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2.3 Effective and responsive government

Executive Summary

This chapter reviews the available evidence relating to the six ‘search questions’ concerned with government
effectiveness and responsiveness in the UK.

Our analysis in this chapter identifies a number of changes and continuities since our last full Audit of UK democracy. These are
summarised below under three separate headings (a) areas of improvement; (b) areas of continuing concerns; and (c) areas of new or
emerging concern.

(a) Areas of improvement

1. Advances arguably secured through the Civil Service Capability Review.

The Civil Service Capability Reviews were announced in 2005 as a mechanism for assessing the capacity of individual civil service
departments and identifying areas in need of development. By 2009, the Cabinet Office was able to claim that the reviews showed qualified
improvements in three key areas: leadership, strategy, and delivery. (For further details, see Section 2.3.1 and Case Study 2.3a)

2. The introduction of a Civil Service Act (as part of the Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010).

Longstanding calls for a Civil Service Act have become more frequent in recent years. In particular, concerns about the rise of special
advisers compromising the impartiality of the civil service have led to demands for legislation to place the civil service on a statutory basis,
rather than being managed under the royal prerogative. Provisions included in the Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010 go
some way to addressing these issues - although not as fully as some would have hoped. (For further details, see Section 2.3.2)

3. Greater acceptance at various tiers of governance of public engagement mechanisms.

Growing use has been made of a variety of public engagement mechanisms in recent years, including citizens’ panels, citizens’ juries and
referendums. The significance of these initiatives at a local level has been significantly enhanced by the Sustainable Communities Act
2007. Meanwhile, referendums have become 'standard practice’ when determining issues relating to devolved government and may
become more widely used in determining key constitutional questions for the UK as a whole. While these forms of 'direct’ and 'participatory’
democracy are welcomed by many democratic reformers, we suggest they also raise a number of democratic problems. (For further
discussion, see Section 2.3.3)

4. The Freedom of Information Act 2000 becoming fully operational in 2005.

Despite legitimate concerns about the restrictions contained in the legislation, the Freedom of Information Act has played a crucial role in
bringing about greater openness and transparency in official decision-making. Clear support for the principle of freedom of information in
the courts, and widespread use of the mechanism in the media, have ensured that the legislation has been used to good effect in
challenging the culture of secrecy in UK government. (For further details, see Section 2.3.5)

5. More independence for official statistics.

A series of measures introduced since the mid-1990s have helped to ensure the independence of official statistics from government. The
creation of the Statistics Authority as an independent body under the Statistics and Registration Service Act 2007 is a particularly welcome
development in ensuring the integrity of official statistics. (For further details, see Section 2.3.5)

6. The increased use of measures to secure greater public involvement in or influence over public service delivery, albeit
measures which are often controversial.

Government has shown greater interest in consulting more systematically with public service users and involving them in the delivery of
public services. There remain reservations about certain issues including the possibility of 'capture’ of public services by particular interest
groups. Also controversial is the idea of empowering users through the creation of quasi-markets in public services. Services can become
more responsive through effective redress mechanisms. The Tribunals, Courts and Enforcement Act 2007 created a new, simplified
statutory framework for tribunals; but concerns remain about the quality of complaints handling. (For further details, see Sections 2.3.3 and
2.3.4)
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(b) Areas of continuing concern

1. Problems with skills and organisation in the civil service.

Longstanding concerns about the skills and organisation of the civil service persist. A number of high-profile reviews highlight ongoing
doubts about whether the personnel and structures at the heart of UK government are as effective as they should be. (For further details,
see Section 2.3.1)

2. Tensions in the relationship between special advisers and permanent civil servants.

The number of special advisers appointed by governments rose sharply following New Labour’s victory at the 1997 general election. By the
mid-2000s, there were growing concerns about how the activities of special advisers were impacting upon the day-to-day work of career
civil servants. These concerns have included widespread claims that special advisers are compromising the impartiality of the civil service.
(For further details, see Section 2.3.2) 

3. The continued existence of the 'MP filter’ for complaints to the parliamentary and health service ombudsman.

Despite repeated recommendations that it be reformed, service users cannot complain directly to the ombudsman, an arrangement which is
an international peculiarity. They must still, in the first instance, approach their local MP, who forwards on the complaint. (For further details,
see Section 2.3.4)

4. High degrees of government discretion over policy consultation

Though the principles embodied in the Code of Practice on Consultation are sound, there remains scope for discretion about how they are
applied in practice; and the code lacks a statutory basis. (For further details, see Sections 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 and Case Study 2.3d)

5. Inequalities of access to government when consulting on policy, and the role of lobbyists in facilitating such access.

The possibility for significant informality and discretion in the policy consultation process can contribute to differential levels of access to
government. While a wide variety of organisations engage in lobbying, there remains cause for concern that commercial organisations
have an advantage over their not-for-profit equivalents, as a consequence of their greater financial resources, despite recent limited steps
towards greater regulation of the public affairs sector. Furthermore, there is concern about the 'revolving door’ between the public and
private sectors, and the lack of transparency around lobbying. (For further discussion, see Section 2.3.3)

6. Evidence of less than exceptional performance of public services.

International comparative research suggests that when the quality of government in areas such as educational attainment, health,
transparency, crime and public satisfaction with public services is considered, the UK is not ranked top for any indicators. It is mostly in the
middle third when compared to 13 comparable countries. (For further discussion, see Section 2.3.4)

7. Low levels of public confidence in government efficacy and in personal political efficacy.

Data can be traced back to the 1970s which demonstrates positive public attitudes regarding the efficacy of government, although there is
some evidence this was linked to satisfaction with the particular government of the day. It suggests that levels of satisfaction are lower now
than they were in the 1970s, but that they have not shifted greatly since the 1990s. In recent polling, only a narrow plurality disagree with
the statement: 'When people like me get involved in politics, they can really change the way that the country is run’. However, there is no
obvious trend in levels of personal political efficacy over time in a particular direction. (For further details, see Section 2.3.6)

(c) Areas of new or emerging concern

1. The failure of financial regulation and the apparent inability of governments to guarantee stability in the financial system.

The banking crisis of 2007 and the subsequent global economic downturn illustrated the deficiency of the UK central government (which it
shared with many of its international counterparts) in guaranteeing certain basic requirements to its population, such as stability in the
financial system. Part of the problem is a lack of effective global governance of multinational banks. Regulation and supervision cannot be
effective at national level alone, but it is at national level that failures are largely dealt with. However, there were definite failures at a
national level, in the UK as elsewhere; and it is far from clear that the crisis has led to effective change to practical and philosophical
approaches to the regulation of markets. (For further details, see Section 2.3.1)
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2. Evidence of the abuse of short-term civil service contracts as a vehicle for ministerial patronage.

It is a fundamental value of the permanent civil service in the UK that appointments are made on the basis of merit, through open
competition, and not on the personal patronage of ministers. There are signs that the coalition government sought to bypass this principle
through the use of short-term civil service contracts. (For further details, see Section 2.3.2)

3. The government’s mishandling of the consultation on the future of nuclear power.

In July 2006 the government announced that 'Nuclear has a role to play in the UKs future generating mix’. A high court judgment on 15
February 2007 ruled that the Energy Review consultation preceding this decision was procedurally flawed, and that the Department for
Trade and Industry (DTI) had therefore acted unlawfully by including new nuclear build in the future energy mix. The DTI launched a new
consultation in May 2007, which included a series of 'citizen deliberative events’. However it was found by the Market Research Standards
Board to have breached the board’s code of conduct in the handling of these events. (For further details, see Case Study 2.3d)

4. A rise in the proportion of requests refused under the Freedom of Information Act.

The broad trend in central government is for 'non-routine’ information requests to grow in quantity, and for central government bodies to be
increasingly likely to refuse them in full or in part. (For further details, see Section 2.3.5)

Introduction

Why does democracy require effective and responsive government?

A key feature of democracy is that governments have the capacity to deliver on promises that are presented to the electorate; and that
between elections, the views of the public are taken into account. However, the international credit crisis which began in 2007
demonstrated how circumscribed government in the UK (as elsewhere in the world) can be in its ability to provide for seemingly basic
requirements such as a stable banking sector.

To assess these issues, it is necessary to establish how far governments can influence important matters, and whether they possess the
necessary tools to do so.  The effectiveness of the executive machinery and its openness to scrutiny must be considered, along with the
procedures used for public consultation and the equality of access to such consultation that is facilitated. The accessibility and reliability of
public services for those who use them, and the way those users are consulted over their delivery is significant - as is the access of citizens
to official information, and the confidence of the public in government to deliver what is needed.

The previous full Audit noted that, in relative terms, the UK is a wealthy country which in theory possesses sufficient resources to provide
for the central needs of its population, though there were some issues around the effectiveness of bureaucratic organisation. It recorded the
development of ideas about public engagement, though observing that their implementation was inconsistent; and the attempt to formalise
consultation practice. This Section shows how, in the period since the last Audit, civil service reform has continued: a Civil Service Act has
passed into law; various measures have been attempted to improve public services; and the Freedom of Information Act has come fully into
effect. Yet, alongside these arguable examples of progress, other features of UK democracy in these areas have been static or even
worsened. Perennial criticisms of Whitehall skills and organisation persist. Government retains discretion over how, whether and with
whom it can consult, with clear grounds for suspicion that the views of certain groups are in practice favoured over others. The official
tendency towards secrecy has not fully been eradicated. Public scepticism remains regarding the efficacy of government, and of the ability
of individuals to impact upon it. The inability of government to exert control in crucial areas involving the global economy has been
emphasised further by events surrounding the banking crisis.

Key current debates around these issues include ongoing doubts, following the credit crisis and its aftermath about whether and how
regulators can guarantee greater stability in the financial sector; and uphold the public interest in other sectors, such as energy. The 'big
society’ programme, central to the agenda of David Cameron, prime minister since May 2010, has ensured the debate about the
appropriate role for the public in service delivery remains salient. Meanwhile, the Coalition pledge to introduce a statutory register for
lobbyists - which has yet to be acted upon - has been made at a time when concerns are widely voiced about about the equality of access
to official policy-makers, alongside more general concerns about corporate influence in the UK.

2.3.1 Government capacity

How far is the elected government able to influence or control those matters that are important to the lives of its
people, and how well is it informed, organised and resourced to do so?
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Controlling matters important to the lives of people

The 2002 Audit noted that (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 124):

'The United Kingdom is a very rich country with extensive and varied resources, not least in its human capital […] There is therefore
no question about the country being sufficiently resourced to deal with issues that are important to the lives of its people'.

This statement remains true. Yet, in some senses, the ability of government to influence or control those matters that are important to the
lives of its people has declined significantly, particularly since the 1980s, partly as a consequence of a trend broadly labelled the 'hollowing
out of the state’. The privatisation programme instigated by the Thatcher governments and continued thereafter saw various publicly owned
utilities and services (such as electricity, gas and eventually railway transport) transferred into the private sector. The impact of government
on these sectors is now achieved more indirectly, through various statutory regulators - although the degree to which public corporations
before privatisation were subject to effective political control should not be exaggerated (for a discussion of these issues, see, for example,
Parker, 1999; Rhodes, 1994).

A further significant development, which can be traced to the 1970s, is the growth of both ideological and practical restraints upon
government economic intervention in securing such goals as high levels of employment or the redistribution of wealth (see Section 1.4).
This shift was brought about by the increased acceptance across the political spectrum of free market values, combined with international
trade liberalisation and currency convertibility (see, for example, Haseler, 2010).

With such developments in mind, a recent Democratic Audit study by David Beetham referred to a tendency whereby 'governments have
increasingly lost capacity to control key areas of policy, particularly economic’ (Beetham, 2011, p. 3). The banking crisis of 2007 and the
subsequent global economic downturn illustrated well the deficiency of the UK central government (which it shared with many of its
international counterparts) in guaranteeing certain basic requirements to its population such as stability in the financial system. Part of the
problem is a lack of effective global governance of multinational banks. Regulation and supervision cannot be effective at national level
alone, but it is at the national level that failures are largely dealt with. In the words of Lord Turner’s review of the banking crisis:

'The crisis revealed fault lines in the global regulation and supervision of some of these cross-border firms, which raise fundamental
issues about the appropriate future approach […] When crises occur, it is national central banks which have to provide lender-of-last-
resort (LOLR) support and national governments that provide fiscal support, and that if there is a failure, bankruptcy procedures are
national and it matters with which specific legal entity a creditor has their claim' (The Turner Review, 2009, p. 36).

There were definite failures at the national level (in the UK as elsewhere), and it is far from clear that the crisis has led to effective changes
in the practical and philosophical approaches to the regulation of markets. As the Commons Treasury Committee found in its 2009
assessment of the statutory regulator of the banking sector, the Financial Services Authority (FSA, absorbed into the Bank of England in
2010):

'By any measure the FSA has failed dreadfully in its supervision of the banking sector […] We note that the regulatory philosophy of
the FSA has changed. It has less faith in market forces than before; it is more willing to challenge firms' business decisions; it now
considers the competence of new bank directors and appears more willing to remove 'the punchbowl from the party’. All of this is
good, but all of this is also fashionable. The FSA must develop the confidence to take unpopular decisions when the economic
boom begins again, in the face of both industry and the political class' (House of Commons Treasury Committee, 2009, p. 3).

Moreover, there is a wide acceptance across the political spectrum that the surge in the public deficit which followed the bail-out of the
banking sector (again, a widespread international tendency) must be corrected on terms dictated by international financial markets and
credit rating agencies. The main area of disagreement is over the precise speed at which those markets require the deficit to be eliminated
(see, for example, Mulholland, 2010). The acceptance of the need for retrenchment has, in turn, substantial implications for the ability of
government to serve the public.

Information and organisation

When considering how well informed and organised government to deliver, the primary focus of interest must be the team of administrative
personnel working across various central government departments known collectively as 'Whitehall’ or the civil service. A traditional
criticism of the civil service (dating back at least as far as the 1960s) is that it is 'still fundamentally the product of the nineteenth-century
philosophy of the Northcote-Trevelyan Report’ of 1854 and 'based on the philosophy of the amateur’ (Report of the Committee, 1968, p.
11). It has been argued variously by proponents of this school that the civil service lacks specialist knowledge and skills, and that it is not
organised appropriately to fulfil its many responsibilities (see, for example, Blick, 2004). Prompted by such criticisms, a number of Whitehall
reforms have been pursued over the years, striving to meet such objectives as recruiting greater expertise and incorporating private sector
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management techniques. During the Labour era of government, there were attempts to encourage 'joined-up government’ (that is, cross-
departmental working to address complex social problems (see Bogdanor, 2005)) and 'delivery’ (that is, a focus on achieving specific
performance targets and reform objectives, tied to resources made available by the Treasury (see Barber, 2007).

An important initiative in the period since the last Audit came when the incoming cabinet secretary and head of the home civil service, Sir
Gus O’Donnell, launched in 2005 the 'Capability Review’, which was intended to assess the capacity of departments to meet present and
possible future challenges, against a central capability model (See Case Study 2.3a).

Case Study 2.3a: The findings of the Civil Service Capability Reviews

Commenting on the early findings of the Capability Review in 2007, the House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee
(PASC) remarked that:

'The Capability Reviews paint a bleak picture of Civil Service performance. They suggest a lack of leadership and serious
deficiencies in service delivery' (Public Administration Select Committee, 2007, para. 33).

By late 2009 (Capability Reviews Team, 2009) the Cabinet Office was claiming qualified improvements had been achieved in three
key areas:

Leadership. Departments were said to have 'improved the way they lead delivery and change, and are taking much greater
ownership of improving capability’. But more work was needed across the Civil Service 'to develop skills for the future and
manage performance effectively’ (p. 12).
Strategy. The capability of the Civil Service to develop strategy was said to have improved since the initial Capability
Reviews. But departments, it was noted, needed to continue to improve cross-boundary working (p. 19).
Delivery. Delivery capability, it was held, had improved and departments were said to be better at 'prioritisation and
managing organisational performance’. There was a need identified for departments to further develop their understanding of
'delivery models and the way they work with delivery partners’ (p. 25).

Despite the many efforts at reform, observers still identified deficiencies in Whitehall. In an assessment of the skills of civil servants, the
House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee (PASC) concluded in 2007:

'It is clear that the Government cannot currently assess its existing skill levels, let alone identify how to fill gaps. Government Skills
needs to concentrate on developing a robust means of assessing individuals’ skills. Accredited vocational qualifications would
certainly help, and there may also be a case for expanding the use of academic qualifications in assessing the skills of people at the
higher levels of the service' (PASC, 2007, para. 57).

In a report published early in 2010 (Parker et al., 2010), the Institute for Government called for further reform still in order to ensure civil
service effectiveness. It advocated:

A 'stronger, more focused centre’ (p. 10), which would include a strategy for the whole of government, with a maximum of 20 shared
targets;
'Well-managed departments’ (p. 11), to be led by newly-formed strategy boards, which would bring together ministers, senior officials
and non-executive directors, developing policy and the long-term strategy of departments; as well as the establishment of
management boards which could focus on 'delivery, performance management, finance and corporate performance’.
'Better  joined-up government’ (p. 11). Collaboration should be made a government priority. Budgets should be allocated to cross-
cutting goals - in particular, to priorities which were established as part of the overall strategy of the government.

The broad approach advocated by the Institute seems to some extent to be shared by the coalition government. One possible problem with
such initiatives is that, within the UK constitutional setting, parliament primarily focuses on individual ministers in seeking to secure
government accountability. Both centralisation and cross-departmental collaboration, while they may seem desirable from a managerial
perspective, can undermine democratic accountability through reducing clarity over who is responsible for particular executive activities
(see Blick and Jones, 2010).

Resources
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A key measure of the resources at official disposal is the number of administrative staff. The total was not historically huge, even before the
implementation of the coalition retrenchment programme, which raises the possibility of a lack of human resources in Whitehall in the
future. In 1970, there were approximately 700,000 full-time staff (including about 490,000 who were 'non industrial’). In 1980, the respective
figures were about 700,000 and 550,000; in 1990, the total (following the transfer of most industrial civil servants to the private sector) was
500,000; in 2000, about 450,000; in 2010, about 490,000 (Civil Service Statistics, various editions). (See Figure 2.3a.)

Figure 2.3a: Civil Service headcount of permanent staff, 1974-2010

Source: Civil Service Statistics.

2.3.2 Democratic control of government

How effective and open to scrutiny is the control exercised by elected leaders and their ministers over their
administrative staff and other executive agencies?

Civil service values

The civil service has a long-standing tradition of political impartiality, which means that permanent officials are appointed on the basis of
merit, not personal ministerial patronage, and that they remain in office regardless of changes in the party of government or of particular
holders of ministerial office. Officials are expected to serve different ministers of various party complexions with equal loyalty. At the same
time, they must not act in a way that would compromise their ability to serve future ministers – and this must not be required of them by
ministers. (See key excerpts from the Cabinet Office's Civil Service Code in Case Study 2.3b)

Case Study 2.3b: The Civil Service Code

The current, third, edition of the Civil Service Code was laid before parliament under the Constitutional Reform and Governance Act
2010. The first edition appeared in 1996. Key excerpts from the code follow:

'The Civil Service is an integral and key part of the government of the United Kingdom. It supports the Government of the day in
developing and implementing its policies, and in delivering public services. Civil servants are accountable to Ministers, who in
turn are accountable to Parliament…'

'As a civil servant, you are appointed on merit on the basis of fair and open competition and are expected to carry out your role
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with dedication and a commitment to the Civil Service and its core values: integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality…'

'integrity’ is putting the obligations of public service above your own personal interests;
'honesty’ is being truthful and open;
'objectivity’ is basing your advice and decisions on rigorous analysis of the evidence; and
'impartiality’ is acting solely according to the merits of the case and serving equally well Governments of different
political persuasions.

 

Source: Cabinet Office (2010a).

According to UK constitutional doctrines, civil servants are directly accountable to ministers and only to ministers, not to parliament - an
exception here is that the accounting officer of a department answers directly to the House of Commons Public Accounts Committee. It is
arguable that, in practice, ministers cannot reasonably be expected to be maintain control over thousands of staff, many of whom they will
never meet. The relationship between ministers and the departments for which they are responsible - within UK constitutional
understandings - has been made increasingly tenuous and difficult to sustain. The 'Next Steps’ reforms, initiated in the 1980s, led to the
establishment of a large array of arms-length executive agencies without the day-to-day direct control of ministers. Although this shift was
probably sound from a managerial perspective, it has called increasingly into question the extent to which ministers can genuinely control
administrative staff and executive agencies. (For discussion of these issues, see, for example, Barberis, 1998; Broadbent and Laughlin,
1997.)

Reflecting on these tendencies, the 1999 Audit found that (Weir and Beetham, 1999, p. 189):

'ministers are able to exercise control over senior officials, but largely only in the limited areas where they take a direct interest. The
process of political control, however, cannot be said to be effective, as it is largely confined to ministers asserting, and if need be,
imposing their own broad aspirations and policy aspirations. In so far as the huge majority of departmental actions and policies is
concerned, minsters are too dependent on senior officials, especially in terms of information, to act as an effective check'.

Moreover, 'the idea that ministers can be responsible for the huge and diverse company of executive agencies, executive and advisory
quangos […] is absurd’ (p. 231).

Special advisers

The party political impartiality of the civil service and the permanent employment of its staff have sometimes led to it being portrayed as a
self-serving institution which pursues its own objectives, regardless of the official policies of whichever party or parties holds office at a
given time. Partly in order to correct this perceived deficiency, governments have made increasing use of special advisers - aides
appointed from beyond the permanent civil service on the personal patronage of individual ministers, who are not bound by the
requirements of impartiality and objectivity contained in the Civil Service Code. (For details on the development and role of special
advisers, see Blick, 2004. For an official description of some of their functions, see Case Study 2.3c.)

The number of special advisers has increased considerably over recent decades, peaking in the middle of the last decade and gradually
decreasing since. A high proportion of the total has been employed at No.10, and could be seen as facilitating a higher degree of prime-
ministerial involvement in government.

There is a long-established general principle that special advisers are employed to support ministers but not directly to manage permanent
officials. The only specific legal exception to this rule was at No.10 between 1997 and 2007, when, under Tony Blair, provision was made
for up to three special advisers to wield executive powers. It was only ever taken up by two: Blair’s chief of staff, Jonathan Powell; and his
media aide, Alastair Campbell. When Gordon Brown became premier in 2007, he removed the provision under Order in Council for such
executive special advisers. However, in 2005, the legal and other documents describing the roles of all special advisers were changed in
such a way as to apparently allow for a substantial impact upon the day-to-day activities of career officials (see Case Study 2.3d).

Case Study 2.3d: Relations between special advisers and permanent civil servants - excerpts from the Code
of Conduct for Special Advisers
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Relations with the Permanent Civil Service
 
7. In order to provide effective assistance to Ministers, special advisers should work closely with the ministerial team and with
permanent civil servants, and establish relationships of confidence and trust. Special advisers may, on behalf of their Ministers:

i. convey to officials Ministers' views and work priorities, including on issues of presentation. In doing so, they must take
account of civil servants‟ workloads and any priorities Ministers have set;
 
ii. request officials to prepare and provide information and data, including internal analyses and papers;
 
iii. hold meetings with officials to discuss the advice being put to Ministers.
 
But special advisers must not:
 
iv. ask civil servants to do anything which is inconsistent with their obligations under the Civil Service Code;   
 
v. behave towards permanent civil servants in a way which would be inconsistent with the standards set by the employing
department  for conduct generally;
 
vi. authorise the expenditure of public funds, have responsibility for budgets, or any involvement in the award of external
contracts;
 
vii. exercise any power in relation to the management of any part of the Civil Service (except in relation to another special
adviser);
 
viii. otherwise exercise any statutory or prerogative power;
 
ix. suppress or supplant the advice being prepared for Ministers by permanent civil servants although they may comment on
such advice.

Source: Cabinet Office (2010b).

A particular advantage of the use of special advisers is that they can provide transparency. They are specifically defined as staff appointed
on the basis of personal ministerial patronage and allowed to some extent to perform party political functions. In practice, if it were not
possible for ministers to appoint special advisers, they would probably attempt to force supposedly impartial permanent officials to perform
party political functions; or they would seek to appoint allies from outside the civil service to officially impartial civil service posts. Indeed,
there is some evidence that, because of self-imposed restrictions on the number of special advisers it may appoint, the coalition has been
following the latter course of action and is abusing the system of temporary civil service appointments (see, for example, Stratton, 2010).

A Civil Service Act

The rise of special advisers has been associated with claims that the impartiality of the civil service, including in the provision of official
information, has been compromised. Fears of this type led to increased calls for legislation placing the civil service on a statutory basis.
Previously, it was managed under the Royal Prerogative. The idea of a Civil Service Act was proposed as long ago as 1854 in the
'Northcote-Trevelyan’ report; but it did not become a reality until being included in the Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010.
This act arguably introduces greater transparency into the relationship between ministers and civil servants. It created a statutory power for
the minister for the civil service (by tradition, the prime minister) to manage the civil service (and for the foreign secretary to manage the
diplomatic service) as well as creating a statutory requirement for the publication of a code for civil servants enshrining the core Whitehall
values of 'integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality’. It also placed the Civil Service Commission on a statutory basis, and required
appointments to the civil service to be made on merit on the basis of fair and open competition. The act also provided a basis for existing
rules for special advisers.

However, as this legislation passed through parliament, concerns were raised, including that:

it did not provide an overall definition of the civil service;
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the Intelligence and Security Agencies were without its remit;
the political impartiality of the civil service was possibly insufficiently clearly enshrined;
there was not a wider duty to parliament placed on civil servants alongside that of serving the government of the day; and
the exceptions to the principle of appointment on merit were too widely defined.

(Select Committee on the Constitution, 2010)

2.3.3 Public consultation

How open and systematic are the procedures for public consultation on government policy and legislation, and
how equal is the access for relevant interests to government?

The second full Audit (Beetham and Weir, 1999) found that:

'Government consultation of interests and the general public is unsystematic and opaque. Much formative consultation takes place
within policy communities of officials and interests which are generally closed to outside scrutiny and may subvert formal public
consultation exercises and parliamentary decision and scrutiny […] Overall certain issues get preference over others, thus blocking
political equality in government policy-making and, in some areas, seriously harming the public interest' (p. 297).

Open and systematic consultation

As well as some statutory requirements for consultation, there has existed in the UK a publicly available Code of Practice on Consultation
since 2000, which applies to government departments and agencies (although not other public sector organisations, unless they choose to
adopt it). It was revised in 2004, then again in 2008. The last full Audit (Beetham et al., 2002) concluded that:

'The new code broadly seeks to improve Whitehall’s traditional reliance on written consultative exercises and introduces standard
procedures across all departments. While it is hardly innovative, and fails to 'deepen’ consultation, the code does fill the previous
vacuum in guidance on how departments and agencies should consult the public' (pp. 233-34).

(For the seven consultation criteria in the current edition of the code, see Case Study 2.3e.)

Case Study 2.3e: Code of Practice on Consultation

Criterion 1 When to consult
Formal consultation should take place at a stage when there is scope to influence the policy outcome.

Criterion 2 Duration of consultation exercises
Consultations should normally last for at least 12 weeks with consideration given to longer timescales where feasible and sensible.

Criterion 3 Clarity of scope and impact
Consultation documents should be clear about the consultation process, what is being proposed, the scope to influence and the
expected costs and benefits of the proposals.

Criterion 4 Accessibility of consultation exercises
Consultation exercises should be designed to be accessible to, and clearly targeted at, those people the exercise is intended to
reach.

Criterion 5 The burden of consultation
Keeping the burden of consultation to a minimum is essential if consultations are to be effective and if consultees’ buy-in to the
process is to be obtained.

Criterion 6 Responsiveness of consultation exercises
Consultation responses should be analysed carefully and clear feedback should be provided to participants following the
consultation.

Criterion 7 Capacity to consult
Officials running consultations should seek guidance in how to run an effective consultation exercise and share what they have
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learned from the experience.

Source: Better Regulation Executive (2008)

The 'small print’ of the code merits attention, since it suggests much discretion for ministers and officials. It has been noted that '[t]he Code
does not have legal force’ and that 'ministers retain their existing discretion not to conduct formal consultation exercises under the terms of
the Code’ (Better Regulation Executive, 2008, p. 5). In relation to a key policy - the possibility of new nuclear power generation - the
government has been found repeatedly to have conducted consultation inappropriately (see Case Study 2.3f).

Case study 2.3f: Consultation on nuclear energy

In February 2003 in its energy white paper, 'Our Energy Future’, the government stated: 'We do not propose new nuclear build’, but
at the same time did not rule it out. The paper pledged that any decision on new nuclear build would be subject to the 'fullest
possible consultation’.

Following a consultation, in July 2006 the government announced (in 'Energy Challenge Energy Review Report’) that 'Nuclear has
a role to play in the UKs future generating mix’. Greenpeace sought a judicial review of this decision. A high court judgment on 15
February 2007 ruled that the Energy Review consultation preceding this decision was procedurally flawed, and that the DTI had
therefore acted unlawfully by including new nuclear build in the future energy mix. The judge, who felt that 'something had gone
clearly and radically wrong’, ruled that the consultation process in 2006 failed to provide 'fullest public consultation’. In particular it
was found that there was a failure to consult on the specific question of whether or not there should be new build; that insufficient
information was provided for an informed response; that the consultation was not held open long enough for significant evidence to
be taken into account, with no more than the minimum 12 week consultation period allowed. ([2007] EWHC 311 (Admin) IN THE
HIGH COURT OF JUSTICE QUEEN'S BENCH DIVISION ADMINISTRATIVE COURT)

Following the high court decision, the Department for Trade and Industry (DTI) launched a new consultation in May 2007, which
included a series of 'citizen deliberative events’ which were held in nine locations across the UK on 8 September 2007. Following
these events Greenpeace made a complaint to the Market Research Standards Board on the grounds that the stimulus materials
used at these events were not of appropriate quality. The board decided that 'there were a number of examples where they
considered that objectively viewed, information was inaccurately or misleadingly presented, or was imbalanced, which gave rise to a
material risk of respondents being led towards a particular answer’, in breach of the board’s code of conduct (Market Research
Standards Board, undated).

Often, some of the most significant government actions are not preceded by formal consultations (or indeed any meaningful consultation at
all) - such as the decision to attempt to abolish the ancient office of lord chancellor in 2003, and the initial constitutional reform plans of the
coalition government in 2010 (including legislation to hold a referendum on shifting to the alternative vote system and for fixed-term
parliaments; see Section 1.1.5). Public Service Agreements did not involve formal public consultations, nor did their replacements under
the coalition; departmental business plans.

A particular concern expressed in the 2002 Audit regarding consultation was that the government was considering means of reducing the
role of public consultation in large-scale national planning issues (Beetham et al., p. 237). Both the Planning and Compulsory Purchase
Act 2004 and the Planning Act 2008 were intended to accelerate decisions over such infrastructure projects. The latter piece of legislation
enabled the government to produce broad policy statements in different areas of planning such as energy and transport, with final decisions
over particular planning decisions taken by a newly created quango, the Infrastructure Planning Commission. The nature of the inquiries to
be carried out by the commission over its decisions was criticised for having the effect of replacing the existing right of 'people to present
their case in person and to call witnesses and cross examine opposing witnesses with a short open floor session at the end of the
examination’ (Friends of the Earth, 2007). A second line of criticism was that the commission was not subject to democratic accountability,
since it was without direct ministerial control. The coalition government has now abolished the commission, transferring final responsibility
for decisions to the secretary of state.

Public engagement mechanisms

In 2008, the Labour government issued a discussion paper (Ministry of Justice, 2008) which considered how best to integrate various

Democratic Audit

2.3 Effective and responsive government
Published: 10th May 2011
Updated: 24th Apr 2012

Page 11 of 20

http://www.bis.gov.uk/files/file47158.pdf
http://www.bis.gov.uk/files/file47158.pdf
http://www.greenpeace.org.uk/MultimediaFiles/Live/FullReport/ERJRSullivanJudgement.pdf
http://www.greenpeace.org.uk/files/pdfs/nuclear/MRSfindings.pdf
/procedures-for-constitutional-amendment
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/5/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2008/29/contents
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/press_releases/planning_white_paper_is_le_22102007.html
http://www.justice.gov.uk/publications/docs/citizen_engagement.pdf


instruments of direct democracy - referendums, citizens’ juries, citizens’ summits, deliberative forums, and petitions - into representative
democracy at a national level. Of these devices, the most important is the referendum. (For more details, see Section 1.1.5. For a
consideration of local level public engagement mechanisms, see Sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3)

Equal access

As has been suggested, government enjoys significant discretion in the way it consults over policy formation. Indeed the Code of Practice
on Consultation (Better Regulation Executive 2008, p. 5) states that:

'At times, a formal, written, public consultation will not be the most effective or proportionate way of seeking input from interested
parties, e.g. when engaging with stakeholders very early in policy development (preceding formal consultation) or when the scope of
an exercise is very narrow and the level of interest highly specialised. In such cases an exercise under this Code would not be
appropriate. There is, moreover, a variety of other ways available to seek input from interested parties other than formal consultation'.

When more informal consultation exercises of the sort envisaged here are conducted, the government clearly has the initiative in choosing
who it will involve. Consequently, issues of equality of access and, by implication, of influence are raised. Since the last Audit, concerns in
this area have often centred on the role of lobbyists in ensuring differential levels of access to decision-makers (for a discussion of the role
of lobbyists, see John, 2002). While a variety of different organisations engage in lobbying, PASC (2009) has described the existence of
concerns:

that 'commercial corporations and organisations have an advantage over not-for-profit bodies, an advantage which is related to the
amount of money they are able to bring to bear on the political process rather than the cogency of their case.’ (p. 5)
regarding 'the freedom with which people are able to move to and fro between roles in industry on the one hand and ministerial and
civil service posts in which they can benefit those industries on the other: a process that has become known as the “revolving door”’
(p. 5); and
'about the use of 'lobbyists for hire’ (who have no legal obligation to make public who their clients are) to keep secret from the public
the identity of those involved in lobbying decision-makers.’ (p. 5).

The committee recommended reforms to ensure: that lobbyists behave ethically, and that there are consequences for the breaking of rules;
that lobbying takes place in a manner both more public and transparent; and to make it harder for politicians and public servants to make
use of the contacts and information to which they previously had privileged access, in order to be able to benefit subsequently (PASC,
2009, p. 42). At the 2010 general election, all three main parties promised measures along these lines. In March 2011, a voluntary register
was introduced, though it has been criticised as inadequate (see Beetham, 2011, p. 14). The statutory register of lobbyists promised by the
coalition has yet to be implemented.

2.3.4 Accessibility of public services

How accessible and reliable are public services for those who need them, and how systematic is consultation with
users over service delivery?

Determining the accessibility and reliability of public services in the UK is a difficult task, but relevant data exist. Professor Christopher
Hood has conducted a comparative study of the quality of UK government using 13 international indicators, drawn from World Bank data,
covering areas including educational attainment, health, transparency, crime, and public satisfaction with public services. In his words:

'the UK does not come out top in any of these indicators. In the world ranking mostly it is in what you might call the Premier League. If
you compare it: relative to 13 selected countries, which were basically advanced countries (I put in a number of Asian ones as well as
European countries), the modal position is roughly in the middle third of that group' (PASC, 2008a, Q238).

Over recent decades increasing importance has been attached within Whitehall to visibly securing tangible returns for taxpayer’s money in
the delivery of public services, often through the setting of measurable targets. The New Labour governments made 'delivery’ – that is, the
introduction of performance targets covering the whole of government – a central objective. (For a discussion of public service targets in the
UK, see Hood, 2006.) The 1998 Comprehensive Spending Review introduced the regime of Public Service Agreements (PSA) which
contained these targets (see James, 2004; Robinson, 2000). The number of central government targets peaked with the 2002 Review at
250 and was scaled back thereafter. While the PSA system can be seen as a definite attempt to make services more reliable and
accessible, it brought with it difficulties. PSAs have been criticised on a number of grounds (Treasury Committee, 2007, pp. 53-4):

They were 'too top-down and unwieldy, so that, for example, 14 Public Service Agreement targets and measures for health in
England were translated into 206 health targets and measures for NHS Trusts and Primary Care Trusts’;
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The capacity to measure with accuracy the extent to which PSA targets had been achieved was lacking;
Time-lags in the availability of data and changes to PSAs created confusion; and
Particular problems were created by targets held jointly between different departments within a system largely designed for targets
attached to individual departments.

The present coalition government remains committed to the idea of delivering measurable improvements in public services, replacing
PSAs with departmental business plans. It is, however, unclear whether the business plans avoid replicating the difficulties associated with
PSAs, including their 'top-down’ nature.

Redress

If public services are to be more reliable and accessible for, and more responsive to, users, an effective system of redress - handling both
complaints and appeals - is required. As argued by the groundbreaking report produced for the National Audit Office on the subject:

'Citizen redress procedures have an importance for the overall quality of public services that goes far beyond their direct costs.
Complaints are an important source of feedback to central departments and agencies about where things are perceived by citizens as
going wrong […] Similarly the availability of appeals and tribunals options is intended to provide an effective incentive for officials to
make considered decisions which are right first time' (Dunleavy et al., 2005, p. 8).

Yet, as the report noted, problems arose because:

'public sector redress systems have developed piecemeal over many years and in the past they have rarely been systematically or
comprehensively reviewed. The dichotomy between complaints and appeals is a central organizing theme for redress arrangements
[…] [Citizens] have to grapple with two very different concepts of redress, instead of a more integrated concept of redress in order to
"get things put right"' (p. 26).

Over the period since the last full Audit, attempts have been made at reform. In 2002, the parliamentary ombudsman began working with
government towards creating more certainty around the legal status of more flexible and faster ways of resolving complaints, and promoting
complaint handling as central to the improvement of service delivery. In 2004, the Department for Constitutional Affairs announced a long-
term plan to create a single Tribunal Agency which could achieve standardised operating practices more accessible and
understandable for citizens. Part one of the Tribunals, Courts and Enforcement Act 2007 created a new, more simple statutory framework
for tribunals, intended to create coherence and facilitate future reform. It combined the tribunal judiciary under a senior president; and it
replaced the Council on Tribunals, the supervisory body for tribunals, with the Administrative Justice and Tribunals Council, which was
granted a broader remit.

Clear problems remain. In 2008, PASC (PASC, 2008b, p. 39) called on the government: 'to explore the scope for a common access point
nationwide for all non-emergency public services’. It noted it was 'disturbed that a poor standard of complaint handling is raised by so many
complaint reviewers. This suggests a systemic problem with first-tier complaint handling by government organisations’ (p. 16). Its other
recommendations included that government organisations 'should also be obliged to ensure that they systematically monitor the complaints
they receive in order to inform service delivery’ (p. 22).

The parliamentary and health service ombudsman, the primary national-level route for redress in regard to government departments and a
wide variety of public bodies, remains hampered (as noted in earlier Audits) by the 'MP filter’ which means that many complaints must be
raised through an individual’s local MP, not directly with the ombudsman. As well as being organizationally unsatisfactory this procedure
can act as a serious deterrent to the raising of issues. PASC found that in 2010: 'Members of the public have direct access to all other UK
public sector Ombudsmans and all Ombudsman systems in countries with comparable systems except France. The abolition of the 'MP
filter’ is long overdue’ (PASC, 2010, pp. 3-4).

The conclusions of the ombudsman are not always acted on properly by government. In 2009, the ombudsman issued a report to
parliament complaining about the official response to its report on inadequate regulation of the Equitable Life Assurance Society
(Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman, 2009). This was only the fifth report of this kind since the ombudsman office was created
in 1967.

Consultation with users

Provision for consulting with public service users at the local level was, in the words of the 2002 Audit (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 242),
'patchy’. Government has shown an interest in making such involvement more systematic. Engagement mechanisms such as participatory
budgeting and the 'duty to involve’ (described above) entail public engagement in various decision-making, including over service
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provision. Other means of involving users in service delivery have included the introduction of directly elected members of NHS bodies.

However, there are limitations to and problems associated with providing users 'voice’ in public services, as noted by the National
Consumer Council in a memorandum to PASC in 2004, which stated that: 

The extension of voice is dictated and managed by providers;
Consultation processes can conict with efficiency if the desired ends are not clear or if they are unrealistic;
Stakeholder processes are subject to capture by unrepresentative groups if not carefully managed;
Involvement and consultation that doesn’t affect outcomes can increase cynicism and contribute to “consultation fatigue”;
User involvement in governance needs to be matched by a mature understanding of risk sharing if individuals are to take on greater
responsibility for decisions that directly affect others;
Processes involving the public need to develop in sophistication and appropriate use if they are to build public condence.

A further, and probably more controversial, means of empowering service users is through providing 'choice’ - that is, creating quasi-market
mechanisms within public services which grant users the 'power of exit’. Criticisms of the 'choice’ agenda include: that it is likely to be
exercised to the advantage of already more privileged groups, and that it is wasteful of resources. (For a discussion of these issues
favourable to the quasi-market approach, see Le Grand, 2006)

The coalition government signalled its early intent to pursue ideas emanating from anagenda of public involvement and choice, through its
proposed NHS reforms, as well as its free school and 'Big Society’ initiatives.

Whatever the merits or otherwise of all of these particular initiatives, there is a problem with the lack of public desire to participate. The
Hansard Society (2010, p. 48) Audit of Political Engagement has found consistently that 'around half the population simply do not want to
get involved in decision-making at either the national or local level; [that] a lack of time is the greatest barrier to participation; [and that] a
clear distinction is drawn between 'having a say’ and being involved in decision-making, [with] influence [...] favoured but not involvement.’
However, it might be claimed that if consultation with service users was seen to be more effective, it might become more popular. Hansard
found that 'people feel they lack influence in decision-making above all because “nobody listens to what I have to say”; the more efficacious
any form of political action is perceived to be, the more highly it is valued’ (Hansard Society, 2010, p. 48).

2.3.5 Access to information

How comprehensive and effective is the right of access for citizens to government information under the
constitution or other laws?

The Freedom of Information Act 2000 provided for the first time a statutory right to apply for official information. It came fully into force on 1
January 2005. The 2002 Audit (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 148) put it that:

'it is a moot point whether it is more or less liberal than John Major’s code of practice for access to government information […] The Act
creates a statutory right of access, but also sets strict limits on access: 23 clauses in the Act specify 36 separate exceptions to
disclosure, some more stringent (or 'absolute’) than others. Other Acts, such as the Data Protection Act 1998, and more than 300 other
Acts, orders and statutory instruments prohibit disclosure. All in all, ministers and officials retain hundreds of reasons to keep official
information secret'.

The act created the new post of information commissioner, who can reconsider the executive view of what exemptions apply and whether
they have applied tests properly. Both the public authority and the applicant can appeal against the commisioner’s findings to an
information tribunal (and ultimately on to the courts). However, as the 2002 Audit noted 'the public authority can also trump any
Commissioner decision that information should be released by way of a signed certificate from […] a Cabinet minister […] that prevents the
decision from taking effect’ (p. 149). This executive veto may be subject to judicial review, but has not been yet.

How has the regime created by the act operated over time? Figures 2.3c and 2.3d show that the broad trend in central government is for
'non-routine’ information requests to grow in quantity, and for central government bodies to be increasingly likely to refuse them (in full or in
part).

Figure 2.3d: Freedom of Information: proportion of resolvable requests granted in full and proportion withheld
in full (per cent), 2005-09 (derived from annual statistical reports produced by Ministry of Justice on Freedom
of Information Act 2000)
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Source: Ministry of Justice (various years).

Doubts have been raised about the effectiveness of the Information Commissioner’s Office. In 2009, a survey conducted by the Campaign
for Freedom of Information found 'long delays by the ICO in completing investigations’ (Frankel and Gunderson, 2009, p. 1). It took on
average 19.7 months from the date on which a complaint was made to the ICO to the issuance of a decision notice. 46 per cent of cases
took between one and  two years; 25 per cent took between two and three years; and 5 per cent took more than three years.

The ministerial veto has been exercised twice, in February 2009 and December 2009. On both occasions, the purpose of the veto was to
prevent the publication of cabinet materials relating, respectively, to the decision to invade Iraq and the introduction of devolution to
Scotland. These were the only instances in which the commissioner had overruled decisions not to release cabinet materials. For the Iraq
case, the commissioner took legal advice and was informed that an application for judicial review was unlikely to succeed. For the
devolution case, the commissioner decided to 'wait and see’ whether the government was pursuing a policy of refusing to release all such
cabinet materials, or whether it was using its veto only in exceptional circumstances (Information Commissioner, 2009; 2010).

The limitations of the freedom of information regime were exposed by the MPs’ expenses crisis. Under the Freedom of Information
(Parliament and National Assembly for Wales) Order 2008, certain information relating to the home addresses of MPs was made exempt
from disclosure. This meant that the controversial practice of 'flipping’ addresses to maximise claims would not have been exposed by the
official release of information on expenses in June 2009, except through the unofficial leaking of information to the press which had already
taken place earlier in the same year.

Nonetheless, the significance and value of the Freedom of Information Act should not be underestimated. One authoritative analysis of the
act concludes:

'Any assessments of the effects of the Act are at this stage likely to be exploratory and qualified. However, there are signs of optimism.
The first Information Commissioner (IC) has had a robust and positive influence in advancing openness and transparency […]The
Information Tribunal […] is producing a steady stream of jurisprudence […]The courts have been supportive of the principles of
openness and transparency in their judgments concerning appeals […] A powerful legal culture of openness and transparency has
been developed. FOI has gained strong support across all spectrums of the press […] In a short time, the FOIA has become a fixture of
public life in the UK' (Birkinshaw, 2010, p. 13).

A further opening up of official information might be achieved by the implementation of the provision contained in the Constitutional Reform
and Governance Act 2010 for the reduction of the 'thirty year rule’ on the opening of public records, to a 'twenty year rule’.

The coalition has rapidly implemented the practice of proactively publishing large amounts of data about public spending on-line. While
this move is unprecedented, it takes a narrow approach towards accountability, focusing almost exclusively on the idea of avoiding waste,
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rather than understanding broader policy decisions. Such a vast quantity of information is also difficult to process and analyse; and the
decision to publish it appears to be motivated partly by a desire to expose the supposed profligacy of the previous government.

Presentation of official information

The 2002 Audit expressed concern that 'the current government has rolled up presentation and policymaking into the same process and
[that] the information released is designed to justify and promote government policies’ (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 151). Concerns focused in
particular on the centralising role of Alastair Campbell as director of communications and strategy at No.10, a special adviser given
executive powers (see above).

The most controversial use of official information followed soon after the 2002 Audit, in relation to government claims about weapons of
mass destruction in Iraq in the lead-up to the invasion of 2003. A particular subject of contention was the role played by Campbell and
No.10. The Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction, commonly known as the 'Butler Report’, was critical in its assessment
of the government dossier published in September 2002 (Butler Review Team, 2004). The Butler Report found that:

'The Government wanted an unclassied document on which it could draw in its advocacy of its policy. The JIC [Joint Intelligence
Committee] sought to offer a dispassionate assessment of intelligence and other material on Iraqi nuclear, biological, chemical and
ballistic missile programmes […] [I]n translating material from JIC assessments into the dossier, warnings were lost about the limited
intelligence base on which some aspects of these assessments were being made. Language in the dossier may have left readers with
the impression that there was fuller and rmer intelligence behind the judgements than was the case: our view, having reviewed all of
the material, is that judgements in the dossier went to (although not beyond) the outer limits of the intelligence available […] We
conclude that it was a serious weakness that the JIC’s warnings on the limitations of the intelligence underlying its judgements were
not made sufciently clear in the dossier' (Butler Review Team, 2004, p. 154).

In the period since the Iraq War, there have been changes that could be regarded as increasing the impartiality of official information
provision. Following the departure of Alastair Campbell in 2003, no special adviser responsible for media issues wielded the special
executive authority he possessed; and in 2007 the order in council, which had made his unusual status possible, was revoked. Also
following the departure of Campbell, a high powered post of permanent secretary for government communications was created in the
Cabinet Office, tilting responsibility for presentation slightly away from No.10 and towards the government as a whole.

Official statistics

If the public are to receive an accurate picture of government policies and their impact, the integrity of official statistics is essential. There
have been some institutional improvements in this respect. In 1996, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) was established, as an
executive agency with a line of accountability to the chancellor of the exchequer. In 2000, the Framework for National Statistics added to
the role of the government’s chief statistical adviser that of national statistician, possessing operational independence from ministers. It also
introduced greater regulation with the concept of 'National Statistics’. Finally, it established a new independent entity to protect the integrity
of statistics - the Statistics Commission. A further development came with the Statistics and Registration Service Act 2007, which created
another independent institution, the UK Statistics Authority. The authority promotes and protects the production and publication of official
statistics; and has oversight of good practice and quality, as well ensuring that the statistics are comprehensive.

2.3.6 Public confidence in government

How much confidence do people have in the ability of government to solve the main problems confronting society
and in their own ability to influence it?

Data can be traced back to the 1970s which demonstrates  positive public attitudes regarding the efficacy of government, although there is
some evidence that this was linked to satisfaction with the particular government of the day. It suggests that levels of satisfaction are lower
now than they were in the 1970s, but that they have not shifted greatly since the 1990s (see Figure 2.3e).

Figure 2.3e: Public faith in the system of government, 1973-2010 (‘Which of these statements best describes
your opinion of the present system of governing Britain?’)
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Source: Hansard Society (2010, p. 27)

Since 2004, the Hansard Society's Audit of Political Engagement has asked people how far they agree with the statement: 'When people
like me get involved in politics, they can really change the way that the country is run’. A plurality tend to disagree with this statement,
although there is no obvious trend over time in a particular direction (see Figure 2.3f).

Figure 2.3f: Public belief in capacity to influence political change, 2004-10 (‘When people like me get
involved in politics, they can really change the way that the country is run’)

Source: Ipsos MORI

Interestingly, when the statement 'voting in a general election gives me a say in how the country is run’ was put to respondents in the 2010
Hansard Society poll, considerably more people agreed (58 per cent) than those who felt a sense of political efficacy, and fewer (28 per
cent) disagreed (Hansard Society, 2010, p. 86).
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Conclusion

How effective and responsive is government in the UK?

This Section has considered the effectiveness and responsiveness of government. It has noted improvements secured through the civil
service Capability Review; the introduction of a statutory basis for the civil service; greater acceptance of the value of public engagement at
various tiers of governance; the full implementation of the Freedom of Information Act 2000 in 2005; greater independence for official
statistics; and more public involvement in public service delivery - albeit by often controversial means. Continuing areas of concern include
problems with skills and organisation in the civil service; tensions between the roles of special advisers and permanent civil servants; the
persistence of the 'MP filter’ for complaints to the parliamentary and health service ombudsman; high degrees of government discretion of
policy consultation; inequalities of access to government when consulting on policy, and the role of lobbyists in this area. There is evidence
of less than exceptional public service performance; and low levels of public confidence in government and personal political efficacy. Late
in the last decade, there was a failure in financial regulation and governments worldwide proved unable to guarantee stability in the
financial system. On a less dramatic scale, there is evidence of the abuse of short-term civil service contracts as a vehicle for ministerial
patronage. The government improperly handled the consultation on the future of nuclear power. There has been a rise in the proportion of
requests refused under the Freedom of Information Act 2000.

All five of the overarching themes of this Audit are engaged by the findings of this Section. Theme one, involving unstable constitutional
arrangements, is significant because reforms introduced over the last decade or so, including the Freedom of Information Act 2000 and the
codification of consultation practice, have encouraged greater scrutiny of official activity and brought about some degree of democratic
enhancement; but have not fully achieved a cultural change in the direction of greater official openness within government, where there
have been attempts to reduce their impact. Theme two on public faith in democratic institutions is engaged by indicators about public
confidence in official and personal political efficacy. The problems involved in ensuring meaningful and fair consultation over public policy
relate to theme three on political equality; as well as theme four, corporate power, since it is financially well-resourced commercial interests
which are best placed to secure the services of professional lobbyists. Finally, theme five, the decline of representative democracy, is
potentially accelerated by the rise of public engagement mechanisms, which are associated with direct democracy. While there is scope for
integrating the two, doing so effectively while ensuring that both are exercised meaningfully is a challenging proposition.
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