also washed his hands of re-
sponsibility, saying that even if 
he had reacted differently at cer-
tain points, the “mindset” of offi-
cials was such that things would 
still have ended up as they did.

Pickles didn’t seem to notice 
that he helped create that 
mindset. And while acknowl-
edging his accountability for 
key decisions in theory, he 
suggested that officials were 
not properly advising him: “I 
have to say, as a matter of fact, 
there was no indication from 
anyone that there was a prob-
lem, and that I think is critical.”

Building regulation officials 
were “living in an isolation 
bubble” he added, and if he had 
known that they were struggling 

with their workload, he would 
have “addressed it in a kind way 
rather than a scolding way”.

It’s hard to reconcile this im-
age of a supportive leader with 
the minister known for his deri-
sive attitude towards civil serv-
ants. Even if Pickles was “kind”, 
the context of huge spending 
cuts and a strong de-regulatory 
drive mean it is not surprising 
– though still worrying – that of-
ficials either did not spot poten-
tial problems or did not feel able 
to discuss them with ministers. 

The inquiry will set out its 
findings on the failures which 
led to Grenfell in due course. 
But these findings will only 
make a difference if individuals 
are prepared to accept responsi-
bility and the need for change. 
Politicians – and some senior 
officials – must acknowledge 
their role in systems which 
are failing. If they don’t, the 
result is not only a failure to 

address problems or improve 
outcomes, but ever-dimin-
ishing trust in government.

A few days after Pickles’s 
appearance, the inquiry heard 
from Karim Mussilhy, who lost 
his uncle in the fire and is now 
a leading member of campaign 
group Grenfell United. “Five 
years later these crooks, these 
criminals – the government 
and local authorities – they’ve 
not learned their lessons,” he 
said, adding that he had lost 
faith in “almost everything”.

“The government’s duty is to 
protect us, but only last week a 
Lord was here, calling our fami-
lies nameless, getting the num-
bers mixed up,” he said. Muss-
ilhy believes that failures to 
protect his family were not mis-
takes but the result of a system 
which benefits those in power: 
“We suffer and they prosper. 
The system isn’t broken, it was 
built this way specifically.”  
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 PERFORMANCE ANXIETY 
New guidance, seen by CSW, telling 
departments that they should expect 
5% of their staff to be marked as un-
derperforming in this year’s perfor-
mance reviews proved unpopular. 

“Oh dear. That’s a backward 
step,” John Hatton said.

“Plus ca change,” noted Mark Bingham.
“Why is this target still around? 

Used to be on civil servants below SCS 
and was scrapped,” Martyn T wrote.

Colin Taylor offered an explanation: 
“The cold, dead hand of the Treasury; 
the one government department which 
has not had to undergo the ‘efficiency 
savings’ and reorganisations that it 
has inflicted on other departments.”

“Utterly ridiculous. This will take it 
back to how well you get on with your 
manager, and we all know how that 
can go,” Sarah Browne said. “Forced 
distribution does nothing for wellbe-
ing, morale, or honest and transparent 
managers. Feels like another nail in 
the coffin on how to make already tired 
and overworked civil servants feel even 
more undervalued and unappreciated.”

“This is where data and analytics get 
it wrong,” Mark Sweeny commented. 
“Pre-determining the distribution curve 
before the data has been looked at in 
detail and in the context of delivery I 
would strongly suggest is not helpful. 
We move back into the era of lies, lies 
and statistics. We’re better than this?!? I 
mean who decided it was 5%? That in itself 
creates a skewed distribution curve.”

 COLD COMFORT 
Many of our readers agreed with 
Prospect deputy general secretary 
Garry Graham’s assessment that 
the average 2% pay rise on the hori-
zon for most civil servants would be 
“cold comfort” – especially with an 
energy price hike forecast and infla-
tion at a more than 30-year high.

“All too often the focus in the pub-
lic sector is on reducing administra-
tion/overhead costs to the detriment, 

often the very, very severe detriment, 
of the outcome in cost and perfor-
mance terms,” Peter Stuttard said.

“There is no understanding of the 
2nd or 3rd order consequences and 
I think an independent pay review 
body is needed to unravel and address 
the piecemeal remedies currently in 
place,” Joann Robertson added.

Colin Taylor said: “Not to men-
tion that paying far less than market 
rates, particularly now the ‘pension’ 
has been degraded, along with the con-
tinued denigration of civil servants by 
politicians and the mainstream media, 
means that the very best candidates 
end up working for the private sector.”

 REAL PIECE OF WORK 
There was much to consider in a recent 
paper from former DfE permanent secre-
tary Jonathan Slater, which questioned 
why the civil service policy machine is 
“so often divorced from the realities of 
delivery and the experiences of those 
who are supposed to benefit from it”.

“I completely agree with this. Leaving 
Whitehall and coming to local government 
has convinced me that it should be essen-
tial for all senior civil servants designing 
and implementing policy to spend at least 
a year in local gov,” Deborah Brooks said.

“Totally agree. There was so much I 
learnt during my time in the civil service, 
after leaving local gov, but I was also 
surprised at how much the CS needed 
to learn too,” Tunde Olayinka said.

“Not just local government but 
an operational role, expanding some 
knowledge of the business they pro-
fess to write policy for would be a great 
help!” Martin Clements added.

Paul Wylie shared his experience: 
“Friends thought I was mad to leave 
Home Office HQ for five years leading 
immigration enforcement operations. 
But I honestly think it made me a bet-
ter policy officer. I know what the front 
line actually needs and it’s not lengthy 
white papers. Substantial periods lead-
ing operations should receive as much 
kudos as running strategy reviews.”

Dr Gisela Mann suggested there may 
be a “relatively easy fix” for the problems 
Slater has identified: “Increase the socio 
economic diversity of senior civil serv-

ants. Then you will have the necessary 
perspectives in place to ensure that the 
policy machine is not divorced from the 
realities of those who are supposed to 
benefit from it. To do this, stop confus-
ing polish for talent in recruitment, and 
make SCS recruitment university blind.”

 GO FIGURE 
Fast Stream head Sonia Pawson’s 
prediction that civil servants will 
soon be unable to progress to senior 
roles without key digital and data 
skills prompted some discussion.

“I’ll believe it when I see it. There’s 
still half the SCS who are not quite 
there in grasping how sharepoint 
works,” Tahmid Chowdhury quipped.

“Not everything is about digital and 
data. It should be more about rounded 
understanding of policy issues, and be-
ing able to devise and implement the 
same, effectively,” wrote Norman Lee P.

But Ali Arif countered: “Digital 
and data are part of the whole. Can’t 
have rounded understanding of policy 
without solid data. I don’t think the 
above is advocating for those skills 
to take primacy over all else.”

 TRASH TALK 
Readers didn’t take too kindly to the 
news that the Department for Health 
and Social Care has awarded contracts 
worth £35m to two waste companies 
to dispose of unused pandemic PPE.

“Criminal waste from a govern-
ment that just can’t squander taxpayers’ 
money fast enough. If a civil servant was 
so cavalier, (s)he would, rightly, be for 
the high jump,” Colin Taylor said. 

IN THE NEXT ISSUE 
Civil service COO Alex Chisholm shares his 
perspective on how government reform 
is progressing, along with some in-depth 
insights from SROs Jonathan Mills, Jaee 
Samant and Joanna Davinson

INBOX
editorial@civilserviceworld.com
twitter.com/CSWNews
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Unions have slammed “retrograde” 
new guidance that they say will 
arbitrarily designate 5% of sen-

ior civil servants as underperforming.
Civil Service HR has told manag-

ers they are expected to rate 5% of 
their SCS staff in the lowest of four 
new performance bands this year.

Senior civil servants will be ranked in 
four categories, depending on whether 
they are deemed to be “exceeding”, 
“high performing”, “achieving” or to 
have “partially met” their targets.

The Civil Service HR document – pub-
lished two years after ministers dropped 
another controversial guided distribu-
tion system – stresses that departments 
must “properly identify those who are not 
performing at the expected standard”.

“As such, we have made it clear… that 
departments would expect to see around 
5% of their overall SCS rated as ‘partially 
met’ at the end of year assessment pro-
cess,” the guidance, seen by CSW, says.

The four new categories replace the 
previous system, which ranked SCS 
members as “top”, “achieving” or “low”.

As in previous years, “perfor-
mance differentiation is expected to 
take the shape of a curve” with most 
senior officials falling into the “achiev-
ing” category, the guidance says.

Senior civil servants will fall into the 

“partially met” cohort when they are judged 
to have delivered “some but not all of 
what they agreed to deliver in their per-
formance objectives, as a result of factors 
either within or outside of their control”.

They will also “not have demonstrated 
all the behaviours required for the suc-
cessful delivery of their objectives”.

Being assigned to the “partially met” 
group should be a trigger for “inten-
sive support, training and coaching”.

As in the past, departments will be 
required to report to the Cabinet Of-
fice what proportion and number of SCS 
they have ranked in each category, as 
well as any staff under formal poor per-
formance measures or who display poor 
performance in consecutive years.

Garry Graham, deputy general secretary 
of Prospect, which represents public sec-
tor professionals, said the changes “make 
absolutely no sense and will do only harm”.

“There appears to be no empirical 
basis for expecting 5% of staff to be under-
performing. If you get your recruitment 

and promotion procedures 
right, then no or very few 
staff should be under-
performing,” he said.

“I have no problem with 
issues of poor and under-
performance being ad-

dressed appropriately. It should surely be a 
common aspiration, however, that through 
effective training, development, support and 
selection, the numbers will be minimal.

“To set an arbitrary target is idi-
ocy and offers a perverse incentive to 
actively recruit and promote less com-
petent people in order to meet it.”

Unions call return to guided distribution a “retrograde step”. Beckie Smith reports

“It is hard to comprehend why 
any organisation would arbitrarily 
decide 5% of its staff must be 
underperforming” Lucille Thirlby

‘Idiocy’: Call to mark 5% of SCS 
underperforming slammed

Lucille Thirlby, assistant general secre-
tary for the senior officials’ union the FDA, 
said the updated guidance “can only be 
seen as a retrograde and unnecessary step”.

“It is hard to comprehend why 
any organisation would arbitrar-
ily decide that 5% of its staff must 
be underperforming,” she said.

The comments echo objections to 
an earlier guided distribution approach 
in 2012 that encouraged managers 
to mark 10% of their staff as perform-
ing poorly, 25% as performing well and 
the remaining 65% as middling.

When the so-called “forced 
distribution” system was dropped 
in 2019, the FDA said it was a “very 
positive but long overdue start” to 
reform. However, a long-awaited 
overhaul of performance manage-
ment that was being considered at the 
time is still yet to be implemented.

In 2018, the Cabinet Office said it 
was “exploring options for reforming 
the SCS performance-management 
system” alongside options for pay 
reform. It proposed splitting SCS pay 
rates into three groupings, to reward 
high-performing officials and encour-
age people to stay in their jobs longer.

Thirlby said it was “very disap-
pointing that all of the Cabinet Office’s 
work to change and improve the perfor-
mance-management system will now 
not be realised for yet another year”.

She said the FDA had requested 
an urgent meeting with the Cabi-
net Office to discuss the new guid-
ance and delays to reforms.

A Cabinet Office spokesperson said: 
“We have made a number of minor changes 
to reflect the ambitions outlined in the 
Declaration on Government Reform. 

“Our intention is to build on this 
with the implementation of a new perfor-
mance framework that departments can 
use to ensure performance management 
processes have sufficient rigour.” 
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Civil servants must make a “rapid 
return” to the offi  ce following the 
ending of Covid restrictions in 

England, Jacob Rees-Mogg has said.
In a letter on 13 April, the gov-

ernment effi  ciency minister urged 
secretaries of state to “acceler-
ate the return of civil servants 
to offi  ce buildings”, saying an 
average of 44% civil servants 
were working from their depart-
ment’s offi  ces on any given day.

This number must increase 
“to realise the benefi ts of face-
to-face, collaborative working 
and the wider benefi ts for the 
economy”, Rees-Mogg wrote.

“To deliver this, the chancellor of 
the Duchy of Lancaster, Steve Barclay, 
and I, urge you to issue a clear message 
to civil servants in your department to 
ensure a rapid return to the offi  ce.”

The Department for Education has the 
lowest proportion of staff  working from the 
offi  ce, at 25%, according to a table of fi gures 
attached to the letter showing average 
daily attendance in the fi rst week of April. 
The Department for Work and Pensions, 
at 27%, and the Foreign Offi  ce, at 31%.

By contrast, 73% of Department 
for International Trade and 72% of De-
partment for Health and Social Care 
civil servants were in the offi  ce.

A Cabinet Offi  ce spokesperson 
declined to comment on the fi gures, 
which were labelled as being from 
Civil Service HR, saying they were 
not intended for publication.

Rees-Mogg said ministers 
must now “review any guid-
ance within your departments 

Ground-Mogg Day: 
Civil servants ‘must 
return to offices’
Jacob Rees-Mogg urges ministers to send a “clear 
message” to staff  about hybrid working. By Beckie Smith

“less interested in productivity or de-
livery than in spending time counting 
civil servants in and out of buildings”.

Rees-Mogg said he would visit de-
partments with lower rates of attend-
ance to “ensure we are making effi  cient 
use of the central London estate”.

He noted that any changes to hybrid 
working must comply with legal obliga-
tions including equality and discrimination 
considerations and workers’ statutory rights 
to request fl exible working arrangements.

A government spokeswoman said: 
“Ministers have been clear that depart-
ments should make maximum use of offi  ce 
space and progress is being monitored.”

‘Simply unacceptable’
Rees-Mogg is one of several high-
profi le MPs who have called for 
an end to working from home.

Sir Graham Brady, chair of the 1922 
Committee of Conservative MPs, said 
it was “time for the managers of the 
civil service to get a grip and do their 

jobs” by forcing staff  to return to 
the offi  ce in greater numbers.

“It is simply unacceptable for 
so many of our public servants to 
continue sitting at home,” he wrote 
in an op-ed for the Daily Mail.

Brady said problems with 
the Foreign Offi  ce’s handling 
of the evacuation from Afghani-

stan following the fall of Kabul 
last summer was proof of the dam-

age working from home could do.
And he said hybrid working was to 

blame for lorry licence backlogs at the Driv-
er and Vehicle Licensing Agency – which 
had a mass Covid outbreak in 2020, leading 

to a strike over unsafe working conditions.
“Of course, not all jobs need to be done 

in the offi  ce – a trend that was developing 
even before Covid struck. But it is undeni-
able that for most people, working in the of-
fi ce – with all the interactions and contacts 
that brings – is far more effi  cient,” he wrote.

“Working from your garden shed 
or spare room is simply harder. Pro-
ductivity is reduced. Tasks take longer 
and work is often delivered when it 
suits the employee – not when the 
customer needs it,” he added. 

that sets an expectation of the minimum 
number of days in the offi  ce per week”.

Government departments have each 
issued their own guidance setting out 
how much time staff  are expected to come 
into the offi  ce. Some have told offi  cials 
to spend 40% of their time in the offi  ce 

– equivalent to two days a week.
It is common for departments 

not to have space for all of their 
employees to work in the offi  ce 

at once, and many had some 
hybrid working arrangements 
in place before the pandemic.

Unions have objected to 
Rees-Mogg’s comments, with 

FDA general secretary Dave 
Penman saying they dem-
onstrated the minister was 

O�  ce politics JRM says more 
civil servants should return

“It is undeniable that for 
most people, working 
in the offi  ce is far more 
effi  cient” Graham Brady

By contrast, 73% of Department 
for International Trade and 72% of De-
partment for Health and Social Care 

A Cabinet Offi  ce spokesperson 
declined to comment on the fi gures, 
which were labelled as being from 
Civil Service HR, saying they were 

– equivalent to two days a week.
It is common for departments 

not to have space for all of their 
employees to work in the offi  ce 

at once, and many had some 
hybrid working arrangements 
in place before the pandemic.

Unions have objected to 
Rees-Mogg’s comments, with 

FDA general secretary Dave 
Penman saying they dem-
onstrated the minister was 
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FIT FIT 
FOR FOR 
THE THE 

FUTUREFUTURE
Like painting the Forth Bridge, civil service reform is a never-ending 

process. But that doesn’t mean we can’t stop now and again to take stock 
of progress and consider what priorities lie ahead. Jim Dunton reports on 

a webinar looking back on reform over the last ten years 
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T
en years ago public services reform 
and dealing with the aftereffects of 
the global financial crisis were ma-
jor areas of focus for David Cam-
eron’s coalition government. Then 
events repeated their nasty habit 
of getting in the way, most notably 
in the form of Brexit and Covid-19.

CSW recently brought together a panel 
of experts to offer lessons from what has 
turned out to be a tumultuous decade. 
Among them were former head of the civil 
service Lord Bob Kerslake, his successor 
Sir John Manzoni – who served as civil 
service chief executive and Cabinet Office 
permanent secretary until April 2020, and 
Emran Mian, director general for decentrali-
sation and growth at the Department for 
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. 

Joining them were Charlotte Pickles, 
director of public service focused think 
tank Reform and Ed Roddis, public sector 
research director at consultancy Deloitte. 
The panel drew on 10 years of Deloitte 
and Reform’s State of the State report 
that provides an annual commentary 
on government and public services.

Back in 2012, implementing the most 
drastic scaling back of the civil service 
headcount in living memory was a ma-
jor agenda item for Kerslake. However, 
cuts to numbers driven by then-Cabinet 
Office minister Francis Maude were 
effectively reversed by the demands of 
responding to the EU referendum result 
and then the coronavirus pandemic.

Kerslake, who was perm sec at the 
Department for Communities and Local 
Government in 2012, said the headcount 
reductions were “quite a painful process for 
most of the civil service”, with a near one-
in-five shrinkage across government. Some 
departments saw numbers fall by a third.

He said that the positive lessons he 
took from the process included being 
“very honest about the scale of change 
and not trying to hide it from staff”; 

introducing processes that have pace 
but also give staff clarity on where they 
stand; and being “demonstrably fair”.

Kerslake’s words may be useful for re-
cently appointed Cabinet Office minister for 
government efficiency Jacob Rees-Mogg, 
who wants to see post-2015 increases in civil 
service headcount reversed, which would 
lead to a reduction of more than 65,000.

But Kerslake questioned whether the 
current government has a proper un-
derstanding of what the correct size and 
shape of the civil service should be. 

“I’m not sure that we got to the 
right number in the post-austerity pe-
riod,” he said. “We were down to just 
over 380,000. That was the lowest num-
ber since the Second World War. 

“When we’ve seen growth in re-
cent years it’s been for very specific 
reasons. Those rises came for a reason 
and the question is: ‘Has that reason 
gone away?’ And I’m not sure it has.”

Manzoni, who is now chair of both 
power firm SSE and Ministry of Defence 
arm’s-length body the Atomic Weapons 
Establishment, said he firmly believed in 
the potential for headcount reductions to 
drive efficiency and boost effectiveness.

But he warned such tactics would only 
be successful where organisations already 
had the capability to deliver what was 
required of them, otherwise they would 
“simply make the situation worse”.

Manzoni said government still lacked 
systematic delivery capability – “what it 
takes to get stuff done” – and didn’t have 
the capacity to roll out the ideas contained 
within the grand, but well-considered, 
policy documents routinely produced by 
departments, such as the levelling up white 
paper and the net-zero 10-point plan.

“The real question is what does it take 
to deliver what’s in those documents, not 
how good the documents are,” he said. 
“[It’s] where we fall down time and time 
again, and it’s because it takes sys-

“The real question 
is what does it take 
to deliver what’s in 
those documents, 
not how good the 
documents are – 
that’s where we 
fall down time 
and time again”
Sir John Manzoni, 
former civil service 
chief executive
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temic delivery capability: it’s 
the human and organisational 
capability that is focused on 
delivering the outcome.” 

Manzoni said the civil 
service needed more people 
at the top with both public 
and private sector experi-
ence, and that he regretted 
not putting more structures in 
place to make that happen. 

He also urged ministers 
to prioritise a realistic number of issues 
during any term – suggesting five “big” 
priorities as potentially achievable.

“We saw it in the Olympic Deliv-
ery Authority, we saw it in Brexit, we 
saw it in Covid,” Manzoni said. “When 
the government aligns around a prior-
ity, it can work at lightning speed with 
enormous effect. But until it does, it 
doesn’t work nearly at all. No organi-
sation can have 550 priorities.”

On the topic of driving public sector 
change, both Manzoni and Reform direc-
tor Pickles made the point that major 
events – like Brexit and Covid – routinely 
push plans onto the back burner.

Pickles said that while lots of changes 
had been made over the past decade 
that put the UK in a better position, her 
answer to the exam ques-
tion “Has the UK done 
public sector reform?” 
would be “not really”.

She said the nation’s 
major-event responses had 
been delivered at a cost to 
business-as-normal 
services and long-
term planning, when 
all areas were in 
need of attention. 
Pickles argued that 
as the nation faced 
increased challeng-
es in the coming 
years, including 
heightened global 
tensions, cyber 
warfare, extreme 
weather events and 
demographic shifts, 
the pressures expe-
rienced during the 
past decade should 
be seen as “normal”.

“The greatest 
challenge in my 
mind that is facing 
both the country, 
the state and those 

who work in the 
public sector is how 
on earth we carve 
out the time and 
the space to do the 
genuine long-term 
thinking. And do 
we have the right 
people, the right 
talent, and the 
right skills and the 
right capabilities 
to do that in government?” she asked.

“From where I’m sitting right now I’m 
not particularly positive on that. And yet 
unless we solve those huge issues, we 
will continue to be firefighting, and being 
buffeted by all those massive challenges 
that we can see coming down the line.”

DLUHC’s Mian 
was more upbeat on 
the ability of major 
events to drive posi-
tive change in govern-
ment, particularly 
when it came to ele-

ments of the pan-
demic response.

“I think we’ve 
made some break-
throughs in how we 
make decisions,” 
he said. “We’ve 
been able to make 
decisions at pace, 
while still doing 
so in a structured 
way, consider-
ing the things 
that ought to be 
considered as part 
of public sector 
decision making.”

Mian said the 
pandemic had also 
accelerated change 
in relation to 
cross-departmental 
collaboration.

“Silos across 

different bits of the public sec-
tor are less visible in a crisis, 
and they’re less visible on a 
screen when that’s the way 
you’re interacting,” he said. 

“We’ve realised that not all 
of your key decision makers 
need to be in the same room 
in London. And it’s perfectly 
fine if some of your decision 
makers are elsewhere in the 
country. And, indeed, that will 
be better because we’ll know 
more and we’ll have greater 
insight across the UK.”

Mian said there was “re-
ally good evidence” that 
departments are holding on 
to some of the organisational 
lessons from the pandemic. 
He cited data architecture 
as an area where key people 
were now being deployed to 
other government priorities.

Deloitte’s Roddis is responsible for 
putting together the consultancy’s annual 
State of the State report – which brings 
together data on citizens’ attitudes to 
government and insight from public sec-
tor leaders, including permanent secre-
taries and other senior civil servants.

He said the demands of austerity, 
Brexit and the pandemic had been “a 
staggering series of disruptions”, but ones 
which had also seen leaders report spikes 
in innovation and surges of change. 

Perhaps most tellingly for civil 
service resourcing and reform, how-
ever, is a significant shift in attitudes 
to public spending on services. 

“During the austerity years, six 
in 10 of the public consistently said 
we should have higher levels of pub-
lic spending, even if that meant 
higher levels of tax,” Roddis said. 

“Last year our survey showed that 
has changed substantially. Just three in 
10 of the public were saying we should 
have higher levels of public spending.”

How such a shift back to lower spend-
ing on public services would be compat-
ible with the arrival of extreme, unfore-
seen events which, as Pickles pointed 
out, should now be regarded as the new 
normal – along with all the usual wicked 
problems that the UK government has 
to tackle – remains to be seen. 

Deloitte and Reform’s latest State of the 
State report is online: www2.deloitte.
com/uk/en/pages/public-sector/articles/
the-state-of-the-state.html 
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“Last year our 
survey showed that 

just three in 10 of 
the public were 

saying we should 
have higher levels 

of public spending”
Ed Roddis, Deloitte

Charlotte Pickles

Bob KerslakeEmran Mian 
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to “provide a robust challenge to and assurance on the con-
tinuing need for individual organisations”. But reviews are too 
often treated as a tick-box exercise by departments and bod-
ies, and barely half of bodies have been reviewed within the 
government’s five-year target. In response to criticism from 
the National Audit Office, the Cabinet Office has promised 
to reinvigorate the review process, widening the scope of re-
views to include departmental sponsor teams themselves and 
bringing in more external challenge. This ambition is welcome 
– and offers a concrete mechanism for change if Rees-Mogg 
and Sunak really want to “trim the fat” from public bodies. 

Beyond this, while achieving cost savings may be one le-
gitimate priority, ministers should be clear-sighted about the 
choices available to them in their approach to public bod-
ies. If Rees-Mogg has indeed identified functions or bodies 
that he deems unnecessary, the government should reform or 
abolish them, seeking parliamentary approval where appro-

priate. But the government should also lay out a clear vision 
of when public bodies are and are not the appropriate model 
for delivering services. If this work is not done strategically, 
government risks an incoherent approach, creating public 
bodies with one hand while abolishing them with another. 

The Cabinet Office has said it intends to issue a new 
public bodies strategy that will enable a more joined-up ap-
proach to public bodies reform and cost savings. But Brexit 
and the pandemic have so far distracted ministers from setting 
out a government vision for public bodies, while ministerial 
turnover in the Cabinet Office, which has had three differ-
ent ministers responsible for public bodies already in 2022, 
has not helped. Ministers should now get on with publishing 
the strategy and use it as an opportunity to define what they 
want from public bodies as a major delivery mechanism for 
government – not as a target for quango-busting rhetoric. 

Grant Dalton is a researcher at the Institute for Government 

BEIS secretary Kwarteng has 
suggested a new public body 

even as Jacob Rees-Mogg 
has questioned their worth

Politicians often have a problem with “quangos” in 
opposition, but less so in government. Margaret 
Thatcher threatened to “cull the quangos” on the 
election trail and then used the creation of execu-
tive agencies – a type of public body – for her New 

Public Management reforms. Tony Blair promised public bod-
ies would meet the “dustbin of history”, but his government 
created new organisations to run its flagship programmes and 
address public concerns when things went wrong.  

The gap between rhetoric and reality when it 
comes to public bodies continues today. While few 
politicians or members of the public like the idea of 
the “quango state”, in practice politicians find public 
bodies a useful tool. What better than an expert 
and single-minded body to deliver your priorities? 

The government has proposed two new public 
bodies recently to deal with two of the biggest is-
sues facing the country. This week, energy minister 
Kwasi Kwarteng proposed the creation of the Future 
System Operator (FSO) in response to the current 
energy crisis, while the levelling up white paper 
in February included plans for a new body to help 
with local authority data collection and analysis. 

While the choice of public bodies to deliver 
these specific functions can be debated on their 
merits, it does contrast with some other ministers’ 
recent pronouncements. The minister now in charge 
of public bodies, Jacob Rees-Mogg, mused in a 
Times interview in February whether many such 
bodies were really “doing something that anybody 
needs to do” and asked “if it’s not necessary, why is it there?” 
Just a few weeks later chancellor Rishi Sunak announced a new 
efficiency drive across government, including a plan for at least 

£800m in cuts to public body expenditure. The Treasury hopes 
this money will be found in efficiency savings from reducing 
public bodies’ reliance on consultants, encouraging digitisa-
tion and extending the use of shared services and buildings. 
But cuts will be difficult to achieve given the consolidation that 
has already taken place across the public bodies landscape.  

Sponsor departments are already required to conduct a 
“tailored review” of each of their public bodies every five years, 

GRANT DALTON QUANGO UNCHAINED
 DESPITE PLANS FOR NEW BODIES 
 TO SUPPORT THE ENERGY 
 TRANSITION AND LEVELLING UP, 
 GOVERNMENT’S INSTINCT IS STILL 
 TO WAGE WAR ON QUANGOS. 
 A CHANGE OF RHETORIC IS NEEDED 

“Government risks an incoherent 
approach, creating public 
bodies with one hand while 
abolishing them with another”
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Those covered by this year’s remit guidance, with the 
range set at 2-3%, will see it as a kick in the teeth. 
Employers covered by the guidance will look on it as 
clear evidence that the Cabinet Office and ministers 
do not live in the real world. For all civil servants, 

it will provide literally cold comfort. We already had examples 
during the pandemic of managers having to tell staff that it is 
acceptable for them to wear bobble hats and winter 
coats whilst dialling in for Zoom meetings because 
they couldn’t afford to heat their accommodation. 
That was before the energy price hike forecast 
and inflation reached a more than 30-year high.

Many had hoped, after the “pay pause” was lifted 
and the Spending Review announcements, with proud 
boasts of real-terms increases across departments, 
that more than a decade of pay austerity was coming 
to an end. We and other unions pressed for urgent 
discussions with the Cabinet Office as to what the 
lifting of the “pay pause” would mean in real terms.

This was against the backdrop of a recogni-
tion both by the Cabinet Office and individual 
employers that pay systems are broken. For over 
a decade, pay in real terms has continued to fall 
and increasingly lagged behind not only the pri-
vate sector but also other areas of the public sec-
tor. This is not just the view of the unions but also 
we know, because of our legal challenge to previ-
ous guidance, the view of the Cabinet Office.

While the pay of civil servants has been kept down, 
the pay of MPs, governed by an independent pay review body, 
has increased by 28%. Over several years, MPs got more than 
twice the percentage increases of the staff who serve and support 
them. Staff who are unable to claim for the heating of their houses 
when they need to work from home and do not have the ability to 

undertake lucra-
tive second jobs, 
unlike some MPs.

I recently met 
with a govern-
ment minister 
who genuinely 
believed all staff 

received progression increases and had recently received an 
across-the-board increase when the “pay pause” was lifted. How 
can someone in a position of authority be so removed from the 
people delivering their programme that they get this so wrong?

How do we break out of this bind? A first step would be 
agreeing to the setting up of an independent pay review body 
for those covered by the remit guidance. If the principle is 

GARRY GRAHAM COLD COMFORT
 AFTER PROMISES OF WAGE 
 GROWTH, THE PAY REMIT 
 GUIDANCE FALLS AT THE FIRST 
 HURDLE. TIME TO STOP LEAVING 
 CIVIL SERVANTS OUT IN THE COLD 

“I have never known a 
business make decisions 
in the arbitrary and, 
frankly, stupid way I see 
in the civil service”

good enough for MPs, why not the staff who work for them?
Let’s have a sensible conversation about pay. No one comes 

into public service and expects to receive film-star salaries, but 
they do have a reasonable expectation that their living standards 
do not reduce over an economic cycle and for more than a decade.

Let’s get some transparency as well. The government 
has made repeated statements that “public sector pay 
growth over the next three years should retain broad par-
ity with the private sector”, but this year’s remit guidance 
falls at the first hurdle in living up to that commitment.

Let’s also agree what we want pay systems to do and sup-
port. Minsters talk in glowing terms about the private sec-
tor. I have negotiated pay in the private sector for decades. I 
am not suggesting it is easy, but I have never known a busi-
ness to make decisions in the arbitrary and, frankly, stupid 

way I see from officials and ministers in the civil service.
This is not just about the pay of our members; it is about 

developing pay and reward strategies that add value to organi-
sations enabling them to deliver on their goals. A pay system 
should help our members to build their careers and contrib-
ute to helping defend, protect, support and enhance the lives 
of those living in the UK and beyond. Instead, employers and 
unions are faced with labyrinthine guidance where the Cabinet 
Office seeks to second guess employers who allegedly have 
“delegated” authority in a Kafkaesque process where the con-
cern is that the “computer says no” at every turn. As one frus-
trated organisational leader said to me recently, “there is not a 
problem I have that the Cabinet Office cannot make worse”.

It is time for an independent pay review body. It is 
time to stop pay in the civil service being a political foot-
ball. It is time to ensure that our civil servants are re-
warded fairly for their work and to support the knowl-
edge, skills and experience the civil service needs. 

Garry Graham is deputy general secretary of Prospect
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In many ways, Simon Clarke’s speech to the Institute 
of Economic A� airs felt like a breath of fresh air. Af-
ter two long years of Covid, it felt like very old school 
politics from the chief secretary to the Treasury. 
Much of it could, and indeed has, been said before – © 

Francis Maude, who really should add copyright infringe-
ment to his ever-increasing portfolio of consultancies.

It’s what you normally get from spending ministers, the 
usual rhetoric of “how, not how much”, as if civil servants 
only look to spend money, regardless of how wisely. 
There was, of course, a “bonfi re of the quangos” that 
I’m calling bingo on. Honestly, I think even Frankie 
boy stole that one from Gordon Brown. What gets 
me is every government announces these things as 
if it was someone else who created the arm’s-
length bodies in the fi rst place. Is Clarke 
actually having a surreptitious dig at 
Maude for his poor ALB pyrotechnics?

It was, however, the fi rst insight into 
some of the longer-term thinking of this 
government when it comes to the civil 
service and its budgets and headcount. With 
money tight post pandemic and a chancel-
lor announcing tax cuts two years in advance, 
departmental budgets are clearly going to be the 
gift that keeps on giving – © George Osborne.

Clarke is a serious politician, so it was 
disappointing to hear him echo the Minister for 
Sunny Uplands rhetoric about the number of civil 
service jobs that have been created since 2016. 
This was, as you may recall, not a point when 
suddenly departments were awash with money. 
Instead, in the middle of an almost unprec-
edented period of austerity, Brexit happened. 

As the government negotiated its exit from 
the EU, reality bit. Not only was the preparation 
for the negotiation and the full impact of Brexit 
costly in terms of resource, but the signifi cant 
additional responsibilities that now fell to the 
civil service inevitably resulted in extra sta� -
ing. Some of this was temporary but much of 

DAVE PENMAN STUCK IN AN IDEOLOGICAL GROOVE
 THE GHOST OF FRANCIS MAUDE 
 AND HIS MORALE-SAPPING 
 RHETORIC CONTINUES TO 
 HAUNT THE GOVERNMENT 

“Brexit may not fi ll the 
headlines like it used to, 
but that doesn’t mean 
that tens of thousands 
of civil servants aren’t 
still working on it”

it was permanent. Departments like Defra, HM Revenue and 
Customs and the Home O�  ce have seen a huge increase in 
demand. As the government ponders triggering Article 16 over 
the Northern Ireland protocol, Brexit may not fi ll the head-
lines like it used to but that doesn’t mean it’s gone away, nor 
that tens of thousands of civil servants aren’t working on it. 

It was also interesting to hear Clarke talk about the pan-
demic’s impact on the civil service. Being a minister in this 
government, he couldn’t help himself from having a dig while 
feeling obligated to say something nice, saying it showed “the 
best and worst of the civil service”. Eleven million workers sup-
ported through furlough, a sixfold increase in Universal Credit 
claims and supporting the NHS and local authorities to cope 
with a once in a century pandemic was apparently cancelled 

out by some parts of Whitehall being resistant to change. 
With Brexit still a thing and backlogs across public 

services as a result of Covid, Clarke was short on detail 
for how those extra demands would be met. “Streamlin-
ing”, “freeing up resources for the frontline” or “digital by 
default” – © Frankie goes to Singapore – are just sound-

bites. If, in reality, you’re just saying departments will get 
less and have to live with it, at least be honest.

His speech also laid bare the hypocrisy of this 
government. He lauded the move of 22,000 civil 
servants out of London under Places for Growth, 
which was predicated on the very idea that 
ministers and civil servants didn’t need to be in 
the same building to work e� ectively. How does 
that fi t in with the cabinet’s fi xation on where 
civil servants sit when they’re talking to their 
colleagues on Teams? A government that was 
serious about e�  ciency would be celebrating 
the innovative new working arrangements and 
exploiting the benefi ts of a smaller civil service 
estate for the taxpayer, but instead we have a 
cabinet hell-bent on micromanaging how many 

days individual civil servants sit in an o�  ce.
And fi nally, as we recover from the pandemic, 

enter a new Cold War and cope with a cost of liv-
ing crisis, the government’s priority is to reopen 
old wounds on cutting redundancy pay. Never 
mind they reformed it in 2010, saying it was a 
once in a generation reform – © Frankie M again. 
Never mind they tried again in 2016 but it was 
judged to be unlawful. Never mind they’ve been 
pretending to consult about changes for four years 
and we haven’t even met to discuss it for three. 

These reforms are not about e�  ciency or ef-
fective government. They are based on ideologi-
cal obsession, which at best views civil servants 
with suspicion and resentment, and at worst 
views them as pawns to score a cheap headline. 

I think I preferred Frankie 
the fi rst time around. 

Dave Penman is general 
secretary of the FDA union
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A s evidenced by onetime Labour chancellor Hugh 
Dalton’s famous remark “you’re just a lot of con-
genital snag-hunters”, the civil service has long 
held a reputation of being the wary parent to the 
excitable minister. But does this stereotype still 

hold true? Dalton’s quote comes from the 1940s. Are public sec-
tor leaders still more sceptical than the rest of the population? 

Despite Dalton’s remark – intended negatively – the stereo-
typical view of the public sector leader being overly cynical is, to 
many, a positive trait and 
may help improve deci-
sion making quality.

As Sir Martin Donnelly 
– permanent secretary of 
the business department at 
the time – told the Institute 
for Government in 2014: “If 
ministers are never chal-
lenged, they are unlikely to 
be getting the best advice.” 
Sceptical personalities can 
offer insight into people 
and politics, and having 
someone around who is 
inclined to notice potential 
pitfalls in a particular policy 
provides a helpful balance 
to those over-promising under the scrutiny of the public eye. 

But how true is Dalton’s comment when it comes 
to contemporary public sector leadership? And how 
does the prevalence of “snag-hunters” in the civil ser-
vice compare with the population as a whole? 

Data collected using the Hogan Development Survey psycho-
metric tool contrasted personality data from nearly 5,000 public 

sector leaders (between 
2017 and 2020) to a “UK 
norm” group of working 
adults across various sec-
tors. The results provide 
an interesting challenge 
to this typecast: the pub-

lic sector leader was, in fact, 74% less likely to be over-
ly sceptical in comparison to the UK norm. 

While there are positives to this finding, such as leaders 
being more trusting and less fault-finding, it is worth asking 
whether a leader can be too low in scepticism. If very low in 

GILLIAN HYDE & MARK POWELL HEALTHY SCEPTICISM
 WITH A NEW SURVEY SHOWING 
 THAT PUBLIC SECTOR LEADERS 
 ARE MORE OPEN TO RISK TAKING 
 THAN PREVIOUSLY THOUGHT, 
 GILLIAN HYDE AND MARK POWELL 
 DISCUSS FINDING THE BALANCE 
 BETWEEN BEING CHALLENGING AND 
 RECEPTIVE TO NEW IDEAS 

scepticism, the individual may be perceived as being naïve, or 
perhaps not examining others’ true intentions carefully enough. 
It’s also possible that their trusting behaviour may leave them 
open to being exploited. This pattern of behaviour can have 
a gradual, cumulative effect on a leader’s reputation, with low 
scepticism negatively impacting their decision making.

Scepticism and decision making
The government’s 2021 reform plan set out the ambition for civil 
servants to be “creative and imaginative in problem solving and 
policy formulation” as well as “rigorous in welcoming evaluation 
and scrutiny”. If one reads this in conjunction with an National 
Audit Office report from a few years earlier – which highlights how 
civil servants are responsible for an increasingly complex range 
of projects – there’s clearly a delicate balance needed between 
scepticism of change and openness to change. Those disposed 
towards an elevated level of cynicism, particularly in higher-risk 
workplace decision making, may overplay this characteristic when 
under a lot of stress and pressure and become overly critical and 
mistrustful in their leadership style. This, in turn, may damage the 

team environment, poten-
tially limiting creativity and 
imagination in problem 
solving as team members 
become wary of contributing. 
On the other hand, those who 
are too open and trusting 
in their leadership style 
don’t challenge or question 
enough, running the risk of 
missing potential issues, or 
of overlooking problems. 
Indeed, David Snowden’s 
decision-making framework 
Cynefin points to leaders 
oversimplifying contexts 
and being susceptible to 
entrained thinking and com-

placency – resulting in potential catastrophic failure because the 
actual context is far more complex than they believe or perceive.        

How can we support low scepticism as a strength, and manage 
any risk associated with this style within any industry? 
To build on the strengths associated with low scepti-
cism, individuals should be encouraged to remain 
open to seeing the positive in people, listening to oth-
ers and establishing relationships based on trust. 

To manage the risk, they need to check their natural tendency to 
assume the best of everyone and everything and start questioning 
more, probing more, looking below the surface, and imagining oth-
er possibilities from those presented to them. Snowden puts it well, 
suggesting “a leader must listen to the experts while simultaneous-
ly welcoming novel thoughts and solutions from others”, or, in oth-
er words, they need to demonstrate a level of healthy scepticism. 

Gillian Hyde is a business psychology consultant and 
Mark Powell is a leadership and talent consultant

HIGH SCEPTICISM

LOW SCEPTICISM

“Sceptical 
personalities can 
offer insight into 
people and politics”
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How are things in NHS reality?
There’s no escaping the fact that things are in A Really Massive 
Mess just now. Indeed, they have been so for some months.

The Health Select Committee’s new report on cancer services is 
an unsettling read. “Despite the efforts of NHS England to protect 
services and encourage patients to come forward, 36,000 fewer 
people in England and 45,000 fewer in the UK began cancer treat-
ment during the pandemic compared to previous years,” it said.

“Neither earlier diagnosis nor additional prompt cancer treat-
ment will be possible without addressing gaps in the cancer 
workforce and we found little evidence of a serious effort to do 
this. While our independent expert panel acknowledged the 
short-term progress made, rating progress against 2021 workforce 
targets as ‘good’, they rated 
the appropriateness of these 
targets as ‘inadequate’ because 
they are insufficient to address 
ongoing workforce shortages.

“On the basis of evidence 
supplied by the government 
and the NHS, we do not believe 
the NHS is on track to meet the 75% early diagnosis ambition set 
by the government. Our independent expert panel has also rated 
the government’s progress against this target as ‘inadequate’.”

We have had confirmation that since 2015, the number of GPs 
has fallen every year, and the acute care sector is also feeling the 
pain. HSJ reported that average ambulance waits in one region 
have reached two hours for heart attack and stroke patients. The 
Guardian reported major issues with surging emergency demand 
in Yorkshire this week, but in truth, it’s almost everywhere now.

Covid-19: like the poor, still with us
The one remaining reliable national survey by the ONS shows 
that one in 13 people have Covid-19, according to its latest data. 
The level of people in hospital with Covid (over 20,000) is hav-
ing obvious effects on efforts to start addressing the backlog.

Covid has really not gone.
NHS Confed’s boss Matthew Tay-

lor continued his outspoken streak, 
warning that “the brutal reality for 
staff and patients is that this Easter 
in the NHS is as bad as any winter. 
But instead of the understanding and 
support NHS staff received during 
2020 and 2021, we have a government 
that seems to want to wash its hands 
of responsibility for what is occur-

ring in plain sight in local services up and down the country.
“No.10 has seemingly abandoned any interest in Covid what-

soever. The Treasury has taken bites out of the already very tight 
NHS budget, while soaring inflation means the NHS settlement 
is now worth less. It is now unclear that anyone in the centre of 
government feels the unfolding NHS crisis is their responsibility

“NHS leaders and their teams feel abandoned by 
the government, and they deserve better”.

Andy Cowper is the editor of Health Policy Insight

You can always tell when things are get-
ting crunchy in the NHS: people start telling 
the truth about fictional financial plans.

Many CSW readers may have noted the chan-
cellor’s media-announced plan to cut £4.75bn 

from the NHS budget for the coming financial year in the 
name of “efficiency savings”. (You may also know that the NHS 
has an underlying annual deficit running at about £5bn, as 
Sally Gainsbury’s work for the Nuffield Trust has shown.)

The government subsequently got round to actually issu-
ing the relevant press release. I commend it to you warmly: it is 
a classic of the “heroic optimism untethered to reality” genre.

It states: “as part of the renewed drive, the chancellor said the 
NHS efficiency commitment will double to 2.2% a year – freeing 
up £4.75bn to fund NHS priority areas over the next three years.

“These savings will be made through a range of programmes 
including the digitisation of diagnostic and front-line services, 
which has been shown to reduce cost per admission by up to 
13%, improving the efficiency of surgical hubs and developing 
digital tools to cut time spend by NHS staff on admin tasks.”

This is impressive for three reasons.
	• Cutting £4.75bn from the NHS budget in 

the financial year that began just under two 
weeks later is unlikely to be well planned. 
Also, this hypothesis that NHS cuts mean 
more money for the NHS… really?

	• Only a few surgical hubs yet exist. More are 
planned, but not yet actually there, in the real world. 

	• Digitisation costs before it saves, as the 
Wachter Review inter alia stated.

Economic reality with Mackey
Northumbria Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust chief exec and 
NHS England’s national director of elective recovery Sir Jim 
Mackey is noted for his forthrightness, and his statements at the 
Health Service Journal Provider Summit that the proposed fi-
nancial savings for trusts “probably aren’t really possible” was a 
welcome assertion of reality in the fantasy-prone world of finances.

The Treasury Munchkins will hate him for this, which 
won’t bother Sir Jim at all. Health Service Journal also re-
ported that NHS England’s orders to achieve financial bal-
ance are getting push-back from much of the system.

ANDY COWPER SIFTING FACT FROM FICTIONAL ECONOMICS

 THE CHANCELLOR MAY HAVE 
 PLANS FOR FANTASTIC SAVINGS 
 BUT REALITY OF LIFE IN THE NHS IS 
 TOUGH – AND GETTING TOUGHER 

“There’s no 
escaping the fact 
that things are in 
A Really Massive 
Mess just now”
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“The best digital nations in the 
world have adapted,” Govern-
ment Digital Service chief 

executive Tom Read told attendees at the 
PublicTechnology Live annual conference 
last month. “Singapore, Denmark, Estonia, 
South Korea – they have pivoted and put 
things mobile first and they have made 
them hyperpersonalised for people.”

The GDS boss, who gave the event’s 
opening keynote presentation, acknowl-
edged that the UK is no longer among 
this leading group of digital countries. 

Thanks in large part to work led by 
GDS in the early years of its existence, the 
UK was, for a while, considered the world’s 
leading digital government, in rankings 
published biennially by the UN. In the 
last two publications of the global report 
– in 2018 and 2020 – the country’s posi-
tion slipped to fourth, and then seventh.

Having recently celebrated its 10th 
birthday, government’s flagship digital 
agency enters its second decade with 
plans to once again lead the way in de-
livering the next stage of transforma-
tion, Read told the audience in London 
– who were this year joined by attendees 

A LIVE 
ONE

Attendees at PublicTechnology’s 
recent events, PT Live and the 
Cyber Security Summit, were 

given an insight into the future of 
government services – and how 

to protect them. Tevye Markson 
and Sam Trendall report

of another of PublicTechnology’s an-
nual events, the Cyber Security Sum-
mit, which was held simultaneously.

But there is, by Read’s own ad-
mission, “an awful lot to do”.

“For every good service that we have, 
we have a service that doesn’t actually 
work on a mobile 
and hasn’t been 
touched in 15 years 
– for good reasons 
– or a service that 
is really good on 
the front end, but 
you still need to go 
and find a printer 
and post it in,” he 
said. “Or [there 
are some] services 
that are not really 
written in English 
– they are written 
in lawyer… [and] 
are almost im-
penetrable for users. Or there are services 
that ask you to send in information that the 
government already has on you, because it’s 
too difficult for us to ask another depart-

ment for that information. That’s putting an 
extra burden on the system and the users.”

Read added: “Other services are re-
ally easy to use but then you’ve got to 
wait weeks or months for the service 
to come through. We need to work out 
how we use the data, the information we 
have across government to make that 
better. We can’t just fix the front end.”

He picked out several core objectives 
for GDS in the next few years, including 
making it easier for people to find the 
information or services they were looking 
for, simplifying the process of proving your 
identity, and helping departments trans-
form services to become digital by default.

Improving identity-verification process-
es could be a “Trojan horse for hyperperson-
alisation”, Read said. Government is already 
making “steps in the right direction” to 
personalise services to the specific needs of 
individuals, he added. But there are 20% of 
people who have no form of identity, such as 
a passport or driving licence, and the “hard 
bit” will be making digital work for them.

A key objective of the ongoing One 
Login project is to create a platform 
that serves all users as equitably as 
possible, including those whose iden-
tity it may be more complicated for the 
government to verify, due to a lack of 
documentation or financial records

Appy days
One Login, which is due to enter the public 
testing phase imminently, represents surely 
the biggest revamp of government’s online 

operations since 
GOV.UK was first 
launched in 2012. 
The project aims 
to deliver a unified 
sign-in system for all 
services delivered 
across departments. 
Alongside which, for 
the first time, a GOV.
UK app will provide 
citizens with a single 
platform from which 
they can access 
a comprehensive 
range of hundreds 
of services provid-

ed by scores of different agencies.
Read said the government needs to 

provide more of its own apps – which 
represents a reversal of the policy ex-

“For every good service 
that we have, we have 
one that doesn’t actually 
work on a mobile and 
hasn’t been touched in 
15 years, or a service 
that is really good on 
the front end, but you 
still need to go and find 
a printer and post it in”
Tom Read, GDS
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ing the ministers – and he showed on his 
phone how he had his ID and passport 
and his driver’s licence and he could get 

instant access to this list 
of services, because they 
already knew who he was. 
They had his identity and 
you could instantly click 
and access services. After 
the meeting, our minister 
at the time, Julia Lopez, ran 

up to me and said: ‘That’s what I want for 
digital government – when can you do it?’

“That’s kind of like the North Star for 
digital transformation in government: 
how can you make it so seamless that 
you don’t need to think, you just use the 
data government already has? Because 
we know so much about you already. 
It’s much harder than it sounds.”

In 2016, 35% of GOV.UK use 
came from mobile devices – a figure 
which had risen to 65% in 2021.

“But, more importantly, for people 
on low incomes, 90% of them use a mo-
bile phone and, if you look at the type of 
phone they are using, very few of them 
are using the latest iPhone: they are usu-
ally using a multiple-years-out-of-date 
Android phone. That’s how users are 
using internet services now,” Read said.

“This was minister Fedorov’s point: 
have everything on your phone, because 
that’s where people are,” he added.

Building skills
As data and digital platforms become ever-
more important in supporting the work 
of government, senior officials will need 
to develop technical skills, according to 
Sonia Pawson, head of the Civil Service Fast 
Stream graduate recruitment programme.

“What we realise is that, in time, you 
won’t be able to progress to be a senior civil 
servant without experience and expertise, 
for example, in using big data for policy or 

plicitly set out by former leaders of 
GDS during in its early years.

While such an approach was “absolutely 
right in 2014”, it is “not neces-
sarily the case now”, he said.

The new system was 
inspired by the work of the 
Ukrainian government, ac-
cording to the GDS leader.

Read described meeting 
Mykhailo Fedorov, digital 
transformation minister of Ukraine, last 
July, as an important moment in highlight-
ing how user habits have changed and what 
the UK government needs to do to adapt.

The minister came over to the UK to 
share what he was doing to make Ukraine 
“the most digital nation on earth”, Read said.

“It started very formally, with his advi-
sors and people giving a background and 
then, suddenly, he just wanted to show 
us; he got his phone out of his pocket and 
he got us all crowded around – includ-

Tom Read
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operational purposes, or in leading a digital 
project,” she told PublicTechnology Live.

Pawson, whose role sits within the Cabi-
net Office and who also serves as head of 
emerging talent and occupational psychol-
ogy, said that she “recognises the need to 
build digital and data capability” in the 
civil service and do so “in a different way”.

Describing the plans to do so, which 
are part of the Curriculum and Campus 
for Government Skills, she said: “In a big 
organisation, there can often be a lack of 
clarity, precision and accessibility, and any 
of you who have worked in the civil service 
will know, it’s been tricky to access the right 
learning at the right time,” she said. “And, 
so, what we’re doing with the campus at the 
moment is shaping the demand and sup-
ply across the civil service so that we can 
develop training based on the critical skill 
gaps that we have collectively identified.”

The Fast Stream is the civil ser-
vice’s central graduate recruitment 
scheme and is designed to identify and 
develop potential future leaders. 

The most recent set of government data 
shows that, in the 2021 intake, 100 suc-
cessful applicants – out of a total of 1,072 – 
joined the programme’s specialised digital, 
data and technology track. This made the 
DDaT profession the second-most popular 
specialism, behind only project manage-
ment, which recruited 103 fast streamers. 

Some 404 people joined the generalist 
scheme, which aims to provide graduate 
recruits with “the opportunity to under-
take a wide variety of roles to establish 
your strengths and leadership potential”. 

As part of a wider overhaul of pub-
lic sector leadership and management 
training, a new Leadership College 
for Government opens this month.

The new college was announced in 
the levelling up white paper, published 
in February, which set out how the col-
lege will be the “centrepiece” of manage-
ment skills development reform and will 
“equip public and civil service leaders 
with the skills, knowledge and networks to 
solve today’s most complex problems”.

Protect and serve
The audience at the Cyber Security Sum-
mit received insight into how govern-
ment intends to address an even more 
complex problem: cyber threats.

Giving the opening address, Cabi-
net Office minister and paymaster 

over the coming months and years.
The 84-page policy document sets 

out an ambition for the public sector’s 
“critical functions to be significantly 
hardened to cyber-attack by 2025”.

By the end of this decade, the plan is for 
all public bodies to be “resilient to known 
vulnerabilities and attack methods”.

“To keep everyone safe online… the 
public sector must lead by example,” Ellis 
said. “If we are to continue to prevent public 
services coming under pressure, and pro-
tect them from the harmful consequences 
when they do, we need to act. Our core 
public sector functions – from the deliv-
ery of public services to the operation of 
national security apparatus – must be more 
resilient than ever before to cyber-attack.”

One of the key strands of the strategy 
will be to develop and put in place a public 
sector-wide framework to ensure services, 
products and platforms are designed with 
security in mind. This will “ensure that ap-
propriate and proportionate cybersecurity 

measures are embedded within the tech-
nology that we all use”, the minister said.

“This world-leading framework will al-
low all of us to take advantage of industry 
innovation by enhancing our ability to test, 
to pilot and to deploy commercial tools, ser-
vices and capabilities,” he added. “This will 
be supported by robust measures to miti-
gate risk, including domestic regulation and 
international collaboration on standards.”

Government will also be asked to 
comply with new assurance measures, 
based on the processes set out in the 
Cyber Assessment Framework of the 
National Cyber Security Centre.

Called ‘GovAssure’, the regime 
will ask all government entities 

“In time you won’t be 
able to progress to be 
a senior civil servant 
without experience 
and expertise in 
using big data for 
policy or operational 
purposes, or in leading 
a digital project”
Sonia Pawson, head 
of Fast Stream

general Michael Ellis outlined the in-
tent behind the recently published 
Government Cyber Security Strategy, 
and the plans for its implementation 
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to undergo independent assess-
ment of their cyber resilience.

“This will create a single lens through 
which we can understand cyber risk across 
government and enable government de-
partments to accurately assess their level of 
cyber assurance and highlight priority areas 
for improvement,” Ellis said. “GovAssure 
will also help us to take a strategic view of 
government vulnerability – to help inform a 
strategic roadmap to truly defend as one.”

Cybersecurity becomes even more 
important given government’s intention to 
“embrace the development of connected 
place technology” – such as sensors and 

digitally enabled public infrastructure.
“When properly secured, smart-city ap-

proaches have the opportunity to transform 
the interaction between 
government and citizen,” 
Ellis said. “Connected places 
provide tangible benefits 
to society, managing traffic, 
reducing pollution – and sav-
ing money and resources. We 
should take this opportunity 
to better serve our communi-
ties. But we must do this in 
a way that is mindful of risk – the intercon-
nectivity that allows places to function more 

efficiently also creates cyber vulnerabili-
ties, and the potential for cyber-attacks.”

Government intends to boost the 
NCSC’s existing Connected 
Places Cyber Security Prin-
ciples guidelines. It will also 
“strengthen the capability of 
local authorities and organi-
sations such as ports, univer-
sities and hospitals to buy 
and use connected places 
technology securely,” Ellis 
told conference attendees.

Underpinning the rollout of the 
strategy will be a new Government Cy-
ber Coordination Centre. The entity is 
a joint venture between the Govern-
ment Security Group, the Central Digi-
tal and Data Office and the NCSC.

The minister claimed that the centre 
will “transform how we use cyberse-
curity data – by facilitating threat and 
vulnerability management at scale, and 
fostering partnerships across the pub-
lic sector” and the country at large.

It will also lead government’s re-
sponse to successful attacks.

“I am proud to say that when UK 
public services have suffered attacks, 
the government has acted fast to sup-
port getting key services back up and 
running, and also to manage any risks 
to stolen data,” Ellis said. “However, we 
should – inevitably – expect challenges.”

He added: “Where we cannot pre-
vent them, we will rapidly identify, in-
vestigate and coordinate our response 
to cyberthreats, where criminals find 
weaknesses in our defences, we will 
learn and build them back stronger.”

To help combat the current threat from 
Russia, the NCSC is being supported by 
a newly created Government Information 
Cell, which has brought together about 35 
staff from the Home Office, Cabinet Office, 
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport, and the Foreign, Commonwealth 
and Development Office. The remit of the 
cell is to counteract the Kremlin’s nar-
ratives about the invasion of Ukraine.

“The NCSC has been liaising regu-
larly with major social-media platforms 
to monitor and share information,” Ellis 
said. “Their work also aids our Govern-
ment Information Cell, bringing together 
counter-disinformation expertise to 
identify and tackle Russian informa-
tion aggression targeted at the UK.” 

UK’s position in UN rankings of digital governments

Seventh
65%
100
2030

Proportion of 
GOV.UK traffic 

in 2021 that 
came from 

mobile devices 

Number of Fast 
Stream participants 

that joined the 
specialised DDaT 
track in the most 

recent intake

Date by which all public sector bodies 
must be resilient to all known cyber 
vulnerabilities and attack methods

Michael Ellis
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MAN 
OF THE
PEOPLE 

In his final interview as civil service chief 
people officer, Rupert McNeil talks to Jess 
Bowie and Suzannah Brecknell about his 
proudest achievements, and the reasons for 
his departure. Photography by Baldo Sciacca

Rupert McNeil 
doesn’t mind a 
crisis. Or, in his 
words, he “doesn’t 
have a particular 
aversion to them”. 
The times he’s 
been most stressed 
out during his 

years in government have, indeed, been 
“inversely correlated to crises”. This is why, 
when asked to recall his worst day as a civil 
servant, he cites an episode so frustrating 
that it had him walking around St James’s 
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Park muttering “I’m too old for this sh*t.”
He won’t reveal details – except 

that he’d just come out of “a meet-
ing with a number of people”. 

“That was a moment, and I got over 
it,” he says. “I have an excellent coach 
and I think he was a bit surprised. It 
all got resolved, but, you know, there 
are moments like that in any job.” 

McNeil’s mood as he sits down for a 
virtual interview with CSW a few weeks 
before leaving Whitehall couldn’t be more 
different. He waxes lyrical, philosophical 
and even zoological about the civil ser-
vice, peppering his 
answers with quotes 
from everyone from 
Immanuel Kant to 
cyberpunk author 
William Gibson. 
(The zoological 
metaphor takes the 
form of a man-of-
war jellyfish: the 
civil service is not 
“a single enterprise” 
but “multiple organ-
isms that come 
together into one 
big organism”.)  

It’s clear that 
what has energised 
him most during 
his seven years in 
government has 
been having the 
opportunity to influ-
ence those many 
organisms, moving 
them along the arc 
of change and enabling them to respond 
to crises with much greater cooperation 
than would have been possible a decade 
or so ago. It is this – rather than meetings 
fraught with small-p politics – which has 
made his time as civil service chief peo-
ple officer “the best job he’s ever done”. 

If that’s the case, why leave? Or, as 
Mrs Merton might have put it, what 
first attracted McNeil back into a highly 
lucrative role in the private sector?

He laughs, but goes on to explain 
that the main reason he’s off is because 
he “absolutely believes in term limits”.

“I think that any job is like an S curve: 
you have your biggest impact in the middle. 
And then if you’re doing your job right, your 
team should be carrying on the momentum. 
And you need to give space to people. I 
mean, I also gave my wife the impression 
that I’d do this job for three years. And then 
EU exit came along, Covid came along…” 

His next venture will be 3XO, which 

stands for Optimal Organisational Out-
comes. It is, according to its shiny new 
website, an advisory firm dedicated 
to supporting boards and their execu-
tive teams to design and deliver their 
people strategies. McNeil is one of the 
co-founders. Being at the helm of this 
kind of outfit is something he has been 
wanting to do for 10 years, he says.  

McNeil was government’s in-
augural CPO. Does he think the 
role has been a success so far?

“I hope it’s been a success. I think func-
tional leadership jobs have been a success, 

let’s put it in that way. If you look at the past 
decade, you’ve got two-and-a-bit periods. 
You’ve got the period from the coalition 
government in 2010-2015 where you have 
Francis Maude coming in, setting up the 
functions and asking some of the questions 
like ‘Why do we do things so differently in 
government? Why can’t we do things as 
well as the best parts of the private sec-
tor?’” McNeil then launches into a rather 
technical explanation of how functional 
leaders have influenced the S-curve of 
civil service effectiveness, which has sped 
up with the onset of Brexit and Covid. 

Although he seems more comfort-
able using the first person plural when 
asked about reforms he’s spearheaded 
– perhaps out of modesty, perhaps due 
to his self-confessed preference for 
working in teams – when McNeil does 
mention things he is “proud to be associ-
ated with”, he usually frames the work 
as setting a foundation or creating the 

conditions for future improvements.
When reflecting on the work of the 

HR function, for example, he skims 
through a series of complex reforms to 
civil service pensions, the creation of 
a central recruiting resource and most 
recently a consulting hub, before sum-
marising: “I think we’ve been reason-
ably effective at incubating things and 
moving them on to the next place.”

It’s here he uses the man-of-war jelly-
fish analogy, explaining that it is the job of 
functional leaders to spread good practice 
across the whole civil service and ensure 

its component organisations can work well 
together. It is in moments of crisis that 
the value of this work is shown, he says, 
pointing to the collapse of outsourcing 
giant Carillion as a “signature moment 
where you could see things had demon-
strably changed” thanks to the commercial 
function. For the HR function, he picks 
the response to Brexit, when his team was 
able to rapidly stand up an “emergency 
resourcing hub” to broker arrangements 
which moved people between departments 
as needed. “That was a huge change in the 
system, and actually we got even better 
at it with the Covid response,” he says.

“There was a moment in the can-
teen, it must have been about February 
2020, with [chief medical officer] Chris 
Whitty and [DHSC perm sec] --Chris 
Wormald, who said: ‘This thing’s coming 
from China, we’re going to need to set 
up a team…’ Two hundred people in two 
weeks, and we just got that under way.” 

2019 McNeil gives 
evidence on the use 

of non-disclosure 
agreements in 

discrimination cases 
to the Women and 

Equalities Committee
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While McNeil often talks about the 
wider functional agenda, he does see a 
specific role for HR as more than just 
another “enabler” which lets organisations 
achieve their aims. Since it works with 
people, rather than money or technology, 
HR has “a particular character, influenc-
ing culture and serving, to some extent, 
as the machinery of organisational con-
science”. This includes the responsibility 
of helping staff to learn and develop, and 
he cites setting up the Government Skills 
and Curriculum Unit as “a huge and really 
important change”. But HR is also “the 
heart of diversity and inclusion”, he says.

“How do you build a civil service that 
represents citizens across the UK and then, 
when it gets the best people from all those 
areas, ensure they’re working really ef-
fectively together?” he asks. He goes on to 
describe the civil service’s new D&I strat-
egy – released a few weeks ago – as “hugely 
important, because it brought together 
people who might be thought to have quite 
different views”, from ministers down to 
staff networks. It was created, he says, “in 
a very collaborative way, without compro-
mising, without diluting” and “hasn’t shied 
away from tricky issues – broadening the 
definition of what we mean by diversity.”

That said, the strategy does seem to 
avoid certain words that are usually associ-
ated with equality, diversity and inclusion. 
The document contains no mention of 
sex or gender, nor of the words “race” or 
“racial”. It uses “minority ethnic” just once 
and “disability” twice. The decision to 
broaden diversity beyond these traditional 
categories reflects, McNeil says, “thinking 
about this topic, which is that people have 
multiple identities. You need to recognise 
that and it’s not that we are focusing on one 
particular group, it’s that all groups matter”.

This broadening means civil service 
leaders can also address issues around 
socio-economic and regional diversity 
– neither of which fall under traditional 
“protected characteristics” of the Equal-
ity Act but which the civil service “should 
be really interested in”. McNeil is also 
keen to stress a focus on neurodiversity, 
an issue he has become much more aware 
of during his time in government. 

“To take a very basic example – not 
a neurotypical one – but large chunks of 
the male population are red-green col-
ourblind, and yet we still produce RAG 
ratings, where we don’t put R, A and G in 
circles. That’s an example of not thinking 
about what the world is actually like.”

Yet issues around race, sex and disability 
remain important, and the strategy provides 
the civil service with both a lens to consider 

those challenges and tools to address them, 
he says. “You’ve got to look at all the data 
and ask: where are the problem areas?” 

He notes that the SCS, particularly 
the top grades, are still “predominantly 
white, with disability not as visible as you 
would expect. So I think you’ve got to 
keep being very proactive and vocal about 
those areas,” McNeil says. He praises staff 
networks’ “constructive impatience” about 
why certain groups are still not supported. 

Yet while the data is showing (slow) 
progress in areas such as gender diversity, 
one trend in civil service HR is not so posi-
tive. According to an update on the Declara-
tion of Government Reform, the proportion 
of appointments to the SCS from external 
applicants has halved over the past decade 
(from 42% in 2010-11 to 20% in 2019-20), 
despite repeated attempts to encourage 
greater movement between sectors. 

McNeil, himself an example of a suc-
cessful cross-sector move, is optimistic that 
this trend will soon reverse. He points to 
the first cross-government policy recruit-
ment campaign, which was conducted 
in response 
to Brexit and 
Covid in 2020. 
“Around 65% 
of the success-
ful applicants 
for those roles 
were external,” 
he says. “You 
wouldn’t neces-
sarily think that 
was the case 
but it shows 
that [external 
applicants 
can succeed] 
even in jobs 
that you might 
traditionally 
think were more 
about having knowledge of government.”

He draws two points from this expe-
rience. First is the need to be careful in 
drafting job requirements. “You need to 
define what you want to recruit, articulate 
it well, and don’t put non-essential cri-
teria in there. So don’t say ‘must have 
worked with ministers’ when ‘should have 
experience working with senior stake-
holders’ is what you actually mean.”

Secondly, the government needs to be 
better at communicating the “value proposi-
tion” it offers to external applicants. “You’re 
never going to join any public sector organi-
sation anywhere in the world for the money. 
You can always earn more somewhere else.”

“[Government] needs to pay enough 

to be in the game, but you have many 
other factors like the purpose, the in-
terest, and increasingly – this is where 
it links to the GCSU and to the func-
tions – the opportunity to learn.” 

While the civil service can never rival 
the private sector on pay, there is still 
scope to improve a system which does not 
properly reward progression or help to 
drive workforce plans. A pay system which 
is – according to unions, pay bodies and 
government alike – in serious need of an 
overhaul. Reform is on the way, in the shape 
of a capability-based approach which will 
determine pay for senior officials using per-
formance assessment frameworks focused 
on professional skills and leadership. Pay 
bands will correspond to levels within these 
frameworks, and the changes are set to be 
introduced over the next two financial years.  

Although it will be McNeil’s successor 
who oversees it, he says he is “incredibly 
proud” of the work done so far to enable this. 
“We actually have a proposition that every-
one wants to deliver. We’re doing pilots at 
the moment. We’re looking to do the rollout 

of the method 
of assess-
ment, among 
other things, 
in the course 
of 2022-23, and 
first payments 
[under the new 
system] to be in 
the 23-24 year.”

Money to 
fund the re-
forms has been 
agreed with 
the Treasury 
and detailed 
in spending 
review settle-
ments, and 
producing the 

evidence to reach this point has “taken 
about four or five years,” he says. The impor-
tant thing now will be to be “really rigorous 
about how we assess capability,” he adds, 
but overall this is a “huge, once in a genera-
tion opportunity that has to be taken”.

Despite the positive work from the 
HR teams, this is a government 
that has at times almost been at 

war with the civil service – from the de-
fenestration of perm secs and briefings 
against them, to vicious quotes in the press 
from ministers’ anonymous allies about 
“complacent” civil servants refusing to 
leave their sofas and return to the office. 
All of which is terrible for staff morale. 

“Any job is like an 
S curve: you have 
your biggest impact 
in the middle. And 
then if you’re doing 
your job right, 
your team should 
be carrying on 
the momentum”
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What can civil service lead-
ers like McNeil do about it?

The question is hard for any official 
to answer, and McNeil is so diplomatic 
that one would have to read very hard 
between the lines for any hint that the 
current state of affairs is less than ideal.

“There are lots of different components 
there, so let’s try and break them out,” he 
begins. “Let’s start with the fact that we’re 
in a unique environment, with ministers 
who are members of parliament and are 
ultimately accountable to their constitu-
ents. I’ve actually got a huge amount of 
sympathy for how hard that job is.” 

He goes on to say that he would sepa-
rate out why people are critical. Sometimes 
it’s because they’re frustrated by the lack of 
pace or outcomes. “By the way, I’m talking 
generically – shareholders… clients… maybe 
ministers are in the same category. You’ve 
got to listen to what they’re saying, to what 
they actually want, and then ask: how do 
you deliver it, and how do you explain what 
the constraints are, and are there ways of de-
livering it in a different way? And the best 
civil servants, like the best consultants, like 
the best executives, know how to say, ‘Well, 
you want this, but actually there might be a 

better way to get 
what you want.’”

He maintains 
that govern-
ment has “more 
agency than we 
probably realise” 
in its ability to 
respond. The civil 
service has set 
up a much more 
rapid response 
to media stories, 
he says, and it is 
really important 
for individuals 
to know that 
the system is 
backing them 
when they’re 

attacked in the media, even if 
they can’t do much about it.

“Because we can’t control the tweets. 
And I’ve experienced this personally 
where I really felt: ‘That’s frustrating.’ But 
the system backed me, and, you know, it 
responded to that silly tweet. And that’s 
fine. I feel like I’m being looked after.” 

The civil service has also become better 
at preventing journalists from printing lies 
about named individuals, he says. “In one 
of those cases, I was able to go back [to 
the reporter] and say, ‘Well that’s abso-
lutely not true, so do you really want to 

print that?’ So I think we’ve become more 
proactive. Because civil servants do not 
have the right of reply that others have.”

Attacks don’t always focus on indi-
viduals; some seem to question the very 
existence and value of the civil service. 
Take, for example, the interview given 
by Jacob Rees-Mogg in February. The 
newly-appointed minister for government 
efficiency questioned whether the current 
civil service headcount is “providing value” 
for the taxpayer, and told The Times he 
wanted to cut 65,000 jobs – around one in 
seven civil servants at the latest count. “Do 
we make [people’s lives] better by employ-
ing large numbers of civil servants? The 
answer is probably no because the British 
public helps pay for them. And so you’ve 
got to get it under control,” he mused.

Does McNeil think these are helpful in-
terventions? “Well, headcount is a function 
of activity,” the CPO begins in response. 
“What work actually needs to be done? One 
of the things which I’m finishing off at the 
moment is some work with the Government 
Consulting Hub, functions and departments 
on operating models, and on what the FTE 
implications of those operating models are.

“There are so many routes to this. So 
let’s take corporate services, HR being 
one of them. Have we de-duplicated? Do 
things need to be in the centre or in the 
department? Are there things which one 
department can do for other departments?” 

All of this, he suggests, is the right 
way to decide on headcounts, along with 
fundamental questions like: “What are 
our resources, and what activity do we 
need to perform?” But there is another 
element to consider in workplace plan-
ning, too: the fact that new jobs and roles 
are emerging all the time, jobs “that we 
can’t even imagine will be created”. 

McNeil is clearly a man who loves to 
think about the future, and how we get 
there. Another piece of important work he 
cites in this area is the Places for Growth 
programme, which seeks to relocate civil 
service roles out of London. He describes 
this scheme as a “big, game-changing 
thing”, but he also hopes that, in time, it 
will go a lot further. His vision for 2040 
is for the civil service to be spread over 
hundreds of locations across the UK.

“I’m in the HMRC hub in Canary Wharf 
as we speak, but wouldn’t it be great if 
actually I was sitting above a magistrate’s 
court, next to local authority and health 
service employees and others, and then 
I have my sandwiches with them? And 
so public servants would be doing our 
work in a really integrated way. Micro 
hubs – that’s what I would love to see.” 

“People have 
multiple identities. 
You need to 
recognise that 
and it’s not that 
we are focusing 
on one particular 
group, it’s that all 
groups matter”
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What are the biggest issues caused by 
legacy systems currently running?
Many older systems contain workarounds 
and temporary solutions that can add 

significant layers of complexity to operations. Years 
of changing legislation and policy requirements have 
built up the complexity of these systems, which is 
why it is so difficult to move away from them.

There is a wider view that legacy systems pose a 
challenge in allowing organisations/government to move 
forward with digital transformation. These systems 
were often developed when people, processes and 
technology were different. We need to understand 
that, and not allow it to become a constraint.

There’s no doubt that some systems struggle to 
keep pace with required changes, becoming less fit 
for purpose and customer expectation — something 
my colleagues call ‘fossilisation’. Processes need 
to be agile, and change to demand the underlying 
technology can hinder that requirement.

Legacy systems can hold us back from realising the 
opportunities that new technologies offer in transforming 
public services for the digital citizens of today and 
tomorrow. The benefits of digital transformation come from 
reimagining the user experience and business processes 
in an information-rich and dynamically changing world.

What are the first steps to 
modernise legacy systems?
One of the key success factors lies in aligning 
business transformation with IT and any associated 
data transformation. We look at threads – business 
processes from end to end – then minimise cross-
coupling between those processes. For each thread we 
look at the business, digital and data transformations, 
allowing us to reimagine business processes in a digital 
world and address technology challenges in parallel.

This approach was recognised by Parliament’s Public 
Accounts Committee. Its report, published in December 
last year, said: “Departments have failed to understand the 
difference between improving what currently exists and 
real digital transformation, meaning that they have missed 
opportunities to move to modern, efficient ways of working.” 

The committe recommended the introduction of a 
structured way to decide whether changes represent 
incremental improvements to existing systems or 
transformation redesign. Building on this, I was pleased to 
see avoiding and remediating legacy IT as a cross-cutting 
priority in the very recently released DDAT playbook with 
a supporting guidance note, building on commitments 
made last year in the Declaration on Government Reform.

How should organisations involve their staff?
As an example, Leidos runs the £6.7bn, 13 year Ministry 
of Defence Logistics Commodities and Services 
Transformation programme. The key to its complex 
initial transformation was to recognise the reality of 
both the heritage and the modern world to ensure the 

digital and business 
transformation took 
place hand in hand.

We use an 
‘operationally led, 
digitally enabled’ 
approach to avoid 
issues we’ve seen in 
other programmes 
where the front-end 
gets re-engineered 
and looks great, but 
the legacy systems 
at the back end aren’t 
delivering the overall 
transformation needed.

The only way you 
are ever going to do 
this is by collaborating 
with both technical 
and frontline staff, 
including those working 
on today’s systems, 

and those designing what tomorrow’s will look like. People 
and their skills are needed to run the business while being 
critical in delivering change. They understand the existing 
data, how environments exist and how they are connected, 
and the business rules and processes that sit behind that.

What can be done to help organisations 
undertake digital transformation?
The government is taking steps to deliver new digital 
training for civil servants. We’re investing in this through 
the Leidos TechX Academy, developed in collaboration 
with our engineering communities, talent and business 
development teams. It provides a custom set of content to 
upskill our engineers in line with our mission and strategy, 
and more importantly, that of our customers. It covers 
data, cloud, systems engineering, cyber and software.

The benefits are a more engaged workforce 

Collaboration will be key to 
delivering digital transformation, 
says Roz Barrance, head of 
business development for the 
UK civil division of Leidos

“People and their 
skills are needed 
to run the business 
while being critical 
in delivering change”

civilserviceworld.com

A CHALLENGING 
LEGACY
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The Public Accounts Committee picked up on how digital 
programmes often fail to set up a single programme office 
to support the programme director in aligning all aspects of 
work throughout the programme. Having that end-to-end 
view is key, and some of these programmes can run over 
several years, making consistency critical to their success.

Can organisations avoid having to undergo major 
projects of this kind through ongoing work?
To an extent yes. Change can be delivered iteratively – and 
we are getting better at doing that. But it’s important to learn 
lessons from what has been done, and wherever possible 
try to avoid creating the legacy systems of the future.

It’s also important to reflect on the impact of the 
pandemic and the level of disruption to public sector 
services. There have been real shifts towards digitisation 
and moving operations to cloud environments.

These are not easy challenges to address and there 
are reasons why these systems remain in operation. 
Collaboration will be key to delivering system modernisation 
and digital transformation, between the public and private 
sector, larger organisations and SMEs, citizens and their 
digital identities, and silos of data. It’s about bringing 
things together to realise the benefits for all of us. 

that is ready to collaborate with our customers to 
deliver solutions to complex challenges. We plan 
to share TechX Academy with our customers.

Data migration is often a significant element of this 
kind of project. How can organisations do this well?      
In complex environments, change isn’t going to happen 
overnight. There are likely to be multiple phases, 
meaning data management will be crucial to ensure 
traceability, understanding of inputs, dependencies and 
outputs. Data is not an IT issue, it is everyone’s issue.

As you say, data migration is often a significant 
element of this kind of project, but you can take 
significant steps in the interim and unleash value from 
data where it is. Moving it doesn’t always need to be 
the first step. A key benefit of digital transformation 
is better data use, through improved data analytics 
and business intelligence. If data being imported is 
not fit for purpose this will quickly reduce your ROI.  

Strong data governance between IT and the business 
will be vital, recognising where you are coming from, where 
you are going to and, crucially, all the stages in between.

Legacy systems tend to keep live until a more 
modern version is ready to take over. How can 
organisations best cope with running both?
Process automation can help to reduce the overhead of 
that period and improve data management activities, such 
as by minimising human error and increasing velocity. 
Many organisations have these challenges, so sharing 
knowledge of how you cope with these periods can help.

A CHALLENGING 
LEGACY
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According to a letter sent from Cabinet Of-
fi ce minister Steve Barclay to the Public 
Administration and Constitutional A� airs 

Committee in February, over 2,000 roles have al-
ready been moved outside of London, and more 
than 15,700 are committed for relocation by 2030. 

The letter also confi rmed that 15 central gov-
ernment departments and public bodies have an-
nounced their relocation plans, but Barclay added 
that “there is clearly more to do, and I will be work-
ing closely with colleagues across government to 
reinforce the need to relocate policy and senior 
decision making roles as part of this process, as we 
implement the single largest e� ort to decentral-
ise government out of Whitehall in our history”.

IMPLEMENT PLANS TO MOVE 
22,000 ROLES OUT OF LONDON 
BY 2030, INCLUDING 50% OF 
SENIOR CIVIL SERVANT ROLES, 
CONFIRMING AT LEAST FIVE 
MAJOR DEPARTMENTAL RELOCA-
TIONS THIS YEAR.

REINVIGORATE THE INTER-
CHANGE SCHEME FOR CIVIL 
SERVANTS BETWEEN THE UK 
GOVERNMENT AND THE SCOT-
TISH GOVERNMENT, WELSH 
GOVERNMENT AND NORTHERN 
IRELAND CIVIL SERVICE.

Work to improve the exchange of knowledge and 
skills between UK and devolved governments was 
already underway when the DGR was published. 

In March 2021, then-Cabinet O�  ce minister Michael Gove 
announced plans to o� er more Fast Stream places in the de-
volved administrations and territorial o�  ces, create a new 
long-term loans scheme enabling 60 people to spend up to 
two years working on priority areas in a di� erent administra-
tion, and to double the number of people taking part in the UK 
Government Interchange Programme, which o� ers o�  cials a 
chance to shadow counterparts in a di� erent administration. 

However, the letter to PACAC in February 2022 indicated that 
not all of these plans are fully up and running yet, saying: “There 
is further work required to identify where loans and secondments 
could be most impactful and to operationalise the approach.”

POWER 
TO THE 
PEOPLE
In the fi nal part of our series exploring the Declaration on 
Government Reform, CSW assesses progress against actions 
designed – according to the document – to ensure there 
are the “best people leading and working in government to 
deliver better outcomes for citizens”.
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break down some of the mys-
tique around the civil service 
and its more arcane ways, and 
to kickstart new colleagues in 
their roles”. All new entrants be-
low SCS grades should benefi t 
from the new-style induction 
by 2022, the document said.

An SCS data masterclass 
delivered by the Government 
Skills and Curriculum Unit 
underwent a successful pilot in 
spring 2021 and is now avail-
able as an online course.

This project is “on track to deliver 
a framework which allows non-
executive directors to challenge 

the performance of departments in a 
consistent way,” according to the let-
ter sent to PACAC in February.

ESTABLISH NEW, APPROPRI-
ATELY AND CONSISTENTLY 
MANAGED ENTRY ROUTES FOR 
PROFESSIONALS FROM OUTSIDE 
GOVERNMENT, INCLUDING FOR 
TIME-LIMITED PERIODS TO BE AT-
TACHED TO SPECIFIC PROJECTS 
OR TASKS. These three actions combine to 

form what government leaders are 
calling “the porosity agenda”. The 

aim, broadly, is to attract people to the 
civil service from a wider range of 
backgrounds, and it is, according to 
Barclay’s letter to PACAC, 
“inextricably linked to 
realising the benefi ts of 
Places for Growth”.

Barclay also as-
serts that work 
on this agenda 
“must go further,” 
stating that the propor-
tion of appointments to the 
SCS from external appli-
cants has halved over the 
past decade (from 42% in 
2010-11 to 20% in 2019-20).

“I have asked my o�  cials 
to revise the civil service 
recruitment framework to help 
address this,” Barclay told MPs.

Speaking to CSW this 
month, chief people o�  cer 

DEVELOP A PIPELINE OF SECOND-
MENTS FROM THE CIVIL SERVICE 
INTO MAJOR ORGANISATIONS 
WITHIN THE UK AND INTERNA-
TIONALLY, INCLUDING OTHER 
GOVERNMENTS, LED BY PROFES-
SIONS AND DEPARTMENTS, WITH 
SUPPORT FROM NON-EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTORS, AS A CORE PART OF 
TALENT DEVELOPMENT. 

WORK WITH THE CIVIL SERVICE 
COMMISSION TO REVIEW HOW 
IT CAN ENCOURAGE ENTRANTS 
WITH SPECIFIC, HIGH DEMAND 
SKILLS, PARTICULARLY SCIEN-
TISTS AND ENGINEERS.

The Government Skills and Cur-
riculum Unit launched in January 
2021, delivering on a promise by 

then-Cabinet O�  ce minister Michael Gove 
to create a “properly resourced campus 
for training people in government”. The 
Cabinet O�  ce said the updated curricu-
lum would replace the existing training on 
o� er and would have a “renewed empha-
sis” on technical and analytical skills.

A January 2021 curriculum document 
set out plans for a new induction package, 
including resources for new starters “to 

ESTABLISH A NEW CURRICULUM 
AND TRAINING CAMPUS FOR 
GOVERNMENT, WITH A NEW DIGI-
TAL WAY TO ACCESS LEARNING, 
A MANDATORY INDUCTION PACK-
AGE, AND A DATA MASTERCLASS 
FOR THE SCS. 

Rupert McNeil said he was optimistic about 
the agenda thanks to recent recruitment 
drives which saw large numbers of success-
ful external applicants (see p.36). He added 
that the agenda is not “an end in itself”.

“It’s actually about outcomes for citizens 
on the ground. To improve outcomes, who 
are the best people to do the job? Actually, 
if the system is really working, the majority 

of people who will be best qualifi ed 
for the job will be people from within 
the central government sector.

“That doesn’t mean you don’t 
need to ventilate your sys-

tem and bring people in 
because no system is 
perfect, but I would 

like to see a time 
where people come in 

at di� erent points in their 
careers for a period and 

then move out.”

IMPLEMENT CONSISTENT 
NON-EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
CHALLENGE OF DEPARTMENTAL 
PERFORMANCE, UNDER THE 
LEADERSHIP OF THE GOVERN-
MENT’S LEAD NON-EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTOR.

“I would like to see a time 
where people come in at 
di� erent points in their 

careers and then move out”
Rupert McNeil
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SET EXPECTED ASSIGNMENT 
DURATIONS ON APPOINTMENT 
FOR ALL SCS POSTS, TAKING AC-
COUNT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE ROLE.

PUT IN PLACE A TRAINING 
PROGRAMME FOR MINISTERS, 
INCLUDING PROJECT AND COM-
MERCIAL SKILLS.

REFRESH THE CURRENT AP-
PRENTICESHIPS STRATEGY, 
WITH AN EMPHASIS ON QUALITY 
AND RELEVANCE RATHER THAN 
NUMERICAL TARGETS, INCLUD-
ING THE DEVELOPMENT OF A 
GOVERNMENT ADMINISTRATION 
APPRENTICESHIP.

Government fi rst published an 
apprenticeships strategy in 2017, 
setting out how it would meet its 

commitment to deliver 30,000 apprentice-
ships by 2020. In April 2021 a new strategy 
was published, confi rming that this goal 
had been achieved by March 2021, and 

A series of ministerial masterclasses 
has now launched, with sessions 
including a science masterclass 

with government’s chief scientifi c adviser 
Sir Patrick Vallance, and a data masterclass 
with national statistician Sir Ian Diamond.  
Cabinet O�  ce minister Jacob Rees-Mogg, 
speaking at the recent launch of a Digital, 

The aim of this action is to tackle 
high levels of churn in the senior 
civil service, an issue which has 

been associated with poor outcomes in 
various projects and policy areas. Guid-
ance and implementation plans on this 
topic were expected to be put in place by 
March 2022, according to Barclay’s letter 
to PACAC. However, government evidence 
submitted to the Senior Salaries Review 
Body in April suggested that work was still 
ongoing, stating: “We are working through 

the policy detail and impli-
cations of setting expected 
assignment durations and 
will provide an update to 
the SSRB in due course.”

The evidence also 
provided detail on how the 
mechanism will work, say-
ing it would apply to newly 
advertised roles, and “will 
not constitute a contrac-
tual change, but will instead 
be driven by a change in 
culture and organisational 
and vacancy holder and 
applicant expectations.”

The expected dura-
tion of each post would be 
dependent on the pro-
ject timelines or delivery 

requirements associated with that role, 
and would also take into account personal 
circumstances, the evidence states.

Government also says that it is de-
veloping new plans for “milestone-based 
rewards” which will help to “incentivise 
individuals to remain in post for the 
duration of their expected tenure on a 
particular project,” since o�  cials will not 
need to move posts to secure a pay rise. 
This system is “several years away”, ac-
cording to the government evidence, but 
is expected to operate on a similar basis 
to pivotal role allowances which were set 
up in 2013 to address the same issue.

Government says it plans to test 
the viability of this proposal in “a 
few departments” before providing 
more details to the SSRB next year.

urging departments to take an 
“apprenticeships fi rst” approach 
to recruitment over the coming 
year to ensure they hit a target 
of recruiting apprentices equiv-
alent to 2.3% of their workforce. 
The document also said the 
government was “revising its 
approach” to apprentices, to fo-
cus on quality and rigour rather 
then just “a numerical target”. 
This strategy ran from 2021-22, 
and was positioned as short-
term document, responding to 
the specifi c context of post-
Covid recovery and the ongoing 
work of civil service reform.

Work on an updated strat-
egy is still ongoing, according 
to Barclay’s letter to PACAC, 
with publication expected 
“in the coming months”.

“It’s unusual that 
I might know 

something about 
what I was about to 
take charge of, but 
I did, and that was 
extremely helpful” 
Jacob Rees-Mogg 
on his ministerial 

training

Data and Technology Play-
book, described the training 
he received before starting his 
new role as “essential”. Rees-
Mogg was appointed minister 
for government e�  ciency 
in February, and just before 
taking on the role he received 
training on how government 
procurement works from 
“people organising govern-
ment procurement,” he said, 
adding light-heartedly: “So I 
had a head start when I got 
appointed – it’s unusual that I 
might know something about 
what I was about to take charge 
of, but there we go... I did, and 
that was extremely helpful.”
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PUBLISH A DIVERSITY AND IN-
CLUSION STRATEGY TO BETTER 
PROMOTE FAIRNESS AND PER-
FORMANCE.

SET A NEW PERFORMANCE 
MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK 
FOR THE SCS – WITH TARGETS 
TO ENSURE VISIBILITY OVER 
DELIVERY – ALONGSIDE REVISED 
PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 
ARRANGEMENTS FOR PERMA-
NENT SECRETARIES THAT ARE 
CLOSELY ALIGNED TO THE NEW 
DEPARTMENTAL OUTCOME DE-
LIVERY PLANS.

IMPLEMENT CAPABILITY-BASED 
PAY, STARTING WITH THE SCS.

Barclay’s letter to PACAC stated in 
February that a new performance 
management process which links to 

departmental Outcome Delivery Plans is 
now in place 
for permanent 
secretaries 
“and equiva-
lent measures 
soon to be 
implemented 
across the 
rest of the 
SCS.” How-
ever, evidence 
submitted to 
the Senior 
Salaries 

Review Body states that full 
implementation of the frame-
work has been delayed until the 
2023-24 fi nancial year. “This is 
to allow us additional time to 
work through our proposals 
with ministers to ensure they 
fulfi l the ambitions set out in 
the Declaration on Government 
Reform. It will also provide 
departments with su�  cient 
implementation time to ensure 
the new framework is properly 
rolled out,” the evidence says.

Certain changes are be-
ing introduced which move 
towards the new framework, for 
example adding the four per-
formance rankings – exceeding, 
high performing, achieving 
and partially met – into which 
senior civil servants will be 

sorted, to exist-
ing review docu-
ments. Civil 
Service HR has 
also reintro-
duced guided 
distribution, 
telling manag-
ers they should 
expect to see 
5% of their SCS 
rated as having 
“partially met” 
their targets.

LAUNCH THE NEW GOVERNMENT 
PROJECTS ACADEMY AND PRO-
JECT DELIVERY FRAMEWORK 
TO BUILD PROJECT DELIVERY 
CAPABILITY.

Plans to implement a new system 
which rewards senior civil servants 
for developing skills and experi-

ence in post, rather than requiring people 
to move jobs for pay rises, were delayed 
in 2021 due to funding and economic 
uncertainty. But after the agreement of a 
multi-year spending review which included 
funds for the new system, pilots looking 
at pay bands SCS1 and SCS2 began in six 
organisations. Evaluation of these pilots is 
due to be ready by August 2022, and a full 
business case will then be developed and 
agreed with ministers. The new system is 

expected to be rolled out across 
SCS1 and SCS2 pay bands in 
the 2022-23 fi nancial year, with 
fi rst payments being made in 
2023-24. Agreement to extend 
and develop a framework for 
SCS3 is also in place, according 
to Barclay’s letter to PACAC.

The Department for Work 
and Pensions is meanwhile 
exploring options for a capa-
bility-based pay system of its 
own that it hopes could make 
it a more attractive employer 
and help it develop a “more 
fl exible, multi-skilled work-
force”. In March, the depart-
ment engaged a management 
consultancy to come up with 
proposals for a system that 
would use “reward as a lever 
to achieve workforce shift”, in 
preparation for a pilot study. 

Both the Project Delivery Framework 
and Government Projects Academy 
had been launched before the DGR 

was agreed – the former has existed since 
2018, when the project delivery function 
fi rst published a set of capability standards. 
The most recent up-
date to these stand-
ards was published in 
July 2021, at the same 
time as the DGR.

The Government 
Projects Academy 
is a “faculty” of the 
wider Government 
Campus, and according to 
the Infrastructure and Projects Authority’s 
most recent annual report the Academy 
provides “a single, virtual hub to set profes-
sional standards, accreditation and training 
for project delivery professionals working 
across government to ensure we are build-
ing the expert skills and leadership needed 
to deliver major projects successfully”.

Government’s new Diversity and 
Inclusion Strategy was published in 
February 2022, setting out its objec-

tives as enabling a civil service which “un-
derstands and draws from the communities 
it serves, meaning that it draws talent from 
a range of communities and locations”; is 
“visible to everyone” – engaging communi-
ties to showcase what the civil service of-
fers; is fl exible to support “innovation, per-
formance and engagement”; and “welcomes 
talent from wherever it comes – attracting 
the best talent from all backgrounds”. 

Campus, and according to 
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INTERVIEW  ❯  SAMANTHA DES FORGES

FORGING HER 
OWN PATH
The MoD’s fi rst ever diversity 
and inclusion director talks to 
Tevye Markson about holding 
departmental chiefs to account 
and fi xing simple problems

Samantha des Forges – the 
Ministry of Defence’s fi rst 
ever diversity and inclusion 
director – is no stranger to 
feeling like an outsider.

“Earlier in my career – I am a gay 
woman – I didn’t feel comfortable be-
ing out. I think I heard pieces of ban-
ter. I didn’t feel that it was necessarily 
a safe space for me to be myself.

“And I recall how tiring and exhaust-
ing that could be in terms of hiding 
myself and keeping slightly distant 
from colleagues and I wasn’t putting 
100% of my eff ort into my job.

“It wasn’t until I started seeing sen-
ior role models, people creating safe 
spaces and being allies, that I felt I 
could be myself and then my career 
moved really positively because I could 
give all my time and focus to that.

“That has always been a really personal 
motivation in this space, that I know what it 
feels like to feel like an outsider and I know 
how much more of an impact I can give to 
an organisation when I’m able to be myself.”

Des Forges fi rst encountered a role 
model that gave her the confi dence to 
come out as gay while at EY, where she 
worked for 15 years before joining Network 
Rail in 2013 and then the MoD in 2016.

“Probably three or four years into 
my career, I recall a senior woman who 
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was a partner and who was visibly a gay 
woman and she was talking quite openly 
about the fact that she was gay. And she 
really embraced being a role model.

“Sometimes, particularly when you 
become more senior, you can be a little 
bit nervous about being a role model or 
perhaps you don’t want to be a role model 
because it can have a bit of a burden as-
sociated with it. But I always recall that 
person just doing a couple of articles in 
a magazine and on the intranet of the 
organisation, and just explicitly being 
themselves, nothing more than that.

“Ultimately in some ways it 
changed my life because it gave me 
the confidence that it’s okay to be a 
gay woman in this organisation.

“And therefore, I always had that in 
the back of my mind that – she may never 
know who I am – but what she did for me, 
I want to make sure I can do for others. 
Being that role model is something that 
might not always be comfortable but, 
particularly for folks who are in a leader-
ship role and part of an underrepresented 
group, it’s a real moral obligation for us.”

Des Forges says taking on the D&I role 
within MoD was a “challenge and op-
portunity” she couldn’t turn down and a 
good fit for her background and interests.

She has worked in the areas of ethics 
and counter corruption for most of her 
career and says she has been involved 
in diversity and inclusion throughout, 
including previously being a gender 
and LGBT+ champion at the MoD.

After working in defence for sev-
eral years, she could see that the 
department “was doing fantastic 
things but could be even better”.

“Defence has really gone through a 
period of reflection over the last few years, 
where we’ve recognised that we haven’t 
always delivered in terms of diversity and 
inclusion in the way we needed to, and 
a number of reports, be it the [Defence 
Committee] review of women in the armed 
forces or the Wigston review into unaccep-
table behaviours, have just reiterated that.”

Yet despite progress, she says: “The 
reality is we have some way to go in terms 
of diversity and, historically, we didn’t 
always hear diverse voices at the very 
top of decision making in defence. I am 
really passionate about making sure that 
we make the very best decisions for the 
nation. We therefore really need to have 
that diversity of thought, that diversity of 
challenge. So I was really attracted to the 
idea of helping to amplify those voices.

This, she says, has been a key theme 
of the directorate’s work in its first year 

– “making sure that those voices are 
being heard and not just heard, but re-
ally listened to and driving change”.

After repeated instances of inappropri-
ate and allegedly unlawful behaviour by 
serving members of the UK armed forces, 
then-defence secretary Gavin Williamson 
commissioned an urgent report in April 
2019. The Wigston report, published three 
months later, found an unacceptable level 
of inappropriate behaviour such as bully-
ing, sexual harassment and discrimination, 
and a “sub-optimal” system for dealing 
with it. It also described a “white, middle-
aged pack mentality” in the MoD.

Des Forges says this is “not something 
she experiences very much in defence” 
nowadays, but colleagues “can feel chal-
lenges and feel isolated and that their 
difference isn’t always recognised”.

“And I think the work that we are doing 
is actually helping people recognise the 
positivity of that difference,” she says.

“To take another area, for example: 
neurodiversity. I think there’s been a real 
awakening in defence to understand the 
value of neurodiversity, particularly in 
terms of where we are working in the 
grey zone or we’re working in cyber and 
data analysis and actually recognising 
the real strength that neurodiverse col-
leagues bring to defence in that space.”

Did the Wigston review shock her? 

DES FORGES ON... TAKING HER 
PRIVATE SECTOR EXPERIENCE 
INTO THE PUBLIC SECTOR
Having worked at EY for 15 years before she 
joined the civil service, des Forges brought 
bundles of private sector experience into the 
Ministry of Defence.

“It really helped me and I think there’s real 
value in moving between the civil service and 
private sector. There’s a lot I’ve learned com-
ing into the civil service, but equally a lot I’ve 
managed to bring from the private sector.

“While I was working in consultancy, I 
worked across a whole range of industries, 
which just gave me that breadth of under-
standing of how lots of different organisations 
address different policies, and different ap-
proaches. And I think that was really helpful.

“But also I think there’s something really 
interesting about that continued focus on 
the service that we’re delivering in the de-
fence of the nation and that sort of ethos in 
private sector that really drives you in a very 
different way.

“I think one thing that is sometimes a chal-
lenge is pace. In the private sector, things 

sometimes feel like they work to a faster 
pace, but also I’ve reflected over the years 
that the changes that we’re delivering in gov-
ernment are so significant that we need to 
absolutely make sure that what we are doing 
is really well thought out.

“And actually we are working at huge pace, 
but it might not necessarily seem like it from 
the outside. So I think there’s just different 
perceptions.”

Des Forges is also using her private sector 
experience to help ensure improvement does 
not stagnate.

One thing she has brought in is something 
she says was drilled into her in business: hav-
ing a feedback loop and focus on continuous 
improvement.

Delivering the D&I programme over the 
next six months and then getting a feedback 
loop going to continuously improve upon that 
is when “folk across defence start to feel the 
difference”, she says.

“If we just sit back and go, right, we’ve put 
those changes through and we fold our arms, 
‘job done’, then we’re going to find ourselves 
in a similar situation in five or 10 years’ time.”

“Historically, we 
didn’t always 
hear diverse 
voices at the 
very top of 
decision making 
in defence, and 
I am passionate 
about making 
sure that we 
make the very 
best decisions 
for the nation”
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“We’ve now 
designed and 
are rolling out 
appropriately 
fi tted combat 
uniform and 
body armour for 
our women so 
they can wear it 
comfortably, so 
they’re better 
protected and 
so that they 
can fi nd their 
weapons more 
eff ectively”

Des Forges says she was more aware of the 
challenges than most, having provided sup-
port to Sir Mike Wigston in preparing his 
independent review and from conversations 
with colleagues in defence in her previ-
ous gender and LGBT+ champion roles.

“I had an understanding from talking 
to networks and folks across defence that 
there were some challenges,” she says.

“The scale of some of the challenges 
absolutely quite rightly shocked a lot of 
people in defence. There are undoubt-
edly some really diffi  cult and harrowing 
stories, and defence is genuinely grate-
ful [to those who came forward] and is 
listening and starting take action. And I 
think we will see a lot more in the next six 
months or so of that action happening.”

One thing that did surprise her when 
reading the Wigston report was the sim-
plicity of some of the things that defence 
wasn’t getting right, such as the fact women 
in the armed forces were wearing body 
armour that was designed for men’s bodies.

“I looked at that and just thought: 
how have we got that wrong? We’ve now 
designed and are rolling out appropriately 
fi tted combat uniform and body armour 
for our women so they can wear it com-

fortably, they’re better protected and they 
can fi nd their weapons more eff ectively.”

A second report into the MoD pub-
lished in July 2021 – the Defence Commit-
tee’s Women in the Armed Forces review 
– found women are not being protected 
by the MoD or helped to reach their full 
potential. It also highlighted serious 
problems with the military’s handling 
of sexual assault and harassment, which 
sometimes exacerbates trauma for victims.

Des Forges says her team has done a lot 
of work transforming the service complaint 
system and the service justice system, and 
the changes will come into eff ect soon.  

“That’s going to start changing the 
experience of complainants and vic-
tims or survivors of crime,” she says.

There is a lot more to fi x, she 
adds, but she says a lot of the work 
done so far will begin to have an im-
pact in the next six months.

Asked if she has seen or experi-
enced fi rst hand some of the behav-
iours mentioned in both reports, des 
Forges says: “When I fi rst joined de-
fence, I did fi nd some slightly more 
old-fashioned views in place, and it did 
feel like I’d stepped back a little bit.
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tor of D&I at the MoD. She says di-
versity and inclusion was seen as 
“genuinely important” before the di-
rectorate was set up but defence didn’t 
“recognise the scale of effort that was 
needed to bring us to the right place”.

“Before we set up the directorate, 
I think what we had was a lot of pock-
ets of folks doing really good stuff, but 
they were a little bit isolated or at the 
risk of [working in] silos.”

The directorate brought 
a top-level focus, with gov-
ernance and a program-
matic approach, she says.

“We’re holding people 
to account for the first time 
and saying these are the 
changes you need to deliver.”

The D&I directorate has also 
helped to amplify the voice of 
staff and challenge those at the 
top of defence, des Forges says.

“We engage with the 
networks – we hear the ac-
tual experience of folks on an 
everyday basis who say to us, 
‘I can’t shoot properly because 
my body armour is wrong’, or 
‘I’m experiencing unaccepta-
ble behaviours’, or I don’t feel 
I’ve been fairly dealt with’.

The D&I directorate then 
builds on that feedback, 
improving systems but also 
challenging the status quo.

“We play quite a strong 
challenge function, not only in 
terms of holding to account, 
but also sometimes sitting in the room 
with senior leaders and saying, ‘do you 
know what, this isn’t good enough – we 
need to do more, and faster’. And I think 
what we have seen is a real move to grip 
this now and we’re seeing a lot more work 
being driven by the services themselves.”

Des Forges’ goal is for defence 
to become a world leading organisa-
tion for diversity and inclusion.

“That is what will make us the best 
Army, the best RAF, the best Navy 
and the best civil service,” she says.

“I absolutely think we can get there. 
When we give defence a challenge, time 
and time again it steps up to it. So I have 
no doubt that we will achieve that.”

And ultimately, she wants to be able 
to lay down her metaphorical sword and 
shield. “I think a true test of our success is 
that ultimately the D&I directorate won’t be 
needed anymore, because it will be embed-
ded in everything that we do. So actually, 
our job is to do ourselves out of a job.” 

“But I would genuinely say that I’ve 
seen a real change just in the time I 
have been in the organisation, and that 
change wasn’t happening fast enough, 
but I think over the last 12 months in 
particular it’s really accelerated.

“That doesn’t mean that we don’t still 
have work to do. But I think that recogni-
tion of not just the change we need but 
the pace of change has really landed.”

But even a change of pace does not 
mean things will turn around overnight.

“One of the key pieces in Mike 
Wigston’s summing up was he said that 
if we are going to deliver culture change, 
it needs 10 years of continuous sustained 
effort. There is no silver bullet to change 
the culture and to move us, from a cultural 
perspective, to a world class organisa-
tion but we’re definitely on the journey.”

When she joined the department 
almost six years ago from Network 
Rail, she talked to colleagues in other 
parts of the government, some of whom 
asked: “Why are you joining defence?”

“And I said, well, I like a challenge, 
I’m sure it’ll be really interesting.”

The department has been accused 
of being stuck in the 1950s and not be-
ing representative of the nation but 
des Forges is proud to work at the 
MoD and says things have changed.

“I have never worked with such inspir-
ing people doing such fantastic things 
as I have in defence. I’ve never worked 
in an organisation of such complexity 
but that is delivering such positive dif-
ference to the nation and overseas.

“I think a lot of those myths, and 
those concerns that people might have 
are pretty outdated now, and it’s ex-
citing to be part of that change.”

Part of this change has been a sig-
nificant increase in the last 12 months of 
defence staff – both civilian and military 
– “standing up and talking about diversity 
and inclusion in a way that they might not 
have been as comfortable doing previous-
ly”, and willing to be an ally and challenge 
historic ways of thinking, des Forges says.

“We still have some way to go but 
there’s a tangible difference. I regularly 
talk to colleagues from our diversity inclu-
sion networks. A lot of them are start-
ing to reflect that, while we’ve still got a 
way to go, things are feeling different.

“Looking at statistics and data is 
really important, but it’s also about hear-
ing our people’s voices and saying: 
‘Are the changes we’re making start-
ing to make an actual difference?’ And 
hat has started to come through.”

Des Forges is the first ever direc-
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FEATURE  ❯  PARTNERSHIP WORKING

Lingo bingo  
The universal language of the 
boardroom pays dividends to those 
who can decode it. Whitehall and 
Industry Group chief executive 
Simon Ancona offers a crash course

The purpose of the Whitehall 
and Industry Group is to 
encourage and facilitate bet-
ter cooperation, understand-
ing and learning across the 
public, private and not-for-

profit sectors. There is a misconception 
that these three entities speak a different 
language. They don’t. Let me explain.

There are only four themes any or-
ganisation talks about, and there are 
only three fundamental topics within 

each of those. The challenge is merely 
identifying what is being discussed and 
understanding, consequently, what is not 
being discussed (often a more interesting 
discovery and a great way of impressing 
colleagues in meetings). Let me talk you 
through it and you can try it for yourself.

The four themes, or pillars, are: 
strategy, risk, priorities and peo-
ple; taking each in turn.

Strategy is the often quoted “ends”, 
“ways” and “means”. Or, to put it another 
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forging of the team, and the individual’s 
requirements. Often this centres on the 
expertise required, but also has every-
thing to do with leadership and develop-
ment. This theme has a close relationship 
with “means”, “what next?”, and “ways” 
as well as – often and sadly – “fudge”.

So there is the common ground and vo-
cabulary for one organisation to understand 
and communicate with another. It allows 
us to deal with even the most bewildering 
corporate or departmental verbiage such 
as: “The ‘forward first’ strategy will seek 
to capitalise on the inherent strengths of 
the organisation, while allowing the sort 
of agility we need to react to the future 
environment, it will generate the capacity 
required to concentrate on the essential 
elements of our unique outputs as well as 
maintain activity essential to our purpose.”

Faced with such statements, we can 
unpick the essential elements of changed 
ways (if there are no more “means” then 

what is being “fudged” or “forgotten” – 
or have the “ends” been changed too?). 
Other useful areas include a sense of 
doubling down on “fight for” elements 
as well as a clear signal about which 
elements will need to be “forgotten” and 
implications for “teams” to deliver agility.

Next time you are in a 
meeting, try playing boardroom 
bingo. Draw a table with our 
four themes down one side 
and the three related topics in 
the rows next to each. Listen 
hard and circle which combina-
tions are being talked about. 

What will leap out at you is 
the areas not being discussed. In 
no time at all, you can impress 

your colleagues and annoy the chair with 
questions like, “do we have the addi-
tional means to form the teams neces-
sary for this, if we plan no compromise 
around our approach to delivery?”.

Alternatively, come to a WIG 
event and try out your new lan-
guage skills with another sector. 
You’ll be fluent in no time! 

Whitehall and Industry Group 
is an independent non-lobbying 
charity that looks to boost 
learning and collaboration 
between industry, government 
and the not-for-profit sector

“The challenge is merely 
identifying what is being 
discussed and understanding 
what is not being discussed 
– often a more interesting 
discovery and a great way 
of impressing colleagues”

way, the application of resource in such 
a way as to achieve a desired outcome 
or goal. So, for instance, a conversation 
about a fundamental change in aims 
immediately begs questions over the 
required means and modifications to 
the plan to deliver the new outcome. 

Risk considers the questions “what 
now?”, “what next?” and “what if?” Risk is 
both the threat posed or opportunity pre-
sented by possible events. We are all used 
to treating risk through mitigations and the 
like, but the time element is often ignored. 
So too is the strength of likelihood set 
against the analysis (not just data) available. 
Therefore a conversation about a “what if?” 
possibility that crowds out a “what next?” 
analysis is obviously worthy of a question. 
For instance, perhaps a debate about set-
ting aside “means” to mitigate a possible 
business threat in three years’ time would 
seem out of place if the prospect of rising 
interest rates were not being discussed.

Priorities can also be viewed as label-
ling issues “fudge”, “fight for” or “forget”. 
Where can we compromise? Where are 
the red lines? And what can we stop do-
ing? Often a difficult decision but ulti-
mately nearly always necessary to square 
the “ends, ways and means” circle.

People covers “task”, “team” and “indi-
vidual”, to borrow John Adair’s timeless 
Venn diagram of action centred leader-
ship. It’s about the nature of the task, the 

THE FOUR KEY 
COMPONENTS

STRATEGY
The setting of goals 
and applying resources 
to reach them

RISK (THREATS OR 
OPPORTUNITIES)
Understanding the 
threats and the 
opportunities

PRIORITISATION

PEOPLE
The single most 
important factor - 
those around you

ENDS
What’s the 
ultimate goal?

WHAT NOW?
What’s the current 
state of play?

FUDGE
What can you 
compromise on?

TASK
What are you asking 
of the organisation?

WAYS
How do you plan 
to get there?

WHAT NEXT?
What do you know is 
going to happen which 
may present threats 
or opportunities?

FIGHT FOR
What are your red 
lines? What’s essential 
for success?

TEAM
What do you need 
to build/forge?

MEANS
What resources do you 
require to succeed?

WHAT IF?
What might happen 
externally or in your 
organisation?

FORGET
What can be scrapped or 
should you stop doing?

INDIVIDUAL
How are you retaining, 
engaging and inspiring 
your people?
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INTERVIEW  ❯  IAN ACKERLEY

THE PEOPLE’S BANKER
Ian Ackerley is chief executive of NS&I, Britain’s 
venerable state-owned savings bank. He talks to Jonathan 
Owen about Covid turbulence, select committee grillings 
and transforming his organisation into a slick, 21st century 
operation. Photography by Louise Haywood-Schiefer

I
t’s fair to say that Ian Ackerley’s 
experience of life as a senior civil 
servant has been a voyage of discov-
ery – and not always in a good way.

As chief executive of National Sav-
ings and Investments, his journey has 

been filled with ups and downs, largely 
due to the conflict at the heart of the UK’s 
only government-owned savings bank.

That’s because NS&I has three dif-
ferent groups to please in a relationship 
where delivering for one group often 
comes at the expense of another.

One of NS&I’s purposes is to raise 
money for the government – but if this is 
done too well then it can have an adverse 
effect on the wider financial market, 
which is disadvantaged by not having the 
government backing that NS&I enjoys.

It is also tasked with deliv-
ering for its customers.

But while raising interest rates 
is welcomed by its savers, it’s not 
such good news for the general tax-
payer – as it means that there’s less 
money being made by the Treasury.

As with anything financial, the 
detail gets pretty complicated pretty 

quickly, but speaking from NS&I’s head 
office in Pimlico, London, Ackerley 
summarises it as a “balancing act”.

He explains: “It is a trade-off. The 
taxpayer pays the interest, the cus-
tomers receive it; what we do will im-
pact our competitors in the market 
so there is always that trade-off.”

Ackerley did not plan to become a 
financial plate spinner. As a young boy, 
photography was his 
passion. Life got in 
the way, with Acker-
ley pursuing a career 
in management con-
sulting and financial 
services – work-
ing for the likes of 
Virgin Money, Sun 
Life International, 
and Barclays Bank – before moving to the 
public sector in 2017 when he joined NS&I.

Originally known as the Post Of-
fice Savings Bank, it was founded in 
1861. It’s best known today for Premium 
Bonds – which account for almost half 
of the £200bn in savings held by its 25 
million customers. A non-ministerial 

department, NS&I is an executive agency 
of the chancellor of the exchequer.

As with many public sector organi-
sations, the past couple of years have 
seen NS&I face huge challenges, with 
problems ranging from inadequate 
levels of customer service to complaints 
that it has been taking a disproportion-
ate share of the savings market.

The outbreak of the pandemic in 2020 
prompted the Treas-
ury to turn to NS&I 
to raise an unprec-
edented amount of 
money by increasing 
the amount being 
deposited by savers.

“At the start of the 
Covid crisis our target 
for 2020-21 was going 

to be about £6bn. In the end we delivered 
£38bn in the first six months and that was 
our way of trying to help with the fact 
that the government was facing signifi-
cantly increased expenditure,” Ackerley 
says. “If you think about it, that £38bn is 
just about what the government spent on 
the furlough scheme during its first six 

“At the start of the 
Covid crisis our target 
for 2020-21 was going 
to be about £6bn. In the 
end we delivered £38bn 
in the first six months”
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months, so it was a really material amount 
of money, and more than we’d raised in 
the preceding three years put together.”

NS&I rose to the task, capitalising 
on a wider growth in savings that hadn’t 
been seen “in decades”. But it came at a 
cost. The sheer scale at which people were 
depositing money, combined with a lack 
of capacity due to the effects of the pan-
demic, compromised customer services.

When NS&I slashed its rates and also 

reduced the chances of winning a pre-
mium bonds prize in September 2020, it 
prompted many people to try to get their 
money out in search of a better return.

Thousands of complaints were made 
about the time that call centre staff were 
taking to answer calls – with some sav-
ers having to wait 20 minutes to speak 
to someone. Ackerley was subsequently 
hauled before the Treasury Select Com-
mittee, in a gruelling encounter in which 

he told committee chair Mel Stride he was 
“genuinely sorry” for the inconvenience 
to people affected by customer service 
that had “fallen well below [his organisa-
tion’s] normally high standard”. For his 
part, Stride warned: “The damage that 
may have been done to NS&I’s reputa-
tion over the last few months is worrying.” 
He suggested that NS&I would “need 
to work hard to win back customers”.

But Ackerley is a man for whom the 
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phrase “glass half full” could have been 
invented, with a knack for turning a nega-
tive into a positive. He prefers to sum-
marise past problems as “a challenging 
period”, explained by a record volume of 
business combined with reduced capacity 
due to Covid-19. Things are now back on 
a more stable footing. “I think inevitably 
when you get the sort of negative cover-
age that we received during that time it’s 
going to have some negative impact on 
the brand,” he adds. “But I’m really pleased 
to say that our customer satisfaction now 
is pretty much at where we were pre-
Covid.” He adds: “I think we are on a rising 
and improving curve at the moment.”

The NS&I chief executive is upbeat 
about the grilling he received from the 
Treasury Select Committee. Having to 
appear before MPs is “one of those things 
you’re very aware of when you accept 
the job.” He says: “Obviously one would 
always much rather get lots of praise, 
but I think that’s human nature. And, by 
and large, I think the questions at these 
events to be fair. It was good to get the 
opportunity, frankly, to be able to go on 
the record, to be able to explain a little bit 
more about what had actually happened 
and what we were going to do to fix it.” 

For all the well-publicised problems, 
the actual transition to remote work-
ing was straightforward. “We were well 
prepared, I’m delighted to say. A little over 
18 months beforehand we had refurbished 
our main office building in London and 
in the process of doing that we made a 
strategic decision to switch away from 
desktop technology to laptop technol-
ogy. During the refurb we also didn’t have 
enough capacity for everyone to be in 
the office so we sent half the people to 
work from home.” Remote working “went 
extraordinarily smoothly” and was “a 
really straightforward transition because 
we had the tech and the experience.”

Talk turns, inevitably, to the Partygate 
scandal that has engulfed Whitehall. Ack-
erley does not think this has affected civil 
servants’ morale, arguing that the state of 
mind of the vast majority of officials is “im-
pacted by things usually much closer to 
them”. So, were any parties held at NS&I’s 
offices? “That didn’t happen in NS&I,” he 
says. “Not least because during that period 
we were all working from home – only in 
exceptional circumstances were there peo-
ple in [the office] during most of the time 
when I think those incidents happened.” 

Partygate to one side, Ackerley is 
measured when asked if he feels more like 
a civil servant now that he’s been in the job 
for five years. “I don’t know, but I certainly 

think I know a little bit more than I knew 
before, or at least I’m aware a bit more of 
the things that I don’t know,” he says. As 
for the future savings market, Ackerley 
is concerned that the cost-of-living crisis 
will see a “squeeze” on incomes that could 
reduce the number of people able to save. 
Amid the economic uncertainty, NS&I 
has taken its first steps into the world 
of green investment. Its first ever green 
savings bonds were launched with fan-
fare last October, but the miserly inter-
est rate of 0.65% was significantly lower 
than other green savings products on 
the market. In a move that could indicate 
an initial lack of interest in the bonds, 
NS&I decided to double the rate to 1.3% 
when it issued more earlier this year.

Ackerley will not divulge the take up 
of the new bonds. “I’m not going to share 
numbers today because we release those 
in the annual reporting cycle, but suffice it 
to say that what was important for us was 
that we learnt about the market, about the 
relative attractiveness of our product and 
our brand in that segment 
and it’s more than fulfilled 
that.” He hints that the 
numbers will not make for 
good reading, stressing that 
it had been an opportunity 
for both the Treasury and 
NS&I “to learn about the 
green savings market and 
it’s really fulfilled that for 
us so we’ve learnt a lot 
through the release of the first tranche”.

The jury is out on any future plans for 
green investment products. “There is clear-
ly an opportunity to continue with a green 
proposition – quite when that will be, what 
scale it will be, is something that we are in 
discussions with Treasury about,” he says.

Ackerley is keen to highlight another 
positive development – the £2bn Rainbow 
programme that will see NS&I transformed 
into a 21st century organisation. It aims 
to replace ageing technology and old 
processes. The Rainbow programme is a 
series of contracts that are being tendered 
in what represents a big shift away from 
the large, single outsourcing contract that 
has seen Atos handle the NS&I’s opera-
tional services since 2014. Future plans 
include having a mobile banking app and 
a fully functional transactional website. 
Ackerley sums it up as being “about a fun-
damental transformation of our operating 
model.” He adds: “It means that we will be 
responsible for integrating the provision 
of services by those players, which brings 
more skills and experience back into the 
civil service, which again creates some re-

ally exciting opportunities for people who 
want to be involved in that sort of thing.”

Across the wider civil service, he sees 
some “really positive stuff” being done 
around diversity and inclusion. There’s 
also “a lot of energy going into getting 
the civil service to work better across 
departments”. He recognises that the 
need for greater collaboration is nothing 
new, which begs the question of how you 
actually achieve it. “There’s a lot to be said 
for getting a good mechanism in place, 
and having as many people as possible 
motivated and driving towards it. There’s 
been a real focus that I can see about 
trying to get mobilisation across the civil 
service, across all levels, to really drive 
towards a more inclusive civil service and 
one that works much better together.” 

The pandemic showed what could be 
achieved by different departments work-
ing together, he adds. “The latest crisis in 
Ukraine has provided another opportunity 
to learn and also to leverage the lessons 
that were learned from Covid.” There are 

no quick and easy fixes, 
according to Ackerley. “It’s 
lots of different things that 
are needed; there is no 
magic bullet for making 
this work. Having worked 
in very large corporates 
for most of my career, they 
faced very similar chal-
lenges to the government. 
The bigger organisations 

get, typically the more difficult it is 
to get them to work well together.”

Having mutual trust and understand-
ing are key, he argues. In the case of NS&I, 
the Treasury has a couple of representa-
tives on the board of this executive agency. 
However, the real insight the Treasury gets 
is from the “multiple relationships” where 
“members of my team and our organisa-
tion are talking to the Treasury every day”. 
Ackerley also meets with Treasury per-
manent secretary Sir Tom Scholar every 
Monday – another example of the two-way 
communication between the organisations. 

His five years as a civil servant have 
been “an amazing period” and it’s been 
a “great privilege to see the inside of the 
Treasury, a little bit more of how govern-
ment and Whitehall works”, he says. Asked 
if he’s in it for the long term, Ackerley 
laughs and says: “It’s obviously not my de-
cision in the end because I have to be reap-
pointed by the Treasury, but I’ve certainly 
enjoyed the five years that I’ve had. It’s 
been, as I say, challenging at times. There’s 
been some real highs, there have been 
some lows, but I do really enjoy the role.” 

“Obviously one 
would always 
much rather get 
lots of praise, 
but I think that’s 
human nature”
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Conflict in Ukraine reminds us that truth is often the 
first casualty of war. Andrew Southam offers a brief 
history of government propaganda campaigns

W
ar is peace, freedom is slavery, 
ignorance is strength” are contra-
dictions of misinformation written 
outside the Ministry of Truth in 
1984, George Orwell’s imagined 

future world of manipulation. Seventy-four 
years later in the real world, Russia takes 
every opportunity to misdirect over Ukraine.

British governments have themselves 
struggled to maintain balance in previous 
propaganda campaigns, notably with their 
first world war Ministry of Information 
and later a cold war “information” unit. 

In the dark months of 1914, German 
disinformation raced ahead with a propa-
ganda agency whose “White Book” por-
trayed the country as a victim of Serbian 
terrorism and Russian aggression.

Chancellor Lloyd George asked Charles 
Masterman, a Liberal politician with literary 
leanings, to respond. Masterman created 
Britain’s War Propaganda Bureau that year, 
seeking advice from 25 writing celebrities, 
all sworn to secrecy. This group read like an 
undergraduate reading list, from Victo-
rian novelist Thomas Hardy to HG Wells. 
Fifty-three writers subsequently signed 
the 1915 author’s declaration proclaiming 
German crimes. Many worked for Wel-

lington House, analysing material and 
penning documents, among them Arthur 
Conan Doyle, Rudyard Kipling and histo-
rians Lewis Namier and Arnold Toynbee.

Wellington House produced some 1,200 
wartime pamphlets, as well as films like Brit-
ain Prepared and the Battle of the Somme. 

Only two trusted photographers were 
allowed at the front. Anyone else taking pho-
tos was liable for execution by firing squad. 
Painters involved in the efforts included por-
traitist John Lavery and surrealist Paul Nash.

Unsavoury efforts included activ-
ity to shift neutral US opinion by mint-

ing medals to commemorate passenger 
liner RMS Lusitania’s loss in May 1915.

Home Office and Foreign Office 
propaganda units also sprang up; and 
the War Office managed informa-
tion on the front through MI7B..

Daily Chronicle editor Ronald 
Donald designed a new government 

propaganda structure when he was 
asked to review the arrangements. 

Donald proposed a single operation 
with one chief. In February 1917, Buchan 
became director of the new Department 
of Information, with politician Sir Ed-
ward Carson taking over the renamed 
Ministry of Information in September. 

Press barons also participated. Daily 
Express magnate Lord Beaverbrook be-
came minister of information, with Lord 
Northcliffe, owner of the Times and the 
Daily Mail, responsible for enemy propa-
ganda and Donald for neutral nations.

The ministry was dissolved in 
1918 but revived between 1939 and 
1945 to fight the Nazi threat. 

When cold war Soviet propaganda 
needed countering, Labour’s foreign secre-
tary Ernest Bevin started the blandly-named 
Information Research Department in 1948. 

IRD influenced media like the BBC 
and Reuters, published some 100 titles 
and used agents of influence such as 
Bertrand Russell and Robert Conquest. 

This new propaganda unit be-
came the largest Foreign Office de-
partment, with international activi-
ties from Egypt to Indonesia.

Orwell’s 1984 was promoted with 
Chinese, Burmese and Arabic translations. 
Anxious to pierce the Soviet mirage, Or-
well passed IRD 38 names who he thought 
were “crypto-communists, fellow-travellers 
or inclined that way and should not be 
trusted”. Among them were Labour MP 
Tom Driberg and actor Michael Redgrave, 
who later featured in the original 1984 film.

James Callaghan allegedly used IRD to 
tarnish the reputation of prominent hard-
left trade union leaders as home secretary.

The propaganda unit also campaigned 
against the IRA and promoted British 
entry into the European Economic Com-
munity for prime minister Edward Heath.

By the mid-1970s, Labour circles wor-
ried journalists were close to an exposé 
and fretted about the right-wing cre-

dentials of some IRD staff. 
Foreign secretary David 
Owen closed IRD in 1977 
to save money against the 
background of détente. The 
Guardian revealed the unit’s 
existence months later. 

Britain’s Ministry of Information and 
IRD arguably played important roles 
contesting false narratives, but avoiding 
the contradictions of Orwell’s Ministry 
of Truth required constant vigilance. 

Andrew Southam is a freelance 
history correspondent and writer

“The propaganda unit also 
campaigned against the IRA and 
promoted British entry into the 
European Economic Community”

DARK ARTS FOR DARK TIMES

“
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