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INTRODUCTION

Msy 1 farst thank your Directar-General for inviting me to deliver this le~ture,
and say hos honoured 1 feel to be doing so. 1t was only after T had accepted his

invitation that 1 suddenly remembered that your speaker last year had been Lord

Denniny. 1 haw to confess that, at that pnint, my nerve faltered.

't with a gquotation from Lord Radcliffe’'s Reith Lecture of 1951:

tish have forme® the lmbit of praising their institutions wh'ch are

inept, and of igrvring the character of their race, which is
will ke 1 danger of lceing their claracter

.

a resuylt disastrous indeed.™

1t Joseph made & very important speech. It was called "Monetarism
15 not enough"”. In 1it, 5ir Keith emphasised that monetary discipline
was only one of the necessary conditions for economic recovery. He was, of
course, immediately accusad of advocating monetarism as a panacea for the
nation's ills. In politics the hope of being understood - or at least of not

being deliberately misunderstood - springs eternal.




ke an anzalogos point, and with
P Conservatives' attachment to the
government; thelr patrictism;
'mperfectatility of human  nature and
liermination to manage the country's finances respongilly;
political ingredients of national recovery; but that they are

to mexe it happer.

Aboul. a year ago, 1 had the opportunity to open this debate, in a lecture to the
Iinstaitute far Fiscal Studies. My aim was not, as some people thought, to blame
the Civil Service for Britain's decline, but to start a wider debate about
whether any Biitish government, as at present canstituted, cauld solwe
Britain's poolems. Taniaht, 1 would like to take thst debate a stage further. I
Gl the ideas contained in the IFS lecture and in this
one mms elther directly from, or through conversations with, Norman Strauss,
who worked with me in Downing Street on secondment fram Unilever. He had
coincluded, long before 1 did - and rightly, in my view - that the cur- far the
ritish disease must start with government itself. There was never any question
ol reform in Whitehall and Westminster being on the agenda for the first term,
whicr had immediate financial crises to contend with. But I am canvinced that it

should be for the second.

petare 1 start, 1 would like to make two points. First, none of my remarks is
relevant to the case of a Labour government, reflecting today's Labour party. I
am concerned with the reasons why a Conservative government, responsibly trying

to make modern capitalism wark, may nevertheless fail. A Labour government wauld

be simply a higher form of madness, whether the machinery itself worked ar not.




11 whether the Alliance could wil office with a Berious

The Sacaind point 153 that this debate 15 to ten inhibited by a subtle Catch-22
which goes 11K ic. Noone is gqualified to criticise the eifectiveness of
government unles s first hand experience of working in it. But if he has
worked in +her (here is a coovention thet he should never gpeak about it
therealter . except in ‘onas of respectful admiration. There is also a matural
reluctance to say things in public which are likely to to be misinterpretec by

pecple with whom ne bas worked and for whom he has respect and affection. 1f,

rowever, his experience leads him Lo believs tiat Westminster and Whitehall are

not up to the job. he has a duty to breax with ronvention, at the earliest

opportunity.

{mere ic an oid menagement mAXim: "1f the people or the organisation are wrong,

nothing will go righ.” After three years working in Whitehall, I am convinced

that the people and the c:rgamsatxn are indead wrong. Tl’r ml} pe.rsm who can

-':_*nm? thitugs is the Prime Minister, 1f our present ane Mlmsr,er doeg not do

1'1-, doubt if we shall ever have one who will. But, desplte heving been 80

often right in challenging conventional hlsdon; thero is no nvlderre that she

sees the need to challenge this ane. She is, in any case, surrounded by

-

colleagues and caicer civil aareant.s who, fo: fhe most part, prefer things the

way they are. Debate autside Whitehall is therefore the only way to get £resh-

thinking started.




y: adequacy of government without first looking at the nature
It has surprised me that none of the ex—-civil servants
lesture tried to set the problem in this context. So 1
will summarise, as LIl -ac 1 can, my own view. if 1 sourd dogmatic, this is

ee 1 don't want to waste your time with my caveats.

Ths Conscr-atives' rirst term was little more ¢ian a preparation for the real
task. That is not te belittle thelx achievements. Their first priority was to

.
restove .lranclal law ard order, sfrer five years of what was virtnally economic

civil war. In this they were relatively successful because, unlike previous

governmests, they realis J from the outset that ecovomic turn-arcund was a two-
term job - anxl said so. In shifting the whole political frame of reference, Mrs
Thatcher's most important achievement may well have been to accelerate the self-
destru~tion of & labour party whose vely existence seemed to veto any chance of

national recovery.

The first term was painful for the country, especially at a time cf recession,

But in problem-solving terms, it was the easy bit. The task ahezd is more

complicated, becavse it requires the gradusl transformation of our entire

political economy. This programme of transformation could fill a lecture by

itself, so let me simply ocutline a possible agenda.




THE TASK AHEAD.

We must concentrate, &= tlways, 50 economic matters, not because ECONQm: o
strength will itself solwe: all our problems, but becnuse it is difficult to
aclve them without it, Prosperity does not ensure happiness, but it does reice

the number of people fm whor unhappiness is inevitable.

Trere are five grest unresolved prablems of domestic economic policy: lic
PO Y

spending, from which most of our other prcblems flow, and which has been out of

control throughout the working lifetime of most of the people in this room,

rising from 33.6% of GDP in 1955 to 44.5% last year; the need for price
stzbility, which even mcuetarist economists seem now to regard as unattainable;
the removal of economic distartions caused by an unreformed system of taxation
anc benefits; the searclh for a proper role for the unions; and, finally, the
social and economic tise-bombs which no previous government hns had the nerve to
tackle -~ the future of state pensions, the future of the National Health Service
and the whole princip’e of free provision, urban decay, the future of work, and

no doubt cothers as yet unrecognised.

Other domestic policy issues are really of secondary importance as long as thesc
central problems remain. Each must in the end be sclved. Yet each appears
incolubie within conventional ascumptions about what is politically possible.
All will grow more acute as North Sea revenues start to decline in the secord
tnif of the decade. All are inter-connected. Each affects almost every major
;:hit.e.lnll department and raises questions of great political, as well as

technical, difficulty.
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When these great 1esues of policy are successfully tackled, we can talk
gericusly about all the o' her thi g5 we might do to promote private sector
recovery: by wiich i mean DOt the latest upswing in thé business cycle, but a
step chenge 1L Lhe competitive power oOf British business. Pa nothing less will
prevent U3 siowly Aropping oot of the industrialised Westem world, with social,
political and foreign affzirs congeguences not very different, pexrhaps, fram
those of a siege econamy. ~Industt ial policy" is no alternstive to radical

ctange in our political economy.

We oan see this more clearly when we compare cur home grown business
erviromment with that of our Buropean competitors. (On that subject, let me
~amend to you a paper written by Sir Douglas Hague* in 1980, called “The
Central Problem of Government Expenditure”. I think it will give youo food for
thought .) But even vhile we struggle to mmintain our pesition as a rather
inpoverished merber of the rich man's club, that club itself is coming under

threat from the newiy industrialising countries (NICs) of the Par East.

1 believe that we are seeing a *field test" of two quite different political
economies: on one hand, the West - and particularly Western Burope - with heavy
welfare speniing, elaborate employment. 1aws, increasingly rigid labour marketls
ani deerly entrenched intcrest groups; on the other, the sty liberal
economies of the KiCs, with public spending at around 25-30%8 of GDP, low taxes,
basic welfare provision in cases of real nasd only, unprivileged trade unions,
quite dirigiste policies education and the support of sunrise industries.
Today, technology oan transfer almost overnight from the West to these countries
with their lower labour and tax costs. It is no good ocur grumbling abourt

~technological swastshops® or comforting ourselves with the thought that these




countries do not have democracy on the Westminster model. They have rapidly
rising living standards and low nenployment. Democracy costs money, and they
[ 4

will soon have more of wmm than we do. The world is a socio-economic

jahoratory, and we had better learn from the experiments being conducted in it,

The result of this test of political economies ma, confront us with a paintul
proposition: that all ~emhracing welfare provision erodes the eConoinic processes

necessary to suppart it. If that is 80 (and I think that, at least far Britain,

1t probably is) awernment will no longer be able .to insist on competitive

free trade at enterprise level, while postponing or funking the action necessa-

- —

rv to develop a competitive political economy. In the end, exhortation and

policy must match.

1t would be easier to address these great problems if we lived in a safer world.
Arms expenditure is at unparalleled levels for peacetime - because it is not
peacetime. Since 1345 we have been fighting World War Two-and-a -Half, in
which the Soviet Union seeks to expand its empire and the West to contain it,
aach s1de aiming to do so without starting World War Three. Since winning World
war Two-and-a-Half is mate important, in the end, than anything else we might
discuss, we mist be rich enougl to pay for it, rather than poor enocugh to be
cripplad by its cost. It will, however, be difficult to win this non-shooting

war, if the Western electorates are unavare that it is happening.

¢ In a paper, "The Central Problem of Public Expenditure®, published in The
Manchester Business School Review, Autumn 1980, Sir Douglas Hague showed that
there is a well established relationship, for Western economies, between per
capita GDP and the proportion of GDOP spent by government. Only the UK was out of
line, in trying to combine a Western level of spending with a sub-Western
standard of living.




Thet, ther, is my view of the main tasks facing government over the next 5-10
years. It will of cosrse be neither correct nor complete. But 1 doubt if it
overctates the size of the job. Where are the thinking and planning for

-

this going on? The answer is "nowhere".

The reason why the thinking is not dme that Whitehall is not arqanised to do
it. Ministers cannot do thi oct of iny in the od3 day &t Chamers. Such
days, unsupported by training, method or organisation, simply waste time.
(Anycne who thinks otherwisze shauld real the entry for 17 November 1974 in ™The
Castle liaries”.) The only depertment which might attempt such work is the
Czbinet Ofifice. But the Cabinet Office coordinates. It lacks the competence far
strategic leadership, which would in any cese compromise its political neutral-

ity. The CPRS, or "think-tank", no longer exists. It is significant that Lard

Bunt, with many years of experience as Secretary to the Cabinet, spoke recently

of there being "a hole at the heart of government”.

In organisational terms, government is a creature without a brain. I hope I have
persuaded you that it is goiny to need one. But it also neads other things.
Wectmirster and Whitehall cannot change Britain, if they will not change
thamseives. 7 woeld now like to distuss why they need to charge; why they won't

change; and what we should do about it




THE_MEANTNG OF RADICALISM.

First, a brief word about the concept of radicalism, since there is much talk
about he ne=d for it in British politics. The word is often used to mean
egaliterian aims, or political extremism, or the pursuit of change for its own
sake. 1 want to use it here in its correct sense of getting to the root of

things.

11 business, radicalism is the norm. Managers are not radical by choice bot by
necessity, because they are judged by results, not by appesrances. Radicalism

rejuires absolute candour, a refusal to change the subject when the

conversaticr gets uncomiortaple. You may remember the case of the IC1 report of

a few years ago, called "ICI in the Year 2000", which opened .with the sentence,
“on present policiss, there will be no ICI in {he year 2000". It means realism
rather than false optimism. It was, 1 think, Alfred Sloane, the founder of
General Motors, who used to tell his aides, "Don't bring me the gooad news. It

waakens me.”

above all, radicalism requires intense effort to establish dbjectives: in

particular, the distinction between “want” cbiectives (it would be nice if we
can achieve them) and "must” ocbjectives (it will be very nasty if we can't). It
calls for amalytical staying power, the readiness to keep asking "why?", as the
network of cause-ard-effect proliferates. Radicalism is the opposite of naiveie

or wishful thinking. It is the art of the necessary.




Radicalism 11 this seuse 1s dismissed by most experienced politicians a: too

® hooteticai”, Th: idea that certain prablems which have been lang regarded as
insolwle mast mevertheless be solved, if greater evilis are to be avoided, makes
them unsas . They will gucte histarica) exainples of how the unexpected has
repeatedly upset the best laid plans. Like managers in the sixties, desperately

cachment of professioralism, politicians insist that their

NEED PO F“i"l"u.t

Radical thirking in goveonment is essential, But a determination: to get to the

heurt of things will be useless without an adequate methodology (dictionary:

gstam of methods"). Canservative KPs (and probably Mbs of other parties,too)
are uninterested in method. This is, I believe, because they are, at heart,
romantics. They see Britain as a canvas on vhich the young MP, a sort cxf Dick
Whittington figure, can paint his political self-portrait; making his way in the
world, until he holds one of the great offices of state, fimll-y retiring full
of honour anj respectability. Political life ie thus about the triumphs and
disasters of persmalities; living bicgraphy. The ald legerce fascinate them, €0
that they often seem to live in the past, whether with Disrzeli or with the
Tolpadle Martyrs. (beessed with tradition, Canservatives aften forget that,
like perind houses, today's traditions were once innovations by bolder spirits.
For most of then, questions of policy anzlysis a~d formulation are thus of

secondary interest, until it is toc late.
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More Irportance iz attached ©~ diy to aay R:;Eig;;:@{;}; - in Cabinet, Cabinetl
Onminittee, the Howsee. 0. ficials have tzlked of marking theit rinisters aul of
ten in Cabinst. Demonstrated ability to "naster a brief” is more highly velued
than what is doie with the knowledge thus geined. Fleet Street talks of
ministers' exd of term reporis. Like too much of the academic world, Whitehall

and Westmirster seem to be full of pecple who know everything and do nothing.

The sense of dramz and romance is heighitened by the rules and ccnventions of
secrecy, which convesn jently hide error and human frailty from the public gaze,
while increasing the emphasis placed on learning how to avoid the tactical

arrcas which secrecy canuot hide.

watching the process of government at close quarters, 1 have been struck by the
la=x of methal. There is litrle sense of system, of dynmsmic pLo:esses, despite
the fact that all signicant proclems for government are systems probleins.
Soivtions are discussai befors there is agreement about the nature 'of t.2
r.mt em, natfvs preperec by lead Gepartments are often accepted without question
as the only mem from which options can be ordered. Ministers tend to present
their views, from analysis to prescription, in set speeches one by one, as in
ariversity debating societles. (Ihe reference 1 gave earlier, from "The Castle
Diaries”, suggests that this is hallowed tradition, never questioned by officials
or by ministers of any party.) 'I‘r_e most complex problems will be described
exciusively in prose, where a simple diagram umld help to clear the mind.” Even
b FLROVK D
major cbjectives are never developed into hierarcrues Lof sub-ab Jectivm 'rh.m
mekes it difficult to begin, because noohe has worked out where the begmning

is.




ag rost ampactent of all, the much used wurd *strategy” is not understood
ep-by-step ramovel of constraints {edministrative, politioal,
aonamic) 80 as to 'wmke an insoluble problem soluble. There is a2 confusicn

bt woe, winning today's battles, which is one thing, and making tomoriow's

which is quite another. Thus the first question asked (for

cr. public spanding) is all too often, "Bow are we going to solve this
probler”™, when it should be, "Why is this problem at present insoluble?". For
practical purposes, strategy in Whiteh:ill can be definad as "the thinking we
should havs done tiiree years ago, but ' have time to do today". This is why
moeL post-war governments have, like hamsters in a treadmill, gone round and

J

round in & strategic box too small to contain any solutions.

Rew ideas are seldom bom in committee discussions, because brainstorming is
rewver practiced. The fear of losing points to rival departments ig too strong;
the fornailt;;«' of the mestings too inhibiting. “S'wdn.gxs" reans saéyirg thirgs to
which pecple csn nod their heads. The deliterate sellinc of new ideas, with a
presentation, familiar in business as one way to looser existing mind-sets, is
almost unieard of. It would be regarded as vulgar and emharrassing. Nothing
thercfore cames out of these discussinne except 2 subset «f what went intc them.
If Einstein had tried to suggest, at such & meeting, that light had a finite

velocity, he would have been guickly silenced by the sound men.

1f you put all these things together and add the immense time pressures on
ministers, it is not difficult to ses that ministerial and official committees
all too often degenerate in{{:; the goal-free trading of departmental :ri-e'ws,

stockpiled fram previous yaars.
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Although young civil Servents are sent on mmg:nmenl.—flavr)ured courses at

gunringdale, the Sorvice does nol seelm to have made any front-end investment in

policy making method for real liie, top Jevel use in Whitehall. There is No

Ty

“policy o policy-maki &’

ut ion hes already gtarted in

Sare pecple may th nk thal a menagemant revel
whitenall, following the work of Lord RaymeI. Lot that is a different sub jec’.
The very effective Rayner scratinies concerned efficiency, je operations

managemant, about which Whitehall feels rather patronising, and is therefare

quite happy to admit weakness. 1 am talking about the-need for a nanagement

revolution in policy ioric, where the top officials regard themselves as already

expert.

Just as there se2ms to be no front —eav) investment in methcdology, 8o there is

alsc no fresh thinking abart the nature of politics itself. The conventions!
wisdom - the ald politics - assumes that the limits to what i€ politically
poesible are fixed. The old-fashionsd pelitician acoepts these limits 2.1 warks
within them, even if that means regarding certain cbjectives - even of the
smust"” variety - as unattainable. This was why, before 1979, so many

Conservatives "knew" that nothing oould be done about the unione.

/ﬁ‘he accepted political constraints reflect four rules of conventional politics.

First, the voter will never tolerate any deterioration in his material circumstances

in peacetime. Secord, no minister should ever publicly admit that them is

any significant problem to which his government has, as yet, no answer.

13




-‘ﬁm A T R AT 00 M ™ i Nttt & W S e

Third, a minister should always d> everything possible to prevent what is known

as a "jublic row". Fourth, the electorate, while being the gsalt of the earth

m cetora, is too stupad to urderstand anytning which cannot bDe explainad in

terms o almost kindergarten a;mplicity.

Fach of these rules ig, 1 helieve, wrang; and doubly so at 8 time of discont-
imiity. Together, they =3 ap to yesterday's political product line. The limits
of politimml prssibility are dynmamic, nct static. There has always been 2 sort

-

of ™uncertsinty nrinciple”, whereby events, policies and political messages are
constantly displacing the very targets (ie peoples’ perceptions) to which they
sre directed. B "row" is often the only way to persuade people of the need for
change. Indecd, "';m'xfrmtation“. condemned by all enl ightened camnentators, is
of ter; essential for political health and has been central to Mrs Thatcher's

achievements. The electcrate does grow more sophisticated.

Governments must therefore display to the public their long term vision, not
just in terms of valves, but in terms of strategic change. Pecple know that
trying harder with what we've got is not going to dn the trick. If this means
that big problems must be publicly Gebatec, ministers should not tm];e the
miastake of trying to “keep 1t simple”. Let the sncartainties and complexities
speak for themselves. People know the world is & conplicated place 1f the
thinking is goad enough, the words and the understaiding will follow. The
popolar press are far more gkilled than any politician at taasi.n‘g out the subst-
ance, provided there is substance, and encugh time. Open government, in this
sense, is not a fashionable option, but a precondition for any perious attempt

to solve Britain's underlying problems.




Fially, ministers mist recogrise that problem sulving on this scale needs mere
than the knowledge and latent intelligence of a closad Civil Service. It needs
m.re specialised skiils coupled with what one retired Permanent Secretary aptly
calles "tle creative naivete of the good outsider”. And these outsiders must be
present. in large encugh nombers to influence both methods and mourale. My own
experlence in Whitehall 15 thet teams of insiders and ouisiders working tagether,
are macl more successful at seeing the wood for the trecc and propesing solutions,

wx:ld be alcne

S50 much for how tomrrow's roliticians might think and act. But ncte that all
these things must go together, It 1s pointless to shift the bourds of the
politically possible, if we cannot answer the gquestion, "In arder to do what?";
difficult to win support for a strategy if we don't have one; impossible to
change Whitehall if we don't understard why it is necessary. Radical aims,

"

better organisation, proper metheds, new politics and fresh blood must go

together. It's all or nothing Turning a country round is a big job.

THE POLITICAL ESTAELISHMENT.

The possibility of chense lies in th: hands of a smal! club; Britain's political
establishment. I define this as the top three thousand civil servants ami, for
the Conservatives, an average of three to four hundred members of Parliament.
The commentators, who try to interpret their thoughts and actions, are guests

rather than members.




As in all ancient clubs, familiarity with rules and customs is important. Wmt
the membe e achieve matters Jess than how they behave. Gozd behaviour brings
arpicval. Fau eeample, the club instinct will be to evaluate a lecture like this

17 terms oo manne ¢ rather than argument.

Arong the politicor meinbers, there 1s often a proprietorial feeling towards
the countiy as a whole. almost as if it were an estate of which they were the
benevolant ownirs. Thas one can still read, in quite recent books of memcirs,
phrases like . "Charles had always wanted the Foreign Office", as though it were

a twenty-first birthday present.

Mt surprisingly, in a club whose prestige has sunk over the past thirty years,
ferir is & powerful influence on the thinking of many of ite members; fear of
exclusion; fear of looking foolish; of breaking the rules; of setting a precedent;

fear of anything which diminishes the importance of their present expertise,

Al eample of this institutional timidity is the officiale’ fear of having their

advice rejected by ministars, When advice is accepted, you score a mark. If it

is rejected, you lose fao-. So the cfficial either sesks to get his way by

guile; or he tailars hie advice to suit his minister.




I believe “hat fear is the reason why most top officiale are reluctant

whaLever they say to the contrary - to allow nuteiders into Whitehall, unless

11 numbers, with very limited powers ani, if poesible, of
L]

!
is sionificant that scientists in government - pronably the .

& wiy have been consciously trained to think at 211 - ghauld be

top policy jobs This is part of an important pigecn-holing

eligibic for evary hirnu. Thie rule

tiw gengalict is

A similar fear shows itcelf in Westminster. Mr Edmund Dell, a senior ex-

member of the club, hz: spoken of "the jeclousy and inflezirility of the Commans

which, contrary to the practice of many other parliamentary assemblies, will

net. allow a "stranger"” to address it".* It is clubland indeed.

Whitehall and Westminster still enjoy a powerful mystique. Senior industrialists

fesl awed mrd flatterad when invited into the corridars of power. They comment
on the officials' command of langaage, their clarity of exposition., They never
reslise that these mandarine are nct thirking aloud. They are rehearsing,

patably for the hund-edth time, departmentsl wisdam which may not heve been

questiones since they waie yourg men. Their visitoars are listaning to actors,

not thinkers. Thinkin: is a less eleimnt prooess.
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Despite air arowing concern abest the effectiveness of government, we gtil] want
to believe tiat at least the quality of Whitehall thinking is high. Fver here, 1
&m not so sie. Thore is geat accumulated knowledge - at times, it seems,
aimost oo much. But I believe L2t the intermal dynamics of Westminster,

Wniteha)l and Flat Street have amde sorond-rate thinking the establishiment norm.

Madiocre tninkirg prov.de: & us =ul! defence for politicians aga.nst the siress

of radicalism. It is most important that we learn to be on our gquard against jt,

A few examples:
"We tried that in 1974 and it dig'm work”,
"We must be careful not to make the best the enemy of the gocd”
"Yau know, governments can really do very little", a favourite with
Conservatives wio are not sure what to do next, though they are quite sure
they want to form the next government

Anrd, of course:

"Eat where are all these pecple geing to crine from?”, the classic abjectiaon
to bringing more cutsiders into Whitehall. Note that this difficulty is

raised b:a_fu;g considering whether or not tie mtter ig important .

in combinaticn, such platitudes allow the establishment to Btick to sloppy

thinking about second arder i8asues.

* Quoted from "Policy and Practice”, publishad in
Public Administration.
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The procece of utellactual dateriorat oo hes, I think, gone scmething like k
Fi
{
I

this. Foe 1ersons 1 wiil examine in s woment, the general omliore of ministers
ie normaily low, Their irrelevant experionce, cc::.;led with the im;x:r-:-,ibi:_q i" '
burdens of uffa%,v-!n\'; cantrituted to thirty years of policy failurc. .}-p Civil
Sefsice hac been left with tro Jcb of damage limitation, of making ministers
iook better than they really arc.. 1n the pru::e l'lke samneone who anly plays
tennis with an inferiar rp_:ﬁ:ent the qua‘stj of Whitehall's own game bas
declined. This has produced a general intellectual slackness in the political
establishment. It is mirrored in Fleet Street, which is content to evaluate
westminster and Whitehall in establishment terms, éb.light ing in the leaks,
games, intrigues, the cnc];:).‘l messages, never asking whether the whole apparatus

car. really do the job) The thinking in this small world is now, I believe,

—

shallow, conformist and lacking in rigour.

With confidence and competence so much lower thar they should be, it is not
surprising that Wnitehall fiercely defencs its tradition of secrecy. The

7 o
Neficial Secrets Act and the Thirty Year Rule, by hiding{’ peacetim fiascos as

though they were military disesters, protect ministers and officials from

entarrassme:t.' They also ensure that there is no learning curve.

It is important to anticipate correctly the response of club members to a
critique of this kird. Any career institution - a large company, a trade union,
a political party, the Civil Service - demands of its members an unquestioning
(and thuc potentially unhealthy) loyalty. There will therefore be a natural
tendency to close ranks against criticism. There will also be a geruine and
decent smse-af mutual loyalty between pecple who have to work together on

difficult and exhaucting problems.
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s we hear ministers insisting that "We have the finest Civil Service in the
worlé". But what does such a ctatement actually mean? By what criteria do they
juige the effert iveness of the Civil Servicz? Do their own careers give them any

useful modeis foy COmQArison?

The truth is that, Zor mosi politicians, the Civil Service is the only large
cimnigetion of which they have any experience, and it looks pretty inmpressive
te the untutored eye. It will have taught them most of what they know. Ministers
therefore feel cbliged to deferd their officials against what they wrongly
interpret as personal attacks. No doubt retired Permanent Secretaries stand
ready to do the same for their erstwhile masters, shculd the need arise. None of |
this need woOrry us, provided we do not allow it to cbscure the real issue -

cometence.

THE POLITICIANS.

(xice we start to judge the Civil Service by criteria that mean anything, then it
is time to judge the politicians likewise. I think that every discussion 1 have
ever listened to, among civil servanrts or misinessmen, about this country's

prablems, has come hack, in the end, to the qual ity, competence and wc kload of

minigters. For they are the only people who can reform government itself.




This is why the most important characteristic of the politiciar is his lack of
innowative experiencs, by which I mesn the concevtion of new ways of thinking:
of making new things happen; of creating organisations for new purposes (rather
than simplv inheriting those that already exist). This is not swprising,
beacause most of them become MPs too young to have ad such experience 1n a
position of primary responsibility. 1f he is also a Conservative, with the
party's traditional concern for continuity, a Member may not even recognise
discontimuity, and the consequent need to innovate, when he sees them. But the
inrate concenatism of almost all MPs may at least help them to accept their

peculiar workins conditions ard lifestyle.

British pelitician's job is certainly peculiar. He works very long
hours, sperding far more time in the debating chamber than his counterpart in
other democracies. Be receives nc formal training. His administrative support is

negligible. Even a meinber ol the shadow cabinet works in an office not ~uch

larger than a public convenience, with a single secretary paid from party funds,

vamd research facilities to match.

Blthougt post-war government has been a growth industry, there is no growth in
an MP's career prospects. The size of the Cabinet is fixed. The number of

constituvencies is almost fixed. 1f he is frustrated, he cannot leave and set up
cn his own. To a swprising extent, therefore, ane man's success may depend on

another's failure. It is a zero—sum world.




1f te becormes a minister, he sudderly takos on enormous responsibilities, for
which he may well lack both experience and training. Being a professional
politician turns cut tc mean being an amateur minister, who must move from one
oclossal and unfamiliar brief to ancther as he climbhs, step by step, towards the
summit. lnevitably, some of these briefs will not even hold any intrinsic
iﬁ'.ere,st for him, excert as career stepping stohes. Because the system is
closed, one promotion may trigger 2 reshuffle, which mist take account of debts
and dezls acumlated with many people over their careers. Portfolice are thus f'
changed too often. The crippling worklaad will frequently impair health and I

|
m.y_r!age, for the minister must &> it all - Cabinet and its committees, the |

department, lic appearances, attendance in the House - an top of his ex_istir@'

work as a constituency MP. Under the doctrine of ccllective responsibility, a
Cabinet minister is also expected to read and understand papers about his

cclleagues' work as well as his own.

An MP is paid not muach more thar half his egquivalent in otler Western countries.
If he becomes a cabinet minister, one of twenty three people with the top
responeibility far managing the affairs of a nation, he may receive as much as a
middle rank executive, ten oOr fifteen years his junior, in a large company. He
has no job security. The House is therefore probably disproportionately filled
with people of such meolngcm zex] that they lack a normal concern for their
gamilies' living standards; and pecple already so well off that they do not need

to worry about such things; in short, not a particularly representative group.

-




Py all this, however, there is what one might czll "The Cloeed Shop
Cespensation”. 1f he cau only find a safe seat, preferably by his early
{hirties, an MP's chances ol affice, perha;s high office, sre extraordinarily
grd. For the Huse of CAammons is the greatest closed shop of all. Be mey well
he farcad to drap oat of the race tefore he has reached the top. But at least he

knows that no basdnunter cen threaten him with new top level competition cnce he
"

gets therz. The constituency parties are, in effact, toe initial headhunters for

sbinet material,

Whan a government 1S formed, about ninety ministers must be appointed from some
350 to 400 members ol Parliament, (so that the Exe~utive dominates the Chamber).
on the face of it, therefore, a Member in the majority party has a twenty ar
twenty-five percent chance of ministerial office. But it has been estimatec *
that between one third and two fifths of MPs in the majority party are
effectively rulad out on grounds of health, age, political extremism ,
dubjous connections or unwillingness to serve. Those who are eligible and

willing may thus have a better than 50% chance of office.

The result of all this is predictable encugh. For the purposes of government, a

country of 55 millian people 18 farced to depend on a talent posl which could

not sustain a eingle multinational company. Irmdeed, it is extracrdinary that

such a system seems, nevertheless, reyularly to produce quite remarkable
irdividuals. But there are rarely enocugh of them to build a remarkable

government. And, these days, we need remarkable government,

——

————— -.——_.-_—..-...—.-.-_—_.-—.---..-...4--..—-..-_-—--—..._...- —————— . T~ —— T~ —

* by Professor Richard Rose, *The Problem of Party Government”, quoted in
Msnagement Today, March 1976, in an article still worth reading (nothing dates

in Whitehall), called "Her Majesty's Misgovernment®,

23




Theso are the people whom we (mesumably) expect to stand back from time to time
and examine our conet itutional conslraints, thelr own coapetence, ard the
institutions within which they hove spent their warking lives. I think we expec*®

toy much.

1 do not believe that these antique conventions, culture and machinery, which
failed us between 1950 and 1980, will somehow succeed between 1980 and 2000.
Since the price of failure will l;e high, we should think hard before shrugging

our shoulders and hoping far the best.

My analysis is intended to persuade you of the need for changes in four areas.

e -

Fxrz’, the Prime Minister should no longer be restricted to the small pool of

career politicians ip Westminster in forming a government. Second, Whitehall

must. be oj-ganisxi for strategy and innovation, as well as for day to day

political survival. Third, it must be possible to bring adequate mimbers of high
quality outsiders intc the Civil Service. Fourth, the workload on ministers must

be reduced.

Nene of these four proposals is particularly novel. Nor are they options, fram
which we can select the least "controversial®, on traditional Whitehall lines.
They form a minimum package necessary if government is to develop the competence
fesdad to match its responsibilities. They should form part of a larger agenda,
which should similarly be examined as a whole, not ac a memu from which we can

pick and chooee.
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! pmt larger agenia takes us beyond the scops of my talk tonight, but it might
inciude such items as the financing of political part ies; the doctrine of
colletive responsibility (vt.ich hac been powerfully criticised by Mr Edmund
Pell, on the basis of personc. experience); and, of course, the vexsd guestion
of electoral reform, Same ai the tems on such an agenda will be maively see . as
penaceas in some quarters, while provoking knee-jerk rejection in others. The
point I want to etress is that tne mare you think about them, the more closely
interrelated tney tur out to be. We have to look at our system of government

as a whole. It is the effectiveness of the total "oconfiguration” that matters,

ot the bits and pieces.

MAK INC CHANGF POSSIBLE.

So there is the puzzle. Ovel the past thirty years, we have suffered the

)

consequences of a massive failure of intelligence and nerve on the part of an
nhred political establishment. That esteblishment seems unlikely to change of
its own accod. It is diffiorit for ministers, who have little or no management
experience cutside Whitehz1l, to recognise that such fundamental rethinkiny may
need to have priority, in strategic terms, over their attespis to galve the age
old problems in the age old way. Do we simply accept that the British pecple -
brave, clever, adventurous when given the chance - shauld quietly go down
because such changes, affecting only two or three thousand pecple, may not even
be discussed? Can it really make sense that we should have a free choice of
government, but no means, ever, of changing the rules or questioning the

conventions?




. . those who are ready to think the unthinkable, in policy tevms, draw back

: _frot-.-. the ides of reforming the policy-making process itse)f. Yet we know ‘mat
% cuch reforms would be mede by next Tuesday, if we thought our survival depended

o it. 1t is the gradualism cf peacetime decline that makes OUr responses 8O

fesble.

The reason why reform at the centre remains unthinkable is that we unconsciously /
/

ass:me that politicians and civil servants are the best judges of these things. "'
Afier all, do they not, for practical purposes, "own” the processes of }
government 7 And o ni the prescnt arrangements appear to suit the "owners"? But
this is precisely I point. The owiers of the system are part of the praoblem,

not its solution. They are noi the arbiters of what is thinkable a unthinkable

on this guestion.

Ssamzbody has to offer fresh thinking. Who should it be? My experience of the
past few years has convinced me that the way biJSine'.SSﬂﬁl"tiijnk ard act is more
relevant than that of most of the politicians, civil servants, aczademics ar.-.i‘
commentators who have concerned themselves with the netion's problems thus far.
it is time business tock an inte:=st, and 1 am suggesting that goverr;mt itself
is the place to start. I have no romantic illusions about the wisdom of busi-

ressmen. Nor am 1 suggesting that we replace politics with management science. I

simply lock arcund for pecple who are not frightened of change.




The empicyers should spend less tane lobbying for special treatment ir a sinking
econary. Maasured agawnst. the prablem, that is an irrelevance. Instead, they
shculd ask, as dis‘ranchiss 1 ghareholders, that government equips itsel!f with
whatever political arrangements and technical competence it needs to stop the

economy sinking: and they should of fer help in dGeveloping that competence.

1 have talked tonight about the task facing this government in its second term;

the meaning of radicalism; the need for methodclogy and for fresh thinking about

litics itseif; the nature of our politicel establishment; the work and quality

f he politicians; the changes needed. 1 have argued that we must se= this
political and governmental systei wiole, if we are to understand why it is inad-

equat .

1 have suggested that changs will not emnerge from within our political
establishment; that the Prime Minister is not at present persuaded of the need;
ad that it is therefare time for business leaders to do more ﬂnn write cheques
snd ask favours. Some of you will no doubt hope that my analysgis is simply
wrong, or that our jresent arrangements, while nct perfect, will just serve to
get us througn. I ask them, do they see an economic miracle on the horizon for
Britain? Do they think that anything much less will do? Do they understand how

the government is going to make it possible?
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10 DOWNING STREET

From the Principal Private Secretary

SIR ROBERT ARMSTRONG

Thank you for your minute of 8 December (A082/0430),
which I showed to the Prime Minister, about the interview given
by Sir John Hoskyns to David Dimbleby. The Prime Minister does
not share the views expressed by Sir John Hoskyns in this
interview and would have been ready to say this in the House of
Commons today if the question had been asked. The point did not
come up, but she has let it be known through the Press Secretary

that Sir John Hoskyns's views are not hers.

hert

9 December 1982




10 DOWNING STREET

From the Principal Private Secretary 18 October 1982

PERSONAL

Dear Deveke,

The Prime Minister has seen
your personal note about Sir John
Hoskyn's lecture to the Institute
of Physical Studies. She has said
that she does not want to use this
as the occasion for circulating a
statement to Ministers and Permanent
Secretaries, but she was very grate-
ful for your comments on the substance
of the lecture.

Y0v¢1 ever,

Qb;,\ Bvﬂo«

Sir Derek Rayner




Ref. A082/0430

MR Eu?fﬁa

As you probably know, Sir John Hoskyns gave an interview to
David Dimbleby, which was broadcast on BBC 1 late yesterday evening.
In the course of the interview, Sir John Hoskyns suggested (at
Mr Dimbleby's prompting) that, if he was asked to choose one single
reform, it would be that all top civil servants over 50 should be
dismissed, with generous compensation, and there should be a fresh

start with the next lot down.

2. I detect a slight disposition to wonder whether Sir John
Hoskyns was in some sense reflecting the views of the Prime
Minister, given the fact that until early this year he was one of
her advisers. If the Prime Minister were to be'asked about this
in the course of her Questions tomorrow, I think that it would be
very useful if she could make it clear that what Sir John Hoskyns
said in no way represented her views, and that she had no plans for

a wholesale purge of top civil servants over 50.

3. She could go on to say that we are on course for the reduction
of the Civil Service from 730,000 to 630,000 by 1 April 1984; that
the reduction is going forward at the top of the Service in the
same proportion as lower down; and that a great deal is being done
to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the Civil Service
as described in the Government's reply on this subject to the Select
Committee on the Treasury and the Civil Service, published in

September.

T
Apd
ROBERT ARMSTRONG

. f'Q.Iud — Ly r‘Ll. .

A dir—

8 December 1982
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1. I have not seen a complete text of Sir John Hoskyns's lommends |

address to the Institute of Fiscal Studies on Tuesday, but I E¥3

have read with great interest the accounts of it in the press. P
————— — e

lo.

2. It will not surprise you to hear that I find Sir John's

recipe for replacing large numbers of senior civil servants with
——

political appointees far too an idealistic solution.

P

——

3. 8Sir John is reported as saying that Ministers, often as

much in awe of senior mandarins as parents are of headmasters,
tend to give up the struggle after a while and "lose the will to
govern". The correct answer to this is that given in the Daily
Telegraph leader on 14 October, namely that if Ministers do not

e e
know how to drive the machine, the answer may be to find better

Ministers.
\_H

4, Sir Robert Armstrong, several Permanent Secretaries and I

have recently been thinking about defining the managerial job of

Ministers and their Permanent Secretaries. @ﬁé results OI this.

e ————,
will be available to you soon and should, simply by defining the

relevant duties, help things on.

L

5. However, the crucial point is personalities. You are well

seized of this. In thinking about the managéﬁgnt of departments
and the arrangements you want at the centre, I am convinced that

you cannot do better than put your trust in officials who have

the appropriate track record.

6. I think that some of Sir John Hoskyns's criticisms are well
ﬂ

founded. The swing of the political pendulum is unsettling. But

the clear constitutional duty of the civil service is to

implement the lawful policies of the Government of the day.

Officials who will not do so,however senior, should be moved. I

——y
would not tolerate for a moment a situation in my own company in

which one of my departmental heads either followed a policy

different from that I had laid down or pleased himself about




PERSONAL

how seriously and conscientiously he addressed himself to the
task. This means that, for my part, I have the responsibility

of clearly stipulating what I want done and making sure that
R -

it is done.

7 I do not want to trespass outside my own field of
immediate responsibility in Whitehall, which has to do with

management reform. I am bound to say that the senior civil

service is something of a state within a state. Many of the

top posts are held by people who, by any standard, are excellent

managers. But too often the prevalent feeling.is that Ministers

‘“ o

must demonstrate that they mean what they say by persistence over
(f a length of time rather than that it is the duty of officials

wholeheartedly to carry out their policies.

-

& The answer to this is not, in my judgment, swamping
the upper reaches of Whitehall with outsiders for the simple

reason that I do not know where sufficient of the right quality

and experience are to be found. Experience - as in Mr Heath's

Administration - suggests that all too often businesses do not

provide their brightest and best for government work but offload

people who can easily be spared. American experience clearly

shows that although the practice of bringing in outsiders is a
well established constitutional convention, that does not make

. the economy successful or the Federal bureaucracy taut, economical

and effective from end to end.

I You might think it timely to cause some response to

_Sir John Hoskyns's criticisms to be notified by your office to

Ministers and Permanent Secretaries. Indeed, it might be

Eiﬂgiy to follow up the recent White Paper containing your
Government's obserﬁgzions on the Treasury and Civil Service
Committee with a statement that while you did not intend a
'EG?EET'the reliance placed ly Ministers upon the civil service
'gagl be justified by a suitably vigorous and determined response

to your policy of managerial reform. If this proposal commends

itself to you, I or in my absence abroad my unit, will gladly

e

provide a draft.
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105 I am minuting to you separately on some current

American experiences, which you may find interesting.

f
/ v

Deﬁék Rayner
/g October 1982
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Westminster and Whitehell: an Outsider's View

Sir John Hoskyns

When your Chairman paid me the compliment, and himself took the grave professional
risk, of inviting me to deliver this lecture, he suggested that my title might
be: 'The Reform of the Civil Service'. I was not happy to walk straight into
that trap, for at least two reasons. First, unlike my distinguished predecessors
on this platform, I am not in any sense speaking as an expert. I was an

amateur civil servant, with just three yearé experience in Whitehall. It
therefore seems very presumptuous for me to talk about Civil Service reform,

The second reason is that such a title suggests that the case for reform, and

its purpose, are already agreed. Instead, therefore, I have chosen a more

modest title; 'Westminster and Whitehall: an Outsider's View'. I have included
Westminster beceuse I do not think you can separate the two. Each shapes the

other.

"A lecture on these lines, while much safer for me, will invite - at the very
best - the comment: 'Long on analysis; short on prescription'. This is e
well-tried British device for ignoring any troublesome problem. I shall offer
some prescriptions, though only in a tentative and piecemesl form. My main

purpose, however, is to persuade you that change is necessary.

I would like to emphasise, at the outset, that this is very much a personal

view of one particular governmeﬁt, at one particular time, with the emphasis

‘on economic and domestic policy. If what I say sounds critical of politicians
. : Y . .

or civil servants, it is criticism of & system, not of individuals. If any

e

civil servants in the audience feel, nevertheless, that I am being unfair

“fbr“even hostile, ‘I ask them to remember the old Turkish syaing: 'One true

- enemy is worth a’hundred false friends". I do sympathise with them. Politiciens




have always hed a bad press, but they can at least answer back. Nowadays,
Whitehall gets the same treatment, but without the right of reply. EKowever,
Whitehall and Westminster exist to serve the country, not vice versa, so

diplomatic niceties would waste &ll our time.

As a politically appointed civil servant I cannot pretend to be a neutral

observer. So if you sense an occasional note of bias in what I say, I hope

you will forgive me.

I would like now to give you my reading of the situation in which the present
government came to office, because it affects my assessment of Whitehall and

Westminster's fitness for their purpose.

The background seems to me to be something like this. Previous governments,
certainly as far back as the Wilson Government of 1964, had recognised that
the country was approaching some sort of turning point: in particular, that
the relative economic decline would eventually produce some sort of discontinuity
with Britain effectively dropping out of the industrialised Western world,
Successive governments seemed to recognise this, but either did not recognise,
or else wére deféﬁted by, the inherent instability of the British economy,
before they could tackle any of the longer term reforms needed for recovery.
By ‘iﬁstability“, I mean thé complex cause = and effect process by which all
our familiar problems - inflation, growing public expenditure, taxation,
borrowing; déﬁlining profitability, - interacted together tb produce a
powerful downward momentum.

0; this analysisé_which I believe was broadly correct, the present government

saw the main purpose of its first five year term as one of financial stablisation,

to bBe accompanied by & radicel re-thinking of the measures needed for receovery

'iﬁ a second term - which, of course, they might not get.




The prevailing view at the time of the election seemed to be that, since the
country had been in relative economic decline since the 1870s, there was

really no point in talking about policies for recovery. I have never understood
thereasonfbf this fatalistic attitude. It seems clear.that. certainly since
the war, we- and I mean successive groups of people in Westminster and Whitehall-
have done foolish things. In short, we are where we are at least partly-:
because of the things we have doné: and we should therefore do different '

-

things.

I believe one reason why governments have failed in the past is that they never
actually asked themselves the question: why do governments fail? One of the

reasons is that they have tried to move directly towards recovery, without

first achieving stability. Another reason is the way in which ministers and
E=

officials think and work, the subject of my talk tonight.

1

So much:for the background to my outsider's view. I would now like to talk
fairly briefly about three aspects of government: the need for policy cbjectives; .
“the culture of Westminster and Whitehall; and the political neutrality of the
Civil Service.

s
POLICY OBJECTIVES

As a businessmaﬁ, I regard the definition and agreement of objectives és the
most difficult and the most important task of management. I.was at once struck,
on arrival in Whitehall, by the fact that people were not used to governments
setfing objecfives‘which were sufficiently demanding or unambiguous to act as

criteria for'éﬁcéess-or failure. The Civil Service cannot itself set policy

objectives, and it had grown accustomed to a situation in which there were

1

-"”eithef“no'objectives, or the objectives were so vague as to be meaningless.




The result is that, in Whitehall, performance has always been judged by
conduct rather than by results. That is the most profound difference
between Whitehall and the private sector. And because péliticians in
office live in a symbiotic relationship with officials, most politicians

feel as uncomfortable about objectives as do their officials.

Interestingly, the Whitehall mah?ine is seen af its most brilliant when
it is responding to an emergency. The sudden awareness of clear and 1B
pressing objectives seems to come almost as a relief. But the strategic
objectives - so much herder to fornulate - have be.n missinz, ani have,

I believe, been badly missed.

Why has this been so? I believe it is because most politicians and most
civil servants have not recognised the discontinuity to which I referred
earlier. They seem to have assumed that the Ship of State was sailing
normally; After eaéh election, a new watch came on to the bridge to
preside over the next leg of cthe journey. The sea might at times be a
little rougher or the night a little darker. But everything was normal.
"All's well"”, they would feel. Few realised that the ship was no longer

functioqing properly, or that it was now far off course.

Of course, today these illusions 5ave largely disappeared. And yet, despite

the o0il shock of 1973 and the sterling crisis of 1976, many in government in
1979 did not seem fu}ly to understand that we were enter%ng uncharted waters;
that we were fast‘apﬁroaching the point at which our problems would be no longer
Isoluble by normal ;rocesses; or else they recognised it, but concluded that

s

nothing could be done. If no such terminal problem existed, or if it existed

but was insoluble, what was the point_of setting objectives which implied

that success was possible?.




Instead of setting objectives for what were judged to be unattainable results,
politicians and officials favoured the traditional approach: to be judged by

measures taken, rather than results achieved.

A favourite defence of what one might call 'goal-free' policy-making is to say

that you cannot equate politics with business; - that business has a simple

profit objective, which government'can never have. This is wrong on two counts.
First, profit is not-in fact a étrategic objective; indeed, it is not a direct
objective even in the tactical sense. It is a condition of business survival,
and the by-product of achieving other objectives. You cannot specify the unique
purpose of a new company by saying, "The aim of this enterprise is to make a
profit". A company's strategic objectives are never simple and require great
intellectual effort to establish. Secondly, it is precisely the fact that
setting policy objectives is so difficult that makes it so important. The
reluctance to set policy objectives is due, I believe, to lack of competenbe
and thus?confidence. Because it will be intellecually demanding - much more
difficult than in business, where it is already difficult enough - people are
faint-hearted about it. Because it is novel, they fear ridicule. They cannot
know from their own_expérience that it will prove worthwhile. Because their
collective experience in post-war Britain has been largely of policy failure,

Y

they cannot believe that it is worth either the effort or the risk.

Setting objectives for a government's total strategy is obviously extremely
difficult. The present governmenp, striving for the achievement of a financial
stability we have not experienced for a long time, has to have a snapshot,
however crﬁde, of what that stability looks like. But the second stage of

A
its programme, if";t wins a second term to carry it out, will require a new

- and more complicated 1989 snapshot to aim for; a socio-economic system which

1s‘sufficiently free of distortions, adaptive and yet, as it were, '"chronically




stable", so that it holds to and can grow. Unless a government can discern

the next landfall in enough detail, how can it decide what is to be done and

in what sequence?

This brings me to that over-worked word, 'strategy'. If there are no
objectives, then there can be no strategy. ‘By strategy, I mean the working
out of a route that will get us from one state of affairs to another; if

necessary breaking, on the way, certain constraints - whether political or

economic - which had hitherto been regarded as unbreakable.

If there are no objectives and no strategy, then there can be no leadership.
Strategic leadership is necessary to agree objectives and strategy. Objegtives,
strategy and leadership are the three necessary ingredients (sufficient, too,

if you add luck) for changing anything for the better. You need all three or

nothing. It is impossible to do anything with only two out of the three. Once

you have éll three - and a little bit of luck - then you will automatically get
an important by-product: morale. Morale means people knowing what they are
expected to do and why; knawing that their leaders know what they're trying to
do; and that 5uccess"is possible. The Civil Service has a real problem here.
It canng}. by definition, provide its own objectives, strategy or leadership
for)the.;ountny,‘ because that is not its job. If ministers do not provide
those things, how can the Service provide its own sense of direction? Instead,

the Service will become increasingly inward - looking, with its own self-serving

objectives and ethos.

Once objectives have been agreed, all sorts of benefits start to flow. Strategy
. 4
really is strategy - in the chess-playing sense instead of being merely an

unstructured shopping list of policy items. Tasks are tackled in their strategic




sequence, rathe} than by reference to their manifesto ranking. Instead of
doing a little bit of everything, the things that matter can be done properly;

and the things that don't, left for another day. Let me leave the last word

on objectives with Ruskin::

"Failure is less frequently attributable to either
insuffjciency of means or impatience of labour than
to a confused understanding of the thing actually"
to be done."

-

THE WESTMINSTER-WHITEHALL CULTURE

I .would like now to say something about the culture that shapes ministers

and officials: that is, the ninety or so ministers in government and the’

three thousand or so officials at the apex of the Whitehall machine.

Most ministers are members of the House of Commons. I am no authority on
backbencﬁers, but I think that all MPs are in great danger of coming to believe
that they must know all the answers, oecause people are always asking them the
questions. If you are constantly being asked your opinion on every conceivable
topic, pontification can become a habit. Politicians, even more than the res:
of us.vQOn't know what they don't know. If, as a minister, you are then
su¥rounded by highly intelligent but deferential civil servants, you can
quickly start to feel infallible.. A notable exception to this tendency was,

I believe, the late Anthony Crossland, who used to astound journalists by

saying in answer to certain of their questions, "I have no idea. I've never

really thought about it".

- "-




This feeling of infallibility, together with the infantile level of so
much Westminster debate, makes ministers relectant to admit error, which
tends to slow down the learning process. A minister's intelligence tends
to be used up in self-defence. The regult waé nicely described in a

‘schoolboy's misspelling in an examination, which I heard quoted the other

day: "Parliament is where MPs disguise matters of importance". Of couréé,

the minister's job is impossible, by any rational assessment. Let me quote

from the memoirs of Mr Jim Hacker, the hero of that seriously and healthily

subversive television serial, 'Yes, Minister'.

November 9th. I am finding it impossible to get through all the work.
The diary is always full, speeches constantly have to be written and
delivered, and red boxes full of papers, documents, memos, minutes,
_ submissions and letters have to be read carefully every night., And
this is only part of my work. EHere I am, attempting to function aé a
sort of managing director of a very large and important business and I
have no previous experience either of the department's work or, in
fact, of management of any kind, A career in politics is no pgeparation
for government'.
He goegjon to say that, on top of all this, he has to attend debates in the
House, vote, attend Cabinet and Cabinet Cormittee meetings and look after his
constituency. The situation is absurd, and no company chairman would survive
who maintained to his shareholders that there was nothing he could do about
such & situation, even tﬁough it was wrecking the firm's balance sheet, The

pressures on ministers are such that precedent and the ritual of office tend

0y
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to carry them through each hectic day.

There are broadly two types of minister: the 'doer', who wants to achieve

something; and the 'survivor', who wants to be something., There is nothing




wrong with wanting to be something, rather then do something, at least in
the early stages of a career. A young entry to Shell or Sandhurst may hope
to end up as Chairmen or Chief of the General Staff., But if, as he
approaches his goal in later life, that is still all he wants, then he is
likely to be passed over, In politfcs, the survivor is not required to
show any sign of being what the American business professors call 'mission-
oriented'. Indeed, in the Conservative party. I think that might even count

against you. The survivor cannot 'do'; but the 'doer' may not survive,
because he lives dangerously. I believe that the survivor is a relic from
the more stable past, At a time of discontinuity the country cannot survive

beirg rvleld b survivors.

One last point about ministers. Ministers are shaped by the Civil Service,
There is no staff college or alternative government in which ministers can
learn their trade, nor is there any solid and coherent corpus of knowledge

or method for them to master. A senior minister today will have served

his ﬁpprenticeship as & Parliamentary Private Secretary to one of the

grea: figures of twenty years ago. The most influential force will probably
have been the Permanent Secretary of the department at that time. Many
ministers remain, I think, for ever slightly in awe of the top mandarins,

rather as parents remain in awe of headmasters.

That is all I want to say about ministers, Now, a few words about the
officials. The first thing to realise about civil servants is that few,

if any, believe that the country can be saved, There may be a few optimists

in the 30 to 40 age group, but I doubt if many over the age of forty five
thought that anything could be done, when the present government came to
office in 1979: This is a distinct drawback for any government, but hardly
surprising. Sénior civil servants have been engaged in a twenty five year

campaign with scarcely one significant victory to punctuate steady retreat,




For many of them, it must have been rather like joining Napoleon's army
Just in time for the retreat from Moscow. They have seen politicians
trying to do the wrong thing and succeeding, or the right thing and
failing. As each government retired exhausted after another few years of
fire fighting, the Service had somehow to continue with the next. It has
done so, I believe, by lowering its-metabolic rate, in order to conserve
its energy: and by persuading itself that the problem was insoluble, in

order to conserve its self;respéct. The convention of political neutrality

hes helped this process of rationeslisation. A few years ago, a senior

Treasury official, in an interview, said that it was necessary for civil

servants in their work 'to withold the last five. percent of commitment', in

—

order to preserve their political neutrality. This does not seem to be an

appropriate state of mind for, say, three thousand officials who are meent
to be helping about ninety over-worked ministers to shape the future of

a country of 55 million people, in less than five years. But it is an
understandablé attitude, Their job has been to service governments whose
mini;ters, for the most part, have turned out to be completely out of théir
depth. with the problems confronting them. When they have failed, those
same officials have had to be ready to serve a government with almost

exactly contrary policies.

(Y
L]

“jTheré is a further problem: the problem of 'burning-out'. Burning-out is
what happens to a young civil 'servant of ﬁigh ability, who spends too many
yéars working extrémely hard on what are often rather trivial tasks, without
any of the confidence buildiqg and job satisfaction that comes from being

:ﬁgivén direct résroﬁsiﬁility for makiﬁg something important happen, By the

?;time he reaches‘the higher levels, he may have stopped developing: the

ﬁiyital spark ma& have gone.

' }fItJis.almoat inevitable that ‘a bureaucracy of this kind, blamed too much

for our post-war failures, should close its ranks egainst advice, criticism




or reform. Policy problem-solving is a growth industry, and the Civile Service,

as government's own Direct Labour Organisation, has a monopoly. Because the

Service is not driven by an urgent need for results, it will not actively seek

fresh minds and new experience from outside. It must be prodded into doing so

by ministers, and will then listen cour%eously. But it would rather do without,

‘because outside advice may devalue a department's accumulated expertise. _It
migh£ éven, by spectacular success, embarrass officials who arejalready tfred
of 5eing blamed for every mistakF. In Whitehall, the 'goal-oriented culture',
by ‘which I mean 'Get it right and don't worry about who gets the credit' may

have existed during the war, but it certainly does not exist today. It needs

a larger-tian-life leadership style to transform a smaller—than-1i’z Waitehall
S

ethos. As I suggested before, such a style is impossible without shared objectives,

and understood strategy, and a good deal more than 95% commitment.

As institutions go, therefore, the Civil Service is a very special case;
alsmost closed to outsiders; lacking the confidence and energy that come
from sucéess; serving political masters with whom, all too often, it has
disagreed; and regarding outsiders not as welcome reinfoicement but as
distractions or even threats. Such an institution :shapes or selects its
people so as to develop a type of official who can adapt to its by now
BOmewha§ distorted culture. Tﬁose who do not adapt to it may remain in the
Service as valuable grit in the oyster, but many of the best will, I fear,
soonér or later 'switch off' or eise leave altogether. If the Civil Serﬁice

were a commercial think-tank, demand for its services would fall and it would

" be forced to invest in fresh thinking and new people and skills. But the essential

h-_feature of a bureaucratic monopoly is that it does not have to do what it does not
% g . . . N .j’
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'°.want to do. It will not reforn 1tself and so far, politiC1ans,- themselvcu
i " Y——— Pt i e e ceite

largely the product of the same institutional process - have not been able to

do_it'for them.




The result of all this is, I suggest, a sort of leadership vacuum. The
Ser;i;; itseif beésﬁés almost leaderless in its day to day operations.

At the national level, a deeply pessimistic Civil Service looks for
political leadership - especially at moments of crisis - to a tiny handful
of exhausted ministers. Those samé ministers look in vain to their officia}s

to provide policy options which, to be any use, would have to be too
'politically controversial' for the officials to think of. It seems ta-have
been in some such circumstanées, in previous administrations, that ministers
have started to lose thé will to govern; while the officials sigh and start
to tidy their desks in preparation for the new arrivals. I happen to think
that this is unlikely to happen to the present government, not because all
has gone, or will go, smoofhly,-but because they have, if anything, a father
clearer view now than they had earlier in their term. Instead of moving
frgm apparent clarity to actual confusion, they are moving from apparent
confusion to relative clarity. In those circumstances it is more likely
that fhey will'avoid the blunders that tend to accompany a sudden loss of
nerve. But I believe that if this is so, it will be against all the tendencies
inherent in the Whitehall-Westminster system. It will be the exception that

proves my rule.

_The‘gberwhelming impression of government, to an outsider, is of a rather
small world:. perhaps too small for what it has to do. A small pdlicy—making
monopoly, with salary tariff barriers to repel outsiders; a Cabinet formed
from a tiny pool of talent; the Cabinet of 1995 already for the most part
sitting in the Commons; the key posts filled again and égain from the same

cast of players. Cabinet ministers this time were the junior ministers last

time; the Permanent Secretaries this time were the Private Secretaries last

time; a few remarkablé people, on whom too much depends; all linked by the

i share&'éXperience of past failure.




It should be noted that the media form an active part of this small world.
There is the same inbred lifelong career pattern, without experience of
the burdens of responsibility carried by the people about whom they write.
Hence the tendency to recycle conventional wisdom and political gossip,

rather than to think long and hard about real problems.

A POLITICALLY NEUTRAL CIVIL SERVICE?

The third and last aspect of government I would like to talk about is the
poiitical neutrality of the Civil Service. Conventionalliy, @i official can
preserve his neutral status provided he concerns himself with policy and not
with presentation. On closer inspection, this distinction is alm&st @eaningless.
All the big problems facing government, especially at a time of discontinuity,
reéhire it to do things which are éssential, but which are regarded as °
'politically impossible'. In fact, we can really say that this is the
ﬁractical definition of discontinuity. A policy is itself a statement

about a government's objectives and values. Every policy is thus a message,
which will have its own effect on public opinion. Similarly, conventional
political messages may be essential in order not just to win acceptance for
poligies but to make them function as intended. Increasingly, we find that
events themselves have the biggest communication effect, causing changes of
attitude .which no amount of migisterial messages couid have done. I suggest
that policy; events, political messages and public debate are all part of a

single behaviour-changing process. You cannot separate out the components

3_of this process. But the civil servant must try to do so, so that his

'.conduct - forget the results - conforms to the code of political neutrality.

' Thus, while he may work with great skill and effort to develop policies and
make them sﬁcceed, it must never be suggested that his efforts might

contribute in the end to electoral success for his political masters.




If he started to worry about it, his position would soon become impossible.
For the only way he could be sure that he was not fubthering his minister's
political aims would be to lean in the other direction - perhaps to the extent
of low-key political sabotage! But of course most ministefs suspect he's

doing that half the time anyway

If you agree with me that many of the problems confronting present day _

governments can only be solved by shifting'the boundaries of political
possibility, then you will see that it is precisely at these boundaries
that the officials may begin to feel uneasy and may start to withold that

last five percent of comm?ti:ent.

I am suggesting that the concept of political neutrality puts senior éivil
servants.in an impossible position, where they have to becomé passive,
doing what they are told but no more, just when a supreme effort of will
and resourcefulness is called for. The job thus requires an impossible -
or at least an improbable - sort of person. How can senior officials
work whole--heartecly for a Thatcher government foi* four or five years and
then turn ébout and do the same thing for, say, a Benn governﬁent? They
can only do so, I suggest, by cultivating a passionless detachment, as if

the process they were engaged in were happening in a faraway country, which

‘-

they service only on a retainer basis. If a country's problems require radical-
remedies, you need a radical gévernment. But how can you have a radical
governmeﬁt, without radically-minded officials? Difficult problems are only
solved by people who desperately want to solve them: not by people who had
 been fully prepared until polling day, to make those self-same. problems
worse, rather thgn better. Although there will be individual exceptions,
you'cannot haveJa radiéal team.ﬁf officials. The commitment, the urgency

and energy must be provided by Just ninety-odd ministers, and a handful of




special advisers - about a dozen in this government and between thirty
and forty in the last; 1less, I am told, than the number of people employed

in storing and changing the pictures in ministers' offices.

Tﬁe argument is sometimes advanced that the career civil servant can hold
the balance between otherwise extreme policies of Left or Right. This -
argument seems to me to be quité fallacious, becuase it grants to offiﬁials
the right to defend what it s;es as the centre-ground. But it is the
eiectorate which determines the centre-ground. If the electorate wants

the policies of Mr. Benn, then those policies are the‘centre-ground, for

all practical purposes. We should look to the Constitutional safeguards,

and then give Mr. Benn a fair run.

I said earlier that I thought the Civil Service selected or shaped its

people so that they could adapt to this peculiar way of life. I will

now gb further, and say that I think the way of life is in fact so peculiar
that it eventually becomes the deminant factor. Being a civil servant becomes,
for many of them, a full-time job in itself, leaving little time or

inclination for doing anything.

PRESCRIPTIONS

‘; believe that the present system of career politicians and career officials
t'i; a failed sysf%m. I don't think it is possible to look at our post-war
national decline and argue that it happened in spite of high quality policy-
méking. Of course I would argue.that the political direction of policy,

-lundcr both Conservative and Labour governments, has been largely responsible.




But I would also suggest that low quality policy work and the attempt to
tackle problems piecemeal has ensured that, even when governments have
tried to correct the consequences of their own folly, they have simply
lacked the competence to do so. ; am not'saying that the existing machine,
despite its post-war track record, cannot deliver more successfully in the

future nor that a few remarkable politicians, with a lot of effort and a

bit of luck, cannot succeed. But in the long term the machine has a

propensity to failure. Let me make a few suggestions for change.

I believe that the balance of taxpayer suppor* for government should be
shifted from the apolitical career Civil Service towards the political

» ¥ .
parties. The present balance of less than one hundred ministers, supported

by, say, three thousand politically neutral officials at the apex of the

Whitehall machine seems wrong.

I will not discuss the question of reducing the extraordinary burdens on
ministers, because that raises issues on whick I am even less well qualified
to talk. Let us assume no change in that area. To compensate for that, we
need to replac; a large number of senior civil servants with politically
appointed officials on conﬁracts. at proper markét rates, so that experienced
top quality people would be available. They might number between ten and
twenty per department. Some of them would fill senior positions in the
department. Others might work as policy advisers to the Cabinet minister

concerned. There is no reason why, in some cases, the Permanent Secretary

qyould not be an outsider, with a career official as Second Permanent

'Secretarj, responsible for the day to day running of the department.
: —

Where would these people come from? I believe we need taxpayer support

-

S

: 'ifpr political parties, so that fhey can maintain shadow teams of officials.

————




Thus an experienced outsider might contract for a seven year tour - two

years in opposition and up to five in government. On this basis the

parties could develop their own training and induction programmes. Assuming
that one day we have no major party pledged to the overthrow of capitalism,

businesses would do better to lend more of their very best people to do a

tour of this kind with one of the political parties than to make politfbal

contributions. 1In any case, I would favour moving from 'contracting out'

-

-

to 'contracting in', and away from corporate contributions altogether; with,

say, something like the 'tax-deductable dollar' together with direct taxpayer
)

support related to actual funds raised.

Many objections would of course be raised to any change of this kind.: It
would be argued, for example, that it takes years to get to know how Whitehall
works. But of course my main point is that the way Whitehall works now should
not be regarded as the normative model. It is a paradox that, when government
was a;guably at its most effective, during the war, it was full of motivated
outsiders: while, ever since, we have mistakenly assumed that government can
do almost as much in peacetime as in war, but without fresh infusions of

outside vigour and talent.

1

1
'In addition to this injection of fresh blood in the departments, there is also

a need for a small new department, responsible for the development and over-

seeing of the.government's total strategy, across all departments, integrating

péiicy and politics into a single whole. This department could be quite small -
perhaps one hundred to two hundred people. It would certainly incorporate the

CPRS and miﬁht, as some have suggested, emerge as a 'Re-constructed Cabinet
Office'. It would be headed and partly staffed from outside, though it would

‘also include a substantial number of high-flying career officials.
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At first sight this looks like a recommendation for a lot more bureaucratic
expenditure. But the net increase in numbers need not be large. It is
possible that no increase would be necessary at all. We are never going
to solve the.country's problems by false economies at the very top of the

policy-making machine. Running a tight ship certainly matters, not least

because a small number of really good people will always out-+perform three

times their number of mediocrities. But it's not going to affect the

Medium Term Financial Strategy.

CONCLUSION

Thét brings me to the end of my talk. I will not attempt a complete summary,
but will just make one or two concluding remarks. I am, of course, much less
confiﬁent about my prescriptions than about my analysis. If you find my
analysis even partly convincing, then you will probably have much better

ideas than mine for changing things.

)We do not live in normal times. Massive structural changes are hitting the
Western industrialised democracies just as, in our case, our past follies

are starting to catch up with us. But other Western economies seem to have
éreated rather similaf problems for themselves, too. The democratic dilemma
remains. Do you graﬁple.Qith long-neglected problems, and risk losing votes?
'O; do you ignore the problems until they are no longer soluble? Is it to be
éépﬁiar é@licieﬁ“or popﬁiar pgsuiis?‘ Is the Eynical conventional wisdom about
iﬂaw‘to win éiections s;ill corfect? Or are there signs of discontinuity there,

too?




Unless we take the view that modern democracies, in present conditions,

are ungovernable, we must conclude, instead, that we have failed to

develop the competence necessary to govern. We must therefore work out

how to develop that competence.

Finally, all this raises a much larger question. When a country goes i
into decline, is it always the result of historical processes which no-—
one can resist? Or is it sometimes because the rulers fail in their
analysis of the process, and therefore never develop,ﬁhe methods, the

organisational machinery, and thus the will to do anything about it?
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