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The civil service grade structure – a guide to titles  
 
The Cabinet Office seeks to ensure a degree of commonality in titles for the SCS as follows.  
 
Tier 1 
 
The Permanent Secretary, often shortened to “Perm Sec”. A couple of the more prestigious 
departments such as The Treasury may have two people at that level, with the more junior known as 
the second permanent secretary.  
 
Tier 2 
 
Officials at tier 2 are usually called “Director General”.  A few people at that level with specialist 
functions might have different titles (e.g. Chief Economist or Chief Scientist).  
 
 Tier 3 
 
Staff at tier three are known as “Directors”.  
 
Tier 4 
  
The fourth tier is the lowest rung of the Senior Civil Service and staff at that level are called “Deputy 
Director”. 
 
The Principal Private secretary (PPS) to the Secretary of State in most Departments will be at Deputy 
Director level – 
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interest from advisers in their subject and will readily discuss the issues with them.  Trying to deal 
on detailed policies only with the Permanent Secretary or the relevant Director General, in contrast, 
is likely to be less effective simply because they will not be focussed on the detail of the issue unless 
it is absolutely critical to the Department overall.   While special advisers should make sure they are 
known to the most senior officials (not least because their help and support could be critical in a 
crisis) they 
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backbenchers serve as unpaid Parliamentary Private Secretaries, who have no operational functions 
but are asked to act as “runners” between a Department’s Ministers and the Government 
backbenches. In broad terms, therefore, about 
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for meetings, letters to be sent to MPs and numerous other papers which the private office will put 
together for each working day and at weekends in the expectation, not always realised, that the 
“box will be turned round” overnight.  (A few Ministers choose to deal with papers in the office 
rather than take a red box and a small but increasing number work on-
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Ministers and internal management

http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/content/enhanced-departmental-boards-protocol
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The structure of Whitehall 
 
1.25 There are currently just over 20 core Whitehall departments.  The titles and responsibilities 
of Departments have changed regularly over the last thirty years, though the coalition government 
was relatively unusual in not carrying out any significant restructuring. 
   
1.26 At times, changes in the Whitehall structure are made because there has been a 
fundamental change to the world outside Whitehall. A relatively recent example of this was the 
creation of the Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) in 2008 to 



10 

 

 



11 

 

 

Chapter 2: The policy-making process  
 
 

How policy is initiated, developed, agreed and delivered 
 

 
2.1 A significant amount of what goes on in Whitehall is driven by “custom and practice” 
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white or green; 
 

 The presentation of such documents has changed markedly, with more use of background 
data and table; and documents which might once have been 30 pages are now more likely 
to be 300 pages in length. They are no longer published between green and white covers 
but often have high production values, with glossy covers and striking photographs.  
 

But the distinction is far from redundant and the old terminology is still in common use as a conceptual 
way of distinguishing between the “green” stage of the Government consulting on “what to do” on a 
given area of policy; and the “white” stage of setting out the Government’s conclusions. . Both Green 
Papers and White Papers thus continue to be issued.  

 

 
 
ii) Continuous improvement 
 
2.5 Government never stops and Ministers, special advisers and officials are constantly looking 
for new policy developments or to amend existing policies as they are rolled-out. This essentially 
results from a continuous improvement approach, with existing policies and Government 
interventions being continuously scrutinised for their effectiveness and amended and developed 
further.  
 
2.6 In a similar way, the battle for ideas between the political parties is never dormant and 
policies are being constantly updated and restated in different language. Many Ministers develop 
their policy ideas through speeches and Parliamentary debates. A speech can be a major instrument 
for developing policy and its drafting can occupy officials throughout Whitehall for some time. Most 
Cabinet Ministers will also make a speech at their annual Party Conference, with a wish to make an 
announcement or two – with civil servants not directly engaged given those speeches will be 
political, but keen to discover what the Secretary of State might announce.  
 
iii) A reaction to external events  
 
2.7 A considerable amount of Government policy is developed in response to “events”. The 
2008 banking crisis was a good example of Government having to make its policy “on the hoof”, 
developing its approach directly in response to events in the commercial market-place. Phone 
hacking is another example, with the Levinson inquiry being set up in response to public concern. 
Some of the interventions in such cases may be of huge economic and social importance, but can 
have a strong element of crisis management, rather than the more formal and measured approach 
that is to be found in a White Paper. Questions arising from “events” are often framed in terms of 
policy – how will the Government ensure that a particular type of rail accident will not reoccur; or 
what is the Government’s doing to  respond to  widespread flooding in the west country?   
 
So how is policy made? 
 
2.8 In the “classic” model of policy making, Ministers come to Government with a clear 
philosophical approach – the approach which formed the basis on which they were elected. They 
then set out that approach for the department and its officials and they in turn apply that 
philosophy to the issues for which the department is responsible, seeking guidance from Ministers 
when specific decisions are needed. Ministers in turn promote, explain and defend those policies in 
public debate, while officials work out and implement the detailed activities which give effect to the 
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The Whitehall calendar 
 
The Whitehall calendar essentially marches to the same tune as the parliamentary calendar, with 
periods of intense activity while Ministers are in the office and periods of respite when they are not. .  
 
Whitehall never formally shuts down, though the numbers in the office are obviously lower during 
public holidays, August and “half-term weeks”. But there are also constraints on what officials can 
drive forward when Ministers are away from the office given the broad convention that major policy 
announcements can only be made when Parliament is sitting.  
 
Until 2010, Parliament effectively began each year in November with the Queen’s Speech; after two 
week breaks for Christmas and Easter, it then closed down in mid July for the summer holidays and 
party conference season, with a brief resumption in October before the Queen’s Speech began the 
process again in November.  Since the Coalition, however, this has now changed, due to the 
introduction of fixed five year Parliament with elections in May. So, unless that legislation is repealed, 
The Queen’s Speech will kick off the Parliamentary year in future each May.  
 
When Parliament is not sitting, Ministers, particularly those with constituencies some way from the 
capital, try to spend more of their time in their constituencies, making up for being in London during the 
rest of the year. And they also try and use time when Parliament is not sitting for Ministerial visits 
overseas. So in practice, some Ministers may be in London and in their Departmental office for only 
about eight months of the year.  
 
They can of course always be contacted; and will always be sent red boxes. But in terms of policy 
development, officials have to take account of when Ministers are available for discussions and when 
Parliament is sitting. This tends to lead to desperate and not always successful attempts to “get things 
through” before each of the Christmas, Easter and summer breaks – and in the run-up to these breaks 
Ministers can often feel they are being “bounced” into taking too many decisions in too short a time.  
 
A further complication is elections and the concept of “purdah”. In effect, whenever a democratic 
election is being held - whether for Parliament, Europe or local elections - no announcements are 
allowed during the election period which could remotely impact on those elections unless they are 
absolutely essential for practical reasons. And the rules are generally interpreted tightly. So April is 
usually a “dead” month for announcements because of local elections in early May. And, once a general 
election is announced, Whitehall is effectively prevented from any further policy development until a 
new Government is elected. 

 
 
Policy making and the European Union 
 
2.16 An increasing amount of Whitehall policy making now has a marked European dimension, 
with the power of decision making, to a greater or lesser degree, having been elevated to the 
institutions of the European Union.   
 
2.17 The nature of policy making in a European context is clearly very different for both Ministers 
and officials. For the great majority of issues, the fundamental policy decision as to “what to do” is 
no longer a matter for the national level but becomes a matter for the EU as a whole, with the 
European Commission very much in the lead in proposing what issues would benefit from cross EU 
agreement. Nor does Whitehall retain the power to decide “how to do it”, as the Commission 
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3.6 As noted above, there are seldom any official “sanctions” arising from any of these types of 
accountability. The Government can reject the conclusions of a Select Committee if it so chooses. 
It can equally ride out criticisms of an unpopular policy and a media campaign.  The risk of judicial 
review can be mitigated by taking considerable care over initial decision making.  
 
3.7 But that does not mean that the accountability is not real.  Ministers can all too easily lose 
their jobs as a result of external criticism - as indeed have a number of special advisers. Civil 
servants are less likely to lose their job as a result of a hostile Select Committee report but it is 
common for people to be moved on and for previously promising careers to be blighted.  


