
Repurposing 

Whitehall



What are we trying to fix

Repurposing Whitehall

How it is How it needs to be

Public services designed top down Designed around needs of citizens,

insight at the coal-face and making 

best use of digital

Rigid yet fragmented structure: silos Government can think and act as 

one

Fragmentation of functions – wasting 

resources and losing critical mass

Powerful functions working together 

across the whole of Government

Domination by “generalists”, often 

with little or no experience outside 

Whitehall

Healthy mix of professions at all 

levels, including properly 

professional policy

Unreal conventions about 

accountability: in practice no one is 

properly accountable

Politicians and civil servants properly 

empowered and accountable in their 

spheres



Turning government operations 

into autonomous businesses

Proposal One
Repurposing Whitehall

Why? How?

• Focus on customers

• Distinguish clearly between 

political/strategic and day-to-day 

management and operations

• Professional, accountable, 

management

• Turn operational functions (eg tax 

collection, benefits, driving 

licences – 90% of Civil Service) 

into clearly separated business 

units

• Own Chief Executives and Boards

• Operating and financial framework 

agreed by Whitehall sponsor

• Clearly defined, influential, role in 

development of policy and service 

design

• Accountability to Parliament as 

new arrangements for project 

SROs



“One Whitehall”

Proposal Two
Repurposing Whitehall

Why? How?

• Need more unified, flexible, 

policy/HQ operation

• Challenge of handling big cross-

cutting issues, eg economic 

growth, ageing population

• Better management of talent and 

professional functions

• Eliminate duplication of common 

services and functions

• Whitehall to look and feel much 

more like a single organisation

• There would, however, be a 

defined internal structure, 

involving both standing 

organisations and cross-cutting 

teams

• Deployment of staff and careers 

across the whole organisation

• NB how Scottish Government now 

works – a more corporate top 

team taking responsibility for 

strategic themes, standing 

structure led the next level down



Stronger Centre of Government

Proposal Three
Repurposing Whitehall

Why? How?

• Current structure is complex and 

divided

• Role in relation to departments 

not clearly defined

• Need to strengthen further current 

government’s functional 

leadership reforms, above all in 

relation to finance

• A single Office of Budget and 

Management, bringing together 

current Cabinet Office and 

Treasury spending functions

• Roles:

 Government business planning

 Central finance function

 Digital

 Relationships with sub-national 

government and civil society

 People management

• Civil Service Management Board 

– like best departmental Boards 

but for the whole of Whitehall. 

Non-executive chair and members



Professionalism

Proposal Four
Repurposing Whitehall

Why? How?

• Whitehall still too dominated by 

“generalists” – just 3 of 21 main 

Permanent Secretaries have 

significant delivery experience, 3 

finance professionals

• Need to build further on current 

Government’s strengthening of 

digital, commercial, project 

management professionalism

• Policy needs to be properly 

professional too – developing 

current Policy Profession concept

• Need much stronger finance 

professionalism, across Whitehall 

and at the Centre

• Lifetime career model still too 

dominant

• Audit and restructure of top teams 

so they contain balanced 

professionalism, including in all 

cases qualified finance 

professional

• Develop central finance function 

for Government including “CFO 

for Government”

• Much strengthened Capabilities 

Plan, including clear targets and 

milestones for increasing key 

skills

• Continue to develop Policy 

Profession

• More external recruitment for 

specific needs, including for short 

term roles and (limited) further 

experimentation with 

commissioning policy advice 

externally



Repurposed Civil Service Commission

Proposal Five
Repurposing Whitehall

Why? How?

• Need to continue to protect 

impartiality and ethical standards

• History has shown reform often 

runs out of steam

• Other proposals intended to 

reduce that risk

• But need an external 

buttress/watchdog on capability 

and performance as well as 

impartiality

• Remit of Civil Service 

Commission to be extended to 

capability and performance

• Appointed by and accountable to 

Parliament

• Publishing a regular independent 

assessment across all aspects of 

its remit, including 

recommendations for action

• Chair and professional staff to be 

externally appointed, to promote 

independence


