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ON HER MAJESTY'S CIVIL SERVANTS: the inside story

                        By Peter M. Scott

At a time when there is good money to be made by commenting, in the media, on the daily doings of politicians, businessmen, sportsmen, and entertainers of all kinds, it seems remarkable that so little interest is shown in the activities of the individuals who actually run the country.  The probable cause of this neglect is that the government's servants, like servants everywhere, are seen as having  little substantive existence outside the duties they perform for their masters, and, indispensable as they are to the well-being of the nation, find no place, as yet, in its constitution, and have no collective voice in the conduct of its affairs.   And there are good reasons why this should be so, but an unfortunate consequence of this professional reclusion is that the contribution they make to society goes, not only unappreciated and undervalued, but is often confused, to their detriment, with that of the masters they serve.  Which is a pity, because it would be no exaggeration to say that government by liberal parliamentary democracy would be impossible without an efficient, impartial, and incorruptible civil service.  Yes, I prefer to call them civil servants, rather than public servants or bureaucrats, as is increasingly the fashion nowadays, because these latter terms are either inaccurate or imprecise.  They are not public servants, because they do not serve the public in the first instance, they “serve the civil power”, and they are bureaucrats only in that they usually work in offices, as do many others who are not servants of the government, and the suffix 'cracy', meaning 'rule by' as in 'democracy', attributes powers to them that they do not possess, and has pejorative implications.  

It would be better to call them administrators, because that is what they are, and I am speaking  from personal experience when I say that there is a wide comprehension gap between the general public and the civil service because I have stood on both sides of it, having been recruited directly into the upper reaches of the British civil service, albeit by open competition, at the late age of 45 in the expectation that the managerial skills and knowledge I had acquired in my two previous careers in radiography and pharmaceuticals would be of value to an organization which was thought, at the time, to be deficient in such skills.  I was to find, however, that not only had this expectation been based on faulty premises, but that any previous assumptions I myself had made about the workings of the machinery of government were equally wide of the mark, even though I had seen myself as being reasonably well-informed, fairly widely read, and taken an intelligent interest in politics and human affairs.  In the forty years since then, there have been times when the British civil service has attracted more than its traditional measure of disapprobation, and many great minds have addressed themselves, in public and private, to identifying its shortcomings and prescribing solutions to its problems, or, if ex-mandarins, explaining its difficulties and describing the steps it is taking to resolve them.  I have to say, however, that nothing I have read or heard in all that time would have come close to making sense of the civil service, as I came to know it, to the person I was when I joined it.

My purpose, therefore, is to describe to myself, as I was then, using my acquired knowledge, how government administration works, in terms which I could have understood at the time, and I propose to do this by using the methodology of systems analysis to identify the questions that need to be answered if this aim is to be achieved.  My starting point, then, is that a civil service is a system, and the best, if not the only way, of examining a system is to identify the objectives it has been designed (or evolved) to achieve, and the constraints under which it is obliged to operate, since, only then will it be possible to make judgments about the efficiency with which the system converts whatever inputs it is given into whatever outputs are required of it.  To this end, I will be seeking answers to the following questions:

· What are the objectives of a civil service?

· How do these differ from the objectives of other organizations with which a civil service might be compared?

· What are the constraints under which a civil service operates?

· How do these differ from the constraints on other organizations

with which a civil service might be compared?

· To what extent can the objectives of a civil service be changed, the constraints on it be reduced, and the design of the organization and the efficiency of its operation be improved?

These are all quite reasonable questions of a kind being asked every day about organizations in the private sector, by managers, or by management consultants at the behest of managers, looking for improvements in operational efficiency, and such published comment on the civil service as appears from time to time seems mainly to be concerned with the drawing of unfavourable comparisons between it and organisations in the private sector - the service industries, in particular - on grounds of managerial competence and operational efficiency, and with urging it to adopt, in the performance of its duties to society, a more enterprising approach and more businesslike methods.  Let us begin, then, by exploring the extent to which comparisons can reasonably be drawn between the civil service and the private sector with a view, in particular, to identifying any similarities or, better still, significant differences between the two.  Similarities are easier to spot but differences are more instructive.
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Objectives in the Private Sector

From the outset, any systematic attempt to compare “The Civil Service” with “Industry” encounters a difficulty of definition, which may be an early indication of differences between them.  There is, undoubtedly, in Britain, an entity called The Civil Service which was, when I joined it, recognisably a single whole - virtually, I would argue, if not quite a seamless web, at least one, coherent network - and about which it is therefore possible to make some quite sweeping generalisations.  There are, it is true, in Whitehall, Westminster and even Lambeth, many large buildings housing what appear to be separate and mighty Ministries - Education, Environment, Health, and Industry, although the names keep changing.  But these are all simply Government Departments.  Even the Home Office is more correctly known as the Home Department.  They are all part of a single whole.  They are all pursuing, as I hope to show, a common, primary objective.

Most civil servants, it is true, spend their entire careers in the department into which they were initially recruited, but many, certainly the most upwardly mobile, serve in more than one; and they make the transition without any real feeling of dislocation or even strain.  Each Ministry has its own flavour, of course and its funny little ways - arising, usually, from the nature of its interface with the world outside - but the work of the administrative civil servant is essentially the same, whichever Minister he is serving.  We should, however, at this stage, explicitly exclude from these generalisations those many thousands who happen to be employed by the Government in the Industrial Civil Service to do almost every job under the sun from planting trees to digging coal.  It may prove possible,  subsequently, to throw some light on their condition but, for the time being, we will confine our attentions to those other thousands (not all of whom work in Whitehall) who make up the Non-Industrial Civil Service - the administrators and their specialist advisers.  This is what most people mean when they refer to The Civil Service and it is this civil service which turns out, on examination, to be a very large, but single and ultimately fully integrated system.

But what of Industry?  Is there such a thing?  We talk about 'Industry', even about 'the Electronics Industry' and 'the Pharmaceutical Industry', but these are not single, viable organizations about which valid observations can be made for the purpose of comparing them, systematically, with other organizations.  The truth is, that 'Industry' consists of a number of discrete entities  called 'firms', or, better still, 'enterprises', some of which are very small, some very large, but most of which fall somewhere in between.  If, therefore, comparisons are to be drawn with the civil service, it is to these individual enterprises that we must look for the skills and knowledge which make them efficient and successful, and which the civil service, sheltered from the outside world, is said to lack.

When looking at a single enterprise, large or small, it is difficult to avoid a biological analogy which perceives it as a single, viable entity, a living organism.  It is born, it grows, it may proliferate, and may eventually perish but, throughout its life, it is in competition with the other organisms in its environment and is literally fighting for survival.  These biological imperatives are particularly evident in the early life of the enterprise.  Sight is often lost of the fact that all large firms begin life as small firms and that, for every new enterprise to survive and grow, dozens have gone bust or been gobbled up.  When we look at the Tescos and the Glaxos and the Big Banks of today, we are looking at the end result of a long and hazardous evolutionary process during any part of which, extinction has been a distinct possibility, and, in theory, still is - although it has to be admitted that, for a variety of reasons which need not concern us here, once a certain growth point has been reached, this possibility becomes rather remote.

The private sector is full, then, of enterprising organisms of all shapes and sizes, at different stages of development, producing goods and services in a bewildering variety, and organized internally for these purposes in dozens of different ways.  Is there anything we can say about them by way of generalisation?  First, in spite of their apparent diversity, they all have the same primary objective - to survive!  It is a popular fallacy that the primary objective of an enterprise is to make a profit.  Plenty of firms survive and grow without making a profit in the accepted sense.  On the other hand, it would be wrong to deny that most firms, in order to survive, find it necessary to make a profit.  But the primary objective is survival. 

What else do these organisms have in common?  To say that they all sell goods and/or services would be to beg the question: how can a new enterprise be born to sell the same goods and/or services as those other, larger firms already in existence?  What makes the birth and survival of a new enterprise possible?  The answer, as every student of management science knows, is: innovation - in partnership, however, with its Siamese twin, its Janus face: marketing.  Innovation and marketing, or, better still, innovation-marketing provides the life force of any enterprise.

Before developing this concept, are there any further generalisations we can make about these enterprising organisms?  It may seem like a statement of the obvious but, large or small, each of these entities consists of human beings organized to achieve a hierarchy of common objectives.  Starting with the survival of the enterprise, in which all the members of the organization have an interest (whether they realise it or not), and going on to whatever may be necessary to keep any shareholders happy - the secondary, tertiary and so on downwards, objectives will vary with the enterprise and the business it is in.  It may be, in the greater scheme of things, some quite unimportant area of concern – pet food, perhaps. [Very big business, pet food!]  Within the enterprise, however, once the objectives are agreed and set (e.g."we will increase our share of the dog food market"), the best available brains, skills, techniques and machinery will be applied to achieving these ends.  Great emotional pressures will be generated to drive the wheels of inspiration, ingenuity and, yes, innovation, in both product development and marketing.  The excitement can be very great, to say nothing of the rewards, in spite of the fundamental banality of the end result.  The enterprise will organize itself internally to achieve its objectives in any way it sees fit.  The only criterion will be success, and the only external constraint,as a rule, the law of the land.  The company's operational objectives will be broken down into their constituent and contributory parts within the organization.  Individual sub-divisions of the enterprise will be given individual objectives and cost-centres. 

These are the basic parameters of Management by Objectives, as it is so widely and successfully practised in the world of business today.  Much has been written about it elsewhere, and further reference will be made to it later, but we need concern ourselves, at this point, with only two of its exigencies.  First, management by objectives requires the full acceptance, by the participants, of the objectives being set for them by the organisation.  Second, the organisation cannot impose on its subordinates, objectives which are incompatible with the  powers and resources granted to achieve them, and if it seeks to penalise them for the non-achievement of outputs where the promised inputs have been manifestly deficient, they will retain the option, if no redress is forthcoming from a higher court within the organisation, of selling their skills to, and pursuing their careers with some other similar organisations.  There will be other firms in (to stay with our example) the pet food market, and the pet food market will be part of a much larger consumer-soft-goods market in which the relevant managerial skills can, themselves, be marketed.

Innovation-marketing is, then, the power pack that drives the private sector, and which, little as it seems to be understood or appreciated by those who benefit from it most, has provided the populations of those countries which have nurtured it, with material standards of living unimaginable only a century ago.  In operational terms, this means that, however big the enterprise, however small, however many Divisions or Departments it embraces - purchasing, research, development, finance, manufacturing, sales, distribution - however few, all the functions within an enterprise can be subsumed under these two heads: innovation and marketing; and even these are virtually inseparable one from another.  If any one part of the enterprise is allowed, or allows itself to forget this fact, the survival of the whole is threatened.  In a very small enterprise, a one-man business, say, the innovation may be microscopic and the marketing vestigial, but a good hard look will find them.  The full innovation-marketing cycle may, on the other hand, be a very elaborate and lengthy process costing considerable amounts of money and lasting many years - notwithstanding which, there will be no certainty of success at the end of it.  Here is another axiom: all innovation-marketing involves risk.  The two are inseparable.

Those of us who benefit, as consumers, from successful innovation-marketing can see all too clearly how the fruits of this success accrue to the enterprises achieving it.  Less easy to appreciate are the penalties which attend upon those innovation-marketing failures (far more numerous than the successes) which are, by their very nature, absent from the scene.  But an unsuccessful piece of innovation-marketing can absorb just as much time, effort and money as a successful one, and the science does not yet exist which can predict, before these resources are committed, which innovation will succeed and which will fail.  Management science can reduce the odds against failure, but it cannot eliminate them entirely - hence the gamble.  Again, with very small attempts at innovation-marketing, the risk may not be easy to spot but, rest assured, it will be there.

It might have been better if the phenomenon which began to change the world so decisively in the 18th Century had been called, not the Industrial Revolution, but the Innovation-Marketing Revolution.  Such a title would, at least, have focused attention on cause rather than effect, on the underlying operational exigences rather than on certain intermediate manifestations of the process.  But, just as industrial procedures pre-dated the Industrial Revolution, so innovation and marketing had been taking place throughout human history – if only surreptitiously (since governments, religions and even public opinion were, by and large, suspicious of innovation, and even more suspicious of innovators - except on the field of battle), and in response to challenges presented by the environment, using the term in its widest sense.

The evidence of the power of innovation-marketing is all around us. Itemise the contents of the average house in Britain today (the average house itself is testimony enough) and an abundance will be found of goods the possession of which was the prerogative of only the very rich before the innovation-marketing revolution - furniture, carpets, books, pictures, curtains, water closets, running water, central heating.  But that is not all.  Look at the hundreds of items which literally did not exist a few years ago, which even the very rich did not enjoy - and I am referring not only to the gadgets, the labour-saving machines, the entertainment devices, but also to the less obvious things like fruit and vegetables out of season, exotic foods from far away places in disposable containers, stocking tights, tampons, light weight and easily-washable clothing, feather-light condoms and instant holidays abroad. 

These are the fruits of innovation-marketing.  They exist because somebody, somewhere invested money and effort in developing and producing something for which he was convinced there would be a demand, even though the market for that item did not, at that time, exist - and not merely producing, but also marketing it, because, however attractive the innovation, it can have little success unless the potential customers for it know about it and where to get it.  Furthermore, all over the country, all over the world, the process is still going on.  Brains are being racked and the frontiers of applied science are being pushed ever outwards, in the service of innovation-marketing, for the future delectation of us consumers.  And the objectives of innovation-marketing cannot be faulted on ethical grounds - they are simply to make it new, make it better, make it cheaper, but keep it legal.

Management in private enterprise, then, is concerned with innovation-marketing and risk.  The risk is inescapable, as many find to their cost, but the techniques of management science are aimed at minimising the risk and maximising the efficiency of the innovation-marketing process.  This does not mean that mistakes will not be made but, all other things being equal, if the management of the enterprise scores more hits than misses, the organisation will survive and prosper.

One final point before moving on to consider the extent to which these insights are of value when examining the operational efficiency of the civil service.  Not only must we accept that innovation-marketing is impossible without risk, but we must also recognise the existence of a further penalty.  It may seem like yet another statement of the obvious, but we cannot have innovation without change.  This, alas, was the darker side of the Innovation-Marketing Revolution but we, its beneficiaries, have had to learn to live with change and it has not been easy.  While enjoying the fruits of innovation, we may deplore the consequences of change. 
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Objectives in the Public Sector 

The civil service is a very large organisation, the largest in the country, but, in spite of appearances, it has few of the characteristics of an enterprise in the private sector.  None, in fact, except that it consists of human beings organised to achieve a hierarchy of common objectives.  Attempts have been made to maintain that there are bits of the civil service, whole Departments perhaps, which could somehow be given independent life and the responsibility for their own survival but a close examination of the small print of these proposals will confirm that such a course would be incompatible with the realities of the Government's statutory powers and responsibilities.  These may be surrendered but cannot be abrogated.  The general public can be forgiven, however, for assuming that a Department of Health, for example, is in a different business from, say, a Department of Energy or that a Department of the Environment inhabits a different world from a Department of Employment -  even though Ministers are seen to flit from one to the other with hardly a pause for breath - but, an objective analysis of the lines of power and responsibility in the public sector will reveal that they are simply different parts of the same thing

The civil servants of today, numerous as they are and diverse as they appear to be, as regards the skills and knowledge they possess, are the direct descendants of all their kind in recorded history.  They are the servants of the monarch, the council of elders, the oligarchy or whatever.   In our own case we need go back only to the Tudors to see the essence of the thing.  Subsequently and for some time, the Civil Service consisted, in effect, of only the Exchequer, the Home Office, the Foreign Office, the War Office and the Lord Chancellor's Department, and it may be that the rest of it is, even now, quite inessential and peripheral to the true needs of the country for government.  In the meantime, however, let us imagine the British Civil Service, in the late 20th century, as a single, vast but many-sectioned and hierarchical pyramid - very broad at the base, but coming to a point at the top in the person of the Head of the Civil Service who is also the Secretary to the Cabinet.  Under him, the Permanent Under Secretaries of State, ie. Heads of Departments of State, and so on down through the Deputy Under Secretaries and the Assistant Under Secretaries to the lowest Administrative Assistant in the farthest-flung outpost of the most reclusive Department.

Facing the Head of the Civil Service, opposite him, or over him, as preferred, is the Prime Minister, who stands at the apex of another pyramid.  This pyramid has, as its base, the whole of the electorate; above them are the Members they elect to Parliament; above them, as it were, the majority party in Parliament; then, all the members of the Government and so on up through the Ministers to the Cabinet, and, finally, to the Prime Minister.  At the base of the civil service pyramid is an interface with the public - the same public which forms the base of the political pyramid. This means that, to understand the way things work, we have to imagine  two pyramids with their bases facing each other and their apexes also in juxtaposition - two contorted curved hierarchies.  No mean feat!  It should, however, enable us to see what the primary objective of the civil service is.  Not survival - no problem there!  Nor the making of a financial profit - heaven forbid!  The primary objective of the civil service is simply to serve the Civil Power.  Not, please note, the public.  There are occasions when civil servants are referred to, and even refer to themselves, as public servants, but this is a tendentious nonsense.  Civil servants serve the public only as directed to do so by their true master, the Queen-in-Parliament – the correct term to use when describing the totality of the Ruling Body.

As everyone knows, the actual governing of the country is done by a small hierarchy at the upper end of the majority party in Parliament.  These people fill the Ministerial posts at the top of the various Departments of State.  Each of these Government Departments has its own supreme political boss - sometimes called the Secretary of State (S of S), and each top Minister, depending on the size of the Department, has a number of Junior Ministers to help him.  These Ministers are responsible, through the Cabinet and the Prime Minister, to the Queen-in-Parliament, whence all power derives, for the government of the country.  But if Her Majesty's Government is its executive arm, employed, paid and empowered to run the country, what then does Parliament itself do?  Traditionally, of course, it votes supplies in exchange for the redress of grievances (and, to a greater extent than is generally appreciated, the exigences of this ancient equation - certainly the first half of it - still underpin and shape the Parliamentary timetable), but, nowadays, Parliament's principal occupation is the framing and passing of laws.  It does this virtually all the time.  The point to note, however, is that each and every one of these laws confers some new power or responsibility on some Minister somewhere; and, also, that the Minister in question is then responsible to Parliament for the exercise of that power and the discharge of that responsibility, because this is the other thing Parliament does, it calls Ministers to account for the extent to which they have fulfilled its wishes, as expressed in its statutes. 

We all know, of course, that, in operational terms, the party which commands a numerical majority in the House of Commons is, to all intents, the Queen-in-Parliament for the duration of its mandate.  When it gets its majority, therefore, it doesn't sit around waiting to see what powers and responsibilities are going to be conferred on its Ministers by Parliament. No fear.  It actively seeks them.  It was for this that it got itself elected.  We also know that this handful of Ministers is totally incapable, even with the assistance of its own backbenchers, of exercising the powers or discharging the responsibilities it so avidly seeks - let alone those which have been relentlessly accumulated, year by year, over the centuries by previous administrations.  It is hardly capable, unaided, of actually writing the necessary laws and certainly could not get them through a modern Parliament.  For all these activities, it needs its servants - and, of course, the more powers and responsibilities Ministers acquire, the more servants they need to give effect to them.

We can now break down the prime objective of the Civil Service ("Serve the Civil Power") into constituent parts which, although more specific, still apply to the organisation as a whole. There are four secondary objectives, as follows:

      (i) find out what Ministers want to do;

      (ii) advise Ministers as to the various ways of doing what they want to do, and the likely cost and consequences of each course of action;

    (iii) draft any new laws needed to give Ministers the powers to do what they want to do, in the way in which they have decided to do it, and then assist them to get these laws through Parliament;

     (iv) exercise the powers and discharge the responsibilities laid upon Ministers by Parliament.

Were it not for the fact that Governments change, the four operational objectives given in sequence  above could be expressed diagrammatically in the form of a circular flowchart - a feed-back loop, in fact.  Many of the things Ministers want to do, derive from experience gained in dealing with problems arising from the exercise of existing powers, which, alas, never seem quite to achieve the objectives for which they were originally prescribed.  But the search for perfection goes on and the assumption seems to be that, somewhere, there is a 'correct' legislative solution to every problem, if only the civil servants could find the right words and Ministers, of course, the money. 

In the event, however, elections are held, parties contend and Governments change.  While this process is going on, the civil servants at the top of the hierarchy are studying  the party manifestos with great care, since these are the only advance indications they have of what Ministers, if elected, will want to do.  There is no difficulty, by the way, in knowing what Ministers want to achieve.  They want popular acclaim, particularly from their own supporters, and to get this they may not need to do anything of measurable value in solving any identifiable problem.  Merely to be seen to be doing something which they have said they will, if elected, do, will, if it meets with the approval of their supporters, be enough.  Let us not, however, quibble about that; let us agree that the first of the operational objectives -  finding out what Ministers want to do - presents the civil servants with little in the way of real difficulty. 

The same cannot be said, however, of the second stage in the cycle: advising Ministers how to do what they want to do, and what the costs and consequences of each course of action would be.  This is the big one when it comes to understanding the inner workings of the civil service.  It is important also for a proper appreciation of the incompleteness of the image projected by the civil service on the minds of many of those outside experts who take it upon themselves to assure Ministers (usually through the columns of some hospitable journal) that the civil service would more effectively be advising them how to do what they want to do, if only it had more people in it like themselves.  For the civil servants, the difficulty is that they live in the real world of public administration, and, in that world, things are very, very complicated - thanks, mainly, to the thousands of extant laws passed by dozens of past Parliaments, each law (remember!) conferring some power and/or responsibility on some Minister somewhere and costing money to administer; but, also, to the related fact that, in spite of its apparent departmentalisation, in the world of government administration (which is one, indivisible and very large whole) everything ultimately connects, to some extent, however minute, with everything else, and the exercise of any new power by a single Ministry, may, and almost invariably will, produce side-effects in some other part of the system. 

The extent of this complexity is such that only the very best minds with the widest experience and understanding of the whole system can come near to comprehending it.  There is the added burden that this part of the operation, the second phase, is conducted, almost invariably, in an atmosphere of compelling urgency.  These severe time constraints are, for the most part, artificially induced by Ministers who, having been elected to do things, wish to be seen to be doing things quickly.  Also, they may feel instinctively, or have been given by their mentors to understand that, if they do not act quickly, in the white heat of conviction, they will, all too soon, find their impetus waning as the sheer complexity of things becomes apparent to them.

Achieving the second operational objective of the Civil Service (advising Ministers how to do what they want to do and what the penalties of each option would be), is made even more difficult by the requirement that this advice must be predicated upon an assessment of the extent to which the third and fourth objectives - getting the necessary legislation through Parliament intact and making the new powers work in practice - are also achievable, with the cost of the latter looming large in the equation.  But, the devising and packaging of proposals for Ministers is the one area of its activities in which the Civil Service could be said to be practising innovation and marketing.  Ministers may be the masters of the civil service, but they are also its customers.  Proposals made under this heading can, therefore, be seen as products manufactured by the civil ervice to meet the demands of its customers, bearing in mind that every product, however attractive, needs, to some extent, to be sold.

It would be wrong, therefore, to assume that the civil service is, in this area of its activities, constitutionally inhibited from innovation.  True, it is a very big machine and all machines have an inherent inertia - and the bigger the machine, the greater the inertia - but, in the civil service, power flows, quite positively, down from the top, and most of the top civil servants genuinely relish any challenge to their innovation and marketing skills, if I may call them that, in policy making.  True, also, the advent of a new administration may lead to certain ready-made proposals being dusted off and given a lick of paint, if only because some of the things that Ministers want to do will already  have been mooted and may even have been attempted by Ministers who have gone before - and then undone by their successors!  True, furthermore, the Minister may receive perceptible amounts of negative feedback from his civil servants about one or other of his schemes, but this will almost certainly be due, not to inertia, but to past experience of its fundamental impracticability, however dear it may be to his heart.  The civil service has a much longer and more detailed memory than any organisation in the private sector

By and large, the synthesis and packaging of proposals to meet a Minister's specifications is an activity in which the upper echelons of the civil service excel.  They enjoy this work, find it exciting and welcome the opportunity to display their talents.  It is quite an impressive sight, that of a hierarchy of minds swinging into action, intermeshing with each other, and recruiting any relevant advice and expertise from those parts of the machine best equipped to provide it.  There are plenty of specialist advisers about in the civil service - lawyers, economists, statisticians, engineers, physicists, physicians - but, at the end of the day, it is the clever, clever wordsmiths who pull it all together and make sense of it; these are the innovating marketeers who create the final product and package it for the customers - first, the Minister and then, through him, the Cabinet.  All this may be done, and almost invariably is, at great speed, the papers flashing round the Top of the Office as fast as the messengers' legs can carry them.  The basic objective is to give the Minister what he wants, if at all possible, but, over and above this, the civil service has a built-in bias in favour of "workability", it prefers schemes which achieve as much as possible of the desired effect, taking full account of the complexity of things, at the lowest cost in resources and free from side-effects which might, in themselves, create more problems than would be solved by the new measures.  This is because, if the scheme comes to pass, it will be the civil servants who will have to run it.

Before leaving this part of the operation, there is a further point to be made.  It is of crucial importance that, particularly at this stage, the advice and instruction (if that is not too strong a word) which Ministers get from their civil servants should, apart from being clever, clear and comprehensive, be honest, impartial and, above all, fearless.  It may, depending on the Minister, need wrapping up in carefully chosen emollient phraseology to make it more palatable, but the civil servant who is afraid to tell his masters things they may not wish to hear is in total dereliction of his duty and, in effect, corrupt.  There is, however, the corollary to this that, human nature being what it is, the civil servant must, in order to give the best possible advice frankly and fearlessly, be secure in his job.  He should not depend for his appointment, nor even for his preferment, on the whims of a particular administration which, finding his advice in some respect unacceptable or unpalatable, may feel justified in using its mandate to execute the bearer of bad news. 

Once Ministers have selected, from the options presented to them by their civil servants, the precise means by which they intend to pursue their objectives, the next step is to obtain the necessary powers from Parliament.  Of course, the feasibility of doing this  will have been taken into account, as far as possible, when considering the ends and choosing the means.  This is an area of nice political judgement and probably the nearest that Ministers themselves come (in Home Affairs) to the kind of innovation and marketing (with its attendant risks) which is practised by managers in the private sector.  Parliament is, in one of its aspects, a market place in which Ministers operate and where their success, as Ministers, is largely determined.

Piloting major legislation through Parliament is a formidable task which is not necessarily made easier by the existence of a comfortable Government majority.  In fact, 'piloting' is not a good word to use in this context, conjuring up, as it does, an image of experience and wisdom at the helm, strong and silent, well-acquainted with every shoal and current ahead, an occasional touch on the tiller and so on, but carrying with it no flavour of the heat and dust of the arena.  It would be more appropriate to think of Ministers as 'acting' legislation through Parliament.  Their labours do, after all, if successful, result in Acts of Parliament and, on inspection, their actual performance comes closer in more respects to that of acting than to any other profession.  They are like players in some traditional drama, the basic plot of which leaves little scope for variation, but plenty of room for embellishments as to character, gesture, dialogue and even sub-plot.  

Since, also, only Members of the Lords and Commons are allowed to appear on their respective stages, it is they who must provide the spectacle.  The principal protagonists are, of course, the Government Ministers but, in their case, although the manner of delivery and the colouring will be their own, most of the words they speak (and many of their stage directions) will have been written for them by their civil servants. This is not the place for a detailed description of the legislative process - there are innumerable books on the subject by the kinds of experts  I cannot pretend to be - but, I must try to give some idea of the work, and the amount of it, involved for the civil servants who beaver away behind the scenes.  This may constitute a very small proportion of the total workload of the civil service, but it is an activity which is crucial to all the rest.

To begin with, the Bill must be written out correctly in language which will stand up to any future test in court.  This is done by specialists on the basis of detailed instructions from the civil servants responsible for articulating the policy and getting the Bill through Parliament.  There are four parties to this process: one, the civil servants responsible for the policy advice; two, the Legal Advisers in the Government Department concerned - these are qualified lawyers employed as civil servants, but with their own career structure (like statisticians and economists), to advise, not necessarily the Minister, but the civil servants who advise the Minister.  This may seem like a distinction without a difference and often, in the heat of a crisis,or under the time constraints imposed by the Parliamentary timetable, Ministerial meetings will be held at which all these specialists are present, but, when minuting the outcome, sight is never lost of the operational (and hierarchical) status of those involved and the true provenance of the advice which emerges - it comes, in its final form, not from the civil servants but from the Civil Service,  and great care will be taken, by the Head of the Department if necessary, to ensure that  the Minister is getting  the finished article - many-faceted though it may be - rather than some kind of Ministerial do-it-yourself advice kit with separate parts supplied by different hands.  What the Minister finally makes of the advice he gets from his Department, is his affair, but he must never be allowed to claim, if things go wrong, that there were ambiguities in it.

The third party to the process of producing the Bill is the Parliamentary draftsman who, as the name implies, is responsible for writing the actual words.  He does this on the instructions of the administrators, as transmitted to him by the Legal Advisers, who act, in this respect, a bit like family solicitors mediating between a litigant and his counsel.  The fourth party is, of course, the Minister, with whom everything must ultimately be cleared - it is, after all, his Bill.  These four parties enmesh themselves in a series of horizontal dialogues - shuttling papers back and forth - during which every clause in the Bill is subjected to the kinds of testing and scrutiny normally reserved, in the private sector, for a new drug or gadget or advertising campaign at the development stage. 

During this process, whole chunks of the Bill may disappear as they are found, on closer inspection, to be either impractical, or unacceptable to some other party with sufficient clout to threaten their acceptability to Parliament or even the eventual workability of some proposal embodied in the Bill.  Similarly, bits can be added to it when second-best options for achieving the desired ends are taken down from the shelf, or fresh circumstances give rise to a requirement for urgent legislation for which the Bill provides a convenient vehicle.  Throughout all this activity, remember, there often runs the thread, not of solving some clearly identified and delineated problem, but of being seen to be doing something about a matter which has become, for whatever fortuitous combination of circumstances, a current cause for concern. Be that as it may, this is the closest the civil service gets to manufacturing a product of the kind which results from innovation and marketing in the private sector, and begs the question "Will it work well enough to sell?" or, putting it another way,"Will the public buy it?" In the end, however, the Bill is just words - but words are what the civil service produces, and it is in this that it excels. 

I have in front of me as I write - selected purely on the grounds of convenience to myself because I played a small part in its development and processing from prototype to final finished form - the Criminal Justice Act, 1982.  The Home Office produces these great portmanteau Bills, each of which can touch on any, or indeed every, aspect of the criminal justice system, at five-yearly intervals.  This one is fairly typical.  It is in five parts containing 81 separate sections and about four times as many sub-sections.  Part I (28 Sections) is on the Treatment of Young Offenders; Part II is headed Partially Suspended Sentences, Early Release on Licence, Bail, Etc., and so it goes on to  Part V, which is headed (unsurprisingly) Miscellaneous.  In addition to the 5 Parts and 81 Sections, there are no less than 17 Schedules attached to the Act, two of which are in three Parts.  The Schedules contain between 18 and 60 Sections each.  The original Bill, as laid before Parliament, was shorter than this, but not by very much.  

The two most significant words in this great work are shall and may, occurring, as they do, over and over again - at least one of them in virtually every subsection.  Plunging straight into Part I, for example, Section 1(i) reads;

   Subject to subsection (ii) below, no court shall pass

   a sentence of imprisonment on a person under 21

   years of age or commit such a person to prison for

   any reason.

Section 1(ii) reads:

   Nothing in subsection (i) above shall prevent the

   committal to prison of a person under 21 years of

   age who is remanded in custody or committed in 

   custody for trial or sentence.

...and so on.  One has to plough on a bit further before coming to Section 11, which reads as follows :

   The following section shall be substituted for Section 43

   of the Prison Act 1952 - 43(2).  The Secretary of State may

   from time to time direct (a) that a woman aged 21 years

   or over who is serving a sentence of imprisonment or who

   has been committed to prison for default shall be

   detained in a remand centre or a youth custody centre

   instead of a prison.

But, after that, these pregnant words occur at regular intervals.

Each time the word 'shall' appears, whatever it refers to is now the law of the land and the Home Secretary will have a responsibility to enforce it.  When the words 'the Secretary of State may...' occur, they confer on the Home Secretary a discretionary power.  All these responsibilities have to be discharged, and these powers exercised, inevitably, by some civil servants somewhere. 

We are still, however, getting the Bill through Parliament.  Even before the drafting started, space will have been booked for the Bill in the Parliamentary programme (no space, no Bill!), and the appropriate words then written into the Queen's Speech at the opening of the session.  The interested reader may look this up in greater detail but, once the Bill has been laid, there will be Readings in the Commons, Readings in the Lords and Committee Stages (where most of the real work is done), at each of which the Ministers may have to talk the Bill through, clause by clause, in the teeth of opposition, usually from Her Majesty's Loyal Opposition, but often from their own backbenchers.  At each stage, amendments, which may consist of whole new clauses drafted by interested Members (often with considerable help from outside interests), will be moved and debated.  Divisions will be called.  Every single clause may be voted on again and again.  You, dear reader, may go and watch from the Gallery.  But, throughout this entire, exhaustive and repetitious procedure, the civil servants will be keeping their Ministers supplied with a steady and copious stream of the required words to read and speak - 'Notes on Clauses', 'Line to Take', 'Speaking Note', 'For use if required' - scribble, scribble, on they go, almost always under pressure and against the clock.  And not only that.  There they will actually be, the civil servants, a constant presence at every Parliamentary stage of the Bill - in The Box.  

Ah, The Box!  In the House of Commons, in the Committee Rooms, and in the House of Lords, tucked away in a corner, there is a pew-like enclosure, a kind of cattle pen, with uncomfortable seats, inadequate legroom and a shallow shelf for writing on.  They give it funny names as if to emphasise that it is a no-place for non-persons.  In the Lords, for example, it is called 'the Space to the Right of the Throne'.  The Boxes in the Committee Rooms are the least uncomfortable of all, thank goodness, but even there they are aggressively spartan when compared with the Members' benches -  servants' quarters, in fact.

But why are the civil servants there?  Need you ask?  They are there to cope with anything that comes up.  During any debate, points may be raised which have not been covered in the Minister's speech notes, nor in the background briefing given him in advance by the civil servants.  When that happens, the Minister, in order to deal with the matter in his reply, will almost certainly need some additional assistance along the lines of "What is the answer to the point about such-and-such raised by so-and-so?"  This request will be conveyed, usually in writing, to the civil servants in the Box, by the Government Whip on duty who will stroll nonchalantly along to the Box, as if going out for a breather and absentmindedly delivering the message on the way. 

If, on the other hand, the civil servants in the Box wish to convey anything to the Minister, such as the answer to an unforseen question, or a piece of unsolicited advice on an unexpected point raised during the debate, they will write it on a piece of paper and dangle it, with equal nonchalance, over the edge of the Box from whence a servant of the House will collect and convey it to the Minister.  Only Members, you see, are allowed to speak in Parliament and a Minister, for all his powers and privileges outside, is, in the House, only a Member. His civil servants, who support him on all other official occasions, like a jet of water supporting a ping pong ball in a fairground shooting gallery, may, on this occasion, be seen but not heard.  With their help, however, the Bill, having gone through all its stages in both Houses of Parliament, will finally receive the Royal Assent and become part of the law of the land.

It is at this point that the bulk of the work of the civil service begins.  The fourth of its objectives - exercising the powers and discharging the responsibilities laid on Ministers by Parliament (the 'shalls' and 'mays' in all those Sections of all those Acts) accounts for most of its day-to-day activities.  This is where the tens of thousands are employed - my guess would be that well over 95% of the cost of the Civil Service is incurred in this way.  The task is enormous.  How can the size and complexity of it be conveyed?  Think of all those Parliaments, year beyond year, stretching back in time; think of all those Acts and all those Sections and sub-sections.  Thousands upon thousands of 'shalls' and 'mays'.  All those Ministers extending their powers into all those areas of the nation's life - our lives! 

Every year the Cabinet Office produces, and Her Majesty's Stationary Office (or whatever it is called now) publishes, an invaluable work of reference called The Civil Service Year Book, which ran, in my time, with its indices and appendices, to nearly 1000 pages and was the handiest available account of the extent and variety of the Government's powers and responsibilities.  In the Index to Departments and Sub-departments there were well over 600 entries ranging from the Admiralty Research Establishment to the Zoological Museum, Tring.  Flicking through the pages of this document, one could sample the whole range of the Government's  activities, Ministry by Ministry.  Since I knew it so well, let me take the Home Office as an example .

The Home Office (as could be seen from the entry in the Year Book) was divided into several (sub)Departments - Police, Immigration, Prisons, Broadcasting, Fire, Criminal and so on. These Departments varied in size but were all broken down, in turn, into Divisions.  The number of Divisions in a Department was a fair indication of the extent of the Home Secretary's powers and responsibilities in that area.  There were many Divisions in the Police, Prisons and Immigration Departments but only a couple in Fire and Broadcasting.  The Division was the basic operational unit of the civil service;  it was headed by an Assistant Secretary (now called a Grade 5) who, with his Principals as lieutenants (Grades 6 and 7), constitutes the fulcrum, focus, pivot or power point, call it what you will, around and upon which the whole system revolves and depends. 

The civil servants at Divisional level can usually trace their role in a particular post to the powers and responsibilities laid upon the Home Secretary by some specific Section or Sections of some Act.  It is common practice for them to keep a copy of the relevant legislation readily to hand (top left hand drawer of the desk), and it is surprising, considering the extent of their professional familiarity with the subject matter, how well-thumbed, over the years, these documents become - how often the actual wording of the statute is consulted to see what it actually says.  But this is, after all, the original blueprint for the work they do, and occasions will inevitably arise - usually when dealing with some particularly tricky case - when the precise wording of the statute becomes important.

How to describe this work in general terms?  We know that civil servants exercise the Minister's statutory powers, but how does this work out in practice?  They themselves tend to see their work as either 'policy' or 'casework', and it goes without saying that policy is seen as a better class of work than casework.  In practice, however, the two are inextricably linked - a bit like innovation and marketing in the private sector.  Perhaps we should see it as policy-casework?  If, you see, the Minister's powers are to be exercised (objective 4), they must be exercised in some particular instance, in some particular case.  

A case can be defined as a quantum of activity in the world outside the Division (using this latter term in its widest sense to mean the operational unit concerned), which attracts, as it were, the statutory attention of the Minister.  It could be something small, like a prisoner saying a rude word to a prison officer, or a young lady in Bangladesh applying to join her promised husband in this country; it could, on the other hand, be something large, like a Race Riot, or, to go outside the Home Office for a case involving more than one Government Department, a helicopter manufacturer with defence contracts applying for permission to be taken over by an American competitor, or, even bigger, an application from the Central Electricity Generating Board to build a new nuclear reactor.  I am excluding from consideration here what is probably the biggest case of all, a state of total war between this country and another, because, in my analysis, there is a qualitative difference between the Government's activities outside the realm and those inside it, and this is something I propose to look at in more detail later.

This, then, is policy-casework.  The numbers of cases being dealt with by any particular Division will vary very considerably.  There will be millions applying for unemployment benefit, thousands applying for passports or to enter the country, hundreds of health authorities applying for scores of grants. The case of the BBC licence fee comes round only once in several years (thank goodness!), and the sole raison d'etre of a very large part of the Department of the Environment appears to be to deal, each year, with the Byzantine complexities of the Aggregate Exchequer Grant to the local authorities.  

Wherever, however, there is casework, there will be rules, guidelines, criteria or precedents, to which the civil servants at the workface will be able to refer when they exercise, on a case by case basis, the Minister's discretionary powers.  Also, the numbers of civil servants at the coalface, and their grades in the civil service, will depend directly on the numbers and complexity of the cases to be dealt with, as will also the relative elaboration of the rules for dealing with these cases. 

Behind the faceworkers will stand the classic administrative hierarchy, the pyramid, functioning, in this instance, as a  kind of sieve, extracting those cases which present complexities not covered by the faceworker's rules.  These cases, the rules will require, must be referred up, and, if necessary, up and up, until they reach the level at which they can be dealt with.  The civil servants at each ascending level of the hierarchy, will be, in theory, cleverer and, in practice, more experienced in the wider workings of the system.  These advantages, together with their greater authority, will enable them to make decisions, on the Minister's behalf, in the light of, more the spirit of the rules, than of the letter - provided that the decision, in each case, can be reconciled with the exigencies of the statutes, the extent of the Minister's discretion and his declared intentions as to how that discretion is to be exercised by his servants.  All this in writing, of course, for the record.

Some of these cases will raise questions which call for decisions by the Minister himself.  In making these decisions, he will have access to the advice of some very senior civil servants indeed, far removed from the original workface, but, in the end, they will be his decisions for which he will be responsible to Parliament - as will he be, of course, for all those other decisions made in his name right down through the hierarchy to the workface, but, in taking a particular decision personally, he will be making a statement about his policy; he will, in fact, be making policy.  His decision will, therefore, be transmitted down through the hierarchy - all the way, if appropriate, to the workface - changing the rules, perhaps, just a little bit.  

That's what policy is - the line taken by a Minister when exercising his discretion, within the limits set by Parliament.  The point is that the fine tuning of the policy line occurs, as often as not, as a consequence of casework, and this casework, in its turn, reflects changes in those circumstances in the outside world with which the policy purports to deal.  If the application of policy to casework reveals, in the end, a discrepancy between the Minister's policy and his powers which can be put right only by further legislation, then the cycle will begin again.

When dealing with organisations in the private sector, I made use of a biological analogy and compared them to living organisms competing for survival in a potentially hostile environment. The appropriate analogy for the civil service (at this stage of the analysis, at least, since improvement may be possible later) must be with, not a living organism, but a machine - a giant computer, perhaps, which exercises Ministerial powers, and discharges Ministerial responsibilities, on a case by case basis, across a nationwide range of subjects - applying, as it were, a common programme to a wide variety of data bases.  This does not mean that civil servants, as components of this machine, are automatons.  Far from it.  Within the constraints imposed on him by the system as a whole (which we have yet to consider), each of them, up the line, is applying skills and knowledge to the solution of problems of increasing complexity.  

The skills and knowledge may vary considerably, depending on the level in the hierarchy at which they are to be exercised, but they must be available to be produced when required - as they will be, to some extent, virtually every working day.  They will also, as we shall see in more appropriate detail later, be exercised on every occasion under the watchful eyes of all his or her colleagues - above, below and equal in rank - because everything a civil servant does is, in effect, published (internally, if not externally) and stays forever on the record, usually as a piece of prose, usually of his very own, often in his own handwriting, which is open to inspection, if need be, by everybody else in the civil service.  He cannot get away, you see, with that cunning combination of prevarication, procrastination and serendipity which is so often practised with considerable success by upwardly mobile individuals in the private sector - and in politics, for that matter.  One can rise to one's level of competence in the civil service, but rarely to one's level of incompetence.  There are borderline cases, of course, but nothing like the kinds of disaster in this area which so regularly occur in the private sector.  But this is another theme for development later. 

In pursuit of the first, second and third objectives of the civil service, then, the civil servants involved may exercise, albeit in a limited way, those creative skills more normally associated with innovation and marketing in the private sector, but, as far as the fourth objective is concerned - the exercise of all those existing powers for which Ministers are responsible to Parliament (the bulk of the work of the Civil Service) - the prime imperative is not "Make it new!" or "Make it cheaper!" or "Make it sell!" or even "Make it work!" but, simply, "Get it right!"  

When the Rand Corporation of America was commissioned to study the New York State bureaucracy and make recommendations as to how its efficiency might be improved, they began their report with a statement to this effect: 

The basic problem is that, in all bureaucracies, the rewards for successful innovation are far outweighed by the penalties for making mistakes.

In the private sector, of course, it is the other way round, and this profound difference is not, as we shall also see, without significant implications for all the organisational structures and management systems of the civil service.  

                                4

Constraints

Having identified the objectives which the civil service was designed (or evolved) to achieve, the next step must be to look at the external constraints under which, as a system, it is obliged to operate.  Only when these, too, have been identified and quantified, will judgements be possible about the efficiency of its performance.  Since, however, it is our eventual purpose to consider the extent to which the civil service may be able to improve its efficiency by learning from the management science of the private sector, let us again look first at the constraints with which an organisation living in that environment, has to contend. 

I have earlier, in passing , put forward the view that the principal constraint on innovation and marketing in the private sector is to be found in the laws of the land.  If, reverting to the biological analogy, the enterprise is seen as a living organism, born into an essentially hostile environment, with an overriding imperative to survive, there is an implication, is there not, that survival is to be pursued at all costs?  Only a country's laws, administered by the government's servants, stand between its inhabitants and the more extreme manifestations of the biological imperative which motivates a private enterprise; and there are, as we have seen, far more of these laws now than there were two centuries ago, or even, since the arrow points in only one direction, two decades ago. 

If, however, we put aside for later consideration this particular and most powerful constraint on innovation and marketing (pausing only to observe that the essential difference between an enterprise which manufactures and/or sells booze through licensed premises to its willing customers, and one which manufactures and/or sells dope to its willing customers at street corners, is that the latter is illegal and the former is not), and stay with the biological analogy, we can infer that an enterprise which innovates successfully, markets successfully and stays on the right side of the law, will still have to fight for survival.  This is because, next to the laws of the land, the most severe constraints on the operations of an enterprise emanate from the competition of other enterprises.  No matter how revolutionary the innovation - and few innovations are profound, most are marginal - the new enterprise will certainly be encroaching, to some extent, on the territory, and, hence, the livelihood of some other, pre-existing enterprise which will be motivated by the same imperative - to survive at all costs.

There is a choice of biological scenarios here.  One is that the threatened organism, being larger, destroys the innovatory one.  It can do this in a number of ways.  Roused from its complacency, for example, it may, using superior resources, out-innovate the innovator and/or drive it out of business with superior marketing power. Alternatively, the bigger may simply gobble up the smaller, complete with its innovation and marketing skills.  Superior purchasing power.  For every new venture which survives, dozens go to the wall, in one way or another, but it may be worth noting that, for the threatened organism, in this phase of its fight for survival, the laws of the land may have ceased to be a constraint and have become a protection.  There is a legal limit beyond which the pre-existing organisms cannot go in their predations without putting their own safety at risk.

Provided that the new enterprise can innovate and market with enough skill to compete successfully with its opponents and retain the confidence of its shareholders (who may of course be, in the early stages of its existence, the very individuals responsible for the original innovation and marketing), the enterprise will be free to attract the necessary sustenance to survive and even grow.  But, there is more to it than that.  At this stage, the enterprise will be organised internally merely to exploit a gap in an existing market (or to create an entirely new market), by taking crudely calculated risks. Initially, luck will play a not inconsiderable part, but, eventually, skill will be called for in balancing, more precisely, the level of risk against the return required for survival and growth.  Inevitably, the biological imperative, and the external competition of the other organisms will give rise to internal constraints in the shape of the disciplines imposed on a small community by the need, in order to survive in a hostile environment, to organise itself into hierarchies of abilities and sub-hierarchies of special skills - the heart, the lungs, the liver, the brain, all totally interdependent - which must survive or perish together.  Thus will the need for purely managerial, as opposed to specialist and entrepreneurial, skills develop.

Within this private sector world, survival is very much a balancing act, a calculated gamble which may succeed, from time to time, only by a hairsbreadth.  In getting six decisions right out of ten (or even three out of ten, if these are the important ones), or losing all the battles in the war except the last one, life in an enterprise at this stage can be exciting, invigorating and very rewarding - and not just in financial terms - but, as the successful organism grows in strength and size, a further biological analogy can be drawn. The development of the proliferating enterprise may mirror, in time, that of our own species which, having survived by pitting its wits, innovating skills and organising ability against a hostile environment, and having adapted successfully to it against all the odds, has gone on to tame and control that environment with the object, it seems, of eliminating risk from it entirely. 

Similarly, the successful enterprise, having grown strong by the aggressive innovation and marketing induced by the need to compete with others of its kind, will seek eventually to eliminate from its environment the very opportunities, with their attendant risks, which brought it into existence and stimulated its growth in the first place.  It will do this, either by destroying or absorbing its competitors, or by coming to some agreement with them to eliminate real competition from the market.  If and when such a consummation is achieved - and there are a number of obstacles in the way of it, not the least of which is the recognition by most societies that such a state of affairs is not in the best interests of customers and consumers - then, what follows is nirvana indeed for the enterprise in question.  For a time, that is - and it may be for quite a long time - but, sooner or later, Things Will Change, and when that happens, the monopoly or cartel, grown flabby (to extend the evolutionary analogy) from the lack of stimulus which competition provides, will find itself assailed by some leapfrogging innovation which, until it appears, will never have been imagined as a contender. Interestingly, in passing, the closer a firm gets to monopoly or cartelisation, the more of the characteristics of a bureaucracy it acquires. Not only does it begin to look like an Institution, but it is also perceived by the general public as being one, and, as such, quite divorced from the exigencies of innovation-marketing - something which it never can be, no matter how hard it tries.  But this is to digress.  I am dealing, as yet, with the constraints on the system, not with the operational consequences of their removal.  

If these are the constraints with which an enterprise has to contend, when striving to achieve its objectives in the private sector, what about the civil service?  Well, the laws of the land are not much of a constraint on the civil service; they do not, in any but the most general sense, inhibit its activities; they are, if anything, its daily bread, and it could be said that the civil service is the law in its executive aspect.  Nor does it have to worry about competition; in its own domain, there is nothing to prevent its growth - as long, that is, as Parliament continues to pass laws of ever-increasing complexity, and to extend its powers into ever more compartments of the nation's life.  There is, however, one all-embracing, over-arching constraint which more than matches, in its ubiquitous, operational oppressiveness, anything with which a private enterprise has to contend.  The name of this constraint is Accountability.  

This is not to imply, let me hasten to add, that accountability is unheard of in the private sector.  The Board of Directors is accountable to the shareholders, is it not?  The executive management is accountable to the Board; the operatives are accountable to their managers.  True, but for what are they all accountable?  Are they accountable for their every single action, their every single decision, for very penny spent?  In theory, perhaps, but, in practice, of course not.  No enterprise could hope to thrive on that basis.  What they are accountable for - operatives to managers, management to Board, Board to shareholders - is results!  

The rights of the shareholders - to appoint the Board - may look good on paper but, once the enterprise has gone public enough to ensure a quite modest distribution of shares, those rights become increasingly difficult to exercise in any detailed way.  If the shareholding is wide enough and the Board produces results which are good enough to increase, or even maintain the value of the shares, it can become, in effect, a self-perpetuating oligarchy, only to be disturbed if performance deteriorates, and only then, quite often, with  difficulty.  The Board runs the enterprise through the managing and executive directors whom it has the power to hire and fire, and the same relationship exists between management and operatives; but individuals with no other status than that of shareholder, poking about in the detailed operation of the enterprise and calling employees to account, never has and never will be tolerated.  Even directors, even managing directors have to be careful about interfering in the operations of the enterprise in ways which may affect the achievement of its objectives.

[I was, for a number of years, a member of the marketing team in a pharmaceuticals firm whose old and respected name reached back to World War One and the dawn of the drug revolution.  It had been rescued from gradual oblivion by two very large multi-nationals, neither of which would normally be associated in the public mind with pharmaceuticals, but both of which had found themselves, as a result of their primary innovation and marketing activities, in possession of entities with commercial possibilities in the pharmaceutical field.  The marketing team had been brought together by judicious poaching from elsewhere in the industry, to help drag this nice old firm into the second half of the twentieth century -  marketingwise, as they say.  We had a young Managing Director, recruited from within its own ranks by the parent company with the slightly larger shareholding, who was very likable, very active and very clever; he had a First in maths and a Blue (qualifications which may give the discerning reader a clue to the parent company in question), and knew little about pharmaceuticals but, since he was very quick on the uptake and had a good grounding in management science, this was not a problem. 

The problem was that his rather academic open-mindedness and adventurousness of spirit had led him into a touching belief in the  benefits of lateral thinking by fresh minds.  He believed that, if you got a logician, or a philosopher, or even a marketing consultant down to the factory, on a fee, for a few days, to look at the operation, they might just come up with some insight of an original and worthwhile nature which had not occurred to those of us who were close to the workface.  Perfectly reasonable.  The only snag was that, before these charming and clever people could make any contribution at all, they first had to learn about, and understand the peculiar characteristics, not to say complexities, of the pharmaceutical market; and the only way they could do this, in the time available, was to closet themselves with, and plug into the hard-earned mental data banks of, the members of the marketing team -  each of whom, to borrow a phrase, had a proven record of success in this field.  

Initially, we made jokes about it - about needing two people in each job - one to do the work and the other to explain what he was doing and why.  But, in the end, an unequivocal message went out to the MD that, if he was not prepared either to increase our resources to cope with this added burden, or to accept responsibility for any shortfalls in our performance arising from the distractions they were causing, he must keep these people off our backs.  Being intelligent, the MD took the point, which was that accountability cuts both ways in the private sector; it may apply to the achievement of targets but, once targets have been agreed, must not be allowed to act as a constraint on day to day operations.  The accountability of the civil servant, however, imposes a massive constraint on his every single action.]

We have seen that the civil service is accountable to Ministers, who are accountable to Parliament, which is accountable to the electorate.  This is not, however, the general accountability of the managed to the manager, and the manager to the owner, for results achieved in relation to some agreed target.  It is the detailed accountability of the servant to his master for every single action taken - not to mention every penny spent - in his name.  In this context, even the Ministers are servants of Parliament, which is, in its turn, the servant of the electorate.  Since, as we have seen, most of the civil service's energies are expended, on a case by case basis, in exercising the powers and discharging the responsibilities laid upon Ministers by Parliament, the proportion of total civil service resources absorbed by this accountability is very considerable. 

Let us begin with the accountability to individual Ministers, since theirs is the least of the demands.  Civil servants are accountable to Ministers for everything done in their names, but new Ministers are, as a rule, quite ignorant, initially, of the responsibilities they have inherited, even though they are fully accountable for them from the moment of their appointment.  A significant amount of civil service time has to be invested, therefore, in briefing new Ministers, not only in the basic statutory framework of their duties and responsibilities, but also in the often quite elaborate functional detail of the various systems deriving from them, since unusual or exceptional cases, requiring the Minister's personal attention, crop up at frequent intervals, and are almost invariably accompanied by considerable external pressure for a decision.  The period during which a new Minister is making briefing demands by asking more or less intelligent and searching questions about systems which have been running smoothly for years, can go on for months.  This is all routine stuff, and quite separate from any new policies the new Minister may wish to introduce.  But new Ministers do not come only after elections when administrations change. 

[During the Thatcher administrations of 1979 to 1989, I served in the same post throughout in the Home Office.  During that time, we had only three Home Secretaries - Whitelaw, Brittan and Hurd.  Not too bad.  But what about the Junior Ministers?  Most of a Secretary of State's responsibilities are divided up and dealt with, in the first instance, by a number of Junior Ministers - four in the Home Office. During this period, therefore, I also had four different Junior Ministers (the Home Office as a whole had about fifteen) who, not surprisingly, came into the job, insofar as the subject matter was concerned, as green as grass.  So that's seven new Ministers in ten years to be fully briefed about their responsibilities.] 

It would be wrong, however, to make too much of this particular portion of the work imposed on the civil service by its accountability.  I mention it only for completeness;.  It is the accountability of Ministers to Parliament, and of Parliament to the electorate which generates most of the demand made on civil service resources under this particular head. There are a number of ways in which Parliament can call Ministers and their servants to account for their actions.  The best known of these is the Parliamentary Question, but, before giving it the attention which is undoubtedly its due, I must point out that the PQ is merely the tip of the tip of an iceberg.  Below the floor of Parliament, as it were, lurks, in all its largely unrecognised but nonetheless impressive complexity, the massive bulk of official correspondence with Members of Parliament, members of the public and petitioners in general. 

The first, in order of importance, here, is the Minister's Case, as it is called, which arises, as a rule, from Ministerial correspondence with MPs.  Any MP, and this includes Members of the House of Lords, can write to any Minister and raise with him any matter of public interest - any matter, in particular, which has been raised with him (the MP) by a member of the public, one of his constituents most likely.  The way it usually works is this: a member of the public, having some grievance, real or imagined, against the State, writes to his MP setting out the grievance, at what might be not inconsiderable length, in a more or less comprehensible fashion.  The MP, having studied (to a greater or lesser extent) the communication so received, writes a short note to whoever he sees as the appropriate Minister (he may be wrong, of course), saying something like "I have received the enclosed letter from a constituent of mine; it appears to bring into question the correctness of a decision made, or an action taken, by you, or by one of your civil servants on your behalf.  Please let me have an answer which I can pass on to my constituent.”  Ministers, collectively, receive hundreds of thousands of letters like these a year; to each of them the civil servants must produce, for the Minister's signature, within a reasonable timescale for which targets are set, a full and cogent reply.  

The reply may not, of course, satisfy the constituent, nor the MP. In which case, back will come another letter picking holes in it and requiring further action.  At the end of the day, however, the MP must be given satisfaction, if only in the sense that every aspect of the Minister's position in respect of the particular decision or action which is being criticised must be explained and justified by reference to his statutory powers and discretion.  Once in a while, but very occasionally, the Minister's reply will say, in effect: "A mistake has been made; I am putting it right; thank you for drawing this matter to my attention".  Let it be clear that I am not questioning the propriety, nor even the usefulness of these arrangements, which are the very stuff of democracy in a free society; the point is, however, that, in addition to making considerable demands on civil service resources, the fact of their existence acts as a powerful constraint on the civil servants when actually exercising the Minister's powers and discharging his responsibilities, on a case by case basis, in the first place.

But we haven't finished with correspondence yet.  Not just MPs, but any member of the public, any organisation, may write to the Minister and some of them frequently do.  All these letters have to be answered by officials and answered properly.  Then there are the letters received by individual civil servants from members of the public and organisations;  there are also petitions - which quite large numbers of our citizens (prisoners, for example) are entitled to submit.  All must be dealt with.  If not, a proportion of them would inevitably escalate and end up as PQs - or worse.  Which brings us, now, to the Parliamentary Question of which there are three main kinds.  I will deal with them as briefly as I can - it is not the purpose of this book to describe the machinery of government in more detail than is relevant to an understanding of the considerations affecting the efficient allocation of resources in the civil service. 

First, then, there is the Oral PQ., which an MP may put down for answer by the appropriate Minister (even the Prime Minister) at Question Time in the House of Commons between about 2.30 and 3.30pm every weekday but Friday.  Far more questions are put down for oral answer than can possibly be reached in the time available, and elaborate rationing arrangements have been devised over the years to make the best of this bad job.  The many oral questions which are not reached have to be satisfied with a Written Reply (see below) in Hansard - the Official Parliamentary Record.  For the questioner this latter outcome is often a grave disappointment, since the whole point of the Oral PQ may be, not so much the question itself, but the supplementary questions which are permitted once the reply to the original question has been given.  The original question may, in fact, seem quite pointless to the lay observer, particularly if it is a question for the Prime Minister, which often takes the form of a request for a list of the Prime Minister's official engagements for the day in question. 

Here, selected not entirely at random, is a typical example of an Oral PQ.  An MP asks the Secretary of State for Health and Social Security "What steps he takes to investigate complaints from National Health Service patients about the treatment they receive from NHS hospitals"; to which the SofS replies, that "...the investigation of complaints made by NHS patients about NHS hospital treatment is a matter for the appropriate health authority".  The MP then asks, as a supplementary, his real question.  After thanking the Minister for his reply, he goes on to say, "Nevertheless, I bring to his attention... a number of complaints about medical decisions taken and treatment received by patients attending the Royal Victoria Hospital, Boscombe ...To my knowledge at least four deaths were involved including the death of a relative of an Hon. Member.  Unfortunately...Regional Health Authority... obfuscate behind a smoke-screen of anonymity... unwilling to arrange a meeting with those concerned and me... failed to reply to my last letter of 27 November.  What redress do members of the public have in this situation?"

The Minister, well aware (thanks to prior investigations by, and the elaborate briefing he has received from, his civil servants) of the true nature of this particular MP's concerns, answers this apparently rather obscure and quite complicated question, in detail and with great confidence. Whereupon, up jumps another MP with his supplementary : "Will the Secretary of State... extend the requested investigation... so that it takes account of a number of occurrences in Coventry...? Ambulance services are deteriorating... one person waited 15 minutes for an ambulance from Solihull because one was not available in Coventry..." Again the Minister answers, as if to the manner briefed.  Then another MP, and another - each asking, under the sheltering umbrella of the original very general question, a supplementary of a much more pointed and specific nature.  Finally, one more MP harks back to the original question and says "...My Hon Friend is not alone in pointing out the problems of that hospital in Boscombe... the father of one of my constituents died there in September of last year.  No satisfaction or information has been obtainable through community health councils ... Is my Hon Friend replying to my letter of 6 December..?  May I associate myself with any meeting held with the Minister for Health as suggested by my Rt Hon Friend".  

To all of which the Minister replies : "I believe that a reply will be sent to my Hon Friend in the next 24 hours.  I am sure that my Hon Friend the (Junior) Minister for Health will be delighted to see my Hon Friend in the deputation...".  So, after one Oral Question and five supplementaries occupying two columns in Hansard, the outcome is that a group of MPs will have a meeting with the Minister of Health (at which his officials, who will have expended considerable effort on briefing him for it beforehand, will be present in force, in case anything comes up with which the Minister is unable, unaided to deal) to raise the same questions they have already asked and receive some appropriately reassuring answers.

The reader may wonder, in passing, why, if the investigation of complaints made by NHS patients about treatment in NHS hospitals is a matter for the appropriate (highly paid) Health Authority, and given all the other avenues of complaint and and redress which are open (not excluding the courts), questions about medical decisions taken at the Royal Victoria Hospital, Boscombe, and the late arrival of an ambulance in Coventry should be sprung on the Minister in this curiously sneaky way, in public, by his own backbenchers.  But much can be inferred about the peculiarities of management responsibility in the civil service from a careful study of Parliamentary Questions.

For the moment, however, let us note that, on this particular day, the Minister then went on to deal with nine more Oral PQs before the Speaker let him off the hook. This was a day on which the DHSS was Top for Questions - an honour which, as part of the rationing arrangements, falls to each Government Department in turn.  This means that, taking the civil service as a whole, Oral Questions fall on each part of it relatively infrequently, but a number of questions put down for oral answer by the DHSS on that day, and never reached, numbers 11 to 20 perhaps, would have been given the full treatment by the  Department in anticipation of their being reached.  After number 20, the Oral Questions would have been marked 'Unlikely to be Reached' and dealt with as if they were Written Questions.

In dealing with Oral PQs 1 to 20, the DHSS would be working under quite severe time constraints.  This is one of the most remarkable things about PQs - they are always put down for answer on a particular day, which is never more than a few working days away.  Inevitably, therefore, they are handled with great urgency, take precedence over almost everything else and attract the attention, as they go back up the line, of the most senior officers in the Department. 

For each Oral PQ there has to be, of course, a first answer; then a Background Note (which may need to be of considerable length) explaining, in all the appropriate detail for the benefit of the Minister, the circumstances underlying the question and the way in which it has been dealt with in the Draft Reply; then the Notes for Supplementaries.  These last consist of the civil servants' best estimates of what supplementary questions might be asked together with a suitable reply to each one - pages and pages of them, and, here, a lot of the work involved is bound to be nugatory, since far more supplementaries have to be anticipated than can actually be asked.  

Ministers, not surprisingly, take Oral PQs very seriously; they want plenty of time to study the script, and will often call meetings with officials to explore any uncertainties they may feel about the briefing - the last thing they want is to have something unforeseen jump up and bite them as they stand there in the House doing their Ministerial stuff.  Not only must all this be put together very quickly, but it is not unheard of for a newly appointed Minister to find himself dealing with an Oral PQ within days of his appointment -an interesting experience, as the civil servants say.  There are Oral PQs in the Lords, too, which tend to be even more discursive since their Lordships allow themselves to be meatier and more philosophical (and, hence, more longwinded) than they do in the Other Place.  An Oral PQ in the Lords, with each supplementary question looking more like a short speech, can fill several columns in Hansard. 

The Oral PQ, then, has bags of glamour; it basks in the spotlight of Question Time; it is a live exchange on the floor of the House; it may even enjoy the ultimate apotheosis of being broadcast, as it actually happened, to a wondering electorate; but it is still, rest assured, the tip of the tip of the iceberg.  The workhorse of Parliamentary accountability is undoubtedly the Written PQ.  This materialises in the same urgent yellow folder as the Oral PQ, but imposes, as a rule, even tighter time constraints and comes in much bigger battalions. Mercifully, it does not require Notes for Supplementaries but, because the Reply must be initialed by the Minister (these are, after all, his words to be set down in Hansard against his name), it often requires an extensive Background Note explaining all the circumstances behind it.  The best and simplest way of getting the full flavour of Written PQs is to pick up Hansard for any day and glance through the marching columns of Parliamentary Questions and Answers. When originally penning these lines, I looked up the daily Hansards for the previous week and started counting the written PQs for just one day, Tuesday.   I stopped counting when I got past 200.  The range and detail boggle the mind.  Apart from the subjects one might expect, like hospital beds, unemployment, gas, electricity, police and so on, there are headings like Incontinence, Binary Chemical Weapons, Prosthetists (Training), Army Horses (Stag Hunts) - 6 Questions here, all from the same MP - A9 (Improvements), Monument Clearance, Dog Faeces, and Tamils. 

Earlier, I compared the civil service to an enormous pyramid, and one can imagine each PQ going in at the top of the hierarchy, like the silver ball in one of those old fairground machines, and bouncing down through the pins - Department, sub-Department and Division - until it lands on the desk of the individual officer whose responsibility it is.  Yes, for every subject, however arcane, there is a responsible officer - I once met a chap from the War Office who was responsible for Unidentified Flying Objects.  It will be this officer's lot to drop everything else he is doing and set about drafting an appropriate reply plus whatever else is required to support it.  The file will then make its way back, step by step, up the hierarchy, to be scrutinised and possibly tinkered with by officers of ever more exalted rank until it reaches the Minister himself, who may have his own views on the subject.  Happy is the  responsible officer who sees his own words reproduced, unaltered, in Hansard, and feels the thrill of non-recognition.  

Some PQs can be answered by a simple elegant sentence, but some require answers in the form of statistical tables which run to several pages.  The Department of Health seemed to cop a lot of these.  The amount of work required to produce the reply to some of these apparently simple two-sentence questions can be quite painful to imagine as one looks at these columns and columns of figures.  As luck would have it, there is a series of Written Questions and Answers here, which, at the risk of boring the reader, I cannot resist reproducing as an example of the small print of accountability in the civil service.  The questions are about Stocken Prison, then recently opened, and the pride of the Home Office Prison Department.  There are five questions, all put down simultaneously by the same MP, and each beginning with the traditional words "To ask the Secretary of State for the Home Department..."

Q : ...on what dates construction work at HM Prison Stocken on each of the phases of prison officers' housing began; and what consideration was given by his Department to abandoning or curtailing the project in view of the possible level of occupation?

A : Construction work on the prison officers' houses at Stocken Prison commenced on 17 September 1984...[and so on for 2 column inches of Hansard giving all the requested information]

Q : ...on what date or dates his Department become under legal contract to start each of the phases of construction work for prison officers houses at HM Prison Stocken?

A : [One column inch of Hansard giving all the requested information]

Q : ...what the specific cost was of (a) the 6 British Broadcasting Corporation micro-computers and (b) the 2 additional ones purchased for HM Prison Stocken; and why the 12 additional computers subsequently purchased were of a different type?

A : The cost of the first 6 BBC micro-computers was L399 each and that of the 2 BBC Master Series micro-computers purchased subsequently was L499 each.  Both figures exclude the cost of peripheral equipment.  BBC micro-computers, which have widespread educational application, were obtained for use in a number of areas of the education programme as a learning aid and to allow students to develop basic computing skills.  Ferranti micro-computers were provided for the separate vocational training course in Computer Studies to enable students to learn commercial computing skills using the type of equipment employed in a modern office environment.  Emphasis is placed on the commercial application of skills and students are encouraged to aim for an appropriate qualification.

Q : ...(i) whether he will identify the specific date or dates on which (a) the inmates' chairs, (b) the tutor's chair, (c) the tutor's desk, (d) the computer stands, (e) the filing cabinet or cabinets and (f) the carpet intended for the computer room at HM Prison Stocken were delivered to the prison; and whether the room is now operational; (ii) what was the purchase price of (a) the 13 inmates' chairs, (b) the tutor's chair, (c) the tutor's desk, (d) the computer stands, (e) the filing cabinet or cabinets and (f) the carpet intended for the computer room at HM Prison Stocken; and what instructions he has issued since regarding the need for competitive tendering and economic choice of supplies?

A : The information about the price and delivery dates of the items ordered from the commercial supplier is as follows: [ the details are given in a table which occupies 1.5 column inches of Hansard ].  The orders for the tutor's desk, a tutor's chair, desk filing cabinet and cupboard were subsequently cancelled at no cost to public funds and these items replaced with cheaper alternatives from the Crown Suppliers.  It has been made clear to the staff concerned that they must always seek best value for money in such purchases and, save in exceptional circumstances, follow Departmental purchasing procedures including competitive tendering in all appropriate cases.  Commissioning work on the computer studies room is almost complete and the vocational training course is expected to begin within the next 2 weeks.

Q : ...how many prison officers...applied for posting to HM Prison Stocken prior to its initial opening and indicated to his Postings Section that they would not transfer unless provided with a quarter in accordance with paragraph 5 of Notice to Staff 57/1984; how many indicated that they would prefer a quarter but did not insist on it; and how many indicated they expected to make their own arrangements for housing?

A : 21 staff who applied for transfer to HM Prison Stocken stated that they would require a quarter.  A further 273 applied for transfer irrespective of the availability of quarters.  Applicants were not required to state whether they would prefer to occupy a quarter or make their own arrangements for housing."

It goes without saying that a number of civil servants in that part of the Prison Department which is responsible for the not inconsiderable task of commissioning new prisons will have had to turn aside from their operational concerns to dig out the answers to these questions as a matter of great urgency.  The reader may wonder what has been achieved by this expensive exchange or, at least, why these questions - and, glancing through the pages of Hansard, most of the other PQs - could not have been dealt with in an exchange of letters.  Why must so much relatively low-grade information be extracted from the Minister in this punishing (in resource terms) way?  The answer is simply this; it is the inalienable right of a Member of Parliament, in exchange for voting supplies, to put Ministers of the Crown to the question, and the kinds of questions they ask must be left to them.  But not only are there Written PQs, there are Priority Written PQs.  These may be put down for answer literally the day after tomorrow!  And I, personally, have never dealt with a Priority Written PQ, the urgency of which I could understand.  Rest assured, however, that the civil servants do not complain about the work caused by PQs, about the inconvenience, the trivialities or the time constraints.  PQs are part of the job, they emanate from the Queen-in-Parliament and are, therefore, just as important, if not more so, as any other aspect of the work.  Also, they directly involve Ministers, and nothing, for the civil servant, has more sex appeal than that.

The machinery of accountability does not end with PQs.  There are a number of other Parliamentary devices by means of which MPs can call Ministers to account on the floor of the Chamber at very short notice, each of which puts the civil servants under urgent and, usually, disproportionately distracting pressures.  There is the Private Notice Question, for example, which can be put down in the forenoon for oral answer, if the Speaker agrees, at 3.30pm the same day.  There are Early Day Motions and Adjournment Debates.  There is a thing in the Lords called an Unstarred Question, by means of which device any Noble Lord may generate what is, in effect, a debate lasting about 2 hours which takes place after the rest of the day's business has been concluded.  Using this contraption, one of their Lordships puts down a question on a subject of his choice which asks, in general terms and in effect, whether the Government will admit that it is making a frightful mess of things in the chosen area of its responsibilities.  Once the Question is published, any other Noble Lord who is interested may put down his name to speak to it, and 8 or 10 usually do.  

On the appointed day at the appointed time, the protagonist stands up and makes a speech lasting about 15 to 20 minutes on the subject in question, quoting, as appropriate, facts and figures or recent occurrences intended to demonstrate the Government's ineptitude.  This is followed by speeches of not dissimilar length and often greater complexity by the other self-nominated Lords (some for, some against the Government) ranging back and forth across the chosen subject and any other subject vaguely related to it.  Finally, the Minister is obliged to stand up and deliver a speech which not only answers the points made by the original questioner but makes at least a stab at dealing with all the other matters, however remote from the original subject, raised by the subsequent speakers.  For this purpose, the Minister will have been provided, by his civil servants, with, not only a written speech, dealing in detail with the chosen subject and containing, not surprisingly, numbers of paragraphs in square brackets for use if required, but also briefing material, inches thick, comprising, inter alia, speech notes on any other related topic which might be raised.  Not only that, the civil servants who have laboured to produce these yards of prose will be required to make themselves available in the Box ("the Space to the Right of the Throne") to deal with the more or less nonchalantly delivered notes from a beleaguered Minister, screaming silently for help with questions which are flashing past him at talking speed, but about which his mind may be a complete blank.  All this, at a time when sensible people are at home eating supper.  The reader may gather that this is a subject about which I speak from the heart.

Finally, and most important of all, there are the Select Committees of MPs which exist for the sole purpose of scrutinising the innermost workings of the machinery of Government.  Apart from the Public Accounts Committee, which lies at the historic taproot of Parliament and has a duty, with the permanent assistance of the Comptroller and Auditor General (who has a staff of nearly 900) to satisfy itself that every penny spent by every branch of Government has been spent according to the Rules (yes, there are Rules - the Treasury Rules, a subject, in themselves, for a separate book); and apart, also, from the Select Committee on the Parliamentary Commissioner which has the power, through the 'Ombudsman' and his permanent staff, to investigate and report on any complaint of maladministration by the civil service, there are now Select Committees of MPs sitting in virtually continuous scrutiny of the activities of every separate Department of State.  Each of these Committees is authorised to send for persons, papers and records and, hence, to 'invite' the Minister and his civil servants to appear before them and account for any actions taken in the exercise of any powers bestowed on the Minister by Parliament.  Departmental Select Committees are a relatively recent development in the inexorable growth of accountability.  The theory is, that the more the backbenchers are allowed to involve themselves in the day to day workings of a Government Department, the more will they be able to understand its operational problems, and the greater will be the contribution they can make (as representatives of the people) to the shaping of departmental policy in the long term. 

The sad fact is, however, that these Committees are yet another manifestation of the frustrations experienced by those MPs who are not members of the Government, at being excluded from any real power during most of their working lives.  Many of them, Government and Opposition backbenchers alike, feel that, if only they could get their hands on the levers, they could make a much better job of running the country than the Ministers of the Crown.  In practice, therefore, these Committees become yet another exercise in looking for mistakes.  The only power they really possess - and it is unaccompanied by any responsibility for the initiation of positive action - is the power to criticise, with hindsight and in the minutest detail, the actions of the Ministers and their servants.  But, still, the Select Committees are not satisfied.  Not content with the authority to scrutinise and criticise the actions of the civil servants, they now seek, understandably and predictably, the power to pass judgements on their individual competence.  They wish, in effect, to be the Minister.  This is something which Ministers, for all their apparent desire in recent times to divest themselves of the responsibilities of actually managing their Departments, will find it very difficult to concede.

I have written at some length and in some detail about the accountability of the civil service.  This is because I feel pretty sure that, as a factor in the overall design of the civil service as a system, its importance is greatly underestimated by the general public.  When comparing and contrasting the constraints on the individual enterprises in the private sector and those on the civil service, the most significant difference is this: in the private sector the principal constraints, however severe, are extrinsic to the organisation, which must, however, adapt to them in order to  survive and grow, and, in doing so, will impose intrinsic constraints on the freedom of its individual components to go it alone.  In the civil service, on the other hand, the single biggest constraint, accountability, is intrinsic to the organisation - it operates at every level, and as an input to every quantum of activity.  To put this in the vernacular: in the private sector, the operational imperative may be "make it new, make it work, make it cheaper, make it sell, or, even, make it amusing", but, in the civil service, it is "get it right, get it right, get it right, and, if you cannot get it right, do not run the risk of getting it wrong".  It is difficult to see how, under the circumstances, it could be any other, bearing in mind that, in the civil service, the rewards for successful innovation are outweighed by the penalties for making mistakes.
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Organisation and Management

The way is now clear for us to begin our examination of the operational practices of the civil service, including the design of its systems, to find out how effective they are, and how they must be improved if the efficiency with which its objectives are achieved is to be increased - given the constraints under which it is obliged to operates.

Let us begin by recognising that any discussion about the organisation of resources (money, men and machinery) to achieve specified objectives within given constraints is really a discussion about the art, science or craft - call it what you will - of Management. Economic theory may see goods and services as the products of merely money, men and machinery (even, simply, labour and capital) but the catalyst which integrates these often disparate elements and makes the final outcome possible is a directing intelligence called Management which is manifested by individuals called Managers who possess the necessary skills and knowledge and also the necessary power. The power is not unimportant. There are countless books about the principles and practice of management in the private sector and this is not one of them, but, if I am to proceed with my analysis, a number of more or less sweeping generalisations on the subject are unavoidable.  Practitioners will, I hope, forgive me if, in the interests of brevity, I tend to oversimplify.

In the private sector one can recognise two kinds of management style - I shall call them Management by Exhortation and Management by Objectives. The two are not incompatible and often appear in combination. They should, perhaps, be seen as two dimensions of a single matrix. Both require skills and knowledge (albeit of different kinds), but the bottom line, in both cases, is the the power to control and direct resources. This gives rise to  a number of subsidiary operational imperatives for the organisation and management of an enterprise in the private sector, but these can be subsumed, for the present, under two well-known management axioms. Axiom one, responsibility for outputs implies power over inputs. Axiom two, to manage is to measure. These simple truths will be evident to anyone who has ever been a manager in the private sector, but are deserving of further explanation here.  

Since I am prevented, by my own rules, from generalising about 'Industry', let us take, for demonstration purposes, a single enterprise of middling size and development; not small enough to be at the bootstrap stage, struggling to survive from year to year; not  large enough to be virtually a national institution with enough accumulated fat to see it through several lean years and make any decline in its viability almost imperceptible; and numbering its employees in thousands rather than hundreds or tens of thousands, measuring its turnover in tens of millions rather than billions - right in the middle of the range for size, bearing in mind, however, that the vast majority of firms are small ones. Let us make it, for my convenience, a pharmaceutical firm, developing and marketing products which are available mainly on doctors' prescription, or for specialist use in surgery. This is useful because it puts the firm in a market which is midway between the merchandising of high-volume consumer goods (ranging from cars, down through things like videos and toiletries to soap powders and frozen foods) and the marketing of more highly specialised and technically complex goods and services (such as production machinery, machine tools, switch gear - any sub-assembly - down through computer software to office stationary) for use by other firms in pursuit of their own marketing objectives. The chosen enterprise will, at this stage in its life-cycle, have developed a number of clearly differentiated internal organs - a research and development division, a production division and a marketing division, at least - each of which will have its alloted role to play in what is usually called the Marketing Plan. Ah, yes! The Marketing Plan! No enterprise is too small to be exempt from the requirement to have a Marketing Plan which, in its simplest form answers the question: How are we going to produce (and at what price) whatever it is we are going to sell and how (and at what price) are we going to sell it? Or, putting it another way: How (and at what price) are we going to sell whatever it is we are going to produce and how (and at what price) are we going to produce it? Even a one-man business needs a Marketing Plan - or, better still, an Innovation and Marketing Plan!

Starting from the primary objective of survival, the managers of our chosen firm will have identified a hierarchy of subsidiary operational objectives which answer these questions and find their expression at some stage in the Marketing Plan. In a medium-sized firm, this Plan will need to look, at the very least, five years ahead and, probably, in a research-based enterprise, ten years or more. Updated every year, it will describe how the cash is to be generated and spent on resources to generate the products to sell to the customers to generate the cash... and so on. In order to produce the Plan, each Division of the enterprise will have to commit itself to meeting specific objectives if given specified resources; each division will declare, in effect, that, if given these inputs it will deliver those outputs. The Marketing Division, for example, will say: If you give us these products in this form at this price, we will, given this expenditure on promotion, sell this much of it at a price which will generate this amount of cash. Of course, nobody can predict the future ten years ahead with any precision - particularly not when other enterprises are operating in the same market - but all prediction is based on an assessment of probabilities (another way of saying it is a calculated risk) and, in any case, the Marketing Plan will be revised every year in the light of actual experience.

Let us, however, stay for the moment with the Marketing Division and its inputs, particularly its resource inputs other than products to sell. The Marketing Manager needs men and women able and willing to help him achieve the objectives to which he has agreed. He needs a Sales Manager and a Sales Force, he needs a Media Manager, Copy writers and Designers, he needs Product Managers and so on. Here we come to an interesting corollary to the axiom that a Manager can be expected to control outputs only if he can control inputs - it is this : no organisation can be better than its recruitment and training. In the end, the organisation is nothing more than a collection of individuals the quality of whose performance determines, collectively, the quality of the whole;  this performance is a product of skills and knowledge which have either been recruited into the organisation with the individual, or acquired through training afterwards. This applies to every division and sub-division of the enterprise and this is why, in the private sector, recruiting and training are seen as line-management responsibilities to be delegated only at the manager's peril. The Sales Manager, for example, can improve sales, all other things being equal, only by improving the quality of his recruits into the sales force or their training once inside -  or, I should add for completeness, their motivation. There will be more about motivation later but, in the meantime, let me say this: a manager's motivational skills will avail him little if the recruitment and training of his operatives have been deficient. This is what is meant by controlling inputs; no manager can be expected, nor will he (if he has any sense) agree, to achieve specified objectives without being given the necessary degree of control over, inter alia, the recruitment and training of his subordinate operatives. Also, conversely, the power to de-recruit (get rid of) any member of his team whose contribution to the output - either through inadequate skills and knowledge or inadequate performance or both - is deficient

Having recruited his team and begun their training (another axiom: "Everyone in the organisation is continually under training"), the manager must now 'manage' them in ways which will produce the outputs (whether R&D, production or sales) which he, the manager, is committed to achieving. He can do this by exhortation - "Do this and I will give you a carrot, do not and I will give you the stick" - or by setting objectives – "These are your objectives, this is where you are now, this is what is wrong with your performance, this is how to improve it. Do you agree that, with my assistance, these objectives are achievable by you and that your reward should be dependent on the extent to which you achieve them?". Whatever the method used, there are two inescapable contingencies. The first is that the rewards should, with suitable safeguards, be in the gift of the manager. The second is that the manager must be able to measure, in some objective way, the achievement of the operative - just as the achievements of the manager will be measured, in their turn, by his manager.

To manage is to measure: for this to be done, there is a simple formula which must somehow be applied. It goes like this: S-A=V: Standard minus Actual equals Variance. If the agreed standard of performance is five and the actual performance six then the variance is plus one; if, on the other hand, the performance is four then the variance is minus one. There is a whole world of expertise in performance measurement in the private sector but this is the basic formula. There may be different ways of setting the Standard and difficulties in measuring the Actual but two things are essential - first, the standard of measurement must be agreed as fair between the operative and the manager and so must, even more importantly, the measurement of the actual performance; and, second, there must be some tangible reward for a performance which produces a positive variance. These are the basic criteria for Management by Objectives. Management by Exhortation strives towards similar ends but with more subjectivity in the measurement of standards and performance and less, if any, training input from the manager. The exhortative manager will often 'buy in' the skills and knowledge he wants (usually at inflated prices), make some kind of judgement about the individual potential of the members of his team and then, using naked power as a weapon, impose on each of them seperately any target which he can cajole them into accepting; he will then exhort them, by means of the carrot of material reward and the stick of dismissal, into increasing their efforts to achieve the accepted goal - however misguided those efforts may, in the event, be. The best managers use an amalgam of Management by Objectives and a form of Management by Exhortation which is often called Leadership one of the principles of which is that the manager will never exhort his operatives to do anything which he is not prepared himself to show them how to do.

  Underlying all management in an enterprise there is an element of risk. In saying: give me these inputs and I will give you these outputs (bearing in mind that the outputs must, in the end be worth more than the inputs), the manager is backing his own skills and knowledge as a manager to produce the desired results.  It cannot, by definition, be possible to eliminate risk entirely from the management of an enterprise involved in innovation and marketing nor can managers in the private sector avoid making decisions which will affect, one way or another, the success of the Marketing Plan and the future of the enterprise. In making these decisions, the manager may avail himself of every scrap of information he can muster, but this information will rarely be complete, and hardly ever will it point unequivocally to one particular course of action.  Nor, often, will the decision wait until further information is available. It will not be a matter of "Here is a question, what is the correct answer?" but "We have to act, what is the best course to take?" There is an armamentarium of techniques, going under the rather inappropriate name of Operational Research, for bringing scientific expertise to bear on the uncertainties surrounding management decision-making, and reducing them to orderly hierarchies of probability. 

These calculations may make it possible to identify and classify a number of options by quantifying the benefits and penalties of each but, in the end, the manager will have to choose what seems to him to be the least imperfect solution. To manage, in an enterprise, is to choose (another axiom!). Some of these decisions may turn out to be right; some will certainly be wrong. More right than wrong is success with all its attendant rewards; more wrong than right is failure with its inevitable penalties; both outcomes being seen as well-deserved. That's the theory, anyway. The reality is often messier - the successes may not be entirely due to the efforts of those rewarded for them and ditto with failures - too bad - but the underlying principle in the private sector is that degrees of success are measurable and rewardable and that lack of success is also measurable and, alas, punishable. The bigger the organisation, however,the greater the complexity of the information with which the manager will have to cope, and the more management science will he need if he is to make decisions which have a better than average chance of being right. Management science is to the enterprise what biology is to the organism.  

To what extent, then, can the science of management, as practiced in the private sector, be applied to the civil service?  The answer must be: hardly at all. This is not because civil servants are too stupid to master the necessary techniques.  They are, in my admittedly limited experience, just as intelligent as their opposite numbers in the private sector. The difficulty is that, as we have seen, the objectives of the civil service and the constraints under which it operates are so very different from those obtaining in the private sector, that the civil service has little control over its inputs; nor can it (and these are themes which I propose to develop later) measure its outputs in any way which makes Management by Objectives feasible.  The civil service cannot be likened to an organism dedicated to its own survival in a hostile environment, evolving clearly differentiated internal organs, each with its own specialised contribution to make to some overall survival plan, each in control of its own inputs and committed to producing specified outputs; the civil service, it seems, is more like an enormous piece of machinery, designed for the upward delivery of advice and assistance to the Government of the day (the ghost in the machine!) and the downward transmission of  its powers and responsibilities to the rest of society. All this makes it likely that a style of management is required in the civil service that is quite different from any practiced in the private sector. 

It occurs to me that a suitable biological model for the way in which  the civil service functions might be found in the human nervous system.  This analogy may not be quite so far-fetched as it seems at first sight. There are, in fact, three distinct (if interdependent) evolutionary layers to the human nervous system, each of which can bear some comparison with the separate but interrelated functions of the civil service as reflected, until recent times, in the old Administrative, Executive and Clerical Classes.  First, underlying all, there is the Central Nervous System which carries unequivocal messages from the brain to the voluntary muscles - do this, do that - but can respond also, via the reflex arc, to certain stimuli from outside without waiting for instructions from above - if you sit on a pin, for example, you will, without a moment's conscious thought, jump up with all possible speed and may even utter a sound. The Central Nervous System is comparable with those grades of civil servant that constitute its big battalions. They used to be called the Clerical Grades -  Clerical Officer and Clerical Assistant - but have now been re-named, confusingly, Administrative Officer and Administrative Assistant. These are the civil servants who discharge the countless routine statutory duties of Her Majesty's Government in response to applications received, in some standard form, from outside. Most of the Government's day-to-day work is done by these officers who occupy, need it be said, the base of the civil service pyramid in status and pay. There are relatively few of them in Whitehall.

Next, there is the Autonomic Nervous System which, as its name implies, enjoys more autonomy than the Central Nervous System by linking it to a number of ductless glands, which achieve their effect by squirting  tiny jets of very powerful hormones into the circulating blood stream under the direction of a master gland, called the pituitary gland, situated in close proximity to the higher centres of the brain. The Autonomic Nervous System regulates those essential and continuous  bodily functions with which our conscious mind cannot, if it is to concentrate on higher things, routinely be concerned. Such matters as, on the one hand, respiration, digestion and excretion - the slow and regular diurnal rhythms - and, on the other, the urgent reactions to external threat, the surge of adrenalin which increases the heart rate, the blood pressure, the blood supply to the muscles and the panting oxygenation of the blood; the fright which prepares the body for fight or flight. The Autonomic Nervous System is analogous to those civil servants in the Executive Grades, the Executive Class as it used to be called. This is the part of the civil service which occupies the middle third of the pyramid and is largely responsible for the execution of policy once it has passed into law - the fourth objective of the civil service -  and, in particular, for dealing with the massive quantities of casework in those large areas of the Government's responsibilities where, although no two cases are quite alike, the principles on which they can be decided are settled and clear or precedents exist for almost every permutation of the issues which might be involved. The Executive Grades are the Non-commissioned Officers of the civil service just as the Clerical Grades are its foot soldiers.

The third element of the human nervous system is the cerebral cortex of the  the brain, with its almost unbelievable capacity for processing the mass of data delivered to it by the senses - and by the central and autonomic nervous systems; rejecting the irrelevant, selecting the significant, collating it all with previously stored information which has been summoned up from the memory with lightning speed, arranging the results in order of importance and, once action has been decided upon, transmitting the necessary commands to the rest of the nervous system. This is, of course, the Administrative Class, as it was called, the upper third of the pyramid which plugs directly in to Ministers. To whom or what does the cerebral cortex report?  Mission control?  The command module?  The ghost in the machine? If these are seen as metaphors for the Ministers, the comparison of the civil service to the human nervous system is complete. The analogy may not be perfect but it is close enough and will, perhaps, provide us with useful insights into the management practices developed and applied in the civil service.

We have seen that the objectives of the civil service and the constraints under which it has to operate are quite different from those obtaining in the private sector. We have seen that the civil service is a very large organisation which, although apparently quite diverse, is, in fact, a fully integrated whole; we have seen that it has no independent life of its own and that it exists to serve the government of the day; we know that Ministers and their mandates can change quite frequently, that the civil service, with no control over the demands made upon it, must, in addition to giving successive Ministers impartial assistance and advice, be ready and able to change its own structure and operations at a moment's notice, if ordered to do so by whichever Government happens to be in power at the time.  We have seen that every single action of every civil servant can be subjected to the most detailed and critical scrutiny, but that each action must, nevertheless, take account of circumstances of considerable and ever-increasing complexity, that everything in the whole range of Government administration ultimately connects with everything else and that every decision, however carefully and exhaustively arrived at, is always open to reconsideration.  Not surprisingly, the peculiar nature of the demands which have, or might be made upon it, has given rise to a number of operational imperatives, which are quite different from those laid upon managers in the private sector by the simple exigences of innovation and marketing. 

The first imperative, not in any particular order, is that civil servants must, if they are to serve successive Governments with complete impartiality, and offer advice and assistance to Ministers which is untainted by self-interest, enjoy a reasonable degree of job security. Although this strikes me as a statement of the obvious, I cannot but recognise that the job security enjoyed by career civil servants causes considerable irritation in certain quarters, so I will support this proposition with a hypothetical case from within the range of my own experience. In my time, the Fire Department in the Home Office was quite small, consisting of only two Divisions (there were, for example, eight Divisions in the Police Department); this was because, although the Fire Services are, like the Police Forces, run by the local authorities and paid for nominally by them, a major part of the cost, in their case, is met from what is called the Block Grant which is made each year by the Government to the local authorities to augment their income. The Block Grant is that part of the [Rate] Support Grant (more correctly known as the Aggregate Exchequer Grant) which is left over when the Specific Grants to local authority services have been deducted. A Specific Grant, as the name implies, is paid out as a fixed proportion of the incurred cost of a particular service. The Police enjoy a Specific Grant which is, in effect, at the disposal of the Home Secretary - hence the greater involvement of the Home Office in the Police Forces than in the Fire Services. Also, the Home Secretary has a statutory responsibility for, among other things, the efficiency of the Police, something which he does not have for the Fire Service, although he does have statutory responsibilities, there, of a less demanding nature, for such things as Standards of Fire Cover, and Fire Prevention, as set out in the Fire Services and Fire Prevention Acts. The Block Grant, by the way, is shared out among the local authorities by the Department of Environment using a formula of such ever-growing complexity that, with the passage of time, fewer and fewer people in the country understand it completely. Each local authority is, however, ostensibly free to decide how its share of the Block Grant shall be distributed among the various services, including the Fire Service, for which it is responsible - provided, that is, that any standards, for the maintenance of which some Minister is responsible, are observed. A sure sign of such Ministerial responsibility is the existence, in the relevant

 Ministry, of an Inspectorate since every one of Her Majesty's Inspectors carries a Ministerial sanction of some kind in his briefcase. Back, however, to the operational imperatives of the civil service as exemplified in the case of the Home Office Fire Department.

If a Government came to power committed to more decentralisation, or if an existing Government found itself looking around for resources to deploy in new ways, active consideration might be given to the possibility of abolishing the Home Office Fire Department by repealing the legislation in which the relevant Ministerial powers and responsibilities are enshrined.  When that day dawned, to whom would the Home Secretary look for advice as to how this might be done and what the consequences of such a course might be? To the civil servants in the Fire Department, of course, who would cheerfully set about producing the required briefings and drafting the necessary Statutory Instruments to bring about the desired objective of abolishing their current posts. They would do this, however, secure in the knowledge that if, in the end, the Minister chose, on the basis of their advice, to do away with the Fire Department, they would be re-allocated to posts of the same rank elsewhere. If the abolition of the Home Office Fire Department meant that the career civil servants employed in it would be made redundant, it is unlikely that the advice proffered to Ministers on the subject would be completely uninfluenced by this fact. Nor is it likely that a career in the civil service would have much appeal if every change in Government policy as regards the reallocation of resources was accompanied by the redundancies of the civil servants whose responsibilities had been sacrificed in order that other responsibilities could be assumed elsewhere.

This leads on to the second of the operational imperatives  affecting the organisation and management of the civil service. It is, not unexpectedly, quite closely related to the first - a mirror image of it, in fact. Civil servants must, within reason, go where they are needed...certainly within the Department of State into which they were initially posted. They have not been appointed to a particular job in the civil service, they have been recruited into 'The' Civil Service at a particular grade and must serve where required. Just as the Home Secretary could, for example, by repealing the Fire Services Act, abolish the Fire Department, so did he, by the passing of the Immigration Acts acquire additional powers and responsibilities which required the Immigration and Nationality Department of the Home Office, in hardly any time at all, to double, treble and even quadruple in size in order to do the necessary work. This enlargement could not be accomplished by simply recruiting additional civil servants from scratch. Whole hierarchies were required to drop smoothly into place, well able to pursue, without delay, all the objectives of the new legislation and cope with every unforeseen contingency under the same pitiless Parliamentary scrutiny as that 'enjoyed' by those with responsibilities which were much more settled and mature. Only trained and experienced civil servants could 'hit the ground running' in these circumstances so they have to be drawn readymade from elsewhere in the civil service and slotted in, each one at the appropriate level.

The civil service finds itself, therefore, in the curious position of having no direct control over the amount, and precise nature of, the work it may be called upon to do for the Government of the day but of somehow having to ensure that the required civil servants are available to do it -  not just next year and the year after that but up to twenty years ahead with several changes of Government likely in the meantime. How does it make the best of this manifestly bad job? Let me, by way of an answer, recall my earlier reference to the axiom that no organisation can be better than its own recruitment and training and add that this is one rule which applies with equal force in both the private and the public sectors. Fortunately, also, recruitment and training are the only purely management responsibilities over which the civil service itself is allowed to exercise any real control with minimal interference from Ministers. It has not always been so in this country. It is not so, even today, in certain other countries and it is not so, even today in this country, in local government; but, late in the 19th century, during some golden age of party political consensus, it was recognised that the appointment of civil servants could not, if their impartiality, and their loyalty to the Queen-in-Parliament (rather than to the government of the day) was to be assured, be left in the gift of the politicians of the day. The creation of the Civil Service Commission, with its responsibility for the recruitment, by open competition, and the certification for appointment of all career civil servants must rank as one of the most significant, if largely unsung, events in our island history, but, for the moment, let us take it simply as a pointer to the third and final imperative for the organisation and management of the Civil Service - that the recruitment and initial appointment of career civil servants must be free from interference from the Government of the day.

Within the framework of the three operational imperatives outlined above - objectivity of recruitment, security of tenure and total internal mobility - the management of the civil service must, somehow, simply by recruiting and training the right sorts of civil servants, achieve the objectives of the organisation within the given constraints. These peculiar circumstances do not lend themselves to the practice of either of the two styles of management which are endogenous to the private sector - Management by Objectives or Management by Exhortation. How can Management by Objectives be applied where the individual manager has little or no control over his inputs; where the manager has no objective standard of performance measurement; or where the manager himself is just as much a servant, just as much an operative as the managed?  Management by Exhortation can be practiced, it may seem, in any milieu but, in the civil service, in the absence of any real power, individually to recruit, reward, and punish, not, surely, with any conviction. This points to the existence of a third management style which may, perhaps, be unique to the civil service. Finding nothing in the text books, I have cast around for a methodology that approximates to the way in which management in the civil service can be shown to work in practice, rather than one that is correct in theory but cannot be made to fit the observed facts.  Taking my cue from the analogy I have drawn between the structure and functions of the civil service and that of the human nervous system, I have come to the conclusion that the civil service practices a style of management that can best be described as Management by Operant Conditioning.

This rather inelegant term, operant conditioning, is used by psychologists to describe a technique they have developed for influencing animal behaviour by using reward rather than punishment, pleasure rather than pain. Briefly, it works like this: first, a controlled environment is established into which the experimental animal can be introduced; the next requirement is for some form of stimulus to which the animal will respond by producing some form of observable behaviour.  Hunger is a good stimulant; it produces what is called questing behaviour - searching for something to eat.  The next step is to decide upon the particular pattern of behaviour to be produced, and the final step is to reward, in some significant way, any part of the desired behaviour pattern produced as part of the questing behaviour.  With experimental animals this is usually done by giving them food.  Human beings can be rewarded in any way that gives them pleasure. It is important, however, that the reward is given soon after the desired behaviour is produced, as this more fully reinforces the response. The effectiveness of operant conditioning in modifying animal behaviour is easily demonstrated in the laboratory, but its effectiveness in humans is more difficult to put across - largely because of the requirement for complete control over the the subject and its environment. Consequently, the operant conditioning of humans is practiced only in very special circumstances where it can be passed off as part of a regime for the treatment of individuals who produce socially unacceptable behaviour of an extreme kind, but are not yet old enough to be beyond the reach of compulsory treatment - even though the treatment consists, in essence, of rewarding socially acceptable behaviour rather than punishing its opposite. 

For Management by Operant Conditioning to be effective, then, the first requirement is for a controlled environment. It would be an exaggeration, perhaps, to maintain that a civil servant is a prisoner of the system -  he can always walk out - but he is certainly boxed in to an extent to which his opposite number in the private sector is not. There are number of contributory factors - the terms and conditions of service, the accountability inherent in the system - but the main one is that the civil service is more of a lifetime career than any other paid employment that springs readily to mind. Certainly, a large proportion of management effort in the civil service goes into career management. But to appreciate more fully the extent to which this and the other requirements of operant conditioning are met in the management of the civil service we must examine its recruiting and training in more detail. 

                                 6

Recruiting

In management terms, the greatest strength of the civil service lies in its recruiting system.  The Civil Service Commission, unconstrained by either political partiality, or managerial paranoia, can approach its task of recruiting future civil servants with an almost sublime objectivity.  Needing only to know from its sole customer - the Civil Service proper - the numbers and kinds of recruits required, and, taking all the necessary time and care to evolve, by trial and error, ever more sophisticated techniques for finding them, it can design selection procedures which will identify precisely, and recruit exactly those individuals who most closely meet the requirements.  And, apart from its independent status, the Civil Service Commission enjoys other advantages over recruitment agencies in the private sector.  

Since, for example, the only expertise not native to the individual candidate which can count towards future fitness for higher status in the civil service, is a knowledge and understanding of the ways in which the organisation works, and since this expertise can be acquired only after joining the organisation, there is only one route into the civil service which makes any sense, and that is at, or very near the bottom.  If, to put it another way, the objectives of the civil service, and the constraints under which it operates, are so very different from those of any organisation in the private sector, what useful purpose could possibly be served by recruiting individuals into the civil service - whatever the skills and knowledge they may have acquired in the private sector - at any level much higher than the bottom?  There is, however, more than one bottom in the civil service.

The best way of understanding the means of entry into the British civil service is to see it in terms of its old Clerical, Executive and Administrative Classes, which have now become blurred (but by no means totally obliterated) following the imposition of arrangements aimed, one must presume (in default of any more evidently practical reason), at giving the appearance of greater equality of opportunity for all concerned.  Historically, the Clerical Grades were responsible, as the name implies, for performing tasks which required little more than mechanical ability - Clerical Assistant (CA) at the very bottom and, above that, Clerical Officer (CO).  As we have seen, these grades have now been renamed Administrative Assistant (AA) and Administrative Officer (AO).

The Executive Class was much more of a force to be reckoned with; the operational muscle of the Civil Service, accounting for most of its mass, in weight, if not its numbers, it had its own quite extensive career structure - Executive Officer (EO), Higher Executive Officer (HEO), Senior Executive Officer (SEO) and, now no longer extant, Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Senior Chief Executive Officer (SCEO) and even Principal Executive Officer (PEO).

The Administrative Class was really a graduate entry scheme - the intellectual cream of the civil service, and relatively small in numbers.  Graduates, mostly from Oxbridge, with first class degrees, were taken in as Assistant Principals (AP), virtually a training grade, and became Principals; then, if considered good enough, and they almost invariably were, Assistant Secretary (AS) and after that, depending on ability and performance, Assistant Under Secretary (AUS), Deputy Under Secretary (DUS) and, finally, Permanent Under Secretary (PUS).

Under pressure, mainly from the spirit of the times, but also from those Unions representing the Clerical and Executive Grades, the separate classes were merged, in the 1960s, to become the Administrative Group, and the new arrangements were as follows: CA(now AA), CO(now AO), EO, HEO, and SEO remained; AP was replaced with Administrative Trainee (AT), and between AT and Principal was inserted a hybrid version of HEO called, at the time of writing, HEO(D)...the D standing for Development.  The CEO grade was merged with that of Principal; the old SCEO grade became the new Senior Principal grade, and PEO, of which there were very few, was merged with AS.  

Before this happened, however, the possibility had long existed of gaining 'class to class' promotion through the various Open Competitions, and the enormous expansion of the civil service, resulting from the growth in the Government's powers and responsibilities during the 20 years following World War II, produced a demand for civil servants in the upper and middle ranks which could not be met from the graduate entry alone; but the new structure was intended to be seen as a continuous stepladder of upward mobility to ever higher hierarchical levels: AA, AO. EO [AT], HEO [HEO(D)], SEO, Principal (now called Grade7), Senior Principal (Grade6), AS (Grade5), AUS (Grade3), DUS (Grade2) and PUS (Grade1).  The missing Grade4 was a relatively rarely used Specialist Grade, and this might be an appropriate point at which to mention that, more recently, the Specialist Grades - statisticians, economists and all manner of scientists - have been given opportunities to make the jump into 'pure' administration at Grade7, and that, more recently still, these Grades have been effectively merged with those of the Administrative Group, starting at Grade7 and going up into what was called the Open Structure.  This is seen, I think, as breaking, in this technological age, the monopoly power of the “Generalists” at the top of the civil service - even though, in practice, the ultimate requirements of Ministers (and, thus, the objectives of the civil service) have less to do with numbers than with words. 

The career structure of the administrative civil service, as outlined above, may still seem impenetrable to the outsider, but, for present purposes, the main points to bear in mind are:

(i)  Recruitment into the Administrative Group is, normally, as either an AA, AO, EO or AT;

(ii) ATs advance, normally, by becoming HEO(D)s and then Principals(Grade7), and so on upward, but, if they do not make the grade, they can go from AT to HEO(without the D) or even from HEO(D) to SEO - back, in other words, into the slower stream;

(iii)an AA can win promotion to AO, an AO to EO, then HEO, SEO, Principal (Grade7) and upwards, but, if good enough, an EO can make HEO(D) and then Principal direct;

(iv) it is theoretically possible to join the civil service as an AA and end up as a PUS (Grade1), but not very likely!  It was not unheard of, however, in the halcyon days of the fifties and sixties, for an officer who had joined before World War II as a CO to retire as a DUS (Grade2);

(v)  to make PUS, even by the fastest route, one has to go from AT, via HEO(D), Principal, AS, AUS, DUS, to PUS in about 35 years at the very outside.   

I will return to the management implications of this later, but, in the meantime, and before we return to the Civil Service Commission (which was obliged to take all these factors into account when devising its selection procedures), it may be worth pointing out that, in spite of the integration which has, to all appearances, taken place since the 1970s, the old structures are still there beneath the surface, and civil servants have no difficulty in recognising who's who in class terms.  There are a number of reasons for this, none of them particularly sinister.  One, funnily enough, is the Civil Service Unions.  They are the same ones at the time of writing that were around when there were Clerical, Executive and Administrative Classes, and the bulk of their membership is drawn, still, from the classes they were originally created to represent.  Needless to say, they have elaborate no-poaching agreements, which tend to keep the class distinctions alive as individuals progress up the hierarchy from different starting points.  

Another reason why the old classes are still there under a carefully cultivated topsoil of appearances to the contrary, is that they were, quite simply, a true reflection of the different types of work the civil service actually does, in order to achieve its objectives, and, as we have already seen, this work, and the organisational structures required to do it, have not really changed to any significant extent over the years.  Another reason is the sheer impossibility, given the size of the hierarchical pyramid, and the operational requirement for entry only at the bottom of it, of devising a single-tier entry which would, while ensuring that every level of the hierarchy was properly serviced, deliver a sufficient number of suitably qualified individuals to the top of it, in the time available.  So there has to be an Upper Class, a Middle Class and a Lower Class in the civil service, but no insurmountable inter-class barriers between them.

Notice that I do not say Ruling Class, Managerial Class and Working Class.  This is because there is no clear dichotomy, in the civil service, as there is in organisations in the private sector, between managers and managed.  Every civil servant, from EO upwards, or, putting it another way, every civil servant down to EO level, can be (and usually is) a 'manager', in present-day civil service terms.  An EO may oversee the work of (manage), anything between one and twenty AOs and AAs.  An HEO may 'manage' a number of EOs, and so on, up the hierarchy - SEOs managing HEOs, Principals managing SEOs, until we get to the Head of the Civil Service himself.  

The corollary is, however, that, just as they are all managers, so civil servants are all managed - EOs managed by HEOs, managed by SEOs, and so on, up to Permanent Secretaries managed by the Cabinet Secretary (Head of the Civil Service), who is, in his final turn, managed by the Cabinet - for which read the Prime Minister.  And, the Head of the Civil Service, remember, was recruited as an AT - or was it still AP at that time?  All of which makes the task of recruiting civil servants that much more manageable and straightforward.  Given, therefore, the statutory independence enjoyed by the Civil Service Commission, and the years of experience it had in defining precisely the kinds of recruits the Civil Service needs; and given, also, the complete freedom it had to design selection procedures which would deliver the desired recruits by open competition without any question of nepotism being entertainable; recruitment into the civil service has become almost an exact science.

[It may be worth describing, at this point, my own experience of this curiously impersonal but, in the end, very reassuring procedure, the essential features of which are unlikely to have changed much in the 40 years since it processed me.

It began with an advertisement in the Appointments pages of one of the quality newspapers, at a time when I was looking at these things with more than a merely academic interest.  The advert invited, in effect, mature individuals with successful private sector career backgrounds to apply for further information about the possibility of joining the civil service by Open Competition as 'direct entry Principals'.  It gave the number of vacancies as 'about 40', but the unusual feature (apart from the fact that applicants did not need to possess a degree, but would be required to demonstrate the intellectual abilities of a good honours graduate) was the upper age limit of 52!  My response to the advert elicited an application form and an Information Pack which told me, in very general terms, what a Principal was, and what the job entailed, but also described, in unequivocal detail, what I would have to do to get the job.  This being May, there would be a two-day written examination during September; if successful in this, I would be invited to three or four days of extended interviews by a Civil Service Selection Board in October/November, followed, if I survived, by a Final Board in November/December, after which, if passed as fit, I could expect to join the civil service as a Principal early in the following year.  I think things may have speeded up a bit since then, but not by very much.

It all turned out exactly as promised.  I filled in and submitted the application form; I was invited, along with 1,500 others, to sit, at various places up and down the country, the two-day written exam. It was all scrupulously fair; I had been sent specimen examination papers in advance, and most of the questions were based on genuine problems which might be encountered during the course of business in the civil service, but which required no specialist  expertise to deal with, in the stated terms - mostly short essay-type answers but with enough figure work involved to test basic numeracy; there was a precis to do, I remember.  

The results of this written exam were published within a matter of weeks, and about 80 of us were invited to go forward to the extended interviews.   These were very ingenious, ranging all the way from the writing up, in some detail, of individual projects based on case-studies, to role-playing in simulated committee meetings of various types (all carefully observed by 'The Assessors').  There were word tests, general knowledge tests, intelligence tests and mini-debates with The Assessors on subjects chosen by us in advance.  Then, for the survivors, a few weeks later, the Final Board.  Quite intimidating, this - about eight intellectual heavyweights sitting round an oval table, with me at one end, and the First Commissioner (Sir John Hunt, later Cabinet Secretary and finally Lord Hunt) at the other, all of them free to ask me any question under the sun for about 30 minutes.  After that, it was all over.  A short note followed saying that, subject to certain enquiries about birth, health and other matters, I was assured of a place among the ranks of Her Majesty's civil servants.  I read later, in the Report of the Civil Service Commission for the year in question that, in the end, 33 of us had been awarded, and had accepted, the accolade.]

How very different is recruiting in the private sector!  What a shambles it can appear to be in comparison!  On closer examination, however, it is difficult to see how it could be otherwise.  Each enterprise, however small, must organise its own recruiting in its own way - peering anxiously into a more or less uncertain future and trying to decide what recruits it needs.  And recruiting, in the private sector, is, like training, a line-management function.   Also, recruiting into an enterprise cannot be restricted to the bottom rungs of the ladder, far from it, since recruiting can and does take place at every level, including the very top.  Of course, there are some firms, the bigger ones as a rule, which recruit inexperienced but academically well-qualified individuals with a view to training them for future greatness - there are apprenticeships, traineeships and, even, graduate entries for this purpose - but, most firms are looking for recruits, at whatever level, with some previous experience in the appropriate field, or with some identifiable and preferably measurable quantum of achievement behind them, something that will reduce the degree of risk inherent in having to make a recruitment choice without the assistance of a battery of expensive (and time-consuming) tests, the cost of which would not be justifiable in the majority of cases.  

This approach has its origins in an attribute of the managerial mind which it would not be unkind to call the Failsafe Factor, and which results from the consideration that, although recruiting is a line-management function with the overt objective of choosing the best available candidate for a given job, in the absence of objective criteria against which the applicants can be measured, each recruiting decision runs the risk of being wrong, and wrong decisions reflect badly on the decision-maker.  So, the sensible manager will be looking, not simply for the 'best' candidate (in his own judgement), but for the one who, if his performance following recruitment should turn out to be fatally flawed, will appear, looking back on all the evidence available at the time, to have been the correct - ie. the most defensible choice.

The Failsafe Factor can be epitomised in the question, "How will this decision look in retrospect if it turns out to be wrong?"  It leads, at one end of the recruitment scale, to a demand for a specified level of achievement - academic or practical (an honours degree, a minimum of two years experience in a similar job with a 'proven record of success', an unexceptional personal appearance - no facial hair, histrionic attire or even, in my day, suede shoes!); at the other end of the scale, to the delegation of responsibility for recruitment to Management Consultants who, because their reputation depends on always getting it right (or never, at least, getting it wrong), are even more obsessed with the Failsafe Factor than their customers.

It would be wrong to imply that there is a complete absence of objective testing in recruitment in the private sector, but only a few of the very largest, usually international, firms make a regular practice of it at all levels of entry.  There are quite good reasons for this, other than the obvious expense of devising a battery of tests to measure the possibly wide range of skills and knowledge needed to fill what will almost certainly be, at any one time, a single vacancy in a small organisation.  The enterprise will, as a rule, be buying in, either fairly cheap raw material for training purposes, or expensive skills and knowledge acquired by job experience in other firms and evidenced by that 'proven record of success' which figures so prominently in so many job adverts.  If the former, the margin of error can afford to be fairly wide, since the training process (which we have yet to consider) will itself be a testing experience allowing further sifting to occur; and, in the latter case, the candidate (however fatally flawed in actual fact) may be negotiating from a position of relative (if only apparent) strength.  He will, almost certainly, already have a job; he will have evidence, chapter and verse, of his achievements, and the fact that these achievements may not be quite his own, will be known only to someone with an intimate understanding of the way things actually work in the organisation currently employing him. 

The manager, whose responsibility it will be to make the final recruiting decision in any particular case, will, in all probability, have only three pieces of information to go on.  First, the applicant's own curriculum vitae (cv), plus any indicators of his past achievements which may be in the public domain, such as the performance records of the firms for which he has worked - bearing in mind that any number of factors, other than the candidate's abilities, may have affected these.  Second, the interview - on which, in the private sector, so much store is set, but which, on all the evidence, is notoriously unreliable as an indicator of likely performance in any sphere of activity other than one in which success is dependent on an ability to interview well.  And, third, references.  

Depending on the importance, in the eyes of the recruiting employer, of the job to be filled, the taking up of references, and the making of enquiries, can,  in the private sector, be carried to ridiculous lengths, although the Failsafe Factor may not be without its influence here by predicating, as it does, that "anything that could have been done, should have been done".  Since, however, the most important referee is likely to be the applicant's present employer, and since this present employer is likely to be a competitor of the prospective employer, and since both the latter and the applicant are unlikely to wish to approach the present employer until the change of jobs looks certain, and since, even when approached, the present employer cannot be relied upon to be strictly truthful - he may find it expedient to give a good reference for an employee he would be not unhappy to lose, and an indifferent one for an employee he would prefer to keep - the taking up of references in the private sector can exhibit many of the characteristics of a poker game.

Given the degree of subjectivity surrounding managerial decision-making about recruitment in the private sector, it is hardly surprising that the Failsafe Factor assumes such importance there.  And it can operate with peculiarly painful effect in the case of an applicant who is not actually in a job at the moment of impact.  He may be currently unemployed for a variety of reasons, none of them particularly discreditable; he may be the best of whatever he is, in the business, but, in spite of his own possibly Herculean achievements (all of them susceptible of objective measurement or vouched for by referees of apparently impeccable credentials), he may have been practising his hard-earned skills in an enterprise which, for reasons quite unconnected with his own activities, was vulnerable to market forces outside its own control.  His very success may have contributed to the mounting of the takeover which resulted in his own redundancy.  Too bad!  In the mind of a prospective employer, the Failsafe Factor will weight the selection scales heavily against him.  Jobs which, had he applied for them when he was gainfully employed, would have fallen easily into his grasp, will now, somehow, elude him.  The fact of his redundancy, however fortuitous, however ill-deserved, will be sufficient to plant the seed of doubt.  Remember the question: how will this decision look in retrospect if it turns out to be wrong?  Should not the fact that the applicant had been made redundant, have made you suspicious?  That's the way it works, alas; and, as many quite clever people have found to their cost in recent years, there is nothing quite like having a job for getting a job.  Only a Civil Service Commission can deal even-handedly with employed and unemployed alike, since the Open Competition means exactly what it says.

Because of these uncertainties, and in spite of the many and varied skills on offer from management consultants (the employment of which, by the way, could be regarded, in this context, as an admission of failure by the manager responsible - although, to be fair, the consultants usually leave the final choice to be made by the prospective employer from an approved shortlist), some firms large enough to do it, operate a policy of recruiting potential middle and upper managers into the lower reaches of the organisation, and then promoting only from within.  This is one way of knowing all there is to know about the abilities of the candidates, and it can work extremely well, provided that Management by Objectives is rigorously practised within the enterprise so that favouritism is excluded.   There is always the risk, however, that, over the years, some form of 'institutionalisation' will set in, that the organisation will drift into an in-bred complacency, leading to the rejection of unwelcome truths about itself in favour of unquestioning loyalty to some outmoded and, worse, uncompetitive Company 'standards', which a single breath of fresh air from the outside world, in the shape of a new mind, might have blown away before decline and dismemberment became inevitable.

Finally, before leaving recruiting in the private sector, we must, for the sake of completeness, touch on 'the Boss's Dilemma'.  We have seen that recruitment in an enterprise is a line-management function, and that every decision to choose and appoint a new recruit should be made by the responsible manager; this is because the latter cannot be held responsible for his outputs unless he is given control over his inputs - and what more important input could there be than the skills and knowledge of his human resources?  But, in choosing his lieutenants, the Boss (although driven, in his own interests, to pick the candidates most likely, through their abilities, to make it possible for him, the Boss, to achieve his objectives) will find it difficult to rid himself entirely of a concern for the future impregnability of his own position.  What if, in his search for the very best (by whatever imperfect means), he recruited a lieutenant whose abilities put his own in the shade, who was good enough to do his own job better than him?  The Boss would not, of course, reject an applicant for such an ignoble reason (not explicitly, anyway), but subjectivity plays such a large part in recruitment in the private sector that one can only guess at the motives which inform what is, so often, one man's final decision. 

Ah! the labyrinthine complexity of it all!  How pure and impersonal - and how so much more effective - is the calm, careful and considered detachment of a Civil Service Commission, busily selecting, year after year, the best of those brains and abilities which it has targeted.  There can be little doubt that, when it comes to recruitment, the Civil Service comes out tops, as they say.  And a good job, too!  Because, once they have been recruited, the training which (given the constraints under which it obliged to operate) the Civil Service is able to offer its appointees, is so relatively primitive that, in this area, the Civil Service may be seen as virtually living off the capital investment of the Civil Service Commission's recruitment techniques, as it were, for the rest of its managerial existence.
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Training                     

According to one school of thought, everything that happens to an individual within an organisation, once he has joined it, can be classified as training; and, in the private sector, "Everybody in the organisation is continually under training" is a widely quoted, if not always quite so widely observed, management maxim.  It is not a difficult proposition to defend.  A manager in an enterprise, pursuing the clearly defined output objectives of that part of the operation for which he has accepted responsibility, having recruited his operatives (as part of his control over inputs) and measured the performance of each of them against some identifiable standard (S-A=V), will find only one really viable option open to him for improving, not only the performance of those individuals who are below the standard, but also the general level of performance of the entire set (from which the standard will probably have been derived in the first place), namely, to increase the skills and knowledge of his operatives by training. That is why, in the private sector, training is also seen as a line-management function.

The training itself may take many forms.  There is off-the-job training - formal or informal, structured or unstructured - using either in-house, bought in, or ex-house training courses.  There is on-the-job training of every conceivable kind.  There are combinations of the two.  The manager in the private sector must arrange all this, it is his responsibility.  The manager himself will be under training.  He may have brought in with him to the job, an appropriate range of skills and knowledge, but he will be expected to continue the learning process indefinitely.  In an enterprise committed to innovation and marketing, nobody's skills and knowledge can, by definition, stand still without endangering the survival of the whole.  There can be no innovation without change, and no marketing without exploration and experimentation.  

Even those entrants into the highest levels of the organisation, if they are to make the kinds of contribution, for which they have so expensively been recruited, must be allowed a period of time to learn about the organisation they have been brought in to manage.  Since, in the private sector, no two enterprises are ever quite alike, it could be argued that, in the armamentarium of a 'company doctor', the ability to learn quickly is of equal importance to any of the more obvious skills, in the diagnosis and treatment of a company's 'ills', and that, when acquiring expensive recruits into the upper levels of an organisation, this particular ability is what, more than any other, is being paid for.  Autodidacticism is, after all, merely one form of training.  To manage is to teach, then, or so the theory goes; and it must be conceded that, in the private sector, under the pressures generated by the fight for survival, practice can reflect theory pretty closely, in this area, at least.  This may be because Training by Objectives relates so well to Management by Objectives.

There is another management skill which is often linked with training, particularly in the private sector - the ability to motivate.  Recruiting, training and motivation, in fact, appear regularly together as a Holy Trinity of practical management in the business world.

[During the course of my Final Interview for admission into the civil service, already referred to, the Chairman of the Board, casting around, no doubt, for some relatively unhackneyed line of questioning, and his eye lighting upon a reference supplied by my previous boss, said, "One of your referees speaks highly of your abilities in the recruiting, training and motivation of personnel; what is meant by motivation, how do you motivate someone?"  He asked the question, I remember, as if genuinely, if only mildly, puzzled, handling the word 'motivation' as with a pair of tongs.  It was a good question, however, because not only was it a fair question under the circumstances, but it was also one which I had not anticipated, never having been asked it before, and to which, even though I had supposedly been successfully motivating personnel for years, I had, to my chagrin, no ready made answer available.  Replying, therefore, off the top of my head, as they say, I said something like, "Motivation is persuading employees to want to do, and, if possible, do well (and even enjoy doing), something you are paying them to do."  Certainly, the word 'persuade' is right in this context - it softens the manipulative implications of the rest of the definition. 

But the Chairman's puzzlement, if it was genuine, was probably due to his own inability to understand why anyone should, at any time in their working life, stand in need of motivation by somebody else.  And it is true that many people are completely self-motivating, but it is also true that many are not.]  

This means that a manager in the private sector, in order to achieve his own agreed objectives using the resources given to him for the purpose, will need, not only to recruit the right operatives and ensure that they are equipped with the skills and knowledge necessary to enable them to achieve their individual portions of his own objectives, but, some of them at least, he will also have to motivate.  Not only, in other words, will he have to show them how to do whatever it is he wants them to do, but he may also, first, have to persuade them that they want to do whatever it is he wants them to do, and that, furthermore, it is in their own best interests to do it.  There are a number of ways of achieving this objective, some of which verge on hypnotism, but, for consistent and reliable results, training is the key - or perhaps, in this context, indoctrination would be a better word to use, or even motivation-training - although motivation is less a question of skills and knowledge and more one of attitude.

[When approaching this subject myself, as part of the training of new recruits into my own sales force, I always used the analogy of a batsman in the game of cricket, pointing out that the best batsmen were, all other things being equal, the ones possessing the biggest armamentarium of different strokes - there being, in theory at least, a stroke for dealing effectively with every kind of ball that a bowler can deliver.  But the only practical way in which each of these strokes can be acquired by the budding batsman, is by his being bowled out - since this experience alone will inspire him to seek out the appropriate stroke for dealing with the fatal delivery, and then learn it.  Since this is a process which can take place only with experience, over time, what can his coach do for the aspiring batsman early in his career?  He can teach him how to face the bowling.  He can help him to get his stance right.  

This does not mean that the coach is himself unaware of the various strokes, nor that he is unable to teach them to his pupils.  He must, and will inevitably try to do so; but a lesson given when the need for it is keenly felt, after the long walk back to the pavilion, is worth ten lessons before going in to bat. The stance, however, is the thing to start with.  If that isn't right, then no amount of attention given to individual strokes will make for genuine fluency at the crease. Stance equals attitude, and attitude is the form in which motivation expresses itself in an individual's appetite for his job - or for his life, for that matter.]

There is nothing mysterious about motivation in the private sector. Just as there are plenty of self-motivated people around, so are there quite simple and obvious ways of motivating those who are not.  The carrot and the stick are, as we have seen, the basic tools of the trade.  The difficulty is that different carrots and different sticks are effective for different individuals in differing circumstances. Where outputs can accurately be measured and the only consideration is for the short term, simple cash bonuses for meeting and surpassing targets, and the sack for failing to do so, may provide all the motivation required.  Judicious recruitment, objective training and even regular salary can all go out of the window to be replaced with payment by results - the operative selects himself, trains himself and is uninhibited by any consideration other than short-term profit for himself (he is virtually self-employed).  Similarly, his manager, freed from all complexities as regards his human resources, can concentrate on his other inputs, and on making sure that the margins on his outputs are sufficient to meet his targets.  

Arrangements like these, deriving from Management by Exhortation in its crudest form, can work quite well for a while, but not for very long, and only in small, or ephemeral operations.  The reason is not far to seek.  We have seen that, for an enterprise to have a future, it must have a coherent Marketing Plan; in order to plan, it must have at least a core of certainty, a cadre of executives to build on, a range of specialist skills on which it can rely to deal with the unexpected, unforeseeable challenges it will surely meet as it struggles to survive and grow.  It must have the potential, in other words, for organisation, innovation, development and marketing.  All of which implies a capacity for judicious recruitment, objective training and, where necessary, bespoke motivation, tailored by the individual manager to fit the individual operative, but relying mainly on some guarantee that the latter will share in the future growth of the enterprise in the event of his achievements measuring up to the standards set for him as part of the Marketing Plan - all the elements, in fact, of Management by Objectives.

Above all, there must be confidence, on the part of the operative, in the integrity of the criteria against which any targets are set for, and accepted by him, in the objectivity of the measurement of his achievements by his manager, and in the fairness of the rewards and penalties that his performance attracts.  This confidence, and the mutual commitment to improving performance by, on the one hand, teaching and, on the other, learning, once entered into by the manager and the operative in an enterprise, can generate, at its best, from the pursuit of some intrinsically mundane set of marketplace objectives, a unique and quite durable feeling of excitement. 

In circumstances such as these, fully paid-up individualists can find themselves developing a genuine loyalty to an organisation which they have joined for the most mercenary of motives; a loyalty which, given a sound contractual relationship and the certainty that true achievement, fairly measured, will receive its proper appreciation in either salary or promotion, can be the very reverse of exploitative.  But all the elements must be right.  The recruitment may have been less than ept, but the training, the motivation and, above all, the objectivity of the management, have all to be in place, if the necessary momentum is to be achieved; the future must look better than the present, and must, at least, seem achievable by dint of individual, improvable effort.  Most men and women can be motivated by the prospect of a better future, attainable by individual effort, as part of a mutually supportive team.

It would be wrong to leave training in the enterprise without reminding ourselves of the ultimate criterion, which is that training costs money, and that the cost-effectiveness of the training should be, and in the private sector usually is, susceptible of measurement in financial terms. If, also, training is a line-management function, the measurement of the effectiveness of the training is a measurement of the effectiveness of the manager.  There is no escaping this conclusion.  

Where job-achievement can objectively be measured, time spent off the job undergoing training incurs a double cost - the cost of the training and the opportunity cost of the trainees time off work - and, if the result of the training is not an improvement in performance which defrays this double expense, then it follows that the training has not been cost-effective. On-the-job training may have advantages, here, in reducing cost, since it incurs only the single cost of the trainer's time, but, again, the effectiveness must, at least, be equal to the cost.  Also, on-the-job training predicates a one-to-one relationship between the trainer and the trainee which may not be practicable, and could, in any case, be very expensive - depending on the opportunity cost of the trainer's time.

The civil service, as we have seen, scores high on recruitment, but how does it fare on training and motivation?  Well, there can be no doubt that training goes on in the civil service, nor that most of it, nearly all of it, is on-the-job training.  The aspirational slogan, "Everybody in the organisation is continually under training" is, if anything, truer of the civil service than it is of the private sector.  To say, however, that training in the civil service is a line-management function, would be to beg questions about who, in the civil service, manages who, and how --  questions which are still awaiting clarification here.  The same applies to the objectives of the training.  

Training cannot proceed without some sort of objectives, however inadequately defined they may be, and it is here that we come to the parting of the ways.  If, as we have seen, the objectives of the civil service are so different from those of an enterprise engaged in innovation and marketing, and if, as seems increasingly likely, Management by Objectives (in the normal sense of the term) cannot readily be practiced in the civil service, there is a strong possibility that the objectives of training in the civil service will be different from those obtaining in the private sector.  It would not, in that case, be surprising if the methodology of training was also different.  And so it turns out.

When the new recruit is finally admitted to the Civil Service with the Commission's seal of approval, he may, after the competitive excitements of the selection process, and the flush of the accolade, feel a certain sense of anticlimax.  Instead of being seized by some demonic manager whose own future depends on the extent to which this raw material can be moulded into an effective member of the team (and effective, in the private sector, means capable of earning more than he costs), he will find himself, after reading any background briefing papers given to him by his superior, the occupant of an actual post - a fully-fledged functionary, in fact.  He will not, in any real sense, need to go looking for the work which he is to do, nor even to ask what that work is.  The work will come to him, up from below or down from above, and it will be, to some extent (however etiolated) casework; he will be exercising some small but well-defined portion of the Minister's powers or discharging some sliver of his responsibilities.  It will be not entirely unlike answering a question in an exam paper.  To embark upon this work he will need only to take the first file out of his in-tray and study it carefully.  In the performance of this generic feat, he will be sustained, even though he may not realise it at the time, by four underlying certitudes.

First, the file in question would not have come to him without a reason - without, in other words, its requiring something of him which, given his position in the hierarchy, it is his responsibility to provide.  Second, whatever the case requires of him will be evident from a careful examination of the text and the context -- that is, the papers on the file, any previous papers referred to on the file (for which he can send), and any written guidelines or 'desk instructions' with which he has been provided.  The skills (and quite a lot of the knowledge) required to deal with the matter will already be his to command -- otherwise the Civil Service Commission would not have recruited him.  And fourth, his response to whatever demands the case makes on him will be expressed by him somewhere on the document or file, where it will be available for all to see for a very long time. 

This response will be either correct or incorrect; if it is correct, it will pass, either downward, through the interface with the outside world, as a decision of the Minister (a very small one, at this stage), which is capable of withstanding  any challenge; or upward, unaltered and approved by whoever is set in authority over him, as advice to wherever in the hierarchy the point of decision lies (perhaps the Minister!).  If, however, the new recruit's response is incorrect, it will, if challenged through the appropriate machinery from the outside world, be identified as a mistake and corrected, probably at a higher level and with an appropriate apology, the record having been minuted accordingly.  If, as is more common at this stage, the flawed contribution has passed upward, it will be shot down, in writing, on the record (usually, but not always, in the nicest possible way) for all to see, including the progenitor, when the file comes back to him.  Either way, the file returns with the record on it of the action and the outcome.

This, basically, is how on-the-job training works in the civil service, and it is a continuous process; by which I mean that it goes on all the time from the day you join to the day you retire, regardless of the rank you achieve.  The essential skills are reading and writing, comprehension and fluency - with words and, to a lesser extent, figures - and, carried to its extreme (as it has been in the past), this form of on-the-job training can obviate any requirement for the 'manager' actually to speak to the 'managed'.  Call it learning by doing, if you will, but the most important point is that the recruit will have brought the necessary basic skills and knowledge into the civil service with him - the Civil Service Commission having seen to that - so, apart from the unremitting daily exercise of these faculties (and practice does make perfect), all he will acquire, afterwards, will be an increasingly detailed knowledge of the system and its workings - plus, of course, whatever body of facts is appropriate to the particular part of the system he happens to be concerned with at any given time.

There is something very academic, even cloistered, about all real civil service work, and there probably always will be; it was no accident that the earliest civil servants were clerics.  Every time a government servant takes a document out of his in-tray, or confronts a case, it sets him a test.  What is the question?  What is the answer?  Some contribution must be made, preferably one which defines and answers the question in ways which are unassailably correct, taking all the relevant circumstances (the statutes, the Ministers' powers, responsibilities and policy statements, the precedents and the facts of the individual case) into account.  The principal objective is to move the case from the in-tray to the out-tray, with the addition of as constructive a contribution as is possible, but without running the risk of making a mistake - bearing in mind that every word written on the file is a permanent record of its author's abilities, if only in respect of his handwriting (jocular innuendo about handwriting being quite common in the civil service). 

Many of the questions are, of course, pretty obvious, and the answers easy to arrive at, but, since everything in the realm of government administration ultimately connects with everything else, a proportion of them are difficult - both to define and answer - and, the more difficult the question, the higher up the hierarchy it may have to go before the necessary breadth of experience, not to mention intellectual penetration, can be brought to bear on it.  But, however far up the ladder it has to travel before the correct solution is found, however many hands have attempted to solve it before the level of expertise, experience and knowledge is reached at which a decision can be taken without further reference upward, back will come the file, once this consummation has occurred, for the decision to be implemented and, more to the point, for all to see.  The contributions will be studied, marked, learned and inwardly digested by everyone concerned.  It may, after all, create a precedent.  It may even be Noted by the official Departmental Noter!  If ever another case comes up which raises similar questions, an answer will now be readily available - bearing in mind, of course, that Ministers and Ministerial policy can change and that no two cases are ever exactly alike.

This, compressed and simplified, is how basic on-the-job training in the civil service works.  It may be 'learning by doing', but it is also 'learning by learning'  - which may explain why civil servants have traditionally been picked for their ability to learn by reading and to pass exams by writing.  The only difference in performance between a recruit and a more established and experienced officer in the same grade, may be that the former finds it necessary to spend more time, initially, reading the files before he is able to identify the question and decide on the answer - but, with each successive case, his response time should get shorter; and this is a process which continues from recruitment to retirement. 

Once he has gained sufficient experience to have mastered his first post, usually after about three years, the recruit may be moved to a different post, probably in a different Department of the same Ministry.  If he is an administrator (a real civil servant), this regular movement will almost certainly continue throughout his entire career, depending on his own development (of which, more later) and his appetite for change. It all comes under on-the-job training - getting to know the system and how it works.  Each posting will be different, but also the same - different data bank, same software.

[Before my own recruitment into the civil service, I had enjoyed two previous careers, each spanning nearly fifteen years, in the hospital service and in the pharmaceutical industry.  On appointment, I was placed, however, not in the Department of Health, not in the Department of Trade and Industry, not even in the Department of Employment but, for some reason which I have never really understood (unless, as my new civil service colleagues half-jokingly assured me, the underlying principle was that no previous knowledge meant no prejudice), in the Home Office. 

When, on my first day in the Home Office, I was informed by the Principal Establishment Officer that my initial post was to be in the Fire Department, I have to admit that I experienced some difficulty in controlling the composure of my features.  It was the thought of going home and telling my family and friends!  The Fire Department!  But what an interesting and instructive job it turned out to be, my responsibilities being Secretary of the Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council (a Minister in the Chair); administering the Fire Research Programme and War Emergency Planning among other things. 

Then, after three years in the Fire Department, a move to the Police Department...Secretary of the Common Police Services Committee (mind-boggling financial complexities), and administering Police Training at Home Office establishments.  After another three years, the Urban Programme (involving me in a temporary move to the Department of the Environment), and, finally, Head of the Parole Unit in, successively, the Probation, Criminal and Prison Departments of the Home Office. 

It is not the purpose of this book to describe my own experiences in the civil service except insofar as they are relevant to my main thesis - otherwise I could write a chapter, at least, about each of these jobs.  My point here is that, by doing them, even though I was operating in the same basic mode (exercising the Home Secretary's powers and discharging his responsibilities), I was learning more in each of them about the complexities, the subtleties and, yes, the objectives of government administration - although, I have to say that at no time were these last spelled out to me with any precision by anyone; I simply had to work them out for myself.  More importantly, I was, by constant practice in a widening variety of circumstances, gaining in the concentration, speed and confidence I was able to bring to the work.  But this movement round the Office was viewed by my 'lay' friends with some bewilderment.  When they asked me what I actually did, I settled for  "Think of me as pure intellect plugged into subject matter"  as a reply which avoided a lot of explanation, raised a smile and deviated not too far from the truth.

The one piece of on-the-job training that never came my way was the most important one of all, a stint in the Minister's Private Office.  In my own case, given my age on entry, the possibility never really arose, but it is difficult to exaggerate the value, to the career civil servant, of a period spent working for the Minister in person, rather than for the Minister as an institution - and one can serve in Private Office at any grade: AA, AO, EO upwards to the Principal Private Secretary to the S of S, who is usually an AS(Grade5).  Private Office is the place where all the internal threads come together, and where the Department connects with other Departments and, more importantly, with Cabinet Office and Number 10; it is the place to learn, under conditions admittedly of considerable stress, which can test an individual officer's intellectual abilities, emotional stability and physical stamina to the utmost, how things really work in Government service. It is the ultimate in on-the-job training, and, after surviving it, nobody who has experienced it is ever quite the same again.]

It would be wrong, however, to give the impression that all training in the civil service is on-the-job training, since a whole range of other types of training is available.  There is a small industry, in fact, producing training courses of varying lengths and complexity on every conceivable subject, as and when required.  Each Government Department, great or small, has its own Training Branch, staffed by civil servants who have been posted into it, in much the same way as I was posted into the Fire Department or the Police Department; in addition, there are the training courses provided by the Civil Service College, to which all Departments are invited to, and do subscribe.

[I myself attended one of these, an Introduction to Government Administration Course which lasted three weeks, and on which I met a number of late-entry Principals like myself from other Government Departments.  Unfortunately, due to problems of demand and supply,the course took place about a year after I had started work in the Fire Department, so, as an Introduction it was less than useful.  It was one of those 'fill-this-space with lectures' affairs, during the course of which several practitioners came and talked to us about their work - a Treasury type, a Private Office type, a Security type and so on, even a Minister.  It was interesting but quite subjective; one got what one could out of it, and then went back to work as if nothing much had happened.]

There are even outside training courses on which civil servants may be sent - or which, more commonly, they may apply, or be invited, to attend: courses at management training colleges in the private sector, or seminars at Universities, where civil servants, usually relatively senior ones, can mingle and even live with management executives from the private sector.  The most famous of these is [or was] the three month residential course at the Henley Staff College.

[By a strange coincidence, the last line-manager I had in the private sector (who was an old and dear friend of mine) and my first line-manager in the civil service (who became one of the few close friends I made there) had been thrown together on the same course at Henley a couple of years before I crossed over.  This gave me access to two fairly unbuttoned accounts of, not only how each saw the other, but also how each of them felt about any benefits they got out of the three months they spent at Henley in a seclusion which verged on total isolation from home and office.

There is no doubt in my mind as to which of them gained most from the experience.  My private sector friend, who had risen through the ranks to become a successful marketing director, but who, although a qualified pharmacist, had never been to University, found his horizons significantly expanded by Henley, his understanding of the larger world improved, and his self-assurance enhanced.  He never, alas, understood the role of the civil service, and gained no insight into its workings at Henley, where I know that he referred to it, in one of his syndicate presentations, as 'a tapeworm in the bowel of the economy'. 

My civil service friend, on the other hand, was an Oxbridge classics graduate, a fast-stream entrant who had done his stint in Private Office, and was an AS(Grade 5) when he went to Henley, where he plugged in as smoothly as he would have done to any other world with which his career in the civil service brought him into contact.  Any expansion of his horizons which took place at Henley would be of limited value, unless he decided (unusually) to desert the civil service for the private sector.  As a senior civil servant he would, almost certainly, put more into the course than he got out of it; having dealt, in the course of his duties, with Ministers, MPs, Local Authorities, Chief Constables, Chief Fire Officers, Prison Governors and High Court Judges, to name but a few, it is difficult to see what he might have brought back with him from Henley which would improve his performance as a civil servant.]

Most off-the-job training in the Civil Service is, in effect, voluntary, optional and subjective.  The Training Branches and the Civil Service Colleges lay on training courses; information about these courses is assiduously circulated throughout, as appropriate, the individual Departments or the entire Civil Service; and individual civil servants apply, or are urged by their current line-managers to apply, through their Divisional TLO (Training Liaison Officer - every Division has one, just another civil servant who has been given this responsibility in addition to his normal duties, as have the Divisional Establishments Liaison Officer, Personnel Liaison Officer, Security Liaison Officer and Bomb Threats Liaison Officer), for a place on some course which may or may not add something to the skills and knowledge needed by them to pursue their careers.  If the applications are approved at the appropriate level in the hierarchy, and then by the Department's Training Branch, the training will take place, and all concerned will pass on to the next piece of administration.  The question of whether the effectiveness of the training, and any benefits derived from it, have justified the cost of it, is never really considered.  How can it be?  Training by objectives is hardly possible outside a framework of Management by Objectives.  This does not mean that off-the-job training in the Civil Service is of no value.  It may be of considerable value to the individual civil servant, but, alternatively, it may not.  Since management has no way of measuring it, only the recipient of it can judge.

It may be possible to discern, in these arrangements for the training of civil servants, some of the lineaments of that Operant Conditioning which I put forward earlier as a model for the unique style of management practised in the Civil Service.  Certainly, the controlled environment is there, and so is the voluntary acquisition, by the subject, of extrinsically formulated behaviour patterns.  In the civil service, both on-the-job training, which is central, and off-the-job training, which is peripheral, depend for their effectiveness, not on the abilities of managers to measure performance, to identify skill deficiencies, to tailor the necessary training to the individual operative's needs, and to quantify the benefits derived from this exercise, but on the extent to which the individual civil servant avails himself of the opportunities presented to him by the jobs he is given and the training on offer.  But, without the benefit of Management by Objectives, without Training by Objectives, how, or by whom, or with what, are civil servants motivated to avail themselves of these opportunities for self-improvement?  This is a question I will consider next.
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Motivation

As we have seen, the civil servant is recruited to an initial and clearly-defined level of competence - he springs, as it were, fully armed from the head of the Civil Service Commission - and, once recruited, he is plugged in almost immediately to a job for which his inherent abilities (certificated by the Commission) should adequately befit him.  He enjoys, for sound operational reasons, almost total job security, with guaranteed annual salary increases from the bottom to the top of the scale for his grade, and he has a line-manager who, owning no responsibility for his recruitment, little personal interest in his training, and, in any case, no means of measuring his performance with any degree of objectivity, is uncommitted to his motivation.  So the question is : how, then, is a civil servant motivated?  If not who, then what, motivates him?  Where is the stick, and where the carrot?  Or, more appropriately, in this context, where is the carrot that is big enough, and juicy enough, to render the requirement for any stick redundant?  The carrot in the civil service is, indeed, very big and very juicy; the carrot is - promotion. 

The civil servant knows when he joins - and if he doesn't know he very soon learns - that, if he has the ability, and the appetite for it, he can rise and rise to the dizziest of heights - provided, that is, he can get himself promoted up the ladder from grade to grade.  Or, putting it another way, he knows that, once he gets to the top of the salary scale for the grade into which he has been recruited - as he inevitably will if he sticks it out - the only way of bettering himself financially will be by getting himself promoted to a higher grade.  This is why, given the security of tenure and the inevitabilty of the incremental scale (enjoyed, as they are, by the mediocre and the exceptional alike), the only objective criterion of success for the individual civil servant is promotion.  And, if the hunger for promotion is the motivating force which powers the great civil service machine, the way it works is worth looking at in more than a little detail.

In my day, there were two principal elements in the promotion process in the civil service; the first was the Annual Staff Report (ASR) - the full written appraisal of the performance of every civil servant, completed by his immediate superior each year; the second, the Promotion Board, which, constituted uniquely whenever there are vacancies to be filled in any but the very lowest grades, met to consider an appropriate 'field' of candidates for promotion from the grade below.  Before looking at the ASR and the Promotion Board, however, a word about staff management in the civil service.

Each of the Departments of State has what would, in the private sector, be called a Personnel Department, but which, in the civil service, has traditionally been called the Establishments Department -'Estabs' for short.  Estabs will be a relatively large department, headed by the Principal Establishments Officer - a post which, in the Home Office, for example, was of Dep. Sec. rank (Grade 2), which  goes to show how important it is.  Estabs operates the machinery by which the careers of individual civil servants are managed - notice how I have to strain to avoid saying that Estabs manages the careers of individual civil servants!  This is because it does no such thing; it administers the machinery of management.  

Estabs is staffed by civil servants, just like any other department (Police Department, Fire Department, Training Branch, etc.), who have been plugged in to administer the system - it is a posting like any other, just as the Principal Establishments Officer is a Dep. Sec. like any other.  And why not?  Administration is administration, whether of prisons, police, or the careers of other civil servants.   And there is plenty, here, to administer.  Just think, for a start, about all those officers moving around every few years!  They may be expected to go where they are put, but, rest assured, it doesn't always work out quite like that in practice.  Then there are all those Annual Staff Reports to be dished out, collected, collated and any consequentials taken care of. Also, most important of all, Promotion Boards - all to be set up, serviced and sat on. There are very clear rules - procedures is perhaps the more correct word - to be followed in the constitution and conduct of the Boards. 

There are procedures for everything - ASRs, career moves, alcohol abuse, everything.  These procedures have been worked out, over the years, with the same meticulous care that goes into the drafting of legislation, Ministerial briefs, answers to PQs and so on; properly interpreted (and this may involve appealing right up to the Permanent Secretary in difficult cases), they cover every forseeable contingency with scrupulous, unassailable fairness.  We are speaking, after all, about the principal stock-in-trade of the civil service - drafting. The civil service possesses the collective ability to draft its way out of anything - and so it must, because, in the last resort, it has no other weapons but words.  And the procedures for administering the careers of individual civil servants have to be just as comprehensive and cogent as the procedures for administering any other of the Government's powers and responsibilities - more so, in fact, if they are to withstand the scrutiny of those experts in these matters who, on this occasion, they affect.  Estabs also has constant dealings with the Civil Service Unions under elaborate hierarchical machinery, deriving from a Departmental Whitley Council, where, since everybody in the Civil Service is a civil servant, a Management Side, consisting entirely of civil servants, meets a Staff Side, consisting entirely of civil servants.  Back, however, to the ASR.

Each civil servant (with the possible exception of the Head of the Civil Service) has a Reporting Officer and a Countersigning Officer (it may be that the Prime Minister reports on the Head of the Civil Service but it is difficult to imagine who the Countersigning Officer might be - the Monarch, perhaps?).  The Reporting officer is almost invariably one grade up from the subject of the report, the Countersigning Officer one grade above that.  Each civil servant is reported on once a year by his Reporting Officer, who is the nearest thing he can ever have to a line-manager - bearing in mind that, in the civil service, one works 'to' the officer in the higher grade, not 'for' him.  One works, you see, 'for' the Queen.

The Annual Staff Report is an elaborate document which appears to be getting more elaborate with every year that passes, as the civil service applies its massive collective intellect, and formidable drafting skills, to what is, in effect (as I hope to show), an exercise in making bricks without straw.  The report requires the Reporting Officer, first, to agree a job description with the reportee, and then to assess his performance in every aspect of that job over the past year.  The form of the report is designed to compel assessment in very great detail before arriving at a final conclusion, so, performance is broken down into as many skills as can separately be identified - penetration, foresight, drafting, etc. - and each factor is markable on a five point scale, with a middle point (3) representing adequacy; there is even a short prose description of what the best performance (Box 1) might look like, and the worst (Box 5), for each separate skill; there is a space for additional comment, enlarging upon the bare ticked box in each case; and then an overall marking, again five boxes - Outstanding, Very Good, Good (adequate), not good enough and downright bad; then a blank half-page for a pen-picture in which the Reporting Officer is invited to say something about the reportee's strengths and weaknesses (fill a separate sheet if you wish!).  But, need I go on?  There is nothing here which is exclusive to the civil service.  Virtually everybody working in the private sector nowadays is subjected to some kind of annual performance assessment by his immediate superior, overseen, if the firm is big enough, by his superior.  Apart from the fact that, in the civil service, in the absence of objective performance indicators, this assessment will be entirely subjective, there will be very little superficial difference between the two - though the civil service ASR may, when completed, read more convincingly, due to the superior drafting skills.

There is, however, a second part to the civil servant's ASR in which the Reporting Officer is invited to pass judgement on the reportee's suitability for promotion - promotion, that is, usually to his, the Reporting Officer's, own rank.  Exceptionally Fitted, Fitted or Not Fitted for promotion.  This is the really important part of the ASR.  Any civil servant worth his salt can earn a Box 2 (Very Good) marking for his performance in his present grade - there is, in any case, a tendency for 'marking up' to occur, in spite of repeated exhortations from Estabs to the effect that Box 2 (Good) is the norm, and that, if too many people are Very Good, the currency of goodness is devalued - but how, in logic, can he earn, in his present grade, a marking for fittedness for promotion to the next grade up?  By exhibiting the skills and knowledge appropriate to his Reporting Officer?  How can he do that, and still discharge the duties appropriate to his present grade?  Setting these philosophical objections aside, however, he must, somehow, perform well enough in his present grade to persuade his Reporting Officer that he has the potential to perform adequately in the higher grade.  

So, this part of the ASR - suitability for promotion - is even more subjective than the assessment of present performance in the first part.  Not only that, but, given the frequency of the career movements experienced by most civil servants, the Reporting Officer's confident assessment of the reportee's performance during the past year, and of his suitability for promotion, will quite often have to be based on a relatively brief acquaintance.  In my first ten years in the civil service, for example, I had no fewer than nine different Reporting Officers and seven different Countersigning Officers.  This may, perhaps, have been due to an exceptional combination of circumstances (it was certainly nothing to do with me - I moved posts every three years , as is customary), but, given the regularity and frequency of career moves among senior officers, at least six Reporting Officers and about four Countersigning Officers would have been par for the course.

The Countersigning Officer's role, as the name implies, is to certificate, as it were, the Reporting Officer's assessment.  To see fair play.  It must be noted, however, that, in the absence of objective measurement criteria, the Countersigning Officer's ability to comment on the accuracy and fairness of the Reporting Officer's assessment will depend entirely on the extent to which the Countersigning Officer has come into contact with the reportee and/or his work during the year in question.  In many, if not most cases, this will be very little.  However, they are all, Reporting Officers and Countersigning Officers, conscientious, professional civil servants who will bring to the task of annually assessing their juniors the same disciplines they bring to any other casework set before them. 

They will make the necessary judgements and produce the appropriate words, they will seek to avoid controversy, if they can, but face it, if they must, without shrinking, secure in the knowledge that (a) the view they are expressing is, in the final analysis, based entirely on personal opinion, and, (b) provided that there are no internal inconsistencies in the report, they could, if pressed, defend their comments by reference to aspects of the reportee's performance which, not being susceptible of objective measurement, are not unambiguously at odds with them.  On the other hand, the fact that the Reporting Officer has had no personal responsibility for recruiting, training and motivating the reportee, and is in no way threatened by, nor dependent for his own success on him, cuts both ways.  Having no personal axe to grind, the Reporting Officer can afford to be as objective as possible in making his subjective judgements - or he could before Open Reporting was introduced into the civil service shortly after I joined.

Seen by many as a good thing in itself, Open Reporting was really aimed at developing a more pro-active and robust managerial stance on the part of Reporting Officers by requiring them to disclose at least their main conclusions in the ASR to the reportee, and then, if challenged, explain them to him - a procedure which has long been a commonplace of performance assessment in the private sector, where, after all, any annual increment in material reward can be totally dependent on actual performance as measured by some objective standard.

Open Reporting is difficult to argue against, impossible in the private sector, where it is the occasion on which the manager faces up to the operative for whose recruitment, training and motivation he may have had some responsibility, and, having told himself the truth about the outcome, confides it then to the reportee.  There is no escape for either of them, since the facts on which the report is based should be sufficiently conclusive to leave little room for argument - there is not much point in having an annual assessment for the purposes of material reward if the performance measurements are open to a number of different interpretations.  

In theory, both the manager and the operative have been working towards the same objective - to improve the performance of the latter - so the the annual performance assessment is double-edged, effectively, and the manager's own manager will be watching the outcome with interest.  The reportee, however, is in the immediate spotlight, and is entitled to expect a professional, and relatively impersonal diagnosis from his mentor, followed by an appropriate reward for achieving his stated objectives, or an expert prescription for the treatment of his failure to do so.  It is a moment of truth which is too important to both of them for reticence or prevarication on either side.  In a private enterprise, that is. 

Little wonder, then, that Open Reporting was finally embraced by the civil service - anything less would have been indefensible in these enlightened days of open government, freedom of information and efficient management.  And the good civil servants, always ready to please their masters, have replaced a practice which, regardless of its merits, was difficult to defend, with one which, regardless of its disadvantages, everyone approves of.  Nothing surprising in that.  If, however, the question is asked, "Has the quality of annual assessment reporting in the Civil Service improved as a consequence?", the answer must be, at best, equivocal - the Reporting Officer has, after all, no objective interest in the performance of the reportee, or in improving it.  He has had no responsibility for his recruiting, has had little direct involvement in his training, has no reliable way of actually measuring his performance, and is unlikely to benefit personally from any improvement effected in it.  

The Reporting Officer may, of course, derive personal satisfaction from his efforts in this direction, but he is unlikely to get much in the way of kudos from pointing out the reportee's inadequacies - particularly if the reportee is past his probation period and has not been found inadequate in quite the same way by previous Reporting Officers, of which there may have been several.  True, the Countersigning Officer will be the Reporting Officer's Reporting Officer and may, perhaps, be looking for honest and fearless diagnosis and expert prescription in his report.  But, to the Countersigning Officer - who may see very little of the reportee's actual work and who, like the Reporting Officer, has no objective criteria of measurement - the Reporting Officer's report will be just another piece of work, another piece of drafting and advice, another 'case' coming up to him for consideration.  He will examine it, and judge it accordingly.  "Does it look right, does it hang together; any internal inconsistencies, logical discontinuities?".  That sort of thing.  Above all, "If challenged would it be defensible?"  These are the kinds of questions that civil servants (and Ministers) usually ask themselves when scrutinising any piece of work submitted to them from below.

Because of these contingencies and faced, now, with the requirement to disclose his assessment to the reportee, the Reporting Officer will tend to produce as favourable a report as he can - and who can blame him?  Of course, when itemising, as (in the appropriate box) he must, strengths and weaknesses, he will identify the odd weakness or two for the reportee to work on, but nothing terribly serious.  One cannot, can one, tell a chap (whose only real interest in his ASR is in the contribution it will make, if any, to his chances of getting promoted) that he has reached the very limit of his capabilities.  One could, of course, if one's own career prospects depended on it, but, fortunately, in the civil service, they don't.   So one gives him such encouragement, in the way of markings, as one can, in the hope that the realisation will dawn on him in time that, good as he is at his present job in his present grade, he is not going to get any further promotion; he is as far up the hierarchy, as close to the the nuclear furnace of Ministerial power, as he is he is ever likely to get, and must soldier on at his present level of competence (at the top of the salary scale for the grade) until retirement.  The vast majority of ASRs in the civil service are, therefore, either favourable or neutral.

There are occasions, however, when a Box Four, or even (heaven forfend!) a Box Five marking is awarded on an ASR.  These are very rare, once the initial probationary period has been served (and pretty rare even during probation), but they do occur - nearly always, however, in circumstances where the deficiencies of the reportee have been pretty obvious to everyone, including himself, for some time.  There is usually some disintegration of the personality involved which clearly accounts for the deterioration in performance.  Machinery exists, of course, for dealing with this mercifully infrequent and always unwelcome occurrence.  I will not go into the details here, but there are, not surprisingly (this being the civil service), a number of graduated procedural steps to be followed, each carefully articulated in the appropriate handbook. 

The inadequate performer is treated, initially at any rate, with the kind of sympathy and concern extended to an invalid - which, in a way, he is; he was whole and well, but now he is sick.  Often, the shock of getting a Box Four is sufficient, in itself, to effect a cure.  If not, the unaccustomed care and attention he receives - the 'stroking', as it is called in private sector management circles - may do the trick.  The patient is interviewed by his Countersigning Officer who will already have interviewed the Reporting Officer, in depth, about the provenance of the controversial marking, and, after that, by an officer from Estabs, of the same rank as the Countersigning Officer.  Everybody pokes around in the entrails of the diseased condition revealed by the ASR, striving for a consensus on the diagnosis, and hoping that, if enough acute concern is generated, a cure will ensue.  A change of Reporting Officer sometimes works wonders; there may have been some fundamental incompatibility there which resulted in the reportee going into a decline, a kind of tailspin which his frantic efforts to rectify only made worse.  The pathology may, on the other hand, have been due to to a bad patch in an unsympathetic and uncongenial post.  Might not a 'career' move put that right? 

Each procedural step is carefully gone through, and, almost invariably, the whole thing blows over.  When this happens, everybody steps back from the brink with a sigh of satisfaction and gets on with that real work, from which they will have had to turn aside to don their management hats.  It is not impossible for a civil servant to get the sack for incompetence, but the fact that it happens so very rarely is a tribute to, on the one hand, the objectivity of the Civil Service Commission's recruiting and, on the other, the efficiency with which Management by Operant Conditioning achieves its effects by rewarding desirable behaviour rather than punishing its opposite.

If, however, the question is asked, "Has the overall performance of the civil service improved to an extent which justifies the significant increase its workload resulting from Open Reporting?", the answer must be a lemon.  There can be no doubt about the increase in workload; Open Reporting, with its requirement for disclosure and discussion, occupies much more of a Reporting Officer's time than did its predecessor (and there have been further developments in this area since Open Reporting was introduced which, although relevant to the question, must here be set aside for later consideration), but I doubt whether any attempt has been made, by those responsible for these matters, to assess its benefits and penalties, in cost-effectiveness terms.  It is not, admittedly, easy to see how, given the absence of objective output measurements, this might be done.

The truth is, that management in the civil service is just another aspect of administration - it can be no other, since administration is the business the civil service is in.  Each ASR is, in effect, a case requiring the application of a particular set of principles to a peculiar set of circumstances.  Given that the Countersigning Officer is the Reporting Officer's Reporting Officer, the ASR can be seen as a piece of work, a piece of his own performance, submitted by the Reporting Officer to the Countersigning Officer for scrutiny and assessment.  In the civil service, as in the private sector, it is recognised, it seems, that an ASR is a report on two people - on the Reporting Officer as much as the reportee.  But there are differences. 

If, for example, in an enterprise engaged in innovation and marketing, a Reporting Officer allowed his subjective antipathies to affect the accuracy of his assessment of a reportee's performance, he should, in a well-ordered system, find his assessment challenged on objective grounds, by both the reportee, who will have access to the relevant performance data, and the Countersigning Officer, who will also want to know why the Reporting Officer is performing so badly in such an important aspect of management.  Undermined, thus, by evidence of his lack of judgement from his own hand, the Reporting Officer's own position might become unstable.  If, in the private sector, an operative who can see that he is performing well, fails to obtain adequate recognition from his Reporting Officer, he will be tempted to take his skills and knowledge (including any acquired by training at the expense of his present employer) elsewhere, and that would be seen as a serious management failure.

As might be expected, given the different exigencies of the system, things do not work out quite like that in the civil service, although the ultimate outcome for the inadequate Reporting Officer may not be too dissimilar. 

[I cannot recall ever feeling obliged to award a Box Four marking in the civil service, or ever having countersigned one, but I was once at the receiving end of such a marking, so am not entirely without experience in these matters.  It was in the second year of my second posting in the Home Office; it was my fifth Reporting Officer (in five years) and my fourth Countersigning Officer. (If you get, as I did, eight Reporting Officers in eight years, I suppose there is bound to be one who sees you as a Box Four!)  It began when, out of the blue, this Reporting Officer called me in and informed me, as she was bound to do, that she had awarded me a Box Four marking in my ASR - this was in the days before fully open reporting when only anything worse than a Box Three had to be disclosed.  I expressed a certain amount of surprise, but not, I fear, very much.  In truth, I found it very difficult (and I realised later that this was a fault in myself) to treat this particular Reporting Officer, and the subsequent proceedings, with the seriousness they undoubtedly deserved.  I was, after all, 51 years of age at the time, and, given my previous experience (which included two antecedent, and not entirely unsuccessful careers, each spanning about 15 years, followed by 5 years in the civil service under four previous Reporting Officers), as well-qualified to judge my own performance as almost anyone else - certainly, as someone who had come in above me after I had been in my present post for more than a year.  I simply knew that my performance during the past year, while not necessarily above criticism, certainly did not merit a Box Four marking. 

There followed a somewhat inconsequential discussion of the internal markings in the report which failed to reveal any cogent explanation from the Reporting Officer as to why the Box Four marking had been awarded. It was her considered opinion that I simply did not possess the qualities required to be an adequate (Box Three) Principal and that was that.  Unable as I was to take the Box Four marking seriously,under these circumstances, I found it difficult to see how anyone else could do so; it seemed to me to be a clear case of reverse adverse reporting by the Reporting Officer on herself, a circumstance which, in the private sector, would have resulted in a crisis of confidence in the Reporting Officer's judgement, leading to a confrontation in front of the Countersigning Officer with the facts on the table, followed by some cathartic outcome acceptable to two of the three parties concerned - either a more or less humiliating climb-down on the part of the Reporting Officer (who would, in any case, have been daft to get into such a position when there are so many much less risky ways of putting down an effective but uncomfortable subordinate), or my own eventual departure for some other, more appreciative employer.  This, however, was the civil service, we were career civil servants, and things did not, could not, work out like that. 

The next step, therefore, was an interview with my Countersigning Officer, who addressed himself to the problem with the same well-oiled skills he would have brought to bear on any other difficult case.  It was during this interview that it began to dawn on me that, in spite of the Reporting Officer's well-known propensities in this direction (it was not, I found, the first, nor even the second time she had created such a situation), the Countersigning Officer's only concern was to find a form of words which would explain the Box Four marking without condemning or condoning it; to show, in other words, how it might have been arrived at, given my performance and the Reporting Officer's view of it.  He even enlisted my assistance in this difficult task, and invited me, in effect, to volunteer an explanation - it was all quite friendly, even conspiratorial - as to how the fatal marking might have come about.  One thing he could not concede, you see, was that the Reporting Officer might be wrong.  He saw little of my work, and, with no objective measurement of my performance to which we could both refer, there was little he could do but draft away at the case with  a view to exporting it to the future, moving it, literally, from his In-tray to his Out-tray.

Next, I was interviewed by the Countersigning Officer's opposite number in Estabs. - another AUSS (Grade 3) just doing his job!  We went round the loop again.  He knew as well as I did what the problem was; he knew that he was dealing with an aberration in the system, but he also knew that there was nothing he could do about it, there and then, except discuss the adverse marking with me.  At one point, I asked him whether any of my four previous Reporting Officers had found me deficient in any significant way, and watched the poor chap go through the motions of inspecting my previous ASRs, shaking his head in apparent bewilderment at the discrepancy.  He knew perfectly well that I had never had a report like that before, and that I would never get one again, unless I was extremely unlucky.  Nor did I ever get one again - and, by the time the next report came round, I was still in the same job, but the Reporting Officer had been moved.

This incident taught me something quite important, however, about the internal workings of the civil service, something which is probably just as true today as it was then.  The System, it seems, cannot be wrong, or, to put it more correctly, it cannot admit to being wrong.  The single most important fact in this case was that the Reporting Officer was an Assistant Secretary (Grade 5) while I was a Principal (Grade 7).  The reason she was an Assistant Secretary was because she had been promoted to that rank by the System .  To admit to me, her junior, that she was, in any important respect, less than adequate in her present grade, would be to admit that the System had made a mistake in promoting her.  

So, there was no way round it for any of us.  The least imperfect solution was to close the book on my ASR for that year and look for better things the following year; change the Reporting Officer, in fact, by either moving her, or moving me.  If, however, I had been awarded a second Box Four the following year, that would have been a real problem.  But, one Box Four?  It simply meant that I had lost a year, or possibly two, in my pursuit of the ultimate goal of promotion.  Too bad - for me!  It did the Reporting Officer no good either, of course, but neither did it do her positive harm.  She'd made it to Assistant Secretary, but wasn't going any further, and everybody knew it.  She soldiered on to retirement, coping as well as she could with her responsibilities (she had been, after all, a good enough Principal to get herself promoted to AS), but sheltered by an organisational framework which was quite happy to make any necessary allowances for her idiosyncrasies, and well able to neutralise their worst effects.  What else could it do?  Or, putting it another way, how else could a system of management which, lacking most, if not all, of the objective criteria available in any private enterprise, was obliged to make its management decisions on the basis of the best judgements of its best people, all of whom have got where they are as a result of the best judgements of their predecessors, and all of whom, right to the very top, are operatives first and managers second, how else could such a system cope with the very occasional inadequacies of one of its individual constituents?]  

But, I anticipate; I have yet to deal with that other great engine of management in the civil service: the Promotion Board.

First, however, all those ASRs must wing their ways back to an appropriate resting place in Estabs where, after careful checking to ensure that they have been properly dealt with, and that all matters arising from them have been brought to whatever might be the correct conclusion in each case, they are filed away for production, if and when required by, most probably, some future Promotion Board.  Here, I should mention for completeness that, in addition to the Promotion Board proper, there is a version known as a Selection Board which deals with specific, usually single, specialist posts, or with what are called Opportunity Posts, and applications for which are invited by advertisements in Departmental Notices throughout, often, the entire civil service; but once the applications have been received, the procedures followed are pretty similar. The Promotion Board, on the other hand, is looking, almost invariably, for a plurality of promotees who will be found jobs at their new grade only when promoted. 

Generally speaking, Promotion Boards to each grade take place annually in each Department to replenish the stock of civil servants leaving the grade on retirement, or being promoted out of it.  In my time, there were Promotion Boards for AO to EO, EO to HEO, AT (and EO) to HEO(D), HEO to SEO, SEO (and HEO(D)) to Principal, Principal to Senior Principal and Principal (and Senior Principal) to Assistant Secretary  - but this last was a relatively recent innovation, and, for reasons which I will touch on below, there was still something of a credibility gap between it and the rest.  Each Board consisted of three persons: one, the Chairman, was from Estabs, but the other two  had been plucked out, literally, from their jobs elsewhere in the Department to serve on the Board for the duration; these two would be two grades in rank above the candidates, and the Chairman would be one grade above that. If, in other words, this was an EO to HEO Board, the two lay members would be SEOs and the Chairman a Principal - and so on up the line. This means that the all-important AS Board  consisted of two AUSSs and the Principal Establishment Officer, a DUSS.

The Board is constituted and convenes.  This being the civil service, everything is done with meticulous thoroughness, according to the book.  The first step, “The Sift”, can be a daunting task, particularly when dealing with the lower grades, like AO to EO and even EO to HEO, where weeks of work can be involved.  The members of the Board must meet and plough through the recent ASRs of all those Officers who are “In The Field”.  The parameters of The Field can vary with the numbers of promotees required, but will relate, not unsurprisingly, to the lengths of service of, and the Promotability markings - the Fitteds and Well-Fitteds - awarded, by their Reporting Officers, to the contenders.  Once this first part of the Board's labours has been concluded, and a selection of eligible candidates made, the results are made known in a Departmental Notice: a promotion Board is to be held and the following officers have “Been Called” to appear before it. 

The publication of this information produces a subdued buzz of excitement at the appropriate level in the hive.  Everyone can see who has Been Called and, possibly even more interestingly, who has Not Been Called.  The announcement invites those officers who have Not Been Called, but who feel that they should have Been Called, to Make Representations against this oversight.  The Board then begins to interview the candidates who have Been Called and eventually to consider, with the assistance of a fourth member who has been co-opted specifically for this purpose, the Representations made by those who have Not Been Called, after which, almost invariably, some of these will then find themselves Called.  This outcome will also be circulated in a Departmental Notice, since everything possible is done to ensure that this part of the civil service's operations is open and above board (no pun intended).

Every candidate will be given, by appointment, a 20 minutes to half an hour interview at which each member of the Board will ask a couple of questions, thus providing the interviewee with appropriate opportunities for the display of any ability they may possess to answer questions put to them by a Promotion Board!  The candidates will also be given the chance to say anything they wish to the Board.  All of which can be a quite testing experience for those officers who suffer from stage fright, or are discomforted by the artificiality of the proceedings; it can be rather grueling, also, for the members of the Board, who may have to confront up to eight aspirants per day for days on end, and give each of them at least the impression of a personal interest in the answers to all the questions asked.  

[I myself was called to only two Promotion Boards during my career in the Civil Service, one after Making Representations, but was never asked to sit on a Board. Could it be that, never having been promoted up to the relatively exalted rank at which I entered the civil service, nor beyond it, I was not seen as fit to sit in judgement on genuine career civil servants?  Or was it that my name simply never came out of the hat?  Certainly, I was never less than too busy to have found such a call very inconvenient.] 

I have to say that, since Boarding can be such a time-consuming process, some of those asked to do it, make their excuses (with the backing of their line-managers) and decline - but such a declination is not looked upon with favour by Estabs.  It is, however, no great thing to sit on a Promotion Board.  It is another piece of work, like being a Reporting or a Countersigning Officer, to which the civil servants selected for it, apply themselves with their customary diligence and administrative skills, and it will come as no surprise to find that there are Training Courses in Promotion Boarding.

The members of the Board, then, will study first the documents before them, then the candidates (some of whom will be known, and may even have worked to them) in person, and make their recommendations as to which should be promoted.  Their decisions will be based on sound administrative principles; all the available evidence will be sifted and weighed, and every effort made to reach agreement, bearing in mind that the opinions of the Chairman of the Board, because he outranks the lay members, will carry the greater authority, and probably be expressed with greater confidence.  Additionally, the two lay members will be aware that the Chairman (not only one grade up, but also from Estabs) may be the officer responsible for the management of the careers of officers of their own grade, and that their own performance on the Board will be, to some extent, under scrutiny.  But, when all is said and done, this is just another form of casework, really, and, as with all casework, the aim will simply be to get it right.  And, no mistakes, means, of course, no risks. 

Naturally, the members of the Board, although they have little or no personal or vested interest in the long-term outcome - since the candidates will not necessarily be working to them, and, even if they were, not for long - will be trying, dispassionately and conscientiously, to make the very best decisions they can; but, as we have seen, the best decisions, in the civil service, are the safest decisions, the ones that leave the fewest question marks behind.  So, those candidates for promotion who have anything in their background, or record, which might be seen, with hindsight, as raising doubts about their suitability for the higher grade - however talented and good at their present jobs, however well they perform at the interview - will tend to be arranged downwards in the Board's estimation.  "How will this decision look in retrospect if it turns out to be wrong?"  Is it not ironic that the operation of this principle, the Failsafe Factor, which so inhibits recruiting in the private sector, but not, to its credit, in the civil service, should, after recruitment, inform so much of the latter's decision making about promotion?  But it is difficult to see how, under the circumstances, it could be otherwise.  The exigencies of the System, designed (or evolved) as it has been to achieve the objectives of the civil service, within the constraints imposed upon it, make it very, very difficult to undo any damage from a mistaken promotion.

This does not mean that talented individuals who are good at their jobs do not get promoted in the civil service, only that they have a better chance of getting there and going further, if they possess, in addition, reassuringly impeccable backgrounds.  It does mean, however, that a number of merely modestly talented candidates, who are merely adequate at their jobs, but who happen to have reassuringly impeccable backgrounds, also get promoted; but, fortunately, there are enough of the former to justify a system which promotes the latter.  A number of quite talented individuals with backgrounds which are just a little less than peccable may, alas, find it difficult to get promoted to their appropriate level of competence in the civil service, but there are not enough of these to outweigh the penalties which might be incurred by taking the greater risks inherent in promoting them. 

Promotion Boards, then, cannot take risks, and there are, in any case, always more candidates than there are vacancies.  The civil service is not in competition with some other organisation, it is not fighting for survival, does not need innovators, dynamic go-getters, nor entrepreneurs (such people would find life impossible in the civil service, anyway); it is looking for 'very able' people who are also 'very sound' - clever, articulate, dispassionate (even clinical), but careful, and, above all, fast.  This is what Ministers want, whatever they may say.  And these are the qualities that Reporting Officers and Promotion Boards are looking for.  The judgements may be subjective, but they will know the right stuff when they see it.  Also, they will not be entirely without assistance in the shape of helpful signals from elsewhere in the System.

Proactive career-management is a commonplace in the private sector, where the enterprise, to survive and grow, must, by deliberate testing and measurement, identify those individuals in the organisation with the most valuable gifts, and promote them to the limit of their management potential, eliminating the less fitted at each step of the way.  But the civil service, lacking the discipline imposed by the objective measurement of individual performance, cannot practise career-management of quite this kind across the board; it can only, using the routine of ASRs and Promotion Boards, select out the best bets, as even-handedly as possible, from the available field - secure in the knowledge, however, that, generally speaking, if not selected for promotion, the unsuccessful civil servant has nowhere else to go, and no real option, but either to accept his fate, or somehow to produce more promotable behaviour in the future.  Nevertheless, the delivery of the requisite numbers of very able, very sound operatives to the higher reaches of the civil service hierarchy is too important a task to be left entirely to the machinery which supplies promotees to the middle grades, reliable and safe though this may be.  So, proactive career-management, albeit of a somewhat covert kind, does take place in the civil service, but it is a privilege enjoyed only by a special few, referred to, in my day, as the 'AT entry', and it is consistent with the rest of System to the extent, at least, that it reaches back to the point of recruitment.

The AT (Administrative Trainee) Entry, whatever it is called now, is the old Administrative Class in less blatantly privileged attire.   Every year, the Civil Service Commission recruits (by Open Competition, of course) a bunch of the best academic brains it can find, holding the best degrees from the best universities.  It is from this intake that, thirty years on, the bulk of the top few hundred posts in the civil service will be filled.  Nowadays, these ATs, instead of going virtually automatically from Assistant Principal (as it then was) to Principal, and then on upwards, to a greater or lesser extent, depending on their ability as assessed by their seniors, must first make it from AT to HEO(D), a grade for which 'ordinary' EOs can also compete , and only then to Principal and beyond.  A very small number of bright EOs do make it to HEO(D) - there is, as might be expected, a rather special Promotion Board for this grade - but, so do most ATs; the very few who do not, go 'back' into the main stream of HEOs, SEOs and so on.  Having made it to HEO(D), it is virtually unheard of for these bright young things not to make it, through Principal(Grade 7), to AS(Grade 5).  After which, not to get beyond AS to AUSS(Grade 3) before, at worst, they are in their fifties, would be regarded by any of them as manifest failure.  In other words, for this select band promotion is assured, unless they blow it!  They compete, ostensibly, with EOs at the HEO(D) Promotion Board, and then with SEOs at the Principal Board, but only for the record.  Also, from the very beginning, they are given jobs which allow them to demonstrate their intelligence, their fluency (particularly on paper), their speed (the ability to explore complex issues in limpid prose against the clock), and even, nowadays, their 'line-management' skills, but, most of all, their complete commitment to serving Ministers, if necessary, 24 hours a day, with an almost clinical detachment from their own convenience and comfort, both physical and mental.  

They are watched over by their predecessors higher up the hierarchy with special interest; their careers are undoubtedly managed, surreptitiously, and even benignly, but not uncritically; they must be seen to earn their promotion, but, certainly up to AUSS level, it is done by negative assent.  In other words, at each step of the way, they will get promoted sooner or later unless they somehow disqualify themselves - this is in contrast to the broad mass of civil servants, who must compete for their promotion, each step of the way, by showing themselves to be better qualified for it than their co-candidates.  Not that this favoured few do not compete.  They compete with each other; they know who their rivals are, and precisely where they all stand in relation to each other at any one time; they know, in other words, who is winning and who is losing - relatively speaking, that is, because, compared with the rest, they are all winning.  But, again, it is difficult to see how it could be otherwise.  If the Government of the country is to function properly, it is imperative that sufficient able, very able and very, very able, and also sound, very sound and very, very sound individuals are delivered in the required numbers to the appropriate levels of the civil service hierarchy at the right times.  It is the responsibility of such real management as there is in the civil service to ensure that this happens, and it could be argued that this is the prime responsibility of top management in the civil service - all else being taken care of by doing this one big thing.

I hope that, by now, I have justified, to some extent, my invention of the term Management by Operant Conditioning to describe the method by which the civil service runs itself.  We can see the organisation as a single, extended, hierarchical network – or nervous system - interfacing narrowly at the top, through Ministers, with Parliament (the source from whence all authority flows) and interfacing broadly at the bottom with the community as a whole (the sink towards which all authority runs).  Civil servants, in all but the very lowest levels of the hierarchy, fulfill a dual role as both operatives and managers.  They are recruited into the hierarchy at the bottom; they are introduced, not unlike experimental animals, into a maze, a climbing frame, a system which rewards them for producing the desired behaviour, and for exhibiting the necessary skills, by promoting them up the hierarchy, closer and closer to the source of power, but deeper and deeper into the complexities produced by centuries of interwoven statutes, each of which gives powers and responsibilities to a Minister who will, nevertheless, undoubtedly be committed (either by his party's election manifesto, or by his own desire to be seen to be responding to some current cause for concern) to extending those powers and responsibilities, with the permission of Parliament, into hitherto uncharted territory - probably as a matter of urgency.  As civil servants progress up the hierarchy, they are tested, unmercifully and unremittingly, by the demands which these complexities and pressures make upon them - not in public, but, worse, before an audience of their peers, with whom they are in competition, and from whom they cannot hide.  The punishment for failure, as with operant conditioning, is not to be rewarded.  The only reward worth having in the civil service is promotion.  It is the only objective criterion of success.

I am reminded, at this point, of the first Deputy Under Secretary of State (Grade2) ever to reign over me.  Virtually the first thing I learned about him - and I had this as a piece of Home Office gossip from the youngest EO in my section - was that this brilliant man (and I base this judgement on, as much as anything, my own observation of his performance when dealing with difficult matters with which I was familiar, but which ultimately required his attention or intervention) was, in fact, a failure!  The reason he was a failure was that he had failed to get promoted to Permanent Under Secretary of State (Grade 1) when, given his background and abilities, it had been expected of him that he would.  I well remember my surprise and bewilderment on receiving this piece of information.  I had not been in the civil service long, at the time, and I found it inconceivable that a man who had reached the dizzy height of Dep Sec, overseeing several large and important departments of the Home Office, each with an AUSS at the head of it, could be regarded as a failure.  I know, however, better now. 
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Later Developments

I have brought my analysis of the civil service system to a point at which it should be possible to draw some general conclusions about what can and cannot be expected of it; about the ways in which its efficiency and cost-effectiveness might, or might not, be measured and improved; and, most important of all, about what the implications of these insights, such as they are, might be for the institution which it serves - the Queen-in-Parliament.  Before attempting this, however, I feel that I should remedy what may be seen, by my ex-colleagues in the civil service, as significant deficiencies in the descriptions I have given of the machinery of management in th civil service as it developed later in my career. 

While acknowledging the fairness and accuracy, as far as it goes, of the picture I have drawn, they would, I feel sure, point out that,  following a thorough review of the system by experts brought in from outside by Mrs. Margaret Thatcher, following her election in 1979, great strides were made in the 1980s with the introduction into the civil service of what were seen as modern management techniques.  Management by Objectives, for example, came in with a bang; two whole new pages, dedicated to this concept, were added to everybody's Annual Staff Report (ASR).  On the first of these pages, the Reporting Officer (now called the Line Manager) is now required, in addition to working through the multiple choice questionnaire (with adequate spaces for prose comment) which make up the other six pages of the ASR, to devise, and agree with the reportee (now called the Job Holder), a set of objectives to be achieved by him during the coming year.  And the Job Holder is required to signify, in his own hand, that he accepts the objectives (or not, as the case may be). 

On the other page, the Line Manager is required to comment on the extent to which the Job Holder has achieved (or not, as the case may be) the objectives set (possibly, of course, by a previous Line Manager) for the past year.  The Countersigning Officer, now the Line Manager's Line Manager, of course, also has a space allotted to him, in which to express the degree of satisfaction he feels at the objectives set by the Line Manager, and the extent to which the Job Holder has achieved the last ones.  This extra sheet, on objectives, is then detached from the ASR and is retained by the Line Manager (copy to the Job Holder) - it does not go forward to Estabs with the rest of the ASR - to be taken out of the drawer when the next ASR comes along.

It all sounds quite convincing, does it not?  The Line Manager agrees objectives for the coming year with the Job Holder, and, at the end of the year, considers whether they have been achieved.  What's wrong with that?  Well, to begin with, Line Managers may talk about setting objectives until they are blue in their collective faces, but, if the vast majority of jobs in the civil service  - all but the very lowest mechanical jobs - produce outputs which are not susceptible of objective measurement, how can Line Managers possibly set objectives, the achievement of which can indisputably be assessed? 

Most of the work of the civil service is demand led.  This demand flows, on the one hand, from Ministers and Parliament, in the shape of requirements for service (information, explanation, advice and assistance), and, on the other hand, from the rest of society in the form of casework, generated by the impact of the Ministers' powers and responsibilities on the community.  Targets can be set, of course, for dealing with casework, based on past caseloads and the rates at which they were dealt with, but, since each case is, in effect, unique (even though it may have much in common with many other cases), and, since the civil service cannot control the extent to which the impact of the Minister's existing powers and responsibilities on the ever-changing and developing circumstances in the outside world will, at any given time, generate a demand for this work, a caseworker's achievements cannot be measured with any accuracy without making elaborate, extensive and expensive assessments of the demands being made upon him by circumstances over which even Ministers may have no control.  Putting it another way, the cost of making the necessary measurements would far outweigh any benefits likely to accrue from the exercise.

Not only is the civil service almost entirely reactive, operationally, but it also has to cope with everything thrown at it by Ministers, Parliament and the public; it cannot choose, as can a private enterprise, not to accept an order if the penalties of doing so would seem to outweigh the benefits; it cannot even arrange the demands made upon it in any hierarchy of priority on cost of benefit grounds, or any grounds, for that matter, other than the origin of the demand - a stupid, boring question from above has a higher priority than an intelligent, interesting question from below.  But all the questions must, in the end, be answered, all the orders must be filled, even though the voters may have to form a queue while the demands of Parliament are met.

With no way of measuring outputs, then, and no way of controlling, let alone measuring, inputs, how on earth can Line Managers throughout the civil service be setting objectives each year for Job Holders to achieve?  Line Managers, all of whom are also Job Holders; Job Holders, many, if not most of whom are themselves Line Managers?  Yet, they are doing it; they are setting each other objectives, because civil servants do as they are told.  You want Management by Objectives, Prime Minister, we'll give you Management by Objectives!  It is, after all, just another piece of work, another piece of administration.  So, when ASR time comes around, the Line Manager and the Job Holder go into a huddle and dream up some appropriate objectives for the Job Holder. 

Most of these objectives will be, either tasks of one kind or another on the outer edges of the mainstream of the Job Holder's responsibilities - tasks which the Job Holder might himself have been aiming to do, if he got the time - or, if the Job Holder is in the early stages of a new posting (as many of them will be, given the frequency of those all too necessary career moves), improvements to be made in the mastery of the work, something which would almost certainly have been happening, in any case, with the passage of time.  There will, of course, be the occasional genuinely corrective admonition like, "Try to improve your drafting/spelling", or, "Try to be a more interactive manager" - the latter accompanied usually by setting, as an objective, enrolling (voluntarily) for some appropriate Training Course during the coming year - but these are matters which should, and could, in most cases, have been dealt with as part of the on-going conditioning process, using the unexpanded ASR and the hunger for promotion.

Management by Objectives, as practised in the civil service, has only one genuine benefit - it is another way, like Disclosure, of getting 'Line Managers' to talk to 'Job Holders' about the work.  But it is a very expensive, and, therefore, not very efficient, way of achieving this.  It is certainly not Management by Objectives in any real sense.  Percipient readers will have spotted that it much more resembles that other, more primitive, more subjective, style of management practiced in the private sector - Management by Exhortation, the regime under which the Line Manager sets the Job Holder targets of a 'do better than you are doing' variety, offers minimal, if any, on-the-job training as to how this might be achieved and relies almost entirely on rhetoric, reinforced by the carrot of reward and the stick of punishment to get the desired results.  In the civil service the stick and carrot are replaced, as we know, by the benign machinery of Management by Operant Conditioning.  Since, also, the documentation on Objectives does not go forward to Estabs, the ASR, which the Line Manager writes on the Job Holder at the end of the year, need take no overt account of whether the objectives have been achieved or not.  This is in tacit recognition of the fundamental irrelevance of the exercise, and of the fact that, given the unpredictable variability in the inputs, no difficulty would be experienced in finding quite genuine excuses for failing to complete tasks which had been set a year ago, possibly by a different Line Manager. 

The civil service has, once again, absorbed and routinised the extra administrative burden which these new pages in the ASR have placed upon it.  Little wonder, however, that the Civil Service Unions resisted the introduction of this so-called Management by Objectives, recognising it quite clearly for what it was - an attempt to get more work out of civil servants by urging them to "do better than you are doing" each year without the inconvenience of having to measure inputs against outputs.  The Unions took the view that, given the impossibility of accurate output measurements, the objectives would inevitably be set as discrete tasks to be completed; these tasks would either be a legitimate part of the job (as set out in the Job Description), or not; if part of the job, the Job Holder should be expected to perform them anyway and be judged accordingly; but, if not part of the job, they would be additional to it, and not, therefore, a legitimate yardstick for measuring his performance in the job as a whole. And who can fault their logic?

So much for Management by Objectives, as introduced into the civil service in the 1980s.  This was quickly followed by something even more ambitiously managerial called the Annual Performance Review, the APR.  I make no apology for dealing with these initiatives in such unexciting detail, since, if I did not do so, I might be accused, by those who disagree with my main thesis - that the systems objectives of the civil service, and the constraints under which it has to operate, are so dissimilar from those obtaining in the private sector, that management techniques developed in the latter are unlikely to be applicable in the former - of superficiality in analysis.  Readers with no interest in these technicalities may prefer to skip the rest of this chapter, but should be warned that, by so doing,  they will miss a couple of anecdotes.

The Annual Performance Review (APR) is described as a "...management information system that shows Ministers and Senior Officers:

- how work is organised and who is responsible for what.

- where resources are allocated.

- the annual review of activities, performance and future plans, including comparisons of priorities and value for money.

- what areas of work should be reviewed or examined in depth."

The purposes of the APR (and here I will abbreviate a little) are given as:

i)   To provide detailed information about who does what, why and how much it costs;

ii)  To enable Senior Management to give directions on objectives, methods and targets with a view to improving the performance of the Department;

iii) To provide Line Managers with a working document for planning their work;

iv)  To contribute to the Central Management of the Department's resources, including the efficiency, effectiveness and economy of their use.

Strong stuff, eh?

As might be expected, all this vital, pregnant information has to be collected in a document which, this being the civil service, runs, at Divisional level (where it all starts), to several pages and asks a lot of questions, most of which, however, are fairly easy, if somewhat time-consuming to answer.  Anyone who is clever enough to have been promoted to Grade 5 (Head of Division) in the Civil Service, is unlikely to find it difficult to fill, with a suitable answer, any space provided for this purpose.  The first Section of the Division's APR is, then, virtually a Job Description of the Division (there are many similarities between a Division's APR and an individual's ASR), setting out, in detail, the specific Ministerial powers and responsibilities it exercises and discharges. 

This information, to digress for a moment from the theoretical to the practical, will not differ greatly from the Division's entry in what is probably the single most important existing operational tool in the Civil Service - the Department's Staff Directory.  In this invaluable document all the responsibilities of the Secretary of State are broken down progressively into, finally, their smallest constituent parts and allocated down the hierarchy to named individuals as functions - starting with the S of S himself, then his Junior Ministers, their Private Offices, the Permanent Secretary, the Dep. Secs., the Under Secs. and their Departments or Directorates, and then the Divisions.  At Divisional level, the responsibilities are broken down into the smallest possible subject headings (ending with the inevitable 'unallocated subjects'), and set out in a numbered sequence.  Below this list of the Division's functions, the names of all the officers in the Division are given, in rank and alphabetical order, and against each name is printed the subject number or numbers for which that individual is responsible. 

The second part of the Staff Directory is an alphabetical index of everybody named in the first half, giving rank, functional grouping (Division, Branch, Unit, etc.), office location and phone number.  This means that, using the first part of the Directory, it is the work of only a few moments to identify the officer who deals with any aspect of any subject for which a Minister is responsible, and, using the second part, to  find out where he works, and, if necessary, speak to him on the telephone.  Everyone named in the Staff Directory has a copy of it, and keeps it very close to hand.  Apart from his chair, his desk, his telephone, and his pen, it is probably the single most useful piece of equipment in his office.  Needless to say, the Staff Directory has to be updated every two months by reprinting, each time, about a third of its total bulk in order to keep pace with organisational changes and the continual, unremitting movement of staff around the Department.  It is absolutely essential that this be done, however, if the business of the Department is to run at all smoothly.

Back, however, to the Divisional APR, the first part of which so closely resembles the Division's entry in the Staff Directory.  The second part of the APR is a precise quantification, item by item, of the resources available to the Division to do the necessary work.  How many staff?  What grades?  And so on, but also the money budgeted for expenditure by the Division in the discharge of its duties.  There are enormous variations between Divisions in the amounts of money to be disposed of in the year but, however large, however small, the same disciplines apply.  Interestingly perhaps, the responsibility weighing on the Head of the Division does not necessarily increase with the amounts of money involved; the more prestigious policy Divisions, for example, may dispose of no money at all, and, conversely, Divisions responsible for many millions of pounds of annual expenditure may be regarded, not only as boring places to work in, but, worse, as dead ends in the all-important promotion stakes.

Up to this point, the APR contains nothing new - the responsibilities of the Division are a matter of record, the resources at the Division's disposal have always been the subject of some of the most scrupulous budgeting and auditing procedures know to man - but the third part of the APR is, let us say, novel, in that the information it contains may not be new, but the juxtaposition of that information in a single documant with the information contained in the first two parts, is.  Part Three is an attempt to quantify the actual work done by the Division during the past year - and this is where the APR begins to wobble a bit, because some things are easy to count, but some are very, very difficult. 

How many cases has the Division dealt with?  A case, remember, is a quantum of Civil Service activity, within which a Minister's powers and responsibilities impinge upon, or respond to some stimulus from, the world outside.  It may be a very big case - an application to demolish a listed building in order to build something really useful - or a very small one - a prisoner petitioning for a move to a prison nearer his home so that his nearest and dearest may visit him with greater ease - but, large or small, it is a case.  You can count it, and, if you can count it, you can begin to draw comparisons with, for instance, last year.  Or so you may think. The trouble is that, although you can count cases, you cannot really measure them. 

Since no two cases are quite alike, and since some cases are more difficult to deal with than others, any attempt to use the numbers of cases dealt with per caseworker as a performance indicator (which is what this is all about in the end), will inevitably result in the more difficult cases being set aside by the caseworkers “for later consideration” (delayed), or being dealt with in the most negative, but expeditious, way - and difficult cases which are dealt with in this way, have a nasty habit of bouncing back as even more difficult cases in the not too distant future.  Also, there are some Divisions which do not have casework, as such, and where, in spite of a considerable amount of service rendered to the Minister, with very large amounts, possibly, of expenditure involved, there is simply nothing in the way of achievement which is countable, let alone measurable - except, that is, for the inevitable Ministers' Cases (letters from MPs) and the PQs.  It was no accident, therefore, that the main outcome of the first great APR in the Home Office (it starts at Divisional level but pyramids up through Controllerates, Directorates and Departments, finally to embrace the entire Home Office) was an exhortation from the Permanent Undersecretary (Head of the Department) to improve the turnaround times on Ministers' Cases!  But this is to anticipate.  We are still wading through the third part of the Divisional APR, which the Heads of those Divisions with (in spite of the amount of work they do) little in the way of throughput which can be counted numerically, must, therefore, fill in with prose descriptions of the Division's activities - no problem this, to a skillful wordsmith, but rather pointless as an exercise in output measurement using, supposedly, objective performance indicators, and time-consuming.

The next two sections of the APR are the really important bits - one is a Forward View which, using the appropriate words and numbers, sets targets for improvements in the Division's performance during the coming year; the other, unsurprisingly, is a Review of Performance which evaluates the extent to which the targets set in the Forward View of last year's APR have been achieved.  There are clear parellels, here, with the setting of Objectives in an individual officer's ASR, and, given the relatively open-ended nature of the demands which can be made on the Division, it is not difficult to identify specific improvements or refinements which might be made in its procedures (or even projects, aimed at identifying improvements or refinements, which could be mounted), if only the spare capacity were available.  Even easier to identify are new initiatives which, given recent or current developments in the world outside the Division (over which they have, of course, little real control), are going to be pretty unavoidable anyway.  They can all go into the Forward View.  Nor is it difficult, for pretty much the same reasons, to devise, when subsequently completing the Review of Performance, quite cogent explanations of why the particular aims or objectives enshrined in last year's Forward View, most of which were, after all, additional to the workload for which the Division was originally complemented, have not been achieved. 

The complement of the Division - the numbers and grades of civil servants posted into it - will originally have been arrived at (following the passage of the Bill conferring on the Minister the powers and responsibilities which the new Division was required to cope with) by educated guesswork, modified subsequently by regular Staff Inspections - this latter being the Civil Service's traditional version of an O&M resource.  Operating out of Estabs (where else?), the Staff Inspectors - experienced administrators who had been posted into that particular job - would descend on each Division in turn, or as requested, and examine the organisation and staffing (the numbers and gradings of the officers in the Divisional hierarchy) in relation to the observable workloads and produce a report on the efficiency, in their view, of every aspect of the operation, together with recommendations as to how this might be improved - nothing about the individuals occupying the various posts, of course, just the quantity and quality of the work falling on them.  

The Staff Inspector's Report would then be considered, as a thesis, by the Division concerned, which would then produce a response to it (antithesis), approving or disapproving, accepting or rejecting each of the Report's proposals in turn and giving, in the latter case, full supporting arguments.  A good old-fashioned debate, in fact, with the UnderSecs of both parties looking on as referees and, if finally necessary, judges.  The end result (synthesis) would be the introduction of those changes which, on the basis of the arguments put forward by the Staff Inspectors, or produced in rebuttal by the Division, made the soundest operational sense to all concerned.  This could mean either adding or subtracting posts, upgrading or downgrading them, re-arranging responsibilities and workloads - anything that seemed likely to improve the efficiency of the Division and the quality of work for each member of the hierarchy (neither of which, however, could accurately be measured).

There were three underlying assumptions to a Staff Inspection.  The first was that, because of the relatively transient nature of each individual's occupancy of each individual post (including, in particular, the Head of the Division and his immediate henchmen), and, also, the job security enjoyed by the career civil servant, nobody would have (nor could anyone even afford to exhibit, during the open debate on the Staff Inspector's findings) a vested interest in keeping more staff in the Division than was strictly necessary to do the work.  The second assumption was that a well-work-loaded civil servant is happier than an overloaded, or an underloaded one.  Nothing particularly controversial there.  The third assumption, however, was that, if the Staff Inspection showed the Division to be either under or overloaded, then the complement would be adjusted accordingly, and, in the latter case, the extra staff required would be posted in to take the strain.   

This is why, in the early 1980s when Cash Limits (of which more below) were introduced, and the Government decided, as a matter of policy, to reduce the size of the civil service, Staff Inspections, as such, were discontinued.  What, after all, would be the point of having a Staff Inspection which might reveal a need for additional staff when the extra bodies were simply not available?  The gap left by the Staff Inspection was filled by the various 'resource management initiatives' which are the very subject of this chapter. Management by Objectives and the Annual Performance Review were only two of a number of devices aimed at improving the 'efficiency' of the civil service by simply giving more work to the same amount of staff.  Not, please note, by giving the same amount of work to less staff 

In spite of claims to the contrary, the size of the 'real' civil service was not reduced.  What happened in, for example, the Home Office was that many industrial civil servants who worked at the numerous offices, establishments and outstations - the cleaners, canteen staff and so on - were sacked and then hired back as the employees of outside contractors.  Nothing wrong with that.  There is no reason, is there, why the civil service, because of its undoubted expertise in Government Administration should feel that it can run canteens and clean offices more efficiently than firms which specialise in that sort of thing​?  But the contracting out of domestic services was not without its dangers to Ministers.

[I well remember arriving at the Home Office one morning to find a notice in the hall apologising for the fact that the offices had not been cleaned, as was usual, during the night (the wastepaper baskets had not, for example, been emptied), but promising a resumption of normal service as soon as possible - a promise not fulfilled, in the event, for several days.  What had happened, it soon transpired, was that the offices had been subjected, in the early hours of the morning, to an IND raid.  What is an IND raid?  The letters IND were used in the Home Office to refer to its very own Immigration and Nationality Department, which was responsible for, among many other things, ensuring, on behalf of the Home Secretary, that only properly authorised foreigners (aliens) were allowed to live and work in this country.  When evidence accumulates to indicate that the Immigration and Nationality laws are being breached, then IND has the authority to call on police assistance and invade premises - to mount, in other words, a raid.

During the night in question, an IND raid on our Home Office premises had taken place and discovered that many, if not most, of the individuals employed by the outside contractors to clean the offices and empty the WPBs had no legal right of abode in the country.  The miscreants had been arrested and carted off to prison leaving red faces all round; but how much greater would the embarrassment have been if one of these illegal immigrants had ever taken advantage of his freedom of access to the building to commit some major breach of security.  The fact is, that the Minister is responsible to Parliament for everything that happens in his Department.  Everything.  The contrast with the private sector here, as in so many other respects is quite stark.  Nobody, least of all the shareholders, would dream of holding the managing director of an enterprise responsible for the peccadillos of a sub-contractor, provided that the contract in question was being adequately fulfilled; and the idea of one branch of an organisation raiding, with police assistance, another branch, to establish the credentials of the employees of an outside contractor who happened to be working there at the time would be, to say the least, risible.]

The use of private contractors to provide the domestic infrasructure of the civil service may appear to be, on the face of it, quite a sensible arrangement, but the peculiar indivisibility of a Minister's responsibilities and his accountability to Parliament for everything that goes on in his Department, could, sooner or later, precipitate a scandal which brings the roof down on some unfortunate incumbent's head, and call this practice, economically sound though it may seem, into serious question.  

As to whether the numbers of real civil servants have been, or can be, reduced, the answer to that question will, I hope, be obvious to any reader by now.  Since the bulk of the real civil service exists to exercise the myriad powers and discharge the multifarious responsibilities which successive Governments have greedily sought from acquiescent Parliaments over the years; and since the size of the civil service is directly proportional to the extent of the powers and responsibilities inherited or acquired by Governments; and since, also, with every Parliamentary session that passes, the Government of the day seeks and acquires additional powers and responsibilities, there is simply no way in which, under present circumstances, the size of the real civil service can safely be reduced.  For this to actually happen, Ministers would be obliged to divest themselves of powers and responsibilities - it's the only way - but the chances of this happening seem extremely remote.  The machinery of the Queen-in-Parliament has evolved, it appears, with only forward gears.  Some day, perhaps, a political party will emerge with a simple platform:  If elected, we will spend our entire five years in power repealing laws, and thus will we reduce the size of the civil service!  

It may seem that we have digressed at an acute angle over a considerable distance from the boring old APR which the Head of the Division, when we left him, was struggling to complete, using his well-oiled mind and his skill with words as a substitute for his lack of control over inputs, and the paucity, if not complete absence, of any objective output performance measurements.  Not so.  For all its managerial rhetoric, the APR is, in essence, just another device for increasing the accountability of the civil service, in the fond hope that, if its accountability can somehow be increased - not just the money it spends, but, on this occasion, the money it costs (using dialectics as a substitute for the almost invariable dearth of genuine objective facts) - this will, somehow, increase its efficiency.  The truth of this can be demonstrated quite simply - by asking the question, what becomes of the Divisional APR once it has been so laboriously completed? 

To begin with, it is forwarded (in draft, of course), by the Head of the Division, to his Reporting Officer - sorry, Line Manager!  The Under Secretary (Grade 3, Director or Controller, as you prefer), scrutinisies it in exactly the way he would any other piece of work put up to him.  Has the Head of Division got it right?  There are several densely-packed pages of prose to examine with a specialist's eye.  Has anything been missed out?  Is the Forward View sufficiently positive and ambitious without giving hostages unduly to fortune?  Is the Review of Performance (Backward Look!) sufficiently rich in achievement, or, if not, sufficiently persuasive in its excuses?  What about the figures?  Such as they are, do they impress with their ingenuity as performance measurements?  The important thing is to spot any logical discontinuities and administrative solecisms before they are spotted by somebody else, with a possibly bigger brain, higher up.  What the UnderSec is looking for, as always, is a well-balanced, thorough piece of work - sound but not flashy, confident but not presumptuous, fluent but not unduly rhetorical.  With these considerations in mind, and having, from his lofty seat, passed the searchlight of his not inconsiderable intellect over the APR, it will not be difficult for him, taking the broader view, to make a few pertinent and fruitful suggestions for improvements in the draft - after, that is, a meticulous and time-consuming discussion of every aspect of the APR with the Head of the Division.  This is, after all, Management with a capital M.

Once the Divisional APR has reached its final agreed form, it becomes part of the UnderSec's APR, covering several Divisions, which then goes forward to the DepSec (Grade 2), as part of his APR, and, finally, the DepSec having satisfied himself that his UnderSecs have got it right (more discussions?), from him to the Permanent Secretary (Grade 1) who, presumably, satisfies himself that his DepSecs have got their contributions right.  But what is the object of all this high level activity - apart, that is, from the projected improvement, by a few percentage points, in the proportion of Minister's Cases meeting their turnaround targets, which was the earth-shaking outcome of the first Home Office APR?  Well, apparently, the intention is to improve the 'Resource Awareness' of senior management in the civil service!  Good, eh?  They have no real control over their inputs, or  the resources available for dealing with them, no reliable performance indicators (except the opinions of their Reporting Officers), there are strict Cash Limits on everything except the demands made upon them by Ministers, Parliament and members of the public, so, by all means let us increase their 'Resource Awareness'.

[When the first APR was conducted in the Home Office, I was working in the Prison Department, and, as Head of the Parole Unit, made my own small contribution to the Divisional APR, and was able to observe, at first hand, the amount of initial work put into it by the Head of Division.  I cannot speak for the extent of his subsequent dialogue with the UnderSec, nor of his with the DepSec, but I can vouch for the fact that, as part of the APR, the DepSec (who's title was, in this instance, the Director General of Prison Services) spent a full half day in a meeting on the subject with the Head of the Division (Grade 5) and the UnderSec (Grade 3), at which my opposite number, who, as Head of the other half of the Division, the so-called Lifer Section, was a Senior Principal (Grade 6) and myself (Grade 7) were also present.  

The DG worked painstakingly through every detail of the Division's APR asking, as he went, more or less penetrating questions about the workings of the Division, and making observations which exhibited, not only his own understanding of the complexity of things, but also the extent of his own 'resource awareness'.  He also invited contributions from the the floor, as it were, on the extent to which the quite complicated systems we were operating for licensing lifers and paroling prisoners might lend themselves to simplification, on cost-effectiveness grounds, without exposing the Minister to public embarrassment, and ourselves to charges of maladministration - matters to which, under the pressures of a growing caseload and increasing accountability, we had been giving constant attention for years.  

We sat around, in effect, and talked about the work of the Division.  To be fair, I think the DepSec (who was fairly new) and the UnderSec (who left shortly afterwards for the Cabinet Office) learned something from this symposium, but we natives certainly did not  - except about the DepSec and the UnderSec, of course.  We all lost a morning's work.  Real work, that is.  This may have been Management with a capital M, but none of us, not even the DepSec, was simply a manager.  We were all servants, in our own right, of the Civil Power, with In-Trays full of more or less weighty and urgent matters, going both upwards to Ministers and downwards from Ministers, as well as merely up to us and down from us.  So it was quite an expensive exercise, really.  And it was repeated, I know, in each of the nine Divisions in the Prison Department.  God knows what it must have cost, and He alone can quantify what the benefits were - apart, that is, from improving by a couple of days the average time taken to deal with Minister's Cases - something which was readily identifiable as a potential  (if somewhat overparted) candidate for improvement by the humblest among us, using his native intelligence.

In its second year, the APR was less sensationally expensive, of course.  The DG's Divisional meetings were a bit more cursory, and, in the third year, they hardly occurred at all.  But this is always the way with these great so-called management initiatives in the civil service.  A world of work goes into their preparation and implementation and then, over the years, they are absorbed into the routine work of the responsible officers as extra duties to be conscientiously and competently performed.  The history of my own relatively short spell in the civil service is littered with these schemes, all aimed ostensibly at increasing its efficiency, but all ending up increasing not only its accountability - something of which a disinterested efficiency expert might agree the civil service already had more than enough - but also, and more seriously, its workload.]  

The last great accountability initiative visited on the Divisions before the APR was the FIS (Financial Information System), which is still, I would guess, with us today, even though it may have sunk out of plain sight below the surface, like the sediment from some earlier volcanic eruption - the layer below the last, as it were.  The FIS was born in the late 1970s as a child of Inflation out of Cash Limits; it was, and is, a mind-bendingly complicated set of procedures for, first, forecasting and, then, monitoring the actual cash expenditure, month by month, under each Sub-head (however small) of the Division's Annual Budget.  It may not widely be realised that yon gargantuan operation called The Government - the biggest single organisation in the country, costing billions to run - is still funded by Parliament on a hand to mouth basis from an Annual Budget which has to be voted through the Commons, a few months at a time, in exchange for the redress of grievances - just as it was under William and Mary, or even earlier.  Not for nothing are these huge blocks of expenditure called Votes; not for nothing is the Prime Minister's official title the First Lord of the Treasury.  

It is not the purpose of this book, fortunately, to describe in any detail the ways in which government in this country is financed, how the money is raised and how its expenditure is accounted for.  These arrangements are all part of the machinery which Parliament has evolved over the centuries to throw up governments, vote them supplies, call them to account for every penny they spend, and bring them down.  But, in order to make any sense of FIS and what followed it, I must, as a minimum, explain that, In The Beginning, there were the Annual Budget Estimates which were, and still are, put together, Division by Division, throughout the entire civil service, from the bottom up - a straightforward adding up, item by item, of the likely cost of exercising  H.M.Government's powers and discharging its responsibilities during the coming year.  

Simple, really.  After looking at what you had budgeted last year to spend this year, you added on a provision for current overspending, and any new commitments the Minister was proposing to enter into (with Cabinet approval), during the coming year, and subtracted any current underspending, if there was any, but only if you could see no reasonable alternative.  The Chancellor of the Exchequer then decided how the money was to be raised to cover this expenditure, and put the whole package to Parliament in the Budget each Spring.  Parliament then resisted the imposition of these monstrous taxes and either voted them down, or compelled the Monarch's Ministers to concede a redress of grievances before voting them through.  

The Budget is still with us today, but the rise of political parties, and the consequent imposition of parliamentary discipline, has meant that the Budget is put through on the Government's majority, but that the Loyal Opposition, in exchange for its emasculation, is entitled to a significant amount of Parliamentary time (still called Supply Days) to make its disapproval of selected Government policies known, and to put forward policies of its own.

If, due to unforeseen developments, or bad forecasting, or both, the Budget Estimates turned out, in the event, to be inadequate, no need to worry, the Government could bring in Supplementary Estimates in the Autumn.  These arrangements were not quite as daft as they may sound.  The intense scrutiny, to which all Government proposals for expenditure and taxes were submitted by Parliament, and the even more intense scrutiny, to which all the Government's actual expenditure was also submitted by Parliament, coupled with the power and independence of the National Audit Office, and the total accountability and incorruptibility of the civil service, ensured that, for many years, these extremely inefficient (in financial management terms), but very convenient (in terms of operational cost) and scrupulously honest arrangements, were made to work.  The best analogy would be with a wage-earning working class family, dividing up the cash coming in each week and stashing notes and coins away in tea-caddies and jam jars - so much for the food, so much for the rent, so much for the coal, so much towards the annual seaside holiday, the Christmas club, and so on.  For weekly wage simply read Annual Budget.  And, in spite of all the refinements occasioned by the management initiatives which are the subject of this chapter, this comparison still holds good today.  

[On the very day on which I first wrote these words (in my own time, let me hasten to add), I had spent an hour I could ill-afford in tense discussions with my opposite number in our Finance Division about the following apparently insoluble 'management' problem.  For a complicated set of reasons which need not concern us here, but which were entirely due to the exigencies of the statutes and my inability to control my inputs, I need permission for my junior staff (AAs, AOs and EOs) to work 300 hours overtime during the next four weeks.  Everybody agrees, looking at the situation, that, unless we get 300 hours overtime, casework delays will accumulate to an extent which could cause a minor public outcry with all its attendant unpleasant features - adverse press publicity, Questions in Parliament, letters from MPs, Ministerial embarrassment, submissions explaining everything to the Top of the Office, and so on -  all generating extra work and even more pressure on my already overloaded resources while leaving the original problem still to be solved, or even get worse.  I am told by my colleague from Finance that I can have all the overtime I want, but not until April, when the new financial year begins.  

This being mid-February, I point out that April will be too late.  By then, the excreta will have impinged upon the extractor, and the mess will require even more overtime to clean it up - not to mention cosmetic surgery on the Minister's face to remove the splash marks (the gloves were really off, as you can see).  Why cannot I have the overtime now?  Well, it appears that the Prison Department (of which my Parole Unit is a small but not entirely insignificant part) is heading for an overspend, in this financial year, of seventy five million pounds.  The Treasury is very upset.  Teams of extremely high-ranking officials from the Home Office and the Treasury have been locked in eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation for weeks.  With what object, you may ask?  To see who blinks first?  Something like that!  Given the manifest impossibility of closing several prisons down for a few months, and sending the prisoners (and the prison officers) home, the Treasury finally blinks, but not before the eyes of the Home Office have been made to water in extreme discomfort - albeit with crocodile tears, since there is no identifiable culprit to be punished and this whole confrontation is, in truth, a  well-mounted ritual, convincingly performed by a cast of real professionals, using a traditional script.  But, in conceding the case, the Treasury, as a token of its displeasure, and because it knows that, in the circumstances, it can afford to be less than generous, accedes to only fifty million pounds, or some such figure, and leaves the Prison Department somehow to squeeze the balance out of its own vitals.  The Prison Department reacts in the only way it can, by placing a blanket embargo on any expenditure, however small, which has not already been committed in the current year, and delaying it until April, the beginning of the next financial year.  Hence the difficulty with my overtime.

This episode, to digress still further for a moment, shows off, to good effect, two classic civil service management techniques which I hope to examine in greater detail later.  The first is the commonly used tactic of exporting problems to the future in the surprisingly well-founded (in the world of public administration) hope that, if this can be done, quite a high proportion of the problems will go away, and those which remain will be deserving of more serious attention on the grounds that, since they have not gone away, they must be genuine problems.  This is in direct contrast to the situation in the private sector where the exporting of problems to the future is a certain recipe for disaster.  The second device can be given the name of Management by Queuing.  The civil service may have no control over inputs and no way of measuring outputs, but, when the caseload pressure builds up to a point at which the resources available for dealing with it simply cannot cope, then, inevitably, a backlog of cases is created and a queue is formed.  Now, at last, we have something we can measure!  We can measure the queue!  Not only that, but we can set each other measurable objectives.  Reduce the size of the queue!  Could this be why queues are such a feature of bureaucratic systems the world over?  Or is it, rather, the golden opportunities they present for the  commercialisation of the civil service?  Once a queue has been created, you see, the way is clear for the acceptance of bribes from members of the public who wish to jump it.  The salaries of those civil servants who find themselves in the fortunate position of having this commodity in their gift may then be reduced accordingly.  Since this is the way things work in so many other countries, why not here?  We merely have to persuade ourselves to accept the corruption of the civil service as the inevitable price of its commercialisation.  But more of this later.  Back, in the meantime, to me and the overtime, through the motions of trying to get which, my colleague from Finance and I must go.

We are casting around for arguments which will show how the granting of overtime to my staff will actually save money in the current financial year.  To this end, I point out that any delays in paroling prisoners who are eligible for parole will increase the size of the prison population, which is, already, as we both know, far in excess of the CNA (Certified Normal Accommodation).  Good point, he says, but can we put a figure on the saving?  Try this, I say: if twelve prisoners each have their parole delayed for one month, that's a cost to the Prison Department of 13,000 pounds, because that is what it costs to keep one prisoner in prison for twelve months.  Alas, he says, it doesn't work quite like that (I know this, of course).  Although it is true that the average cost of keeping one prisoner in prison for one year is 13000 pounds, this does not mean that, if the prison population is reduced by one, then this sum is saved.  Unless you can get rid of enough prisoners to enable you actually to close down a prison and get rid of prison staff, reducing the total prison population by a few score bodies can simply mean  that the average cost per year of containing the other bodies goes up.  In calculating any savings from a marginal reduction in the prison population, all you can allow for, it seems, is the cost of actually feeding each prisoner. 

Needless to say, I did not get my overtime until April, but, although the backlogs got worse, the side-effects of the parole delays were not as bad as they might have been - the political climate of the time, fortunately for us, was not one that favoured the generation of anything but the feeblest of outcries against the suffering caused to prisoners by administrative delays in granting them parole.  Nevertheless, a single topical example, this, of the Alice in Wonderland world of resource management in the civil service, before we pass on, from the jam jar and tea caddy accountancy imposed on its operational efficiency (on top of all the other accountability constraints) by the archaic, but constitutionally inescapable inhibitions of the Parliamentary Budget Year, to later developments.]

After World War Two, with the advent of Really Big Government, it became apparent, even to Ministers, that the hand to mouth procedures deriving from the Parliamentary Budget Year, although inescapable, were no longer adequate in themselves as a means of serious financial management and planning.  This realisation led to the introduction, in the early 1960s, of the PES (Public Expenditure Survey), a concept considered, at the time, to be so revolutionary that, for some years, it was conducted under a blanket of the strictest confidentiality.  The PES broke away from the Parliamentary Budget Year in two important respects.  First, it forecast Government expenditure five years ahead - very daring, this, in view of the uncertainty, in constitutional terms, about the extent to which Parliament's readiness to vote the necessary supplies for each of these years could properly be anticipated.  Second, and more important  operationally, the PES was intended, unlike the Budget Estimates, which were largely reactive, to be, as far as possible, proactive, and show how the total resources available to the Government were to be broken down, year by year, between the various spending programmes.  By looking at PES it was possible, therefore, to see what a Government's policy intentions were, what changes were proposed, over the years, between, for example, expenditure on law and order, defence, health and social services.  It also made it possible, when Governments changed, to see from the first PES of the new Government just what the longer term financial effects of their manifesto promises were going to be. 

What a good idea!  Forward planning and a five year plan, at last!  Very useful as a subject for political debate in Parliament and the press.  For the civil service, however, tasked with putting the PES together (where else could it be done?), it was just another piece of work.  Every Division which had any responsibility for any expenditure at all, was now faced with making its contribution to the annual PES exercise by filling in another set of elaborate forms embodying complicated procedures for taking account of future trends of expenditure on existing commitments.  There was a tendency, inevitably, for the Budget Estimates for the current year to be taken as a starting point for the PES forecast; and, when the Budget Estimates for the following year were being prepared, for them to take as their starting point the first year of the last year's PES - even though the two exercises were conducted at different times of the financial year and with different objectives.  

So, the PES became, in its turn, a 'from the bottom up' as much as a 'from the top down' exercise, and the civil servants continued to fill in their PES forms in much the same way as they had always filled in their Budget Estimate forms - they were, after all, simply and dutifully identifying expenditure which Ministers had, by statute, incurred, or to which, in the case of the PES, they were, or wished to be committed.  Most of the arguments at Cabinet level each year - the famous 'Treasury Round' - were, and still are for that matter, about Departmental bids for additional resources to meet the growth in the cost of existing commitments, or the cost of fresh initiatives resulting from commitments made, as often as not, in the election manifesto.  And, as Governments continued to assume more and more powers and responsibilities, for which more and more civil servants were required, the trend of Government expenditure, and the size of the civil service continued upwards.

In the end, then, the PES turned out to be just as demand-led as the Budget Estimates.  In the hands of the civil servants, neither exercise seemed capable of controlling Government expenditure (meaning, in this context, holding it down) as opposed to counting it.  It was the roaring inflation of the 1970s, coupled with the helplessly reactive accountancy of the Budget Estimates and the PES, which led finally to the introduction, in desperation, of Cash Limits and its offspring the FIS (Financial Information System) - thus bringing us back to our point of departure after this sketchy retrospective on Government financial management.  The imposition of Cash Limits marked a watershed in the Government's relations with itself.  I say 'with itself' because the civil service is, as I hope I have shown, just as much a part of the Government as the body is part of the brain - you can separate the two, but neither can function without the other.

Cash Limits, as the name implies, meant casting up the Budget for the coming year in actual cash terms under which the amount of money available to be spent - including an allowance for inflation which took little account of the subsequent reality was predetermined by the Treasury.  Nor was any space left (outside the Treasury's own contingency reserve) for uncontrollable and unforeseeable increases in the demand for all those services predicated by the inherited weight and enormous range of Ministerial powers and responsibilities.  The FIS was set up to monitor the extent to which every sub-head of every Vote was managing to keep its expenditure within the limits (which included a notional figure for wage and price inflation unrelated to what was happening in the real world) imposed by the Treasury.

The mind of the Government was beginning to distance itself from its own actions.  The mad logic of Cash Limits was that it was the only way in which the Government could halt the inexorable rise in its own expenditure - a bit like curing obesity by wiring the teeth together!  The civil service, of course, obediently set about squaring the circle by endeavouring to make Cash Limits work.  As an import from the private sector, I have never ceased to wonder at the capacity of civil servants simply to accept whatever objectives are imposed on them, or to respond to whatever demands are made of them by their political masters.  On the one hand, this can be seen as the ultimate in professionalism, on the other, as the fruits of Management by Operant Conditioning, and, ultimately therefore, on the fact that their promotion depends on their observed ability to produce whatever behaviour is required of them.  But, in the case of Cash Limits, the effect, in the end was traumatic.

The FIS forms were dutifully filled in - as, still, were the Budget Estimate forms and the PES forms, although these last, with each year that passed, gave less and less room for manoeuvre.  Also, the FIS forms had to be filled in every two or three months - monitoring actual expenditure against a fixed limit for the unrolling year, regardless of rising wages and prices in the real world outside.  If the monitoring revealed a trend towards overspending, whatever the cause, Off-setting Savings, from within the Vote, were demanded from on high.  

This demanding of off-setting savings by one civil servant of another is not unlike one of those confrontations which take place in the animal world, when a great deal of threatening behaviour, much of it in coded form, is exhibited, but actual physical violence is avoided.  The end result is that one party to the confrontation, usually the less dominant one, backs down, and the other gets its way.  Both, however, are subjected to stress - particularly the loser.  And so it was with Cash Limits, as budget holders struggled to keep expenditure within the pre-ordained limits in spite of the continuing inflation in the costs of goods and services.  

[My own experience was pretty typical, even though the sub-sub-head of a Vote for which I was responsible was miniscule; it covered the fees, subsistence and traveling expenses for members of the Parole Board, and the subsistence and traveling expenses for the voluntary Local Review Committees at each of the hundred plus prisons.  The whole lot amounted to less than half a million pounds a year, but this did not excuse me from the ritual filling in of the Budget Estimate forms, the PES forms, and now the FIS forms, answering all the questions with the same assiduity as was required of someone with ten or a hundred times the amount of public money in his charge.  Now, the need for the Parole Board and the Local Review Committees to exist at all, was enshrined in the relevant statutes, as was the requirement for them to meet and consider cases; the Parole Board's fees were fixed centrally by the same Treasury which had imposed the Cash Limits, as were the subsistence rates, and even the mileage allowance for motor cars; the rest was down to British Rail, and even, in the case of the Parole Board, occasionally, British Airways - organisations over which, need I add, my control was nil.  Nor could I possibly control the numbers of prisoners qualifying, under the statutes, for parole reviews each year. 

So, the Parole Board members' fees were increased each year, by the Treasury, in line with developments in the real world, as were the subsistence and mileage allowances in line with the cost of real food, real hotels and real petrol, and, as for train fares, we all know what happens to them each year.   The prison population certainly did not go down, so neither did the numbers of the parole reviews to which the inmates had been given a statutory entitlement by an earlier Parliament.  The result was a forgone conclusion.  In my case, this was not too serious - a few tens of thousands of pounds which, in the context of the total Prison Department Vote, was hardly visible at all.  But, before the money could be forthcoming, I was required to show that I had investigated every possibility for improving the efficiency (for which read, squeezing off-setting savings out) of that part of the system for which I was responsible.  Since every option, however quaint, had to be identified, quantified and solemnly considered, the amount of extra work involved was not inconsiderable, and probably cost more than any savings we achieved. Multiplied up throughout the entire civil service, the demands made by the operation of Cash Limits on existing resources must have been very, very great, but, as far as I am aware, they have never been quantified, as have not those made by Management by Objectives, or the APR; nor, for that matter, have any benefits which have resulted from these exercises - so we cannot say to what extent the one may have outweighed the other, can we?  

If, by some miracle, the FIS had revealed that my inputs had gone down to an extent which enabled me to stay within my procrustean Cash Limits, it would not have been an unmixed blessing.  Budget management in the civil service, you see, differs from that in the private sector in two very important respects.  The first is that, if circumstances conspire to make it possible for a budget holder to spend less in the current year than he has budgeted for, his budget in the following year, regardless of what the future may have in store, will be reduces accordingly - unless he can demonstrate, in very convincing terms, why it should not be so.  Under the old dispensation this was no real problem since budget holders could confidently expect that unavoidable increases in expenditure over last year would be taken care of in the Supplementary Estimates.  The second difference is that, if an enterprising budget holder finds a way, as I did once, when I was administering Police Probationer Training, of overcoming some temporary resource deficiency (in this case, unfilled posts in the Central Planning Unit's printing shop) by contracting essential printing work out locally (in this case, training manuals) and recovering the costs by charging the ultimate customers (in this case, the participating Police Forces, who would have been perfectly willing to pay) for the finished product, he will also find, as I did, that the Treasury Rules will not allow him to offset the 'income' from the product against the cost of buying it in.  The Treasury Rules require all income deriving from the provision of a government service to be paid directly into the Treasury.  The extra cost incurred by buying in the missing service must, therefore, be met by 'offsetting savings elsewhere' in the appropriate sub-head of the Vote - in which, by the way, only current, as opposed to capital and manpower costs, would be provided for.]

Each year the screw of Cash Limits was given another turn -  indiscriminately, even mindlessly, across the board - and, since Government expenditure on goods and services from the private sector has always been susceptible of creative accounting as between one Budget year and another, most of the pressure fell on civil service pay and manpower where, only when a service was nearing the point of collapse, with queues forming, and a public and Parliamentary outcry generating more problems (and costs) than were being solved (or saved) by this tightening of the financial straitjacket, was some relief granted.  It would be wrong to deny that Cash Limits had the desired effect of halting, or slowing down, the rise in Government Expenditure, but it would be equally wrong to maintain that the cost, in non-cash terms, was inconsiderable.  And, when I retired, the final account was yet to be rendered.  Like so many reckonings in the world of public administration, it had been exported to the future, but, unlike other, more trivial problems, this one would not, in my belief, go away.

The nett effect of Cash Limits, then, was to increase the actual workload on the civil service without increasing the resources available to do the work.  The FIS itself was extra work, as were all those wordy exchanges up and down the hierarchies and with Finance Divisions and Treasury, as the irresistible force of escalating costs met the immovable object of Cash Limits.  Then, since Ministers continued, uninhibitedly and uninterruptedly, to acquire, through Parliament, new powers and responsibilities, all of which required civil servants to exercise or discharge them, only two outcomes were possible - first, more work for proportionately fewer civil servants; and, second, a reduction in the quality of those services to the public, which the civil service was obliged, by statute and on behalf of the Government, to provide.  True, there may have been room for some initial increase in 'efficiency' - if you can call it that when you cannot compare inputs with outputs.  The pressures produced by Cash Limits, in the early years, caused all the civil service molecules to rush around at high speed, and generate so much heat, that a number of courtly practices of venerable aspect and impeccable pedigree were torched out of the system, and a certain amount of slack was taken up - slack which had, hitherto, been available to be pressed, not infrequently, into valuable service when the unforeseeable, but, to varying degrees, inevitable Ministerial/Media/Parliamentary crisis brought about an overnight increase in the demands made on a Division's resources for a period of time, which might be days, weeks, or even months,  But, after that 'contingency reserve' had gone, the corners had to be cut, wherever it became evident that quality counted for less than quantity - usually where only the weaker-voiced members of the community were affected.

Under these circumstances, however, the steady deterioration in the quality of civil service casework (using the term in its very widest sense) soon became evident to public and Parliament alike.  The inevitable outcome was that, given this further growth in the machinery of civil service accountability; and given that the resources necessary to respond to this scrutiny, and to the fresh demands being made upon it by Ministers, were no longer being made available to it; and given the schizoid refusal by Ministers to acknowledge their own contradictory responsibilities for both the increase in the demand for its services and the reduction in the availability of the resources required to meet this demand; and given also, I might add, the growth in the extent, and appetite, of the Media Industry, and the recognition, by both Ministers and Media of a fruitful coincidence in their separate self-interests in this direction; given all this, it was little wonder that, a few years after the introduction of Cash Limits, and as a result of the extreme painfulness of this experience to all concerned - The Nation As A Whole, in fact - the civil service found itself well and truly scapegoated.

When it became evident that Cash Limits, in addition to achieving the desired end of abating the rise in the Government's expenditure, also had the unfortunate side-effect of making it increasingly difficult for Ministers to mount fresh initiatives, under their pre-existing powers and responsibilities, or even, without making compensatory savings elsewhere, to assume and exercise those new powers which had been sought in their election manifesto, the masters, unable to accept the discipline themselves, began to blame, berate and beat their servants.  And this Ministerial disillusionment soon elicited a ready response from among the pundits.  If only the civil service was more efficient!  If only the civil service possessed the kinds of management skills developed and practised by successful firms in the private sector!  If only civil servants were more innovative, and even, according to some critics, entrepreneurial!  If only the civil service had more people in it with real management skills, forged in the fiery furnace of the market place, people bearing more than a passing resemblance, usually, to whoever it was who was speaking or writing at the time!  And Ministers, desperate for somebody to blame for the painful constraints of Cash Limits, needed little persuading that, if only the civil service could be made more managerially effective, more 'resource aware', more proactive (Oh, deary me, it's that word again!), then they, the Ministers, would be able to have their cake and eat it.

As a result, the civil servants, responding (as always) to their conditioning, set about providing whatever new services were required of them by their masters - it is, after all, what they are there to do - regardless of whether these new services - which are, in reality, nothing more than a further extension of that accountability to Parliament to which they are so professionally inured - made any genuine contribution to the real, and very necessary work they were already doing or not.  Hence, therefore, Management by Objectives, the APR, and and, every year or two, as each new 'innovative' and 'hard nosed' discipline failed, yet again, to produce the desired miracle, some new initiative.  To the civil service, all this was simply work to be done, to be absorbed and institutionalised.  It may be meaningless in real terms - responsibility without power, in fact - but Ministers wanted it done, so civil servants did it. 

The ultimate effect, however, of this oppressive double burden - the cash-limiting of resources without any real constraint on Ministerial and Parliamentary inputs, plus the phoney management accounting procedures described above - was a steady deterioration in the quality of work in an organisation where quality of work is synonymous with quality of life.  This meant, among other things, that, by the time I left it, the civil service had ceased to be an attractive career option for anyone of relatively high intellectual ability, but relatively low emotional drive, who preferred, in the rewards a job offered, quality to quantity, influence to power, and the certainty of secure anonymity to the possibility of fame or notoriety. As a result, many of the clever ones who were young enough to do so, were voting with their feet.  The older ones were either scrambling (discreetly) to get early retirement, or soldiering stolidly on with retirement as the light at the end of the tunnel.  And, for the first time in its history, the civil service was failing to attract the quantity and quality of the recruits it needed to make good its losses - a development boding ill for the future. 
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Consequences

Criticism of the civil service is not new.  Throughout recorded time, the taxpaying public has disliked the servants of the ruling power - understandably so, when this was an autocracy under which favouritism, nepotism and corruption flourished, and the servants of the autarch were almost invariably seen as the forces of oppression, above the law.  But why has this antipathy persisted into the era of democratically elected governments and open competitive recruitment into the civil service?  Ignorance and prejudice to some extent, but also an instinctive aversion, felt by the hunters and gatherers, the artisans and farmers, the doers, developers, adventurers and innovators, towards the sheltered, secure, self-perpetuating oligarchy of unelected power which is the popular misconception of the modern civil service.

Apart from the malign influence which the civil servants are supposed to exercise (in secret, of course) over their elected Masters, there has always been criticism, arising out of envy, of the job-security which they enjoy - although, it has to be said that little was heard of this particular offence during the years of overfull employment in the 1950s and 60s.  And close behind security of tenure comes the inflation-proof pension.  I can well recall acquaintances of mine who were of normally quite affable demeanour, foaming almost at the mouth as they contemplated the fact that this grossly unfair perquisite was enjoyed by unproductive (and, therefore, undeserving) parasites like me.  But this was in the years of near hyperinflation in the late 1970s and early 80s which turned out to be so relatively few in number, and are now but a faint, but still frightening memory.  I can also recall pointing out to my then verbal assailants that, when the time came for them and me eventually to retire and draw our pensions, the rate of inflation would, in all probability, have dropped to an, at that time, unimaginably low figure.  And so, in the event, it has - with the added bonus that the inflation-proofing of pensions outside the civil service has now become something of a commonplace. 

There is little else in the way of benefits that civil servants can produce to set against the company cars, expense accounts, private health insurance, annual season tickets and other, ever more imaginative perks (a 'piece of the action' even), enjoyed by toilers in the vineyard of the private sector.  And the point is easily missed that the job security extended to civil servants, resulting as it does from a systems requirement which makes the civil service an inescapably life-long career, is not an unmixed blessing for any civil servant who finds himself, in mid-career, blocked for promotion (the only objective criterion of success, remember) and unable to offer his possibly undervalued skills and knowledge to a competitor.

These are some of the more impersonal, objective factors which set civil servants apart, in the eyes of those outside the magic bubble - the inhabitants, as they see it, of the real world.  Others, which arise out of the profound differences between the organisation and management of the civil service, and those of an enterprise engaged in innovation and marketing, have already been identified in earlier chapters.  But there are other, more personal and subjective factors at work.

When I made the transition from the private sector to the civil service, I was struck, apart from the profound differences in the objectives, constraints, and management style, by a number of more superficial, but no less interesting dissimilarities between my old and new colleagues, not only in behaviour, but also in appearance - and I am not referring to the pinstripe trousers and bowler hats, because I have never actually seen a civil servant wearing this allegedly traditional attire around the office.  No, what struck me, in fact, was the comfortable, and frankly utilitarian aspect of the working attire.  Nothing scruffy, mind; everybody correctly and carefully dressed (at least in those days - things have changed since then, particularly among the young), but nobody seemed to be trying to be smart.  Not, at least, in appearance.  

There was also a refreshing absence, in interpersonal relationships, of histrionic ostentation (or, as it is more commonly, and crudely called in the private sector, bullshit).  Nobody seemed to be trying over hard to impress anyone else; nobody seemed to be signaling "Look at me! me! me!" with quite that stridency which is all too common in the private sector, where, in the eyes of a Management which is less than ept (and they do exist), sycophancy and self-advertisement can count for more  than genuine merit and achievement.  Not much scope for that kind of thing in the civil service - not the one I joined, anyway. 

There were, I decided, two main reasons for this.  First, everyone in the civil service knew precisely where they stood, in rank, in relation to everybody else, and, what is more, precisely how much everybody else earned.  Amazing what a difference this makes to working relationships within an organisation.  Since nobody represents an unknown quantity, and hence, a possible personal threat to anyone else, everybody can relax and get on with the work.  The fact, also, that, in the civil service, one works, not “for” but “to” a superior officer, ensures that there is little emotional charge in a relationship which, almost inevitably (given the differences in the management styles), carries at least an undercurrent of more or less creative tension in the private sector.

The second reason for the relatively low-level of emotional polarisation in interpersonal relationships in the civil service, was the fact, already noted, that everyone's work was, by and large, open to inspection by everybody else.  There it was, on the file, for all to see.  Mediocrity cannot masquerade as merit in the civil service by keeping mum, looking wise and waiting to see which way the wind is blowing before getting down off the fence.  No civil servant can escape the requirement to perform frequently, and always to some quite specific purpose (if only on paper), in front of that most critical of audiences, his own colleagues of, not only superior, but also equal and inferior rank.  The effect of this 'open society', which is probably the nearest thing we shall ever see, in this country, to a genuine meritocracy, is to produce a fairly comfortable sort of freemasonry, within which each can relate professionally to all, as the occasion demands, in terms which, if not entirely level or equal, are reasonably unconstrained by fear and suspicion.

Let me not, however, paint too rosy a picture.  The civil service is not one big happy family.  There may not be much free-flowing anxiety, but there is an undercurrent of envy and resentment, particularly on the part of those who have, in their own estimation, been passed over for promotion, and find themselves in a cage from which there is now no escape, compelled to watch the ascent, ever nearer to the nuclear furnace of Ministerial power, of those who were once their equals, or, more excruciating still, their inferiors in rank.  But, such is their conditioning, and such the impersonality of the system which has produced these outcomes, that even those who experience feelings of this kind, knowing them to be irrational, are too ashamed to admit to them. And this makes the pain, if anything, worse.

There is also, in the absence of any operationally engendered emotional charge, a polite superficiality about interpersonal working arrangements in the civil service which can feel a bit chilly at times.  This may owe something, also, to the continuous internal career mobility of the personnel.  During my eighteen years in the civil service, I had no fewer than thirteen different Reporting Officers (or Line Managers, as they were later, so laughingly, called) and ten different Countersigning Officers.  By contrast, during my thirteen years in the pharmaceutical industry, working (through several promotions) for two different firms, I had only two immediate line-managers, one of whom I followed, as is not uncommon in the private sector, from one firm to another.

It may be as a consequence of these differences that extramural social relationships between colleagues appear to be less common in the civil service (for better or for worse) than in the private sector.  But there are other possible explanations for this.  There is, for example, a geographical inhibition, arising from the fact that, no matter how drawn to each other two civil servants may feel at the office, there will be an odds on chance that their respective domiciles - 30 to 50 miles, probably, from Westminster - will be on opposite sides of the metropolitan area, and anything up to 100 miles apart;  thus placing, when it comes to exchanging domestic interfamily visits with a view to developing the relationship, formidable practical obstacles in the way.  

This constraint may, admittedly, also be experienced by colleagues in large firms in the private sector in the London area but, in their case, there is always, to offset the effect of the centrifugal distribution of the commuting employees, the centripetal force of the Hospitality Factor.  In the world of business, it seems, there is a continual, and virtually inescapable need for the organisational machinery (both external and internal) to be oiled by hospitality and entertainment of every conceivable kind.  There is also a strong tendency for spouses to be involved in this activity as a deliberate act of company policy - certainly insofar as those employees involved in marketing are concerned.

The Hospitality Factor in the private sector does not, need I add, operate to the exclusive benefit of the sales force.  Apart from business lunches, and the excesses of the Director's dining room, opportunities will almost certainly be afforded to all the employees of an enterprise (but middle and upper managers most frequently) for the involvement of themselves and their spouses in free-loading social intercourse of some kind or another at the firm's expense, if only at Christmas.  Not surprisingly, one of the effects of all this company-sponsored socialising is to facilitate the formation, for better or for worse, of extramural relationships of various kinds between colleagues and their families.  There are, of course, firms which carry the involvement of their employees' spouses in the metabolism of the enterprise to quite unseemly lengths, but this is their affair - if one doesn't like it, one shouldn't join; or if, having joined, one finds the house rules growing more unacceptable, one should go and work for a competitor.  This is the ultimate sanction in the hands of an employee, at whatever level (but particularly middle and upper) in the private sector.

Needless to say, there is no Hospitality Factor in the civil service where the Accountability Factor reigns supreme and official hospitality, even towards bona fide guests of the Government, is so painfully constrained as to render it extremely difficult to dispense at any but the very highest level.  Quite senior civil servants can find themselves placed in positions of some embarrassment when faced with visits, on official business, from the representatives of outside bodies, and even their opposite numbers from other countries, particularly when the visits terminate at lunchtime, or, worse, extend beyond. Nor can they themselves accept hospitality without making quite sure that, to do so, would not infringe a Code of Practice which is very strict on these matters.  

The regulation of civil servants' expenses and allowances, and the scrutiny, in ever more intimate detail, of their claims for reimbursement, is a small industry in itself.  There are not many expense accounts, as the term is commonly understood, in the Civil Service, and, for the vast majority of civil servants, there is no 'Company' sponsored and funded hospitality at all, and no 'Company' interest in whether their spouses are supportive of them in their work, or not. 

The cumulative effect of all these factors has tended, historically, to set the civil servants apart from the rest of society, and to generate an image of them in the public mind which attracts admiration, envy, condescension, contempt, fear and incomprehension in varying proportions, depending, usually, on the amount of the last of these ingredients present.  And the ultimate truth is, that civil servants are different.  The characteristics of the organisation to which they belong - its objectives and constraints, its recruiting, training, career structure and management - are sufficiently distinctive to ensure that it attracts, nurtures and promotes a certain type of human being, who, speaking generally, makes a better civil servant than he would anything else.  There is no need, surely, to define the species in greater detail here, when so many apt and colourful descriptions already exist - 'herbivores working for carnivores', 'cerebratonic ectomorphs serving visceratonic endomorphs', and so on - but I particularly like the one about the civil servant who, as he listened to his Minister speaking, in public, the lines which he had written for him, felt a 'thrill of non-recognition'.

[If asked to summarise in one sentence the differences which I myself found between working in the civil service and in the private sector, I would say that, in the former, the intellectual pressure is high but the emotional pressure low, whereas, in the latter, the opposite is the case.  This is not, again, the unmixed blessing for the civil servant it may seem to some.  While savouring the solitary pleasures of the intellectual challenge - mixed, as in most walks of life with a fair amount of boring routine - one can miss, occasionally quite acutely, the emotional body-heat generated by innovation and marketing, and of playing in a winning (or even, believe it or not, a losing) team.]

The end result has been a gulf of such proportions between the civil service and the rest of the community that communications across it, either way, have been, to say the least, incoherent; and, instead of being admired for its cleverness, its incorruptibility, and the professionalism with which it has served successive administrations of different political persuasions over the years, the civil service has, traditionally, been execrated for its insularity, its anonymity, its secretiveness and its apparent impregnability to criticism.  But these are strictures to which civil servants are fully accustomed, inured even, and with which they have been co-existing, without undue strain, since the Northcote-Treveleyan reforms of the late 19th century made possible the creation (or evolution) of the incorruptible and (within its traditional terms of reference) efficient human machine which was the modern career civil service.  Civil servants can live without the approbation and respect of the general public - they do not serve the general public - but what they cannot live without is the appreciation of their masters.  No servant can.  And this is what recent years have seen - a change in the public and private attitudes of Her Majesty's Government towards its servants, a rising tide of Ministerial dissatisfaction with the civil service as it was when they inherited it, and a growing clamour for it to change its ways.

These criticisms do not, as we have seen, derive from any rational analysis of the civil service, as a system designed to achieve specific objectives within given constraints, but rather from the personal discomfort experienced by Ministers at having to live with the consequences of financial policies, designed by themselves to impose limits on their own spending, but which their apparently insatiable appetites for the acquisition of more and more powers and responsibilities, all of which cost money to indulge in, make it hard for them to accept. 

Like all masters who find themselves living beyond their means and unable to balance the books, they export the problem to their servants by demanding from them more and more for less and less.  Being also politicians, answerable for the effects of their policies only to a Parliament which is theirs, in effect, to command, and enjoying an unchallengeable access to the media, they are able to resolve their dilemma, with a little help from their political advisers and 'independent' experts (or 'consultants' as they are sometimes called), by making confident but ill-founded assertions about the shortcomings of the civil service, and promising 'new initiatives' to improve its efficiency.  And Ministers are, of course, assisted in these tergiversations by those very civil servants whose competence they are calling into question, but without whose continuous and attentive ministrations, the business of government would grind to a halt.

In a situation like this, you see, the civil service labours under two intrinsic disadvantages.  The first is that, like the giant human computer it resembles, it is programmed to respond, certainly in its higher centres, in only one way - to its master's wishes.  It may, of course, vibrate with discomfort when it receives a command which is fundamentally incompatible with its own internal logic and, hence, its functional well-being; it may apply its intelligence and ingenuity to devising and asking searching supplementary questions about the instruction, as received, in the hope that, the more its impracticability can be exposed, the greater the likelihood of its being rescinded, or, at least, modified; but, even while doing this, it will already be converting the command into some kind of programme for action which, with its impeccably drafted sentences, paragraphs and chapters, will, when it finally emerges, carry all the conviction of a Government White Paper in which the logical discontinuities in HMG's position will have been papered over with the usual consummate skill; even though, on this occasion - since the postulates will not be intended for translation into legislation (this being an in-house matter) - they will never be tested forensically in the public arena. The civil service, in other words, will be hard at work, consuming its own smoke.

Its second disadvantage is that the civil service has no independent, unified voice of its own in the public arena.  Constitutionally, it doesn't exist.  The giant human computer which can, at a Ministerial command, synthesise from its enormous, interconnected data banks, advice, a line to take, and speech notes of the required length, on any subject under the sun, has no way of formulating and articulating publicly, a view of its own about anything.  What do I think about this? asks the Minister, and the civil servants tell him.  What does the civil service think about this?  Who knows?  Even the Head of the Civil Service cannot comment, in any public place, on a command given, through him, to the civil service by the Prime Minister.  If the Government of the day tells the civil service to stand on its collective head, then the civil service, after requesting clarification of the order, in the hope that the Government may, on reflection, recognise the stupidity of it, will respond with a pretty good, even impeccable, imitation of endeavouring to stand on its head and even appearing to do so, while still continuing to perform its duties, or trying its best to perform them, as if it were still the right way up.

These latter-day criticisms of the competence of the civil service, which have been so gratefully accepted by Ministers, and converted by them into commands to change its ways and improve its performance, turn out, on examination, to be made under two main headings.  The first is that the civil servants are inadequately skilled in the 'management of resources' and pay too little regard to 'cost-effectiveness' in the 'delivery of services'; the second is that civil servants are insufficiently 'entrepreneurial' in their approach to the formulation and implementation of policy, or in their 'response to Minister's wishes', as it is sometimes put, because they give too little attention to 'strategic planning'.  Perhaps, I should apologise to those many experts whose pronouncements on the shortcomings of the civil service I have read, and even treasured, over the years, for reducing their theses on this subject to such a small compass, but I hope they will agree that I have included all their favourite 'buzzwords', and that we can enlarge upon them as we go.  

Let us begin with the allegations of inefficiency in the management of resources and in the delivery of services.  The argument here goes something like this: the Government of this country now disposes of, is responsible for, or controls (whichever definition is preferred) nearly 60% of the Gross National Product.  However you look at it, the efficient performance of this enormous task must give rise to a requirement for the exercise of very considerable modern management skills by the Government's employees.  The Northcote-Trevelyan civil service was simply not designed to cope with this kind of responsibility; it may have been extremely effective in dealing with the admittedly complex problems presented by government administration in a Parliamentary democracy in the first half of the twentieth century, but it cannot be expected, in its present form, to possess the skills and knowledge required for the efficient management of government business in the high technology world of today.

Contingent upon this line of attack, is the proposition that, the recruitment, and promotion to the higher ranks, of literate generalists, which has been such a feature of the traditional civil service, renders it ill-equipped to provide the numerate specialisms which are required for the management of very large organisations.  An extreme version of this view has it that the upper ranks of the civil service are manned by a species of gifted amateur, which is very intelligent, but has no real technical qualifications or practical skills at all - other, that is, than a certain way with words.  But, we have already seen that this latter position can be maintained only by ignoring the rigorous apprenticeship imposed on recruits into the civil service, and the extent of the additional skills and knowledge they must acquire, and be tested in, if they are to make progress upward though successive levels of the hierarchy. 

Simply because, after initial certification by the Civil Service Commission and period on probation, there is no formal examination and certification of civil servants at each subsequent step of the professional ladder (Bachelor, Master, Doctor and so on, for example, of Government Administration), it is unwise to assume that no such process has taken place. Government administration is, need it be said, a discipline in its own right, and its practitioners, in order to pass the hierarchical exams which the system sets for them, must acquire those very special skills, and that often quite arcane knowledge, which Government Ministers require of them - not, let it be noted, the skills and knowledge which these same Ministers may say in public that they require, but the ones they really depend on to get them through their working day.

It is only possible, however, for the civil service to be charged with inefficiency in its management of the undeniably huge resources, and the delivery of the admittedly wide range of utilities which are contingent upon the Government's powers and responsibilities, if the whole contraption is seen as some kind of gigantic, conglomerate of businesses - UK Government Enterprises Plc - comprising an entire service industry with everybody in the country as its customers.  What a fallacy this is!  True, there are bits of this leviathan, whole industries in themselves, which were nationalised under one political doctrine and then privatised under another, but these are enterprises in their own right, for which all the exigencies of innovation and marketing are, in the end, inescapable, and which could, in consequence, never be run efficiently by statute - which is not to say that they could not be run efficiently for, or on behalf of the state, provided that some way could be found of hiving the management of them off from the machinery of Parliamentary scrutiny as it currently exists- but that is a wider question falling outside the scope of this analysis.

There are also, in those bits of the conglomerate which underpin the Defence of the Realm, certain areas of Government activity which closely resemble innovation and marketing, as practised in the private sector, but where, because they have to do with national security, qualitatively different considerations apply.  Many of these are part of the legacy of those two occasions during the first half of the 20th century when this country found itself fighting for survival as an independent entity, occasions when UK Government Enterprises Ltd. became, to all intents and purposes, a reality, as a single enterprise in competition with others of the same species.  During two World Wars, hesitatingly at first, but finally with total commitment, the entire nation allowed its myriad separate concerns to be welded together into one all-encompassing organisation, dedicated to a single overriding objective - winning the war. It is under circumstances such as these, incidentally, when the United Kingdom can clearly be seen as an enterprising organism, fighting for survival against others of its kind, that the analogy between the civil service and the human nervous system, drawn in an earlier chapter, achieves its fullest force. 

At the height of the struggle in World War Two, the Government, through the civil service, was undoubtedly running the whole country; everything that was needed was requisitioned, and anything the Government wanted as a contribution to the war effort was, in effect, nationalised.  We all became civil servants for the duration.  And it worked!  We won!  Small wonder that successive Governments after the war were so reluctant to divest themselves of quite all the infrastructure - the arsenals, the dockyards, the workshops, the stores and stockpiles, the land and buildings, all of which needed so much looking after to keep them in an appropriate state of readiness,  but which were, apparently, still essential to the immediate responsiveness and effectiveness of the armed forces in peacetime.  (Small wonder also, incidentally, that the nationalisation of whole industries looked, in the light of this wartime experience, like such a sensible thing to do.)  Gradually, however, over fifty years of relative peace, even these bits of public enterprise have been whittled, or have faded, away as their inability, being Government institutions, to take the risks which are inseparable from innovation and marketing in a changing world, and their fatal administrative rigidities in the face of changing circumstances, have rendered them increasingly cost-ineffective and obsolete.

Finally, there are those bits of the Government's estate which are manifestly enterprises engaged in innovation and marketing, but of which the Government is unable to divest itself for political reasons - much as it may wish to do so on doctrinaire grounds.  The most obvious example of this category is the National Health Service, which clearly exhibits most of the characteristics of an enterprise  engaged in the marketing of innovatory services  to clearly identifiable customer-consumers; and which sits, therefore, with increasing unease in the network of responsibilities bestowed by Parliament on a once grateful Executive.  Having, in effect, relieved every man, woman and child in the UK of personal responsibility for his or her own health, Governments now find it impossible, not surprisingly, to persuade the voters to allow them to abrogate this most personal, vital, and open-endedly expensive of commitments.  This is not the place to enlarge upon the fundamental incompatibility between the objectives of the National Health Service and the constraints under which it is obliged to operate, and those of the civil service; it is enough that we should recognise the existence of these disparities and agree that this is another part of the Government's share of the National Product which cannot be counted as a test-bed for the efficiency of a civil service which has been designed, and is still required, to deliver quite a different kind of product.

When all these accretions have been stripped away, what remains is mostly the real thing.  There are still a few ambiguous bits, like the Departments responsible for Energy, Employment, Trade and Industry (redeemed by the noble traditions of their Inspectorates - of which, more later), and even Education - which could, with less presumption and more accuracy be called the Department of Schools and Schooling, and probably be run (apart from its Inspectorate) by something like the Independent Broadcasting Authority.  But, let us not quibble.  When that which is exiguous has been removed, what remains must be essential, and the true civil service is not, as we can now see, a giant, conglomerate, business enterprise delivering a wide range of different services to its millions of customers; it serves only the Government of the day, and, in doing its Master's Will, impinges on the populace as a neutral force, delivering, as it were, packages of that Will to those who qualify for them.  And the recipients of these attentions are not customers in any accepted sense; they lack the distinguishing characteristics of a customer, who can purchase, or not, as he chooses, usually from alternative vendors, but has no entitlement to the goods or services on offer until a price has been agreed between both parties, and a contract struck.  The consumers of the Government's statutory powers and obligations, on the other hand, cannot choose between suppliers, but they are fully entitled, as qualifying individuals, to receive the services in question, either free, or for a fixed fee.  We must, I fear, invent a new name for them.  They are, I propose, 'administerees' - an inelegant term, I have to admit, but I can think of none better.

Once this analysis is accepted, the efficiency of the civil service in managing the Government's business can be judged in a fairer light.  Having decreed the ends, the Government must decree the means; and, having decreed the ends, and then cash-limited the means, the Government cannot, in logic, go on to impose performance measurements which relate only to the means and not to the ends.  The administerees are entitled to the Government services they attract, and the civil service is obliged to provide them, but, since administerees cannot be charged an individual rate, and have nowhere else to go for the services, there are none of the usual market measurements deriving from consumer choice and the cash nexus.  Since, also, the civil service is contracted, in advance, to meet the demand, and every administeree's demand on the service is unique, any performance measurements applied to the civil servants must be qualtitative rather than quantitative.  Unfortunately, in the absence of market criteria, quality is much more difficult to measure than quantity, but any attempt to impose, faux de mieux, purely quantitative measurements in these circumstances can result only in a depreciation in the quality of the product.  And this is what has happened.

During the 1980s, the quality of the services enjoyed by the Government administerees, particularly those blessed with the least political clout (the client classes, as they are sometimes called), went steadily downhill, as the screw of Cash Limits was inexorably turned each year, and as progressively more of the civil service's consequentially scarcer resources were committed, not to casework, but to the operation of counterfeit performance measurement systems.  While everything that could be counted was being counted, and increasing amounts of 'management' time and effort were being consumed by internecine arguments, conducted in ever more esoteric terms, as to how, by quantifying the unquantifiable, resources could be matched to workload, Management by Queuing crept in, with growing inevitability, by the back door.  And this deterioration in the service, which was entirely due to the Government's own Cash Limits, compounded by its misdirected attempts to make the civil service appear to be more cost-efficient in its 'use of resources' and its 'delivery of services', has led, not surprisingly, to further criticisms, and to fresh demands for improvement.  So, every few years, some fresh and further 'management initiative' has to be produced, to the accompaniment of the inevitable media hype, which claims that this is simply keeping up the momentum of change and improvement.

The reality is, however, that the civil servants have been boxed in by contradictory imperatives.  Not only is a Government administeree entitled to the package of services for which he has qualified, and not only is the civil servant obliged to deliver it, but the package must also be precisely as specified in the statute.  There is no scope for innovation in the matching of resources to demand, because innovation implies risk, and risk would, in its turn, imply the possibility of making a mistake, and the making of a mistake is, as we have seen, the ultimate administrative sin.  The package must, therefore, above all, be 'correct' - a qualitative criterion which, with no consumer choice, or market-price bargaining in operation, is not susceptible of measurement, on a case by case basis. 

When, therefore, output measurements were required of the civil service, the only criteria available were purely quantitative ones.  Once minted, however, and put into circulation, as it were, this debased coinage has tended to drive out the good, and the internal strains and pressures generated by the conflict between the phoney quantitative performance measurements and the genuine and still implicit qualitative ones, has led to such an erosion of traditional professional standards in civil service work that, not only has the quality of the service, to which the administerees are entitled by statute, gone down, but so has the morale of the civil servants. 

It is hardly surprising that individuals who have been recruited and trained to work to high qualitative standards, should find it difficult to adjust to a world in which anything that cannot be counted, does not count.  There is nothing quite so depressing, for the conscientious civil servant, as living with, and often (under the tenets of Management by Queuing) being blamed for, a chronic backlog of casework which it is blatantly apparent that only extra resources could shift.  One inevitable consequence of this has been that, as a career, the civil service had, by the end of the 1980s, lost much of its attraction to the kinds of individuals who might normally be expected to compete for it - and without whom, as we have seen, it would be ill-equipped to perform the functions which the logic of the system of which it is a part, requires of it.  There are very few middle-aged, middle-ranking civil servants, nowadays, who would advise their offspring, if they had any choice, to follow in their footsteps - far fewer, certainly, than at any time in the past.

The service to Ministers has not, however, deteriorated - not yet, anyway.  But here the customer has the whip hand and can demand, not only the quantity, but also the quality of the service required; and so, to a considerable extent, can Parliament.  As regards quantity, the arrow points in only one direction.  In addition to the steady growth in the machinery of Parliamentary scrutiny, we have seen how the archaic fly-wheel of the Chancellor's Budget, turning annually on its constitutional axis, acquired, with the passing years, a succession of auxiliary information systems, each more resource-intensive in its exigencies than the last. PES, FIS, APR, VFM... inwards and upwards fly the financial facts, the quantitative measurements, from every corner of the Government's enormous estate, however remote and non-discretionary.  But, of itself, unfortunately, information cannot make decisions.  It is, admittedly, an indispensable input to the decision-making process - it reduces the area of risk, and, therefore, the chances of decisions being wrong - but only if the information is relevant, and only if the decision-making process is relatively unfettered by extraneous and unquantifiable pre-determinates.

As a result of PES, FIS, APR and VFM, not to mention the Annual Budget Estimates, Ministers found themselves bombarded routinely with far more information than they could possibly use, or even absorb; they could but gaze upon it, as they groped around for some remark to make, before appending their initials, to show that they had a certain understanding of what it meant.  Nor, when it came to the crunch, would they accept the implications of this hard-won information as binding on themselves.  If a Minister wishes, for reasons of his own (whether political or personal), to act in a way which the facts and figures, so laboriously assembled by the civil servants, do not favour, what happens then is what has always happened since before PES, FIS and the APR were invented: the civil servants are told to go away and re-arrange the figures to show that whatever it is the Minister wishes to do is not only feasible, but also desirable.

This is not, I can assure you, a cynical view.  It is what actually happens.  There is a widely held belief among Ministers - passed on, no doubt, from master to apprentice in private conversation through successive generations of politicians - that, when faced with some apparent incompatibility between a policy they wish to pursue and any statutory or cash constraints they have inherited, or previously accepted, if they kick their civil servants hard enough, and for long enough, they will, in the end, come up with some formula (or 'wheeze' as it is called at the Top of the Office) which will enable the circle to be squared.  And since, when it comes to giving Ministers something they really, really want, the good civil servant simply hates to admit defeat, in nine times out of ten, this view is borne out in practice - the method works! 

Only when repeated kicking has failed to produce a wheeze which, when clad in all the appropriate 'presentational' finery, and paraded before Parliament and the public, would at least appear to be standing on its own two feet, will the truth reluctantly be faced, that the earth is not flat.  Even on occasions like these, however, the civil service will not escape entirely without blame.  The suspicion will linger in the Ministerial mind, that, if only the civil servants had possessed the necessary skills and knowledge, they might (kicked hard enough, of course) have found a way.

This leads us, naturally, from considerations of its efficiency in the delivery of services, to the charge that the civil service is inadequately organised for innovation - not in the execution of policy (where, as we have seen, innovation is not possible), but in the formulation of policy, and in strategic planning for the future.   The argument here goes something like this: civil servants, in pursuit of career advantage (?), allow themselves to become too obsessed with the day-to-day operation of the Government machine, and with servicing the immediate wants of their current Ministers at the expense of the future needs of their Ministries, and even of the Government as a whole.  What appears to be required, according to these critics, is a concentration of civil service talent - reinforced and augmented, of course, by the inevitable expertise from the real world outside - in a set of Departmental 'Think Tanks', which is quite divorced from the immediate concerns of the Ministry (and even the Ministers!) and looks only at the requirements of the future.  These Departmental Think Tanks would report to, and be co-ordinated by, a Prime Ministerial Think Tank boasting an even greater concentration of civil service talent augmented by even more expertise from outside.

This is a very attractive and persuasive idea.  Would any sensible person deny that, for an entity the size of the United Kingdom to survive and thrive in competition with others of its kind, some very well-resourced, very talented and very independent agency, devoted to planning its Government's policies 10 years or more ahead, was essential?  The existence of such a professional concern with the future is a commonplace in the private sector, where it is a primary function of Management, in an enterprise of any size, to be thinking continually ahead; and the higher up the organisation, the further into the future will a manager's responsibilities extend.  Even the basic Marketing Plan of such an entity will, as we have seen, extend never less than ten years into the future. 

If in the private sector, then why not in Government?  One has merely, alas, to pose the question in these terms to see what the answer is.  Her Majesty's Government cannot work like that; the constitutional machinery of Parliament, developed as it was in the 17th and 18th Centuries, and refined as it may have been in the 19th and 20th, will not allow it.  The transmission of absolute power from one Parliament to a completely new Parliament every five years, taken together with the adversarial nature of our Parliamentary procedures, make the formulation of policies to deal with the world as it might be (on the basis of the best possible estimates) in ten years' time, virtually impossible.  Also, the civil service is not an organism fighting for survival, it is a machine for doing, today and every day, those things which HMG wishes to have done, or is already obliged to have done, and for showing HMG how to do tomorrow whatever it wants to do next - and tomorrow, in this context, means next day, next week, next month, next year, or, at best, in the next session of the current Parliament.

If told by Ministers to create Think Tanks in order to devise policies for the future, the civil service would undoubtedly set about the task with its customary professionalism, but a conflict of interest would soon become apparent.  Think Tanks enjoined to look into the future and formulate policies for dealing with whatever they found there, would find it difficult to avoid telling Ministers what forms their future policies should take - however inimical these might be with the Minister's own political constituency.  Thus would  the roles have been reversed; the servants would have become the masters, and the Ministers, the servants.  No Government elected under our present system could live with a situation like that, and the Think Tanks, if ever set up, would pretty soon be abolished.  The only alternative would be for the Think Tanks to be told by the Ministers what kinds of policies to come up with - a course which would, presumably, defeat the object of the exercise.

[I am reminded of an incident which occurred in the early years of my civil service career. It was during my stint in the Home Office Fire Department, when I was responsible for the administration of, among other things, a Fire Research Programme, which was, when I inherited it, in a bit of a mess.  There was plenty of money available, several million pounds over five years (these were the halcyon days of interventionism), but nobody had, as yet, succeeded in putting together any systematic programme of projects to spend it on.  I began by drawing up a set of project management procedures along the usual customer-contractor lines, and obtaining approval for each of these documents, in the recognised manner, from all the interested parties - administrators, scientific advisers, Fire Inspectorate and so on.  Armed with these and a taxonomy of Fire Research drawn up by the scientific advisers, I then invited all the potential 'customers' to submit initial project proposals articulating, in the simplest possible terms, any question in the World of Fire to which it would be useful to know the answer, or any compartment of it which they would like to have explored.  We soon had a number of quite worthwhile-seeming projects (mostly operational research, eg. the siting of fire stations) off the ground and others being processed through the various stages of my project management procedures; but one Division of the Fire Department had failed to come up with any research projects at all, in spite of promises (in response to my repeated urgings) to do so - the Division which dealt with Fire Prevention.  In the end, I set up a meeting with the Head of Division to ask him, with due respect, what the problem was, and whether there was anything I could do to help.

He was an experienced and well-qualified Assistant Secretary (Grade5) in his middle years, administering, in his present post, an impressive load of legislation in a field which, because it affected powerful and potentially conflicting interests in the building industry, generated a lot of Parliamentary business of the more mundane, but no less time-consuming kind.  After a certain amount of beating about the bush, apologising for not having responded to my requests, and assuring me that this was not due to lack of interest, he went on to verbalise a train of thought which led, rather hesitatingly and half-apologetically, to the conclusion that, given his present responsibilities, he could not really see his way to commissioning research unless he could be given some idea, in advance, as to what the results of that research might be. 

Having arrived so relatively recently in the civil service from the private sector, it took me some time to come to terms with this point of view, but, in the end, I realised that it was not quite so stunningly illogical as at first it seemed.  What my senior colleague was saying, in effect, was that, as a good civil servant, he could not himself raise a question, the answer to which, when it was known, might prove embarrassing to his Minister; he could not approve the expenditure of public money on a project, the outcome of which might create an ineluctable demand for urgent Ministerial action, without giving due consideration to what the likely cost of that action might be.  Before allowing himself to raise the question, therefore, he needed to take all the circumstances into account, and, in order to do this, he needed to know what the answer would be.]

The truth is, that the civil service cannot embark upon strategic policy planning (nor, indeed, any speculative research of any kind) unless directed to do so by the Government of the day; so, to criticise the civil service for its inadequacy in this respect, is to miss the point completely.  Strategic planning for UK Plc., as an enterprise in competition with other, similar entities, may indeed be highly desirable, indispensible on the face of it, but it is not the civil service which prevents it from being done.  When facing the future, it seems, there are limits on the seemingly absolute power of a Government, however great its majority in Parliament, for which no amount of ingenuity and expertise on the part of its servants (and no matter how much of a kicking they are given) can compensate.  Fortunately, however, there is no shortage of new initiatives for managing this problem by exporting it even further into the future.
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Conclusions

Having established that, given its identifiable objectives, and the constraints under which it is obliged to operate, the system which is the traditional civil service is, broadly speaking, of sound basic design and that, left to itself, it operates with a reasonable degree of efficiency, we are left with the inescapable conclusion that those inadequacies in its 'product' of which it has been so repeatedly, and, as we now see, unfairly accused, must have their origins further up the line, as it were, in that entity which is the undisputed master of the civil servants, the Queen-in-Parliament.  It is not the purpose of this book to overturn, or even undermine, the authority of this most cherished of institutions, but, having come this far, it must surely be worthwhile to apply, however crudely, the same methodology of systems analysis we have used on the civil service, to the institution from whence all power in this country flows, in the hope that insights will result which are not entirely worthless.

The system of Parliamentary Government developed in Britain has been admired and even copied by other countries.  By enfranchising, if only by degrees, the entire adult population, and harnessing political passions to an adversarial system involving two main political parties, it has ensured reasonably strong and stable government, by consent, on the basis of a mandate which is subject to regular review.  It is as well to remember, however, that Parliament can do only two big things - it can raise taxes, and it can pass laws.  In doing these two things, it gives responsibility for enforcing its laws and permission to spend any public money it has provided for this purposed, to an Executive Body known as Her Majesty's Government - but only for as long as the individuals comprising it enjoy the confidence of the House of Commons, to which they are accountable for their every action, and for every penny of public money they spend. 

It is a primary responsibility of Government to provide a protective framework of law and order within which wealth-and-job-creating private enterprise can flourish and be taxed.  Any mention of law and order nowadays conjures up an image of cohorts of uniformed police in riot gear confronting violent mobs of various kinds: either, on the one hand, miners, for example, or print workers, who merely wish to be left alone to manage their own industries in what they take to be their own interests, rather than in those of the enterprises which have created their jobs in the first place; or, on the other hand, small but localised minorities who also wish to be left alone to manage their own affairs in their own ways, rather than in those of the vast and ubiquitous majority whose carefully constructed outer framework of law and order ultimately nourishes and sustains them.  But these phenomena are the manifestations of an, admittedly, acute but fairly localised pathology - carbuncles, as it were, on a body of law and order which stretches back over the centuries to its origins in the King's peace, to the time when equality before a common law was first imposed, however imperfectly, on all the lesser individuals and organisations in the realm by one supreme civil power; then forward from these simple beginnings, in ever-growing complexity, to the present, with its almost uncountable myriads of statutory rules and regulations governing every aspect of the lives of, and the interrelationships between, 60 million separate individuals.

We are all, nowadays, as individuals and as members of those organisations to which we belong, administerees of the the civil power.  It is only when we become, singly or collectively, administerees within the relatively narrow scope of the criminal law that we attract the kind of attention which begs questions about law and order.  In our society, all law-breakers are, for the most part, also law-abiders, who emerge, as it were, from the protective matrix of the law, to commit their criminal acts before retreating into the shelter it provides.  There are few genuine outlaws in present-day Britain.

If we accept that the main purpose of this framework of law and order is to allow innovation and marketing of all kinds by enterprises of all shapes and sizes to flourish, and, by so doing, generate  employment and wealth, we are presented with a paradox, in that this framework of law and order, created by the civil power to allow room for wealth-and-job-creating entities to flourish, may also become, as we have seen, a severe constraint on them in the pursuit of their primary objectives of survival and growth.  This must mean that the Government's responsibility for law and order carries within itself the seeds of a conflict between, on the one hand, an implicit commitment to encourage the growth of, and, on the other, an explicit obligation, in pursuit of this objective, to constrain the freedom of, all the enterprises within its domain. 

Governments have attempted to control the activities of enterprises engaged in innovation and marketing in two apparently different, but ultimately quite similar ways.  Different, in that they have traveled by divergent routes towards their common goal; similar, in that both have started from the Parliamentary legislative process and ended by being, in objective terms, counter-productive.  This, after leading, step by step, to the acquisition by successive Governments of more and more powers and responsibilities which, because of these internal contradictions, have condemned them to achieving less and less in terms of the expectations to which their promises, when seeking and obtaining their mandates, have given rise.

In exploring this labyrinth, the first thread to be followed is the one that derives from the Government's primary responsibility for law and order as a necessary framework for constraining private enterprise of the 'robber baron' variety, but encouraging that of the innovation and marketing variety.  Under the protection afforded by the law, it was not long before the more spectacularly successful of these latter enterprises began to assume many of the characteristics of the former.  The jobs they created, for example, in places where no jobs had existed before, with little regard for any consequences which fell outside the exigencies of their own specific concerns, soon began to look very like the exploitation of the weak by the strong.  

The wealth they created for the few, although often the fruits of financial and even physical risks which, as originally taken, had been the undoing of many, began to seem, in retrospect, quite unfairly disproportionate to the meagre wages of their employees, and  to the physical risks which were often their daily lot.  The extent to which this wealth might be redistributed by taxing it from the rich and giving it to the poor became a matter of intense, protracted and, alas, procrastinating political debate, but the manifest need for the physical protection of the proletariat from the consequences of their own voluntary enslavement, resulted, albeit too slowly to prevent the worst excesses, in a gradual extension of the Government's responsibilities for Law and Order into the related fields of Regulation and Inspection.

Hand in hand with the extension of the franchise, Parliament responded to the wishes of the electorate (and the exigencies of public order) by passing more and more laws inhibiting the freedom of these enterprises, whose very existence and growth had been made possible by the protection afforded by the law in the first place, to exploit, not only the services of those citizens who delivered themselves voluntarily into their power for wages, but also the credulity of those who became the willing customers for the goods and services they had to sell.  The creation, by Parliament, of this ever-growing body of regulations has given rise to the need for Government agencies of commensurate size to ensure their enforcement, as a result of which, whole armies of civil servants, spearheaded by Inspectorates, are employed in this task.  

And who, in all this, would say Parliament nay? The demands of the voters appear always to be for more of the same, for a 'tightening up' of existing regulations, and for a strengthening of the Inspectorates in numbers and powers.  The paradox is that this first thread of the legislative process, which started with Factory and Public Health Acts, and went on to produce Employment and Consumer Protection Acts, has led us, step by logical step, and with the full support of the electorate, to a present position where the growing weight and complexity of the regulations (each one of which, when introduced, appeared to be required for the proper protection of the rest of us from the endless ingenuities of private enterprise in finding and exploiting gaps in the existing regulations and markets) is making it increasingly difficult for completely new enterprises to be born, survive and grow.

It is as well to remember, when looking at the well-established and respectable, blue-chip companies which dominate the private sector in this country, not only that all of them began life as very small firms (if not one-man businesses), and are the survivors of a struggle which resulted in the demise of scores of other, similar enterprises in their respective fields, but also that they might have been stifled at birth if the laws which now exist had existed then.  Putting it another way, it is difficult to see how, given the extent and weight of the Government's existing regulatory and inspectorial powers, a small, new, embryonic, prototypical enterprise could nowadays survive and grow into a large one without breaking some law or other on the way - or finding (and this may be a small saving grace) a gap in the market which is as yet unexploited and, therefore, unregulated. 

Hardly a month passes which does not see the emergence from Parliament of a new set of regulations aimed at compelling some industry somewhere to do something which it has not hitherto been obliged to do, or to desist from doing something which it has hitherto been free to do.  Existing large firms in the industry in question, who will have grown to their present size by not doing, or doing, that which they must now do, or not do, as the case may be, can usually afford, and will probably have agreed with the Government in advance to accept, these new constraints on their freedom, with which small firms of relatively recent birth, engaged, as they almost undoubtedly will be during the early stages of their development, in a desperate, boot-strap operation, may find themselves less able to afford to comply. 

In this way, particularly when taken together with the evolutionary tendency, already noted, of large and well-established enterprises to pursue their continuing survival by eliminating competition from the marketplace rather than by the ceaseless toil of innovation and marketing, whole industries can become ossified and moribund.  When this happens, it becomes only a matter of time before the industry in question is assailed by, and succumbs to, the superior innovation and marketing skills of some more viable, virile, and domestically less inhibited, supranational competitor - an outcome unlikely to be welcomed, or to have been intended, by any of the progenitors of Regulation and Inspection in its original form.

While on the subject of Parliament's continuous, and apparently unstoppable, production-line of measures constraining the freedom of private enterprise to exploit (using the term in a strictly neutral sense) opportunities for profit by engaging in activities which were previously quite legitimate, it is worthy of note, in passing, that there is a similar legislative process in train, in parallel, as it were, which is aimed at constraining the freedom of individuals to engage in activities which offend against nobody but themselves.  It is one thing, for example, for the Government to pass a law compelling manufacturers to fit safety belts of specified effectiveness to motor cars and then to spend public money persuading motorists and their passengers to use them, but quite another to pass a law compelling these individuals to do this, on pain of prosecution by the police.  

Behind all these laws lies an apparent determination to eliminate risk from the environment, and the fact that this is, on the face of it, a highly commendable objective which mankind has been pursuing, not without some success, since the dawn of civilisation, should not prevent us from asking ourselves, occasionally, where this propensity is leading us.  If we seek to eliminate risk by legislating against the freedom of the individual to accept responsibility for his own personal safety, where can the criminalisation of the non-predatory citizenry stop?  And when we have eliminated all risk from the environment in which our children are growing up, for example, will we not have eliminated all risk-taking, all adventure, all innovation?  Already our children are being denied what may be an evolutionary requirement for a period of delinquency during which to explore and test (and even try, by experiment, to extend) the limits of socially acceptable behaviour, and are falling foul of the law for activities which, in my time, would have been dealt with, for the most part, without recourse to the law-enforcement agencies.  Could this be why the incidence of serious crime among young people increases steadily from year to year?

Similar forces are at work in the marketplace, where each of us aspires to play a dual role as a producer of wealth (earner of money) and consumer of goods and services (spender of money), but would prefer, it appears, to enjoy the fruits of innovation (risk) without suffering the consequences of those changes which follow inevitably in its wake.  Examples abound of this mentality in our society, of jobholders who confidently expect to acquire more and more of the good things of life, the fruits of innovation, but who will band together and fight 'until hell freezes over' to defend the right to have the job they want, at the pay they want, in the place they want, for as long as they want, regardless of the extent to which the enterprise, of which they are a part, is able, in its struggle to survive in the face of the relentless innovation and marketing forces in the world outside, any longer to sustain them.

[ Reflecting further on the ambivalence of our attitudes to risk, let me note that, when I first wrote these words, the media were resounding to an uproar created by the collapse of a firm called Barlow Clowes Gilt Managers, which specialised in offering investors above average returns on investments in gilt-edged securities.  Thousands of investors had given Barlow Clowes millions of pounds on the understanding that Barlow Clowes would, without placing their stake at greater risk, give them slightly more interest per annum on their money than anyone else appeared able to do.  And, for several years, Barlow Clowes made good this promise, and was highly regarded for this achievement by its investors.

In order to trade in the first place, this much-admired enterprise had applied for and been granted a licence by the Department of Trade and Industry.  It had been given a license because it measured up to all the criteria laid down by Parliament in the appropriate legislation.  If the civil servants responsible for the licensing procedures had dared to advise the Minister, in the exercise of his discretion, to refuse Barlow Clowes a licence, and the Minister had accepted their advice, there would have been (quite rightly) a very considerable fuss.  This could have led, if pressure through the usual Parliamentary channels had failed to bring about a reversal of the decision, almost inevitably to an application for a judicial review of the reasonableness of the Ministers decision, something  which the Department, unless they could produce some really sound reason for declaring that Barlow Clowes was not fit to be licensed, would have had some difficulty in winning.

By the time Barlow Clowes' licence came up for renewal, the thousands who had given it their millions were happily drawing their above-average interest without, apparently, ever stopping to wonder what the magic ingredient was that made this phenomenon possible.  If, again, at this point, the civil servants had advised the Minister, and he had agreed, to decline to renew the licence under circumstances in which all the statutory criteria were, to all intents and purposes, still being met, the consequences (for the Minister and for the civil servants advising him) would have been too awful to contemplate.  The collapse of Barlow Clowes - who were paying above-average interest rates in the only way they could, by dipping into the investors' sacred capital - would have been immediate, and the recriminations would have descended like an avalanche, not on Barlow Clowes (who would, undoubtedly, have cried foul and claimed that solutions to their problems had already, before the event, been worked out) but on the Minister who had precipitated this debacle by his ill-advised interference in money-making machinery which was too complicated for his cloistered and, therefore, ignorant civil servants to understand.

When, however, Barlow Clowes finally and inevitably went bust, and the investors found that they had been the victims of a fairly old-fashioned fraud, what happened?  They banded together and, with the help of several MPs, demanded their money back from the Government.  On the grounds, presumably, that Barlow Clowes had been granted a licence to trade in the first place, and that this licence had been renewed at a time when everybody (excluding those investors who were still shovelling money into Barlow Clowes to get a better return on gilt-edged securities than was available from anyone else) suspected that Barlow Clowes was in trouble.  The air of the City, it appeared with hindsight, was thick with misgivings about Barlow Clowes.  And when an independent investigation revealed that the civil servants responsible for the licensing arrangements could not, on the basis of the facts available to them at the time, have acted otherwise than they did, numerous City Editors rushed into print to accuse Ministers of evading an issue which had suddenly become a moral one.  Yes, this word was used repeatedly.  Because the civil servants had failed to find a way, under the regulations, of declining to renew Barlow Clowes' licence (and thus precipitating, prematurely, its collapse) when everybody in the City knew it was 'in trouble' - a euphemism for juggling with capital to pay interest  - the Government had a moral duty to reimburse those investors which Barlow Clowes had defrauded.  One cannot help wondering what these same City Editors, all of whom knew, apparently, that Barlow Clowes was 'in trouble', were saying to their readers at the time.]

The indignation generated by the collapse of ventures in which investors lose their money, or employees their jobs, arises from the fallacious assumption that Parliament, by passing laws, rules and regulations, can prevent fraud, eliminate risk and create a world in which investors can enjoy higher than market benefits at lower than market costs.  Each debacle leads to fresh legislation aimed at 'tightening up' the regulations and 'closing loopholes'.  If only the right laws could be passed, it seems, these tragedies would be prevented.  Unfortunately, however, there appears to be a fundamental incompatibility between the rigidities which Government regulations impose on markets, and that flexibility in responding to changes in supply and demand which is their unique contribution to human affairs.  The imposition, for example, of rent controls on the housing market in this country during and after the war, which seemed like such a good idea at the time, led to the virtual disappearance of rented accommodation (as the term was previously understood) 25 years later -  a circumstance of benefit to nobody, least of all to the class of consumer which the legislation had originally been intended to protect.  Also, once imposed, regulations such as these, because of the distortions they introduce progressively into the market, are very difficult, if not impossible, to repeal; and, as the regulations proliferate, so do the civil servants to administer and the agencies to enforce them, and thus does any innovation and marketing in their immediate vicinity, when not entirely stifled, become more constrained and, hence, more expensive.

By and large, however, the imposition by Parliament of an ever-growing body of Regulation and Inspection on the private sector has been relatively uncontroversial in party political terms.  The elimination of risk from the immediate environment appears to be a primary biological imperative of our species.  The same cannot be said of the second thread of Parliamentary legislation to which we must now, for the sake of completeness, refer: the acquisition by the State of the means of production, distribution and exchange (using this familiar terminology here for convenience).  There is plenty of scope for political controversy here, but all of it falls outside the scope of this book, which is concerned with the practicalities of government rather than with any motivating political doctrine or dogma.  

The success of the Industrial Revolution in producing, by a process akin to that of biological evolution, a species of enterprise which had many of the attributes of a state within a state - large organisations managed by secure, self-perpetuating oligarchies of employers extracting fabulous wealth from the labours of a  hierarchy of insecure, wage-earning employees - gave rise to the belief that these apparent inequalities of status and reward could be redressed, and the fruits of this success (which were, after all, the result of joint endeavours) more fairly apportioned, if these organisations  were taken over by the Government and run by it for the benefit of all.  In this way, the Government would own the industries and the voters would own the Government, so the voters would own the industries.  We have seen how credence was lent to this idea by the effectiveness with which, twice in this century, in this country, and in a state of total war, the means of production, distribution and exchange were virtually taken over by Governments, with the willing acquiescence of the vast majority of voters, in order to achieve what were seen as the nation's war aims.  Historically, then, in Russia first and subsequently in other countries, the experiment was conducted in a totalitarian way under communism.

In this country, the doctrine was applied more cautiously, and only certain industries were nationalised in the name of democratic socialism.  But, although it seemed to many to be a good idea at the time, this initiative ignored, or failed to recognise, the fundamental incompatibility which exists between the exigencies of innovation and marketing and those of Government administration.  Once an enterprise, or a whole industry, is taken over by Parliament, it becomes, in effect, part of the civil service.  If it is to be run by HM Government, it must be run by its servants who will find little scope, within the Treasury Rules, and, indeed, little real need, under the scrutiny of Parliament, for innovation, and even less for the taking of risks with what has now become the taxpayer's money.  After nationalisation, the operational objectives of an enterprise cease to apply and those of the civil service take over.  The same applies to the operational constraints. 

Unfortunately, the fact that these profound changes have occurred is not immediately apparent, and becomes so only with the passage of time.  At first, the nationalised industry continues to function as it did before; the employees, now the proud owners (as they think) of the enterprise, may work, for a time, with a greater will; some rationalisation may result from the elimination of 'wasteful competition' between hitherto contending elements of the industry; much-needed and long-overdue capital investment for the modernisation of plant in the interests of increased productivity may be forthcoming from the new owners (who will have, initially, a virtually bottomless purse to draw on); but, inevitably, with the passage of time, Things Will Change in ways to which the original enterprise would have found itself compelled to adapt, relying on innovation and marketing with all their inevitable, attendant risks. 

Where, however, changes from a whole range of possible options would, previously, have been forced upon it, by the exigencies of its primary objective of survival, now, as an organ of the state, its objectives will have changed, and so will the constraints under which it is obliged to operate; it will no longer be able fully to control its inputs, nor accurately measure its outputs.  It cannot, for example, shed jobs, close plants, reduce services, or raise prices, without precipitating some kind of public outcry, reflected and magnified by the sounding board in Westminster.  It will not be allowed to risk innovations which might, with hindsight, turn out to have been over-ambitious or miscalculated, and, therefore, unsuccessful - in other words, mistakes.  

It will have acquired, in fact, the imperatives of the civil service - to do as it is directed to do, and get it right - and with them the enormous and suffocating weight, in this country, of Parliamentary scrutiny.  Its customers will have become administerees, and, as an enterprise engaged in innovation and marketing it will have ceased to exist.  It will continue, as part of the civil service, to discharge the Minister's statutory responsibilities by delivering whatever goods and services it produces, but with gradually deteriorating efficiency.  Unable, any longer, to base its management decisions, including its Marketing Plan, on the internal logic of survival in an adverse environment, and on the external logic of the market, it will fall back, internally, on targets, norms and exhortation, and, externally, on queues, rationing, subsidies, and even bribes.

The simple fact is, that the State ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange, attractive as it may be in theory, does not work in practice.  Communism does not work in practice - as the failure of the Russian Experiment makes it plain for all to see.  When everyone is a state employee, a civil servant, the organisations to which they belong are no longer enterprises engaged in innovation and marketing (except illegally on the black market), they are simply bureaucracies being directed and exhorted by other bureaucracies to produce goods and services of types which have been found to be necessary for customer satisfaction in whatever market-based economy has been taken as a model.  The original, highly commendable aim was to deliver the benefits of the model without its penalties, to enjoy the fruits of innovation without suffering the consequences of change, to link affluence for all with security for all in a no-risk society, by using the profits generated by the production of goods and services, which had hitherto accrued to something called Capital, to create a paradise for something called Labour.

And when, with the passage of time, it became apparent that the public ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange was failing to deliver these goods, a whole range of additional measures, depending on the extent of the State's intrusion into the economy, were devised, debated and put into effect to remedy these deficiencies.  All, alas, to no avail.  Legislation, even when backed by all the power at the State's disposal, has its limitations.  It cannot, in a free society, coerce workers to work, for example, and, even in a totalitarian society, it cannot create wealth and jobs.  Innovation and marketing skills cannot be conjured up by legislation, certainly not by coercion, and governments can only create jobs (other than by buying goods and services from the private sector) by actually employing people who, as civil servants, are then unable, in the exercise of Ministerial power, and the discharge of Ministerial responsibilities, to take those risks which are inseparable from innovation and marketing. 

In totalitarian communist countries, therefore, whole economies, incapable of articulating even the crudest forms of innovation and marketing, have come to rely, as a substitute, on queues, rationing and corruption (not to mention self-deception), and, over the years, have gradually seized up.  The only exceptions to this morbidity are to be found in those areas of the State's activities which are to do with its relationships, as a single entity, with others of its kind, where the State itself is the customer for such things as weaponry for offence and defence, or space exploration as a symbol of national achievement, and where the efficiency of the operations which produce these goods and services for the State cannot be measured against any of the normal criteria of supply and demand, and cost-effectiveness in the marketplace.  But, even here, the absence of innovation in the domestic economy has gradually taken its toll, and the underlying technology has had increasingly to be obtained, by some means or other, from abroad.

In the UK, the Government is in the same kind of bind, but, fortunately for us, to a much less intractable degree.  It appears to have, while its mandate lasts, absolute power; it is, as we say, 'in power', but the things it can do with that power turn out, on examination, to be negative in effect and restricted in scope.  It can take money from one and give it to another, but it cannot create wealth.  It can give employment to whoever it wishes, using taxpayer's money, but it cannot, otherwise, create jobs.  It can take over the means of production, distribution and exchange, but it cannot make them work.  It can privatise whatever it has nationalised, but cannot, by so doing, abrogate its responsibility for the efficient operation of services which are essential to the nation's economic health.  It can regulate the activities of the private sector, but, desirable as each of these regulations appear to be to consumers and customers at the time, their cumulative effect may be to inhibit innovation and marketing, and the freedom of non-government bodies and individuals to regulate their own affairs outside the criminal law.  And, as the body of law, and the law-enforcement agencies grow, to protect us from each other and from ourselves, the freedom of all individuals shrinks.

Apparently, then, although we voters want (and expect) a steadily improving standard of living - something which can result only from the risks of innovation and marketing - and although successive Governments have accepted this as a primary objective of their policies, they are unable, by legislation, to give us this one big thing and are, instead, moving us gradually, inexorably, but willingly (by default) towards a sort of police state in which the freedom to innovate and take chances is being sacrificed to the creation of a fully controlled and risk-free environment. 

This analysis of the limitations which are placed upon its powers by the design of its system is not one which Parliament, nor any individual whose livelihood depends upon it, will readily accept.  In addition to the Defence of the Realm, Law and Order, and Regulation and Inspection, the 'Management of the Economy' is now seen and accepted, by voters and politicians alike (of whatever political persuasion), as a primary responsibility of Government.  Those politicians who ultimately find themselves, after election to Parliament as individual MPs (a job, merely to contend for which they must compete to be selected in the first place), among the leadership of a majority in Parliament, and thus in a position to form a Government, welcome this responsibility with open arms.  They will, after all, have been maintaining for some time that they are uniquely qualified to discharge it. 

We have seen, however, that the successful management of even a single enterprise is something which the machinery of Parliament, designed (or evolved) as it has been, to pass laws and then administer them, to raise taxes for this purpose and then account for the expenditure of every single penny of them, is ill-equipped to achieve.  How, then, can it possibly manage the whole economy?  Where is the apparatus of management?  The clear statement of primary objectives?  The breakdown of these into secondary, tertiary and so on, objectives?  Where the Marketing Plan which shows, in all the appropriate detail, how, over the next ten years (at least), these objectives are to be achieved, how much it will cost and how the necessary resources will be generated?  Where, in short, is Parliament's economy-managing apparatus?

But we have also seen how, under circumstances of total war, when the very survival of the country as a separate entity was at stake, the United Kingdom was compelled, by the sheer simplicity of its primary objective - survival at all costs - to become, to all intents and purposes, a single enterprise within which the Government, through the civil service, was allowed to 'manage' the entire economy to achieve the narrow aims of war.  Today, in spite of the size and complexity of the total national economy, it would not be an impossible task, given the body of skills and knowledge which already exists in the field of management science, to identify, first, a hierarchy of objectives for this giant UK.Plc. and, then, the constraints under which it is obliged to operate and, finally, to produce and implement a Marketing Plan for its survival and growth up to 25 years ahead. 

It would be difficult, but not impossible to do this - if only the apparatus for doing so could be created.  But it is this, alas, which is impossible. Such an apparatus would be fundamentally incompatible with the existing machinery of Parliament, which has been evolved to cope only with the here and now, to order the present on the basis of the past, rather than the future on the basis of the present and the past.  Such an apparatus would have to be supra-parliamentary without being supra-national.  It would require, on the one hand, an abrogation of power by Parliament, which it is outside Parliament's power to effect, and, on the other, alternative machinery for arriving at a national consensus about long-term economic objectives, and the means of achieving them which, did not admit of a veto by interests (of whatever political persuasion) vested in the status quo. 

The sad fact is, that, if one were to design a system which was totally wrong for managing the national economy, it would look very like the one we have evolved for governing this country.  What makes it worse is that those intimately involved in the system (which is, we must concede, very good at doing the things it was evolved to do) cannot admit that there is any fundamental inadequacy in its design which cannot be put right by further legislative tinkering.  Are they not, after all, 'in power', or seeking power, or living off the daily droppings of a creature which has reached, apparently, an evolutionary dead-end, and, finding itself unable to do the one big thing which it has been challenged by its environment to do, addresses itself, with increasing frenzy, to the exercise of its authority over those remaining bits of territory which it does control. 

As a consequence, even Masterly Inactivity, the only management style which might not be totally inappropriate in the circumstances, is ruled out.  The one thing Governments in this country have it in their power to do, but which, it seems, they cannot do, is...nothing.  They have been elected to do things and doing things they must, at least, appear to be, even though this means deceiving themselves, as well as the rest of us, supporters and opponents alike, into believing that their every action is, at the time it is taken, of crucial importance to the execution of some masterplan for increasing national well-being.  Governments are aided in this deception by the one industry which benefits from it, the one which is usually referred to as The Media. 

The steady growth, during the second half of the twentieth century, in the leisure, entertainment and communications industries, has given rise to enormous opportunities for innovation in the marketing of news and information through the various available media.  The mass-market thus created has developed an apparently insatiable appetite for the minutiae of 'politics' - a term which embraces, in this context, not only those low-level adversarial exchanges which are such an unfortunate but unavoidable feature of the political system in this country, but also the personalities involved and the relationships between them.  Governments, not surprisingly, have responded to this demand by developing increasingly elaborate and sophisticated machinery for exploiting it. 

This symbiotic relationship between, not just the Government of the day, but, indeed, all the elements of the Queen-in-Parliament, and the media has merely compounded, by directing attention away from them, the already intractable difficulties in the way of any sensible management of UK.Plc.  Evidence of the Government's essential powerlessness to do anything other than legislate, to less and less effect, in areas of public concern over which previous administrations have already trampled again and again, and of the extent to which the media industry (dependent as it is on these activities as a source of raw material to be processed and packaged for sale to its customers) has conspired with it to pretend otherwise, is to be found in the progressive trivialisation of politics which has occurred over the last few decades.

An objective study of the time and space devoted by the media to news and comment about the daily doings of politicians during the last quarter of the 20th century would reveal, I feel sure, a steady growth in volume, but a contingent diminution in substance, particularly when viewed against the larger, long-term concerns of that UK.Plc. of which we are all, like it or not, a part.  Acres of print and hours of airtime are devoted to matters which, by the standards of any other organised human activity (with the possible exception of the entertainment industry) would be judged to be too trivial to bother about.  But practitioners in the media, faced with increasing amounts of space to fill with news and (worse) comment about activities which purport to affect the lives of us all - but which, if put into any kind of long-term perspective, would be seen to be not only inconsequential, but positively counter-productive - find themselves with no alternative, it seems, but to fall back, for their daily bread, on the pabulum provided by the antics of politicians who are, themselves, feeding on each others' droppings. 

It wouldn't be so bad, as they say, if this were just a show, laid on for the entertainment and distraction of the voting masses while the real and serious business of government went on, quietly and diligently, behind the scenes.  No such luck, I'm afraid.  This is it.  This is the real thing.  The extent to which trivialisation has taken over can be demonstrated by subjecting virtually any week in politics, as presented by the media, to objective analysis against any substantive criteria derived from the real world.  But take, for example, in my time, the Westland Affair.  Two Cabinet Ministers resigned (one, in the most dramatic circumstances), and the Government, we are reliably assured, was shaken to its roots.  But what was it all about?  

There may have been an underlying point of real substance arising from the Government's responsibilities for, explicitly, the Defence of the Realm and, implicitly, the long-term management of the economy and the extent to which these were compatable with its own economic doctrine.   But why should this generate such a crisis?  We need only look at how it was presented.  As a clash of personalities, of course, over points of fact, principle and procedure.  All giving rise to questions of confidence.  Who did, or said what, to whom, when and why?  And was what they said or did correct?  Like so much of the activity generated by Parliament, the furore created by the Westland Affair was cast in the adversarial mould of this country's judicial system, and was more concerned with identifying mistakes, establishing guilt and scoring points, than with working out the 'least imperfect solution', taking all the circumstances into account, of a complicated problem.  It was Government, in effect, as show biz.

The trivialisation of politics has not been without its penalties for the civil service.  It has led to a growth in the size and importance of its Public Relations capability at the expense of its traditional, professional detachment from the political arena, and to some devaluation, in the eyes of Ministers, of its more conventional expertise in the formulation of policy and the tendering of disinterested advice.  It has led to a predilection for 'presentational skills', and to an absorption in the puerile minutae of daily media-politics of the interest and energies of Ministers, and hence, the skills of their civil servants (particularly those closest to them at the Top of the Office, but also, to an inevitably growing extent, those in the operational Divisions), which have hitherto been directed towards grappling with weightier matters. And, in this national soap opera, as we have seen, the civil service, not being a protagonist and having no voice in the chorus, makes a convenient off-stage scapegoat for the inadequacies of the script and the failure of the plot to deliver the happy ending it so frequently promises.

All the elements of the Queen-in-Parliament, then, are locked in collusion with The Media, and wedded to the belief that, if only the 'correct' policies can be formulated, and the correctly selected members of the correct political party elected in sufficient numbers to form a government; if only the correct Ministers can be appointed, the correct taxes raised and the correct laws passed through Parliament, to give the Government the correct amount of control over the correct internal organs of the State, then all will be well with the country - provided, that is, that every action of the Government (and its servants) is correctly scrutinised by the correctly constituted Parliamentary committee on the basis of the correct amount of information.  Given the unanimity of this confident belief, the fundamental inadequacy of the machinery of Parliament for managing any kind of enterprise engaged in innovation and marketing, let alone the entire national economy, is easily concealed, particularly when changes of power between rival political parties are reasonably frequent, and the incorrect, old policies of the out-going administration can be presented as giving way to the correct, new policies of the in-coming one. 

It is now, however, more than half a century since UK.Plc won (with some assistance, admittedly, from outside) the Second World War, and it is becoming increasingly difficult to disguise the fact that it is losing the world economic war which has been going on since then.  Since 1945, both major political parties have been 'in power' for long enough periods of time to demonstrate the extent to which they are capable of running the old firm in the long-term interests of all its shareholders, but even the ability to win three successive general elections appears not to have produced the desired results.

This process of economic decline will not be halted by one or other of the political parties adopting some new doctrine which prescribes, in advance, how the levers of power shall, or shall not, be used, and by our giving them the absolute power to impose the tenets of their dogma on us for a limited period of time to see if it works, but by the recognition, by all parties, of the uselessness of taking any action in the present which is not predicated on an intensive study of the long-term objectives of the organisation in question, and the constraints which its environment imposes on it; and on a Marketing Plan which has been carefully constructed to show how those objectives might be achieved, over time, within those constraints.  But it is difficult to see how, given the machinery we have evolved for governing ourselves, the latter course could be adopted.

In the meantime, the Government, unable to fulfill its self-appointed role in the management of the economy, unable, using the simple precepts of Management by Objectives as a starting point, to construct the necessary machinery for defining the country's objectives and, by planned investment in innovation and marketing, achieving them, is left with no alternative but to resort to Management by Exhortation - a management style which, as we have seen, can achieve results only when an enterprise is at the most primitive stage of its development, and which is, therefore, quite inappropriate to an entity the size of UK.Plc.  Possessing no machinery other than the stick and carrot (interest rates and tax cuts, at the time of writing), and no policy other than the belief that, if the stick and carrot are correctly applied, market forces will, somehow, operate, ultimately, in the public interest, Ministers are reduced to exhorting UK.Plc. to be more efficient in its pursuit of a bigger share of domestic and world markets.  This, and leaving no stone unturned to be seen to be setting a good example, by taking frequent 'initiatives' to increase the operational efficiency of its own civil service.

These, then, are the circumstances which have led Parliament to vent its frustration on the only organisation over which it does have complete control and which, moreover, cannot answer back. Unfortunately, there exists, as we have seen, no way of measuring, with any degree of objectivity, the extent to which the efficiency of the civil service has been increased or decreased by these initiatives, but the balance of any anecdotal evidence available to me, from both inside and outside the civil service, seems to point towards the latter.  And the very frequency with which one initiative has followed another could be seen as an indication that increases in efficiency are proving easier to conceive of than to achieve.  But only time will tell whether the civil service that is being destroyed was more suited to the nation's true needs than the one that is being created.  My own feeling is that it will all end in tears, and require a Royal Commission and a new Northcote-Trevelyan Report to put things right. 
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Twenty Years On

Apart from the introductory paragraphs, all that has gone before was completed shortly after I retired from the civil service twenty years ago, and, having failed to find a publisher at the time, has languished unregarded until now.  But before making it freely available on my website, I have been moved to investigate the extent to which my conclusions about the future of the civil service may or may not have been justified.  In doing so, since I no longer have any personal contacts inside the civil service or in academic circles, I have had to rely on information obtained from other sources, principally the Internet, drawing on any further recollections of my own experience where appropriate, bearing in mind that I was quite well placed to observe the early effects of the reforms initiated by Margaret Thatcher, because, when she first took office in 1979, I was exactly half way through my Whitehall career, having had nine years to familiarise myself with the “unreformed” civil service.  

All the available evidence indicates that the Thatcher Government came to power in 1979 convinced that the civil service needed to be made more efficient, less wasteful, and better managed, but that this conviction was based, not on any careful assessment of its past performance in achieving its design objectives, but on an ideological commitment to the business model of competitive free enterprise based on innovation, marketing, and performance-based rewards, which was diametrically opposed to the independently recruited, uncompetitive security, and lifetime career of the administration model.  Without pausing to examine the rationale behind what she saw as the unacceptable features of the machinery of government she had inherited, Mrs Thatcher set about turning the civil service into a service industry.  An excellent account of what followed, and its consequences, is to be found in an article entitled “Enduring Values in the British Civil Service” by David L. Dillman published in Administration and Society 2007;39;883, from which I can do no better than quote extensively, paraphrasing where appropriate, beginning here:

“To penetrate and change the administrative culture, the prime minister launched a three-pronged attack.  First, the government established a financial framework consisting of 'cash limits' and 'manpower targets' to create incentives for government-wide economy and efficiency. Second, it set in motion 'Rayner scrutinies' [independent external reviews of selected government activities by business experts] which amounted to 'a continuing process of critical examination of activities, functions and policies, with particular regard to cost and need'.  Finally, the government intended to achieve  'lasting reforms' by tackling 'the underlying obstacles to efficiency by creating the right conditions for managers to manage, and by bringing on and rewarding those who are successful'  This latter strategy had several important components.  First, Mrs. Thatcher, in 1981, replaced the Civil Service Department [the administrative 'arm' of the Civil Service Commission] with the Management and Personnel Office [as part of the Cabinet Office] to bring the personnel functions 'more clearly within the ambit of the Prime Minister'.  Second, the government initiated management information and financial management systems...with the aim of delegating authority and responsibility to individual civil servants, and applying performance measures to operational activities.  Third, performance-based pay systems and regular appraisal interviews were introduced to motivate improved performance on the job. 

The most significant component of the Thatcher government's strategy to achieve “lasting reforms” was inaugurated by the 1988 Ibbs Report, Improving Management in Government: the Next Steps.  The Next Steps program was designed to create a series of autonomous executive units or agencies, each headed by a manager or chief executive with personal or direct responsibility for operational matters and expanded independence to decide how to meet objectives.  To “strengthen operational effectiveness” agency heads were given the “freedom to recruit, pay, grade and structure in the most effective way”.  The government envisaged a central civil service consisting of “a relatively small core engaged in the function of servicing Ministers and managing departments, who will be 'sponsors' of particular government policies and services”.  

Three follow-up reports solidified the Thatcher revolution.  In 1991 Sir Angus Fraser, the prime minister's adviser on efficiency, handed her successor, John Major, an assessment of the Next Steps effort, Making the Most of the Next Steps, that continued to recommend increased managerial discretion, independence for agency heads, and reductions in the numbers of staff in core departments.  Later in 1991, a Treasury White Paper, Competing for Quality, laid the groundwork for the Government's market-testing program in which contracting out to private firms was expanded from auxiliary activities to core government functions.  In effect, the government declared that exposure to market forces, competition and, ultimately, privatization was the only way to make public services more efficient.  Subsequently, the 1995 White Paper, The Civil Service: Taking Forward Continuity and Change confirmed proposals for new pay arrangements in the senior civil service, written individual contracts for all senior staff, the introduction of more competitive and privatized services, and th devolution of pay and grading decisions from the Treasury to departments and agencies.  

These initiatives, which came to be known collectively as New Public Management (NPM) undoubtedly resulted in greater awareness of financial costs and advances in resource management, but they also created tensions with the traditional conventions and values of the civil service.  How, for example, can Ministerial responsibility to Parliament be maintained while chief executives of independent agencies are made directly accountable to Parliament?  NPM initiatives may also be related to an apparent increase in illegal and unethical behavior in the public service during the 1990s.  

Whether the significant changes in the civil service structure, processes and culture brought about by Next steps were the impetus for illegal and unethical behavior, or whether other social forces were primarily responsible, or whether individual moral failures were the cause, or whether such behavior was actually on the increase, are matters for debate.  Nonetheless, a series of scandals throughout the public service led to increasing public concern that 'sleaze' was widespread in Britain.  Under pressure to address the sleaze factor, the Major government introduced [among other things] a code of conduct in 1996 outlining the duties and responsibilities of civil servants; a new version of the code was issued in 2006.

[Of more significance, perhaps, to what follows is the fact that, in response to these concerns, John Major had, in 1994, established The Committee on Standards in Public Life as a standing advisory non-departmental public body with its members appointed for up to three years, whose terms of reference were:

To examine current concerns about standards of conduct of all holders of public office, including arrangements relating to financial and commercial activities, and make recommendations as to any changes in present arrangements which might be required to ensure the highest standards of propriety in public life'

The term 'holders of public office' embraces Ministers, civil servants and advisers, Members of Parliament and UK Members of the European Parliament, Members and senior officers of all non-departmental public bodies and of National Health Service bodies; non-ministerial office holders; members and other senior officers of other bodies discharging publicly-funded functions, and elected members and senior officers of local authorities.  This meant that there could be, for the first time, an independent and authoritative scrutiny of the extent to which the Thatcher reforms might have undermined the traditional values of the civil service, and the Committee's first Report in 1995 established  The Seven Principles of Public Life under the headings of: Selflessness; Integrity; Objectivity; Accountability; Openness; Honesty; Leadership.]

The new code states that civil servants are expected to carry out their roles “with dedication and a commitment to the Civil Service and its core values: integrity, honesty, objectivity, and impartiality”.  Each core value is followed by 'you must' and 'you must not' statements intended to clarify the value.  For example, to secure political impartiality, you must 'act in a way which deserves and retains the confidence of Ministers, while at the same time ensuring that you will be able to establish the same relationship with those who you may be required to serve in some future Government'. You must not 'allow your personal political views to determine any advice you give or your actions'.  In introducing the new code, Sir Gus O'Donnell, head of the civil service, claimed that it fuses traditional values with the need for a dynamic, outward-facing, passionate (?), and professional civil service in the 21st century.  Although the traditional core values 'are as integral to our work now as they ever were' Sir Gus also noted 'they are a means to an end, and the end is improving the way in which we formulate policies and the quality of the services we deliver'. 

The original 1996 code is, at best, a restatement of earlier guidance (eg, a 1985 memorandum on The Duties and Responsibilities of Civil Servants in Relation to Ministers) and a reminder that the traditional values of the civil service are valuable. It offers general guidance to officials in their dealings with political superiors and the public.  Beyond generalities, however, the code provides little guidance in complex situations, such as when an official knows that a Minister is attempting to mislead Parliament by withholding information, or when an official is called upon to answer questions publicly before a Parliamentary committee.  In both these cases the convention of Ministerial responsibility is compromised. Similarly, the code is potentially irrelevant in the context of the public service because it could easily and without much amendment be applied to employees in a bank or insurance company, or indeed to many other types of private commercial or business organization. Furthermore, the code may be ineffective because breaking the code in order to carry out a Ministerial instruction carries no penalty while maintaining the provisions of the code and defying the minister carries more painful consequences for the individual.  The revised code does little to alleviate these problems and indeed may exacerbate them if Sir Gus's claim that honesty, objectivity, integrity and impartiality are “means to an end” of efficient service delivery, is taken seriously.  If Sir Gus is correct, then might not these values be sacrificed to more efficient means?  Are these traditional values merely means or are they fundamentally important in democratic governance? Are the traditional core values really being replaced by new core values?  Like its predecessor, the 2006 code raises as many questions as it answers.

With the election of Tony Blair in 1997, efforts to change the structures processes and values of the civil service continued unabated. In opposition, Labour had failed to develop a framework for civil service reform , although prevalent leaders in the party had been outspoken in their criticisms of many Thatcher and Major initiatives. In power, New Labour's thinking about the civil service was conditioned by the idea of a Third Way, the attempt to integrate key Thatcher reforms with traditional Labour goals.  Blair had indicated, before the election, that the forces set in motion by his predecessor - privatisation, contracting out, public services disciplined by market mechanisms – would continue in the service of Labour programmes.  Indeed, the Labour party's first major initiative on the civil service, Modernising Government, issued in 1999, applauded its predecessors' management reforms for making government more efficient and productive; nevertheless, it argued that little attention had been paid to the policy process and the way it affected government's ability to meet the needs of the people.  To improve the  policy process the White Paper prescribed a three-pronged approach:

1.  Create a “joined-up” government, defined as: improved coordination “between Whitehall, the devolved administrators, local government, and the voluntary and private sectors”; “a more corporate approach to achieving cross-cutting goals” and “joint training to Ministers and officials”.

2.  Improve service delivery by organising one-stop shops and requiring permanent secretaries and heads of departments to develop personal objectives on which their performance would be assessed or achieving delivery of the government's key targets.  

3.  Promote risk taking by permitting “greater creativity, radical thinking and collaborative working” and rewarding desired performance and results, reducing penalties or failure, and bringing in and developing necessary skills.

Modernising Government was followed by Civil Service Reform: Delivery and Values in 2004 as another key document in the government's reform agenda.  In introducing Delivery and Values the prime minister's remarks were pointed:

  “The principal challenge is to shift the focus from policy advice to delivery.  Delivery means outcomes.  It means project management. It means adapting to new situations and altering rules and practice accordingly.  It means working not in traditional departmental silos. It means working naturally with partners outside of Government.  It's not that many individual civil servants are not capable of this.  It is that doing it requires a change of operation and culture that goes to the core of the Civil Service.” (emphasis added)

The civil service culture must change, noted Blair, because the world is rapidly changing.  In particular, “consumer expectations of Government services as well as others are rising remorselessly” According to the government, the public has adopted the view that “a fair universal provision is no longer enough” so citizens are justified in expecting “their personal needs to be addressed”.  If this is indeed the prevailing public opinion, then it is not surprising that “authority is increasingly challenged, inadequate provision is no longer accepted, and litigation over failures is increasing”.  Given the pace and scale of societal change, the civil service must be open to an infusion of skills from outside the service, and “for individual civil servants, it means seeing themselves as personally responsible for outcomes even beyond their own formal authority”.  While pledging to “entrench the core values that are an enduring strength of the Civil Service”, the government also wanted to “do more to secure the outcomes we seek”.  Indeed “delivery” was added to the core values of integrity and impartiality.

Delivering “what the public needs and expects” required (a) moving away from the “traditional concept of a career for life” to bring on officials who have “abilities needed by the business” and who can “stay ahead of a changing environment”;  (b) radically opening up the civil service at the recruitment stage and expecting “much more movement between civil servants and their public sector colleagues responsible for delivery”; (c) moving towards a flexible decade of retirement; (d) adopting a four-year posting norm which will be variable depending on “business” needs; (e) broadening development through working in other departments and sectors and enhancing fast-track access into the senior civil service with a “High Potential Development Scheme”; (f) adjusting performance pay and bonuses “over time to produce incentives which align closely with the behaviour and performance we want to promote”; and (g) identifying the lowest 20% of performers as those who “no longer have a role they can fulfill effectively” and encourage them “to find work elsewhere”.

In its approach to the civil service the Blair government had much in common with the Thatcher and Major governments in substance, if not in style.  For example, the number of executive agencies and the percentage of civil service staff working in Next steps agencies continued to increase after 1997.  In addition, the Conservatives had bequeathed New Labour some powerful managerial and financial tools to enhance ministerial control of bureaucratic costs and behaviour. “Mrs. Thatcher had reasserted the power of the politicians and Tony Blair was not going to put that clock back” (Theakston 1998). Forging ahead, it strengthened several established units in the Cabinet Office (e.g. The Performance and Innovation Unit) and created several new units (e.g.the Centre of Management and Policies Studies and the Management Board of the Civil Service). In addition, the number of political appointees in the prime minister's office jumped from 8 in the last year of the Major administration(and 30 in the departments) to 27 in 2003 (and 54 in the Departments).  According to the Blair team, this growth in centralisation and political appointments was necessary to coordinate an increasingly fragmented executive. (!).

Like its predecessors, New Labour has fully embraced the assumptions and techniques of New Public Management and has applied them to the civil service without a full public discussion of their impact on standards and values.  It, too, has produced key documents that are devoid of larger public purposes and that could easily be mistaken for private business action plans.  In particular, both Modernising Government and Delivery and Values declare that New Labour is dedicated to making the civil service more businesslike, more responsive to political leadership, more individually accountable for measurable performance.  Although the government's management goals seem clear, how it expects to reform the civil service without undermining key constitutional principles – parliamentary sovereignty, traditional notions of responsibility, and politically neutral competence – is not.  Thus, Massey (1995) claimed that, although the explicit aim of recent governments is “to establish a quite different way of conducting the business of government”, their reform proposals contain “elements that, if taken to their possible conclusions, could irrevocably alter the civil service in a largely unpredictable way”.  That recent reform proposals might alter the widely admired standards in the public service is the primary concern of the Committee on Standards in Public Life.

Although both Modernising Government and Delivery and Values aspired to strike a balance  between achieving better performance or service delivery and maintaining traditional values, the government's thumb was on the delivery side o the scale.  Modernising Government asserted that the government would neither denigrate public service nor “jeopardise the public service values of impartiality, objectivity, and integrity”.  Likewise, Delivery and Values called for significant reforms of the civil service while “entrenching the core values that are an enduring strength of the Civil Service”. Despite these assurances, the Committee on Standards in Public Life(CSPL) remains concerned that recent reforms have the potential to weaken those core values in four areas – performance pay, selection, advisers, and training.

Performance Pay: The committee's first report made it clear that even the “perception that reward and promotion may depend in any way on commitment to Ministerial ideology inconsistent with the impartiality required of a civil servant would, of course, be wholly unacceptable”.  Still troubled by the government's performance pay programme 5 years later, the committee urged that “arrangements for validating the performance of permanent heads of departments and agencies against their personal objectives...should be structured to allow for some element of independent validation so as not to undermine political impartiality”.  The government's response asserted that independent evaluation of pay-for-performance systems is already required for chief executives' pay, and pledged that independent validation would be retained in any future system.

Despite the governments assurances, two issues seem relevant.  First, the political and social values embedded in pay for performance approaches may be inconsistent with other values the reform is designed to achieve. For example, attempts to encourage individual discretion and accountability through such measures as performance pay may be in tension with the Blair government's goal of joined up or holistic government.  Bogdanor (2001) argued that, whereas joined-up government implies shared responsibility and cooperation, the government's simultaneous insistence on implementing “a regime of incentives provides too many temptations to cut corners to dispose of difficult problems by dumping them on some other department”.  Furthermore, attempts to break down administration into discrete accountability units to “estimate how much each element contributes to the whole” conflicts with the government's desire to promote “cooperation between different parts of the government machine”.  Thus, the conflicts inherent in pay-for-performance systems may undercut the government's own agenda or improved performance.

Second, the values of economic rationality inherent in performance pay systems are inconsistent with a civil service ethos of self-restraint, detachment , and concern for the broader public interest. For example, Massey (1995) argued that the techniques of NPM provide “the form of private sector business management, while hollowing-out the substance of public sector ethos and ethics”.  Similarly, Chapman and O'Toole (1995) concluded that  “the socialisation process, used in the past to promote public service ethics, is now used to promote a quite different set of ethics”.  Thus, with civil servants now working within relationships governed by individual contracts and performance pay, officials may structure their personal careers emphasising self-interest rather than service to the public (Gray & Jenkins, 1996).

Recruitment and Selection:  Among the significant structural and procedural changes that have taken place over the past 20 years are the demise of the independent Civil Service Commission and the creation of autonomous agencies with the freedom to recruit and set rates of pay.  According to Chapman (2004), the downfall of the Civil Service Commission began in 1952 with pressures to change the recruitment, examining, and selection methods.  Later, the 1968 Fulton Committee recommendations resulted in a new Civil Service Department the termination of a selection system based on academic examinations, more delegation of recruitment to the departments, and more flexible recruitment, which, taken together, “were the most important factors contributing to the Commission's decline”. However, “it was the [Thatcher] government's Next Steps programme that finally killed the Commission”.  By 1991 “it was no longer a core function of government” and its work was split between a small office (which currently resides in the Cabinet Office), serving the Civil Service Commissioners, and the Recruitment and Assessment Services.  Given these changes, Richards (2003) was correct when he concluded that it is “hard to continue to justify the argument that the British civil service remains a 'unified but not uniform' organisation”.  An important constitutional convention has been lost with the disappearance of the unified civil service and its uniform standards of recruitment and selection.  

Recent proposals by the Blair government designed to strengthen its managerial control would continue to reduce the Civil Service Commissioners' already anaemic oversight of merit principles.  Currently, a minister does not participate in the selection process involving a civil service job in open competition; if a minister rejects the selection panel's choice for a position, the competition starts anew.  Because one third of new entrants to the senior civil service in 2004 were external recruits, successful through open competition, the government wants to ensure a compatible fit between officials and their minister and officials and their jobs.  Thus, a recent proposal by the government would allow ministers to make the final selection from among the qualified candidates.  This proposal has drawn sharp criticism from general secretary of the First Division Association who argued that, giving the politicians “more  power over senior appointments to the senior civil service will return it to the 'cronyism' of the 19th century” (Timmins,2003).

To protect the political neutrality of the civil service, the CSPL recommends continuing the present practice of submitting one name to the minister to accept or reject.  In addition it recommends giving the Civil Service Commissioners a more active role in oversight, including the authority to monitor the use of both short-term appointments and secondments, and, on their own initiative, to investigate and report on the operation of the civil service recruitment system.  

Special Advisers: Ever since the Fulton Committee recommended in 1968 that minsters should be able to appoint special advisers on a temporary basis, the role and impact of special advisers on governance and ethics has been debated.  Recently, concerns about special advisers have been reinvigorated, partly because the Blair government has more than doubled the number of advisers, and partly due to recent missteps by special advisers, including overstepping traditional boundaries demarcating the roles of special advisers and civil servants.

The traditional relationship between ministers and senior civil servants is being undermined, with ministers now looking toward special advisers rather than permanent officials for policy advice. From the government's perspective, bringing in outside advisers strengthens ministerial power by challenging the mandarins' monopoly on advice.  However, a September 2003 Financial Times column expressed concern that the government's actions threaten to allow political advisers to manage the careers of civil servants and jeopardise objective policy advice by allowing advisers to “hold meetings with officials to discuss the advice being put to ministers”.  Likewise, the sixth report of the CSPL (2000) found that “the danger is not so much one of politicising [in a partisan sense] the Civil Service, as marginalising its professional advice by bringing in a very significant proportion of external advice”.  A few years later, Sir Nigel Wicks, then chair of the committee, argued that “the risk here is that ministers will not receive objective, independent, and impartial advice from the civil service”.  If Sir Nigel is correct, then, not only will senior civil servants become managers, but the policy-making capacity of the government will also be adversely affected.

Responding to the increasing numbers of special advisers, the sixth report recommended  limiting “the total number of special advisers that can be appointed within government”.  In its ninth report, the committee recommended building a firewall between civil servants and special advisers by placing special advisers in a category of government service that is distinct from the civil service: clarifying what special advisers can and cannot do in the Code of Conduct for Special Advisers, the Ministerial Code, and in legislation; and placing an upper limit on advisers in statute.  For its part, the government rejected these proposals, arguing, rather disingenuously, that special advisers “are part off a long-standing tradition for widening the advice available to Ministers”.

Given these concerns about the politicization of the civil service, the CSPL made the case for a Civil Service Act in both its sixth and ninth reports.  The civil service was created by the non-statutory executive authority off an Order in Council issued in 1870, an approach that continues to give the prime minister the prerogative power, derived from the ancient Royal Prerogative, to regulate the civil service without the need for approval from Parliament. According to the CSPL, a statute is needed to help define and clarify the roles, responsibilities, and relationships of the different parts of the executive.  In a speech in October 2003, Sir Nigel pointedly claimed that “while the institution of the civil service is the property of government...it is not the property of 'the government' of the day” .[my emphasis throughout] The CSPL set out guidelines for a Parliamentary statute, but it was the House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee(PASC) that published a draft bill in January 2004.  The Select Committee's draft bill was followed by the Government's draft civil service bill in November. 

Both drafts established a new Civil Service Commission as an independent statutory body with powers similar to those eliminated in 1991, attempted to clarify the role of special advisers, and gave the Civil Service Code statutory standing.  However, whereas the Select Committee gave the new Civil Service Commission the right to inquire into the operation of the Civil Service Code and the Code of Conduct for Special Advisers, the government's draft precluded such intrusion, asserting that the main function of a re-established Commission should be to maintain the principle of selection on merit rather than oversee and apply the codes, which is the prerogative of management in departments.  Interestingly, in an apparent about face, the [later] 2006 Civil Service Code provides that the Civil Service Commissioners may now consider a complaint emanating from the code, direct from a civil servant.  Unlike the government's draft Bill, the PASC's draft precluded special advisers from commissioning work from civil servants on behalf of their ministers, arguing that such authority cannot be distinguished clearly from the exercise of line management authority over civil servants.  The Select Committee agreed with the government that an arbitrary limit on the numbers of special advisers is not necessary, but its draft provided that each House of Parliament should approve the total number of special adviser appointments.  The government's draft bill placed the Civil Service Code in statute and made it subject to parliamentary scrutiny.  Nonetheless, the PASC took the view that the role of Parliament in the government's draft bill is unnecessarily restrictive.  Finally, the Select Committee recommended that Civil Service management orders be made by statutory instrument, thereby providing a simple mechanism to inform both Houses about the operation of the civil service.  Not surprisingly, the government considered that the inclusion of Parliament, that is, a third party, in management-related decisions an intrusion into the employer-employee relationship and a deterrent to management flexibility.

In the run-up to the 2005 general election, the political parties supported a civil service bill.  The Labour Party repeatedly indicated its intention, albeit not altogether enthusiastic intention, to introduce legislation, and both the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats indicated their support.  Nonetheless, after Labour's victory in May, there was no mention of a bill in the Queen's speech.  Frustration with the government's apparent lack of enthusiasm for the legislation was readily evident in the PASC hearing in October 2005.  Testifying before the committee, the current Head of the Home Civil Service, Sir Gus O'Donnell, indicated that, although he favoured a statute, it was not a legislative priority of the government.  Tony Wright, chair of the committee, replied that:

“If we are to avoid, during your tenure, this exchange routinely, the only thing we can do is to have a Bill, otherwise we shall play the same game endlessly.  Everybody is more or less signed up to it, apart from those at the very centre”

Clearly, the chances of legislative success in the near term appear slim.

Training: A final area for consideration focuses on the committee's recommendations that concern training in the civil service.  In its first report, the CSPL(1995) found that ethical standards were not adequately inculcated in the civil service and the government subsequently accepted the committee's recommendation that regular surveys in departments and agencies should be administered to determine what knowledge and understanding staff have of of ethical standards.  Where problem areas were indicated, the committee urged that guidance be reinforced and disseminated, particularly by way of additional training(CSPL 1995).  Unfortunately, the government did not follow through with arrangements to implement regular surveys(CSPL 2003).  In its sixth report the committee expressed disappointment that only four departments had conducted ethical surveys.  It again recommended increased training opportunities covering ethical issues for those appointed on secondments or on short-term contracts to middle management or senior civil service levels(CSPL 2000).  The committee argued that “it cannot be assumed that everyone will assimilate a public service culture unless they bare told what is expected of them, and the message is systematically reinforced”(CSPL 1995).  Consequently, the committees ninth report asked departments to ensure that the Civil Service Code is reviewed  in induction proceedings and in-service training activities,  However, there is little evidence that departments and agencies are engaged in sustained education about the implications of the code.  In any case, how effective such training can be, given the infusion and reinforcement of managerial and commercial values, is questionable.

In conclusion, it is tempting to to say that New Labour has been merely tolerating – enduring – the core values of the civil service. For, although the government has given a nod to the traditional values, there has been neither a serious recognition of the conflicts that their reform programmes have created, nor an effort to assuage them.  Assurances from ministers and others that the conventions and values at the core of the civil service have not changed are difficult to reconcile with organisational changes that have fundamentally dismantled the unified civil service, undermined ministerial responsibility, and reduced the policy role of civil servants.  On balance, recent reforms have intensified political control of the civil service.  The government's vision for the civil service includes a smaller core of civil servants whose relationships with ministers are increasingly contractual and whose accountability is directly to Parliament rather than to the minister.  The civil servants diminished policy role is potentially mediated by special advisers, and their political neutrality is weakened by selection and pay systems designed to promote the policy goals of elected leaders. The new culture that has emerged rewards civil servants who can measure service delivery inputs and outcomes, presenting the danger that ethics is “now couched in terms of an optimum outcome for the customer/consumer group”(Temple,2000).

Taken together, the first, sixth, and ninth reports of the Committee on Standards in Public Life are on target with their concerns and much of their critique, but the question remains whether the committees recommendations are adequate to protect or restore the convention of ministerial responsibility to Parliament, civil servants' hierarchical accountability to Ministers, and the core values of propriety, merit, and impartiality.  In large part, the committees recommendations are technical fixes advocating clarified boundaries, external scrutinies and statutory codes.  This does [not?] make them unimportant, but they are incomplete.  They may be necessary, but they are not sufficient.  As Chapman (1987) noted, “Institutional tinkering cannot be expected to resolve fundamental problems of moral standards and integrity in public affairs”.  Historically, public service attitudes and values were inculcated and embedded throughout the civil service, not only by hierarchical constraints and external scrutinies, but also by a process of socialisation as modeled in the daily work of the Civil Service Commissioners and other leaders (Chapman, 2004).  In the Committee's defence, its terms of reference may limit its ability to go much beyond addressing potential abuses by reinforcing external oversight.  Yet, “statements of safeguards on their own” as O'Toole (1998) correctly observed, “are no substitute for the healthy life of ethical principle in a liberal democracy”.  The Committee's limited focus is not sufficient to ensure an administrative culture in which public service values can thrive.  

The British civil service has been remarkable in its dedication to the practice of personal integrity in the public interest.... Maintaining those enduring ethical values that have shaped the British civil service requires a commitment on the part of reformers that these values are of primary importance...By de facto making service delivery their ethical priority...reformers [have] failed to recognise the vulnerability of public service values .  Reports such as Improving Management in Government and Delivery and Values are products of their time and there is no easy way to reverse the changes they have wrought.  What should be made clear however is that the public service values that are threatened by these changes are non-negotiable.  At the end of the day, a broad societal consensus that preserving the core values of the public service requires attention, and cultivation is necessary.”  [end of article]
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I have quoted David Dillman's article at some length because it gives a useful account of the changes which successive governments have  imposed on the civil service, during the last twenty years, with the intention of making it more efficient. But, apart from pointing to certain logical inconsistencies in the government's proposals, and applauding the recommendations of the Committee on Standards in Public Life, Dillman can only conclude by warning  against the tendency of these changes to dilute the intrinsic “public service values” of the civil service in favour of extrinsic “service delivery values”, without producing any evidence of the effect they may have had, for good or ill, on actual performance outcomes.  This is because, as far as I can ascertain, no such evidence is available, and that is because, if any has been sought by the governments responsible for the changes (which I doubt), none has been divulged.  In fact, from the very beginning of this period, there has been a marked lack of objective evidence, not only about the cost-effectiveness of the changes, but of the need for them in the first place. 

The last public examination of the British Civil Service was the one conducted by the Fulton Committee, reporting in 1968, and even that was based on the dubious grounds that, although no objective evidence existed that the civil service had become inefficient in the exercise of the government's powers and the discharge of its obligations, there was a widespread feeling that the Northcote-Trevelyan model was out of date.  To quote from a reference to it in an article on “Her Majesty's Civil Service” in Wikipedia:

“There was a concern...that technical and scientific expertise was mushrooming to a point at which the 'good all-rounder' culture of the administrative civil servant, with a classics or other art degree, could no longer properly engage with it...The times were, moreover, ones of keen respect for technocracy, with the mass mobilisation  of war having worked effectively, and the French National Plan apparently delivering economic success.  And there was also a feeling that would not go away following the war and the radical social reforms of the 1945 Labour Government, that the so-called “mandarins” of the higher civil service were too remote from the people.  Indeed, between 1948 and 1963 only 3% of the recruits to the administrative class came from the working classes, and in 1966 more than half of the administrators at under-secretary level and above had been privately educated.

Lord Fulton...found that administrators were not professional enough[!], and in particular lacked management skills, that the position of technical and scientific experts needed to be rationalised and enhanced, and that the service was indeed too remote.  His 158 recommendations included the introduction of a unified grading system for all categories of staff, a Civil Service College and a central policy planning unit.  He also said that control of the service should be taken from the Treasury and given to a new Department, and that the “fast stream” recruitment process for accessing the upper echelons should be made more flexible to encourage applicants from less privileged backgrounds.

Into Heath's Downing Street came the Central Policy Review Staff (CPRS), and they were in particular given charge of a series of Programme Analysis and Review (PAR) studies of policy efficiency and effectiveness.

But, whether through lack of political will, or through passive resistance by a mandarinate which the report had suggested were “amateurs”, Fulton failed.  The Civil Service College equipped generalists with additional skills, but did not turn them into qualified professionals [?] as ENA did in France.  Recruits to the fast stream self-selected [themselves], with the universities of Oxford and Cambridge still producing a large majority of successful candidates since the system continued to favour the tutorial system of Oxbridge [?].  The younger mandarins found excuses to avoid managerial jobs in favour of the more prestigious policy postings(?).  The generalists remained on top and the specialists on tap.”

In addition to supporting my contention that the Fulton review was driven more by subjective than objective considerations, the Wikipedia entry exemplifies the comprehension gap I am seeking to bridge between the the civil service and the rest of society.  How, one might ask, can an organisation which recruits the best young minds it can attract, subjects them to a rigorous regime of on-the-job training, and requires them to demonstrate their skills and knowledge, on a daily basis, in ways that are open to critical appraisal by all their colleagues, before assessing, in open court, as it were, their suitability for the assumption of greater responsibilities, each step of the way from the bottom of a keenly competitive promotional ladder to the top, how can such an organisation be turning out people who are not professional enough?  And how does their alleged lack of management skills manifest itself in the performance of their duties?  The last paragraph of the  Wikipedia entry is a complete muddle.  It begins by blaming the failure of Lord Fulton's recommendations (including, incidentally, the one that brought me into the civil service) to “turn them into qualified professionals”, on the passive resistance of the very civil servants who had assiduously implemented those recommendations under the direction of their political masters, and it ends by displaying profound ignorance about the way the internal machinery of government actually works.

I am not aware of any independent assessment that was made of the cost-effectiveness of the Fulton reforms in achieving any identifiable objectives, but, in spite of their dubious origins, they had, I believe, a largely beneficial effect in renovating and refurbishing an organisation which had grown, perhaps, a little too complacent about the superiority of the systems it had evolved, over the previous 100 years, to perform the duties imposed on it by a succession of masters of different political persuasions.  And they did, at least, result from an external examination of the internal workings of the machinery they were intended to improve upon, and they were published in full for all the world to see...and evaluate.  No such investigations and assessments were commissioned by the Thatcher and Blair governments to lend an air of academic respectability to the “reforms” they imposed on the civil service.  To quote from Dillman again: “When Margaret Thatcher took office in 1979 her convictions with regard to the civil service were clear; she was personally hostile to its prominent features, particularly the central policy role of senior civil servants and their denigration of management work.  Furthermore, 'with its security of tenure, assured salary arbitration, and inflation indexed pensions, the higher bureaucracy she inherited was almost the antithesis of the Thatcher ideals  of the individual work ethic , hard-paced competitive striving, and performance based rewards' (Christoph 1992).  Thus, Mrs Thatcher 'took office determined to improve the efficiency of the civil service, to eliminate waste and to promote methods of administration which enable and encourage staff to give the best possible value to the taxpayer'(Efficiency Unit,1981).  She was committed to remaking the civil service culture so that economic efficiency and managerial competence were more highly prized.”

Having worked, not unsuccessfully, at managerial level in both the private and public sectors, and having familiarised myself with the basic principles of management science, and having examined, by applying those principles, the effectiveness of the systems evolved by civil servants to perform the duties laid upon them by successive political masters, I must admit to finding it difficult to see anything behind the attitudes adopted towards the civil service by the Thatcher and Blair governments other than ideology, prejudice and ignorance.  No attempt was made to understand the rationale behind those features of the public administration model which seemed to be superficially incompatible with the private enterprise model.  No evidence was produced to support the inference that “economic efficiency” and “managerial competence” needed to be improved, or even “more highly prized”.  The underlying assumption that the best abilities of  the civil service should be engaged in managing “service delivery” rather than servicing ministers, was totally at odds with the realities of the demands made upon it, on a daily basis, by the ministers themselves, as is the belief that civil servants “make policy”.  Only ministers make policy, with, or, as in this case, without the advice of their civil servants.

Ironically, whereas Fulton's introduction of a unified grading system for all categories of civil servants had blurred the distinctions between the old administrative, executive and clerical grades without derogating the differences between the skills and knowledge needed to perform the functions required of each, the changes made by the Thatcher and Blair governments reinstated the distinction between the advisory and executive functions without appreciating, either the interrelationships between them, or the differences between the abilities required to perform them.  The creation of the Executive Agencies was based on an assumption that the implementation of policy could be separated from the formulation of policy and that such a separation would lead to greater efficiency in service delivery (which could be rewarded accordingly) with no loss of effectiveness in policy making.  But, in the conduct of government business, the making of policy does not stop with the implementation of policy.

I know from my own experience that the day-to-day exercise of a minister's statutory powers and responsibilities, on a case by case basis, will, not infrequently, throw up questions of policy which can only be resolved by the minister personally, on the advice of those civil servants who possess the appropriate skills and knowledge. In extreme cases, this process may uncover a requirement for further legislation. Under the old regime, the need for such advice would have been identified, and the formulation of it begun, by the “younger mandarin” who was working (and learning) inside the “delivery system” at the time, after which it would be examined, and either modified or approved by an upward succession of more and more experienced and knowledgeable “mandarins” (all of whom would have spent their formative years working at a number of similar workfaces prior to their elevation), before being submitted to the minister.  I find it hard to believe that the need for this fine-tuning of policy has disappeared  with the creation of the Executive Agencies, or that the posts of “a relatively small core engaged in the function of servicing ministers and sponsoring particular government policies and services” could be adequately filled by officials who had not acquired the necessary skills and knowledge from on-the-job training in their early years.

We have no way of knowing whether the Executive Agencies, given their greater “freedom to recruit, pay, grade, and structure in the most effective way” are performing more efficiently than they would be if they were still appendages of their “sponsoring” departments, having been recruited, paid, graded and structured under the traditional service-wide arrangements.  This is because, if some reliable method has been developed of measuring and comparing the quality of their respective outputs, governments have not seen fit to disclose it.  What we do know, however, is that “the institution of the civil service is the property of government”, from which it follows that information about its inner workings is also government property, and that any unsupported claims made by the government about the cost-effectiveness of its performance, cannot, under the existing arrangements, be relied upon to be objective and impartial.  This has not prevented governments from making such claims.

In 2003, the Prime Minister's Office of Public Services Reform published a review of the performance of the Executive Agencies entitled (rather tendentiously) “Better Government Services – Executive Agencies in the 21st Century”, which, after referring to the extensive range of widely different government activities the agencies are required to perform, and extolling, in general terms, the virtues of “professionalism”, “customer focus”, “flexibility”, “delegation”, “incentives”, and “customer choice”, came to two main conclusions.  The first was:

“The agency model has been a success. Since 1988 agencies have transformed the landscape and the responsiveness and effectiveness of services delivered by government”  

In the 80 plus pages of the document, the only evidence produced for this sweeping claim is that:

 “Companies House has reduced the number of days taken to process documents from 25 to 4.  Their unit costs have fallen by 18% over the three years to 2001”;

 “HM Land Registry has reduced its fees by 40% and achieved a 40% improvement in efficiency since it became an agency in 1990”, and

 “Prior to 1991 when the UK Passport and Records Agency was established it took an average of 95 days to process a passport.  The average figure now is 10 days”

The document volunteers no further information about the extent to which the other 124 agencies “have transformed the landscape and the responsiveness and effectiveness of services delivered by government”.

The second main conclusion of the review was:

“Some agencies have, however, become disconnected from their departments.  The relationships between agencies and their departments is therefore at the heart of the review.  Despite clear intentions to the contrary and good examples of working together, the gulf between policy and delivery is considered by most to have widened.  The trust needed to delegate effectively requires mutual understanding as well as clear frameworks and a 'no surprises' rule. Without these, agencies cannot deliver Ministers' objectives or excellent services to customers within and outside Whitehall”

But, surely, the effect of the second conclusion is to cast doubts on the credibility of the first, particularly in the last two sentences, which clearly imply that the delivery of Ministers' objectives and of services to customers has been less than satisfactory, and the paragraphs that follow reflect a struggle to reconcile the conflicting demands of responsibility and accountability for policy and performance arising from the separation of departments from agencies, declaring, for example,(my emphasis throughout) that:

“...the two should be part of an integrated group of functions, the whole adding up to more than the sum of its parts.  Most agencies would strongly welcome an appropriate level of involvement in strategic issues.  This need not – indeed must not – lead to blurred accountability, micro-management, or double guessing.”

“The essential – and, in too many cases, missing – ingredient is a strong link to a process of business planning creating challenging and customer-focused objectives, led from the top of departments and involving at its core the skills and experience of those responsible for delivery and providing the front line with the tools, authorities, incentives and encouragement to deliver excellent services”

“Agencies have in the past been treated as a self-contained project somehow separate from the business of policy-making.  Many are, however, integral to successful delivery of the government's objectives.  They must play a central role in all aspects of the work to achieve those objectives.” 

What this adds up to, clearly, is a recommendation that the agencies should have more influence on policy, the undeniable implication of which, is that the system would work better if the agencies were more fully integrated into their sponsoring departments, and the remainder of the review, when not sermonising about the need for greater co-operation between agencies and departments, is devoted to suggesting  how this integration might be achieved without diluting the independence of the agencies.  On the evidence of this report, however, and in the absence of any factual evidence to the contrary, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that any benefits of the independence enjoyed by the Executive Agencies may have been outweighed by its penalties.

The benefits, as we have seen, are difficult to quantify.  The agency model is based on the business model which postulates a freedom to manage inputs in pursuit of outcomes, with payment by results.  Unfortunately, the business model can only function properly if outcomes can be measured with a reasonable degree of accuracy in monetary terms, such as cash or added value, reflecting customer satisfaction and shareholder profit, and allowing income to be set against expenditure.  In the absence of such measures, the government is obliged to provide the Executive Agencies with 'performance indicators' of a rather less reliable nature, since theory predicts and practice has shown that such indicators will be used to measure outputs rather than outcomes, quantity rather than quality, and that linking performance pay to things that can be measured will ensure that anything that cannot be measured will be ignored.   And even if such considerations are set aside, it has to be borne in mind, when assessing the performance of the Executive Agencies, that the question is not whether the business model is providing good services, but whether it is providing services which are a sufficient improvement on those that might have been available from the original administrative model (bearing in mind the enormous contributions made by advances in information technology to administrative efficiency in the last twenty years) to outweigh the penalties of separation from the parent body.  But, in the absence of any official information other than that conceded by The Prime Minister's Office of Public Service Reform in “Better Government Services – Executive Agencies in the 21st century”, we can only speculate about what those penalties may be.

In doing so, it would be not unreasonable to presume that the adoption, by an Executive Agency, of the business model will result in some reorientation of its systems objectives away from those of the civil service towards those of private enterprise, away, in effect, from the impartial exercise of statutory powers and the even-handed discharge of statutory obligations, towards the development of techniques for survival and growth, at the expense, if necessary, of other entities.  At the very least, the pursuit of success in achieving output targets will result in a tendency to put the good of the individual before the good of the whole.  Once again, however, the extent to which this has actually happened can only be guessed at.  The Committee on Standards in Public Life has drawn attention to the risks involved in tampering with the value system to which a unified civil service traditionally subscribed, but has been powerless either to prevent the balkanisation process or to quantify the penalties incurred by it.  Only those civil servants who work in the upper reaches of the machinery of government possess the information needed to pass judgement on the success or failure of the government's reforms, and they are not allowed to speak.

Taking all these circumstances into account, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that, by the normal standards of a civilised society, the present predicament of our civil servants, exhibiting as it does many of the features of feudal serfdom, is a public scandal.  It cannot be good for the health of the nation that its most enduring and indispensable institution should be subjected to the unsubstantiated whims of successive governments, who, once elected, are free to say about it, and do to it, whatever they wish without even a semblance of the accountability that constrains their other activities. The failure of the Blair government to right this wrong by bringing forward the civil service bill which had all-party support in 2005 was clear evidence of its reluctance to open up its treatment of the civil service to any kind of independent scrutiny.  Nor is there any sign that the beleaguered government of Gordon Brown will be moved to voluntarily divest itself of the one absolute power it still possesses, and, even as I write (May 2008), the Leader of the Opposition, David Cameron, scenting victory at the next election, has pledged to introduce more competition into the public services, and cut excessive bureaucracy.  So, not much hope for the future there!

But who, other than a few academics and the Committee on Standards in Public Life, cares? Or even understands?  The civil service has no constituency.  There are no votes to be gained from ensuring its constitutional independence from the government of the day.  The general public sees only its failings, and will blame it for any that result from the the erosion of its traditional structures and values by a succession of political masters.  And failings there will surely be.  The last of the talents that were recruited into the bottom of the civil service before 1980 and have since risen (on merit) to the top, will shortly retire.  Will the post-Thatcher civil service have continued to attract their equals, not only in intelligence, but also in personal integrity, honesty, clinical detachment and balanced judgement in the service of the national interest?  I doubt it, and can see no reason to modify the conclusion I arrived at twenty years ago, which was that it will take a Royal Commission and a new Northcote-Trevelyan Report to put things right.

Ballina, New South Wales, July, 2008.

