




ISBN: 978-1-903903-65-0

Published by The Constitution Unit 

School of Public Policy  
University College London 
 29-30 Tavistock Square  
London WC1H 9QU 
Tel: 020 7679 4977 Fax: 020 7679 4978 

Email: constitution@ucl.ac.uk  

Web: www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit 

©  The Constitution Unit, UCL 2014

This report is sold subject to the condition that is shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, 
be lent, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any 
form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar 
condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

First Published February 2014



TABLE OF CONTENTS

FOREWORD 4

BEING A SPECIAL ADVISER 5

THE ROLE AND THE JOB 5

The role 5

The job 5

A typical day 7

Working relationships 9

Working with officials 13

How to be effective and get the most out of being a special adviser 17

PRACTICALITIES AND STATUS 26

LAST WORDS 27

ANNEX A – MODEL JOB DESCRIPTIONS 29









7

Being A Special Adviser

offices is taken forward.  Whatever the numbers, or precise organisational structures, the aim 
of special advisers is, however, likely to  remain the same.5  

7. The Prime Minister and, in a Coalition Government, the Deputy Prime Minister will have more 
then two special advisers. So too will the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Special advisers who 
work in these central departments, particularly in No 10 and the Cabinet Office, play a very 
similar role to departmental special advisers but are likely to spend much of their time co-
ordinating across Whitehall, helping resolve disputes or differences between departments and 
nudging or cajoling departments to make progress on areas of policy which are key to the 
Government’s overall programme and to the Prime Minister’s reputation.  

8. The exact job description of an individual special adviser will depend on the needs and 
working practices of the Secretary of State/Prime Minister and on the  nature of the 
department. One of the first tasks of a newly appointed special adviser is to clarify and define 
the job he or she is required to do.  But as a guide, Annex A provides some ideal type job 
descriptions for both departmental special advisers and those working in No 10, drawing from 
the range of tasks listed in the Cabinet Office Code of Conduct for Special Advisers and from 
the experience of individual special advisers. They are intended simply to give an idea of what 
the job may look like.

A typical day 

9. Whatever the precise job description, a special adviser’s day is long and busy. In practice it 
is driven by the Secretary of State’s diary and by unexpected events, particularly those with 
a public profile, that occur during the day. None of this makes long term planning or policy 
development easy. Fridays, when ministers tend to be in their constituency, and periods during 
Parliamentary Recess, are likely to be the only times when a special adviser is relatively free 
to control his or her own time and diary.  These can provide thinking time, catch up time and 
time to go out and talk to stakeholders. But mostly the focus will be on the business of the 
day. 
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SPECIAL ADVISERS – WORKING THROUGH AND WITH COLLEAGUES TO ACHIEVE YOUR 
SECTRETARY OF STATE’S  OBJECTIVES

WHAT COLLEAGUES CAN DO FOR YOU KEY WORKING 
RELATIONSHIPS

WHAT YOU CAN DO FOR 
COLLEAGUES

Keep you in touch with progress within 
the department in developing  policy 
for which they are responsible. A Lords 
minister, who of necessity covers all the 
department’s business in the Lords, will 
have a view across the whole of the 
department. 

Alert you to any potential difficulties in 
development of departmental policies or 
sensitive casework etc.

Help engaging with, and getting the 
views of, business and community leaders. 
Again a Lords minister may be particularly 
helpful here through his or her contact 
with other peers who may have a 
business, community or voluntary sector 
background.  

Someone to bounce ideas off in their 
policy areas to help you provide advice to 
the Secretary of State.

Departmental 
ministers

Give a steer on the Secretary of 
State’s likely views on a policy 
issue for which the minister is 
responsible; diary pressures mean 
that it’s not always easy for 
ministers and the Secretary of 
State to have face to face time.

Alert the minister to any concerns 
of the Secretary of State  
(or No 10) relevant to his/her 
policy responsibilities.

Party political advice on handling 
of announcements – you may 
have different contacts/networks.

Someone to bounce ideas off/talk 
things through with – it can be 
lonely as a minister.
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WHAT COLLEAGUES CAN DO FOR YOU KEY WORKING 
RELATIONSHIPS

WHAT YOU CAN DO FOR 
COLLEAGUES

Explain how the department, Whitehall 
and parliament works – from acronyms to 
committee structures.

Facts and figures to help you understand 
policy proposals, develop new ideas or as 
input to speeches etc you may be putting 
together for the Secretary of State or for 
Party briefings you may need to prepare.

Early warning of any potential difficulties 
in getting necessary Whitehall agreement 
to policy proposals; you may need to offer 
help or advice to the Secretary of State on 
handling.

Early warning of potential good news 
stories and bad so you can plan ahead.

Extra insight into the views of 
stakeholders on a policy – they may have 
different networks.

Departmental 
officials

Extra advice on the Secretary of 
State’s thinking on a policy or on 
his/her working practices; it takes 
time for officials to get to know a 
new Secretary of State.

Someone with whom officials 
can test out policy options before 
presenting them to the Secretary 
of State; there may be party 
political considerations of which 
officials are unaware. 

Someone to whom officials can 
give a more detailed face to face 
explanation of a complex or 
sensitive policy issue. You may 
be the first person the Secretary 
or State turns to after reading a 
submission.

An insight into any Party 
relationships/personalities that 
may impact on handling of 
government business.

Extra insight into the views of 
stakeholders on a policy – you 
may have different networks.

Help in smoothing things through 
Whitehall through your special 
adviser contacts.
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WHAT COLLEAGUES CAN DO FOR YOU KEY WORKING 
RELATIONSHIPS

WHAT YOU CAN DO FOR 
COLLEAGUES

Keep you in touch with the PM’s views/
priorities/interest in your department’s 
work and alert you to any concerns the 
PM may have about departmental policies.

Keep you in touch generally with 
developments across Whitehall that your 
Secretary of State may need to be aware 
of.

General support and advice on working in 
Whitehall.

No 10 special 
advisers

Keeping them in touch with 
departmental progress in 
delivering the Government’s 
objectives; early warning of 
potential difficulties.

Early warning of good/bad 
news stories; No 10 never likes 
surprises but does like good media. 
opportunities for the PM.

Chivvying the department if 
things are not progressing as 
quickly as they should.

Adding political perspective to 
departmental briefings for No 10.

Early warning of any issues within their 
departments which may impact on issues 
within your own department. 

Help in resolving any potential issues of 
conflict between your department and 
theirs which haven’t been resolved by 
officials.

Early warning of departmental 
announcements which may impact on 
your own department’s policies.

Mutual support and advice on working in 
Whitehall.

Other 
departmental 
special advisers

Help in resolving any points of 
contention between departments 
which have a political aspect 
and can’t be resolved between 
officials before the need to involve 
ministers.

Early warning of any departmental 
announcements etc which may 
impact on their department and 
which may have a political as well 
as policy aspect.

Mutual support and advice on 
working in Whitehall.  
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A special adviser to the Labour Government, 2009 -2010

Be nice to the civil service

On the whole, civil servants will want to have constructive, helpful relationships with you and 
the minister, and some will turn out to be worth their weight in gold for the advice and expertise 
they bring. 

Don’t be too nice

You’re there to help the minister get his or her job done, on behalf of the Government and, 
ultimately, the electorate. If you sense that officials need a gentle nudge to understand what the 
minister wants and how he or she wants it, step in. 

Be careful

In public, you are not only the eyes and ears of your minister, you are also his mouth. Better to be 
thought out of the loop than to say something too interesting, which you then have to explain 
to your minister. Above all, resist the urge to tell the world what you think your minister thinks 
without his permission, especially if you’re asked about his ministerial colleagues. That way lays 
unemployment - for you, and maybe for him.

Get out of the office

You can’t be the minister’s eyes and ears from inside the department. Get out and talk to people - 
and not just your old mates from party HQ. But remember that, as with ministers, any hospitality 
received over £25 is recorded, and details of any of your meetings are liable to be published in 
response to a freedom of information inquiry.

Be straight with the boss

He has dozens of highly-educated, well-trained civil servants giving him safe, sensible, orthodox 
advice. You are there to call it as you see it, and the minister needs your perspective. So if you see 
it differently, tell him.

Be nice to your fellow special advisers

Ministers and officials will rely on you to get information on what other departments are 
planning through the informal special adviser network. Doing so will be much easier if you 
haven’t just bawled out that ‘dopey special adviser in another department’. Put the politics and 
personal differences to one side and commit to getting along 

Be ready to leave

Political careers can be over in a flash and, as a special adviser, you are tied to your minister. 
Travel light and keep your CV updated. You may need it sooner than you think.

Enjoy it

It’s a cliché, but very few people will be granted the access you will get, and the opportunity to 
influence (however minutely) policy and the politics that come with it. You might be too tired to 
keep a diary, but try to pause along the way, to enjoy the view and smell the flowers. It’ll be over 
before you know it.

(A fuller version of these ‘tips’ was previously published on the Total Politics website)
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A special adviser to the Conservative Government – 1991-1997

Have an open mind

Don’t believe all the myths about the civil service.

Get the best out of it

The job is what you make of it and what you make of your relationship with the Secretary of 
State

Help make the ‘machine’ more effective

Work with civil servants and not against them.  Better to work with officials and feed in political 
perspective before advice goes to Secretary of State rather than wait until advice is submitted 
and then say it is wrong.  And if you can show you are adding value civil servants will want to 
work with you and not against you.

Build relationships

A key relationship is with the Secretary of State’s private office and particularly the Principal 
Private Secretary. It’s the role of the Secretary of State to decide direction of policy and to 
persuade colleagues and the public that it is the right way to go. It’s the role of the Permanent 
Secretary to make sure resources are available and that the department is heading in the direction 
determined by the Secretary of State. It’s the role of the Principal Private Secretary to make 
sure the department is doing what is needed on a day to day basis – responding to the requests/
decisions of the Secretary of State. 

Keep your head above the parapet and look around you

Part of the role of special adviser is to watch out for the Secretary of State so you need to 
read as much as you can across all your areas of responsibility to spot things that might be 
difficult; individual civil servants work in relatively narrow policy areas, have bigger management 
responsibilities, and may not see, or have time to see, the bigger picture.

Accompany your minister or Secretary of State on relevant visits and trips, including  
overseas travel

It’s a good way to secure time with your minister to discuss longer term issues and to see the 
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A special adviser to the Labour Government – 2007-2008

Resist the temptation to go a bit Malcolm Tucker

Work well with private office, civil servants and with Parliamentary Private Secretaries, junior 
ministers and fellow special advisers. They can make it  lot easier (or harder) for you to get things 
done.

Accept that detailed knowledge or detailed briefings aren’t what people will want from you

Your Secretary of State, other ministers, No 10, MPs and the Parliamentary party want short 
narratives, top lines, lines to take, elephant traps;  much of your job will involve creating short 
scripts and briefings from much longer papers.

Be accessible both within the department and Whitehall and to stakeholders and the media.

Make sure you have mobile phone numbers of  key people. Much of the time you’ll want to talk 
to them will be ‘out of hours’. And have Downing Street switchboard on speed-dial; it is a miracle 
of technology and knowledge and a life saver if, for whatever reasons, you don’t have someone’s 
phone number.

Work with private office on both the Secretary of State’s diary and the red box

Help  manage the information – what needs to go in and what doesn’t – according to your 
Secretary of State’s time, mood, priorities - especially weekend boxes.

Coax and chivvy…

Check out with civil servants how a speech is coming on or a draft of a white paper. Don’t wait 
for it to come to you all the time. If it’s important to your Secretary of State, help manage it.

‘Infamy, infamy they’ve all got it in for me...’

Most ministers have a moment like this when they think the world is against them. Avoid thinking 
this way. It’s unlikely to be true. But if/when it does happen make sure that it doesn’t last as a 
mindset for long.

Enjoy Fridays

The Secretary of State is likely to be in his/her constituency with a full diary. Friday is a day 
when you can control your time and your diary. In recess and/or when the minister is away on an 
overseas trip or holiday this time is magnified. Get out - visit your key departmental agencies and 
other key organisations directly involved in delivery. This is so valuable it’s hard to underestimate.

Remember

Speak to your family, book holidays and, every so often, do other things.
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A special adviser to the Labour Government – 2007-2010

Beforehand

It’s better to work with someone (a Secretary of State) you know, or get to know through an 
interview process. Don’t take any special adviser job.

You and your boss

It’s a personal relationship but don’t mistake this for being anything but highly professional. Work 
out the dynamic your Secretary of State wants – are you a charm offensive for them or a bad cop 
to their good one?

There is no definitive job description – it’s whatever your boss wants you to do.

Work with what you have

Be nice to officials – it makes life easier, more fun and the road is littered with former special 
advisers who tried to change the system and achieved nothing in their time in the role. Officials 
can also provide very useful references for when the electorate sacks you.

Don’t be afraid to challenge your Secretary of State, Permanent Secretary or senior officials but 
don’t always do it in public.

Don’t be famous 

If in doubt about whether to write something in your own name, speak in public etc, don’t. You 
can be famous later.

Don’t accept any hospitality - a zero policy is the only way.

Be more efficient than you’ve ever been before

You can never look at enough written questions, or freedom of information request responses. 
See all of them before they go out of the door.

Evidence is key. Much policy is made with a small evidence base, so gather more.

Don’t think you know everyone – you don’t. You should always be looking to know more people – 
civil servants in other departments, regional paper journalists, charities, for example.
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A media special adviser to the Labour Government – 1997-2006

Work with not against officials

Avoid the temptation to see yourself as the master of the universe. Help shape advice before it 
goes to ministers.  See your role as different but complementary to that of civil servants.  This 
saves a lot of time, energy and will – ultimately – provide you and your minister with a more 
successful tenure in the department. 

Prioritise, prioritise, prioritise

You can spend 24 hours a day sticking your nose into every issue and every paper. Help your PA to 
help you prioritise those things where you can make the most difference and are worthy of your 
attention. 

Don’t become an alternative press office

If you are ever available then journalists will come to you for everything. This will re4cilable then journalists will comedr.your 
attention. 
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A Conservative media special adviser to the Coalition Government – 2010 -2012

Be the bridge over troubled water

Government departments seem to me to be perpetually at war with one another, with No 10, and 
with the Treasury. Most of the arguments which broke out between my department and others 
were repeats of old dramas, played out with a new cast. This is a consequence of strong Whitehall 
identities and cultures coming into conflict with each other, and a special adviser’s role can be 
quite influential in either getting closer to resolution; or deepening the row and encouraging 
your Secretary of State to take sides and make it personal. Try not to get swept along by the tide 
of civil service enmity and be the bridge, the person who is prepared to open a more constructive 
and collegiate dialogue.

Don’t sell out your officials. You are all in the same boat. 

Media special advisers  in particular are under daily pressure from the press and politicians to 
lay the blame for the latest debacle on some under-performing part of the civil service. There 
are many under-performing parts of the civil service, let’s face it, but the one thing guaranteed 
to help them stay there is if their department’s single noisiest spokesman (i.e. you) is rubbishing 
them to the press or to MPs. Morale is damaged further, it is even harder for them to recruit good 
people and the culture of poor performance and blame is embedded for another parliament. 
Seeking to understand their challenges in a mature way and conveying the reforms in place to 
address these to your network is different to blame and suggests you realise that you are all in 
the same boat, rowing in the same direction, trying to deliver better public services.

Don’t try to do too much. 

You are the chief adviser to a ‘here today, gone tomorrow’ politician, so it is understandable 
that you would seek maximum impact from your ground-breaking programme of reforms, a 
major legacy project and a landmark public services initiative polished off before teatime. The 
more effective advisers guide their bosses towards modest and achievable milestones that are 
more in keeping with the steady and cautious pace of the civil service. Getting to these modest 
goals takes more effort than I ever anticipated, because daily crises and routine items have such 
dominance over the Secretary of State’s (and everyone else’s) schedules. It takes political capital 
and persistence to get small changes made to the way your department functions: these should 
be embraced as genuine achievements, with the recognition that soon a new political team will 
be in your place to (ideally) build on your initiatives, rather than knock them down and start over.
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21. Annex D summarises the kind of skills that the most effective special advisers use to achieve 
their goals. It draws on both the top tips above and the interviews conducted for the 
Constitution Unit’s research9.

PRACTICALITIES AND STATUS 

22. A special adviser is appointed personally by the minister for whom he or she will work, subject 
to approval by No 10. Though some special advisers go on to work for other ministers, the 
norm is that when a minister leaves post, for whatever reason, special advisers leave too. The 
future, and job security, of special advisers parallels that of their minister.

23. Special advisers join government as temporary civil servants under the terms of the 
Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010 (section 15). Terms and conditions of 
employment include pension and severance pay arrangements. Special advisers’ salaries, 
like those of civil servants, are paid from taxes. A special adviser’s salary is agreed with the 
Permanent Secretary of the department to which he or she is appointed, within Cabinet 
Office guidelines, and is approved by the Cabinet Office. The Cabinet Office publishes regular 
information about the number and costs of special advisers. More details  about the formal 
arrangements for special advisers, including a model contract, can be found in the Cabinet 
Office Code of Conduct for Special Advisers.10 

24. It is for the department in which the special adviser works to provide appropriate 
accommodation, IT and administrative support as needed. Special advisers will normally be 
located close to  the Secretary of State’s private office11, working alongside civil servants 
but independent from them, and managed directly by the Secretary of State. Administrative 
support, if needed, will be provided by civil servants appointed to support the special adviser 
team. If working for the Prime Minister, special advisers will work alongside civil servants in 
No 10. Few Ministers of State yet have special advisers but where they do the special adviser 
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LAST WORDS 

27. The civil service has been working with special advisers for many years. So when a special 
adviser joins government today, he or she is joining an organisation which is, by and large, 
comfortable with the role of a special adviser; understands the potential value of that role; 
and has a set of expectations of the role based on experience and practice. Generally the role 
is seen by civil servants as normal, largely trusted and potentially helpful. Special advisers 
can, therefore, expect a welcome although the degree of warmth will inevitably reflect past 
experience. Some of that experience will be good and some not so good.  

28. Special advisers today will find themselves potentially visible outside, as well as within, 
Whitehall. This reflects the level of Parliamentary scrutiny there now is of government 
through Parliament’s committee system; scrutiny which includes the role, accountability 
and behaviour of special advisers – (see for example the work of the Public Administration 
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ANNEX A – MODEL JOB DESCRIPTIONS

A departmental media special adviser

1. Working with the departmental press office, advise the Secretary of State, particularly 
from a party political aspect, on media handling of departmental policy and other public 
announcements, publication of departmental reports etc and publication of new legislation

2. Work with the departmental press office on a forward looking media handling plan for 
departmental business and the drafting of press notices etc.

3. Attend the Secretary of State’s media handling meetings with officials and other ministers as 
requested by the Secretary of State 

4. Brief media contacts, and other stakeholders,  as agreed with the Secretary of State, on 
political aspects of departmental business and announcements

5. Liaise with the Secretary of State’s private office – Principal Private Secretary and diary 
secretary – on the management of the Secretary of State’s diary to help prioritise demands 
and ensure the right balance of departmental business, media events and party political events

6. Working with the departmental press office, advise and sit in on, as requested by the Secretary 
of State, one to one media interviews by the Secretary of State

7. Monitor the press, media, and social media networks on a daily basis and  advise the Secretary 
of State on any handling issues – liaising with the departmental press office on those which 
concern departmental business

8. Provide advice and comment on drafts prepared by officials of speeches, parliamentary 
statements, answers to parliamentary questions, responses to freedom of information requests 
which may attract press/media interest 

9. Liaise with the Secretary of State’s Parliamentary Private Secretary on political and media 
handling of parliamentary business – legislation, statements, oral questions, appearance at 
Select Committees etc – and attend key debates, statements and oral question time.

10. Draft speeches and provide media support to the Secretary of State in preparation for and 
throughout the Party conference and for all other Party functions

11. Liaise with No 10 media special advisers and special advisers in other relevant departments on 
cross government issues or party political issues and advise the Secretary of State

12. Liaise with relevant Party committees and officers on handling and development of relevant 
Party policy and advise Secretary of State

13. Provide support to other departmental ministers as needed and as agreed with the Secretary 
of State
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A departmental policy/political special adviser

1. Working with officials, provide advice to the Secretary of State, particularly  on party political 
aspects and in the context of the Government’s overall aims and objectives, on new policy 
proposals and policy development and implementation [within the policy areas which fall 
within your remit as agreed with the Secretary of State]

2. On behalf of the Secretary of State monitor progress in taking forward policy proposals

3. Provide advice to officials on the Secretary of State’s policy aims and objectives and, against 
that background, on the pros and cons of different policy options and legislative options

4. Attend the Secretary of State’s policy meetings with officials and ministers as requested by the 
Secretary of State

5. Provide advice and comment on drafts prepared by officials of policy White Papers, other 
departmental reports, speeches, parliamentary statements, answers to parliamentary questions, 
responses to freedom of information requests which may attract press/media interest

6. Maintain a network of contacts in relevant stakeholder organisations and provide advice 
and feedback to officials and to the Secretary of State and ministers on their views on 
departmental policy proposals and on concerns or issues on which the Government may need 
to focus. Draft speculative papers as appropriate

7. Contribute to briefings for the Secretary of State’s appearances at Parliamentary Select 
Committees or in handling legislation etc.

8. Draft briefing papers on departmental business for the Parliamentary Party, as requested by 
the Secretary of State, and liaise with the Secretary of State’s Parliamentary Private Secretary

9. Liaise with special advisers in No 10 and other relevant departments on cross government 
policy issues; advise the Secretary of State, ministers and officials; help to resolve any 
differences of view between departments where departmental proposals require Cabinet 
Committee approval etc

10. Support the Secretary of State in preparing for and through out Party Conference, including 
on speech writing, and support the Secretary of State through providing briefing, speeches 
etc, on all Party functions

11. Keep abreast of wider government developments to advise and alert the Secretary of State as 
necessary and to help support him or her in attending Cabinet Committees etc

12. Liaise with relevant Party committees and officers on handling and development of relevant 
Party policy and advise Secretary of State
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A special adviser in No 10

1. Establish and maintain good working relationships with the Secretaries of State of the 
departments within your remit, and his or her special advisers 

2. Provide the Prime Minister with regular updates on implementation of key Government 
policies by the relevant departments, as agreed with the Prime Minister, and alert him or her 
to any potential difficulties

3. Provide advice to the Secretary of State, and his or her special advisers, on the Prime Minister’s 
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ANNEX B – TASKS AND FUNCTIONS OF CIVIL SERVANTS 
AND SPECIAL ADVISERS

Field of Activity Civil Servants Special Advisers Working together

Priority setting Officials seek to 
identify the priorities 
of an incoming 
Secretary of State 
whether from the 
Manifesto or (after 
an election) from 
submissions to and  
discussion with the 
Secretary of State.

Special advisers will 
help ministers identify 
key priorities from a 
political perspective. 
They will focus on 
what can be achieved 
within political 
timescales, with an eye 
to the electoral cycle 
and the Secretary of 
State’s likely tenure. 
 
Special advisers also 
have significant 
external contacts, 
notably with the 
political parties, 
think tanks and 
other stakeholders 
in the work of the 
department. They will 
be a channel for new 
ideas and proposals.

At this stage, there 
will be close dialogue 
between the Secretary 
of State, special 
advisers and officials, 
with numerous 
meetings. Officials will 
be seeking to  improve 
the Secretary of State’s 
and special advisers’ 
understandings of the 
issues confronting the 
department  - some 
of which may be 
politically unattractive 
but unavoidable. 
Special advisers will 
focus on explaining 
the core values and 
philosophies of the 
Secretary of State.
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Field of Activity Civil Servants Special Advisers Working together

Key priority areas Officials will develop 
policy options for key 
priority areas.  
 
In particular, they will 
manage the policy 
making process, 
including timetabling, 
consultation, 
assembling evidence 
base and identification 
of options. 

Special advisers 
will get involved in 
detailed development 
of key priorities, 
seeking to ensure 
that impetus is being 
maintained. They may 
well generate policy 
ideas and options for 
consideration.

Special advisers are 
also likely to want to 
see key submissions in 
draft.

Special advisers will 
be quite hands-on 
and work closely 
with officials. They 
may well attend the 
internal meetings 
which officials will 
have to develop 
options and discuss 
draft submissions. 
Alternatively, special 
advisers will have 
informal email or 
oral conversations 
with those officials 
to checks. 
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Field of Activity Civil Servants Special Advisers Working together

Engagement with 
stakeholders

Officials will know 
which external 
stakeholders are 
most likely to be 
affected by emerging 
proposals – and are 
likely to consult them 
informally to identify 
the practical impact of 
new proposals on those 
affected. 

Special advisers have 
their own networks 
and will consult with 
those. Their networks 
will be more likely 
than officials to 
focus on the political 
attractiveness of 
emerging ideas, 
whereas officials are 
more focussed on 
practicality.

Special advisers and 
officials are likely to 
work closely together 
in this area, though 
with some degree of 
overlap.

Drafting of public 
documents

Officials will expect to  
draft all consultation 
documents plus Green 
papers and White 
Papers.

Special advisers 
will very seldom 
draft documents 
themselves. But they 
will look critically at 
successive drafts and 
seek to ensure that 
the political merits 
of the proposals or 
policies are clearly 
articulated within the 
wider framework of 
government policy.

Special advisers will 
usually be consulted 
on successive drafts 
of documents on key 
issues, largely through 
internal e-mail. 
Special advisers might 
comment extensively, 
and occasionally might 
offer specific text.

Whitehall clearance of 
policy

Officials will consult 
other government 
departments and 
organise  collective 
clearance through 
write-rounds or 
Cabinet Committee 
meetings

Special advisers 
may well discuss 
contentious policies 
with special advisers in 
other departments and 
in No 10, seeking to  
encourage support in 
the write-rounds. 

The clearance with 
other government 
departments is quite 
likely to be a joint 
operation between 
special advisers and 
officials, with both 
operating in parallel to 
ensure that emerging 
proposals are likely 
to find favour at the 
level of both detail and 
political attractiveness.   
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Field of Activity Civil Servants Special Advisers Working together

Presentation of 
emerging policies

When a new policy or 
initiative needs to be 
announced, officials 
will usually make 
recommendations 
on both the formal 
announcement and 
any parliamentary 
statement. They will 
also liaise with No 10 
on the timing of the 
announcement. They 
will usually develop 
a media plan, and 
arrange interviews 
with the media.

On any major 
announcement, the 
communications 
special advisers will 
discuss handling 
plans with others in 
the special advisers 
network, particularly 
No 10,  and with 
ministers. 

They will comment on 
draft press notices and 
may take over some of 
the drafting, especially 
putting the issue in a 
political context. 

They will also identify 
key press contacts and 
brief them informally 
on the political 
background to the 
emerging proposals. 

In principle, special 
advisers and the 
departmental 
communications 
team will work 
closely together on 
the presentation of 
proposals, discussing 
together the handling 
plan  and whether it 
meets  both policy and 
political objectives.
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Field of Activity Civil Servants Special Advisers Working together

Parliament and 
Legislation

Officials will prepare 
detailed briefing 
and draft speeches 
for ministers for all 
Parliamentary debates, 
both in the Commons 
and Lords. 

They will also provide 
drafting instructions 
for legislation; and 
then set up Bill teams 
to take it forward.

Special advisers will 
review the briefing for 
Parliamentary speaking 
occasions, often adding 
attacking points on the 
Opposition position 
and attractive political 
sound bites. 

Special advisers may 
also talk to difficult 
backbenchers before  
debates (though this 
will often be shared 
with the Secretary of 
State’s Parliamentary 
Private Secretary). 
Special advisers will 
also prepare briefing 
for the parliamentary 
party.

Special advisers and 
officials will discuss 
informally with each 
other specific issues as 
they arise - and how 
to  manage backbench 
and opposition 
concerns in the 
Committee stages.
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Field of Activity Civil Servants Special Advisers Working together

The ministerial diary The private office 
will  seek to achieve 
a  balance between 
ministerial work in 
the office, external 
events focussed on 
the minister’s direct 
responsibilities, wider 
political engagements 
and constituency 
work. Private office 
will seek advice 
from officials on the 
speaking invitations 
the Secretary of State 
receives. 

The private office 
will also manage 
the logistics of the  
ministerial diary, 
organising the 
mechanics of the daily 
meetings and external 
activity – provided it is 
related to the activity 
of the department. 

Special advisers will 
regularly review the 
Secretary of State’s 
diary and see whether 
they agree the balance 
of activities – and will 
usually be concerned 
to see whether the 
diary has too many 
internal meetings and 
external events which 
the department wants 
but which are less 
strategically important. 

Special advisers will 
also be expected to 
lead on the Secretary 
of State’s purely 
political activities -  
eg a meeting with a 
constituency party 
during a regional 
tour or managing the 
minister’s diary at the 
Party Conference.    

Special advisers 
might well for such 
events have some 
responsibility for the 
logistics – though 
often working closely 
with the constituency 
secretary and private 
office.  

Special advisers and 
the private office 
will discuss together 
the programme of 
speeches  and contents 
of important speeches. 

Special advisers will 
also need a strong 
direct relationship 
with the Secretary of 
State’s diary secretary 
to ensure that the 
departmental activities 
and the politically 
led activities are 
harmonised and work 
smoothly together.   
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Field of Activity Civil Servants Special Advisers Working together

Moral support The private office 
often provide moral 
support for the 
minister, alongside 
the formal business – 
sympathising after a 
hard day or political 
setback, ensuring the 
minister has regular 
breaks in the day for 
meals and avoiding 
burn-out. 

Other officials tend 
not to  see this side of 
departmental business 
unless they are dealing 
with a very high 
priority area.  

Providing moral 
support is a key 
aspect of many special 
advisers’ daily life. 
They can provide 
an outlet for the 
Secretary of State to 
express and discuss 
his or her frustrations 
with officials or other 
politicians. They can 
help the Secretary of 
State manage difficult 
relationships by 
providing a sounding 
board.  

Providing moral 
support is a joint 
responsibility of the 
private office and the 
special advisers. It is 
usually shared, though 
there may be occasions 
when the Secretary of 
State wants to discuss 
essentially political 
matters and the private 
office officials may 
withdraw.
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ANNEX D – EFFECTIVENESS: THE SKILLS NEEDED

Strategic Focussed on the minister’s key priorities, not trying to get 
involved in everything.

Political      Adding the party political dimension from Parliament, the Party, 
the media agenda, with other political intelligence.

Professionally experienced    In policy development or media handling, as well as politics.

Creative but practical Governments start with Manifesto commitments but may need  
new policy ideas as parliaments progress or an election gets 
nearer.    

Cooperative With the civil service, and other colleagues, working with not 
against them. 

Analytical  Government is complex and technical and solutions are not easy.

Efficient Commenting quickly and clearly on  papers, parliamentary 
questions etc avoids creating a blockage or holding up business. 

Open With the civil service and with junior ministers. Sharing 
knowledge and information leads to better advice and decision 
making.

Challenging Constructive questioning of accepted wisdom but never bullying.

Flexible The day to day business of government is unpredictable. Special 
advisers have to be ready to provide support on the unexpected 
as well as the planned.

Loyal and Trustworthy Loyal to the Government as a whole as well as their Secretary of 
State, trustworthy and discreet.

Informed and Outward looking Aware of what is happening inside and outside Whitehall, and 
accessible to outside interests and expertise.

Committed Ministers work a 15-18 hour day. Special advisers must be ready 
to do the same.
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ANNEX  E – SOME COMMON CIVIL SERVICE AND  
PARLIAMENTARY TERMINOLOGY
 
HIERARCHIES

Ministers

The conventional structure for ministerial appointments places ministers in one of three tiers:

•	 Cabinet Ministers - essentially one for each department with two for the Treasury (the 
Chancellor and the Chief Secretary);

•	 Ministers of State - one, two or occasionally three in each department. These are the most 
senior roles outside the Cabinet;

•	 Parliamentary Under Secretaries of State - the most junior level. Again there are one, two or 
three in each Department. 

Not all departments follow this nomenclature - the Treasury, for example, has traditionally had posts 
of Economic Secretary and Financial Secretary (as well as Chief Secretary mentioned above), which 
are not easy to classify in the conventional structure. 

The Senior Civil Service (SCS) 

The concept of the Senior Civil Service (SCS) was introduced about 25 years ago. It essentially 
consists of the Permanent Secretaries and the top three tiers of management (see below) beneath 
the Permanent Secretary in the central Whitehall departments and central government agencies – 
just under 5,000 people in total. 

The civil service grade structure – a guide to current titles and their roles
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allocated by Parliament each year to his or her department.

Tier 2

Staff at tier 2 are currently called Director General (DG). Departments will usually be structured 
into groups covering a particular policy area or corporate service with a Director General at the 
head of each group. 

There are likely to be only a handful of DGs in a department. For example, the Home Office currently 
has 10 covering Crime and Policing, Security and Counter Terrorism, Visas and Immigration, 
Immigration and International, Communications, Finance and Commercial, Strategy and Delivery, 
Human Resources, Legal services, Operational Systems Transformation

DGs, along with the Permanent Secretary, are likely to comprise the executive members of the 
department’s management board.  Departmental boards also include non-executive members. 
Traditionally departmental management boards have been chaired by the Permanent Secretary but 
the 2010 Coalition Government decided that Secretaries of State should chair their departmental 
board and that other ministers should be members along with the Permanent Secretary, senior 
officials and non-executive members.

Tier 3

The third tier is Director. Directors manage a directorate, a smaller, but still large area of the 
department’s policy. So in the Home Office you might expect a Director of Policing, Director of 
Crime Prevention etc.

Tier 4 

The fourth tier is the lowest rung of the Senior Civil Service and called Deputy Director, in charge 
of what in some departments is still called a division. Deputy Directors are likely to be the most 
usual day to day contact for special advisers because they, and their teams, are responsible for the 
day to day delivery of particular policy objectives, projects, drafting of consultation documents, 
legislation etc.  

Below the SCS
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STRUCTURES
Departments vary in their organisational structures but there are some functions that are  
common to all. 

The ministerial private office

Each minister typically has an immediate support team of about five or six officials – double that 
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issuing all departmental press notices, organising and managing press and media briefings on new 
policy announcements etc, organising and providing support to ministers on all departmental press/
media interviews, handling day to day press/media inquires.

Legal Advisers

Most large departments have a team of lawyers. Departmental lawyers provide ministers with 
legal advice on all departmental issues. They prepare instructions for Parliamentary Counsel for 
the drafting of departmental legislation and instructions to government litigation lawyers (usually 
Treasury Solicitors) or Treasury Counsel for court cases in which the department is involved or 
when senior legal advice is needed on a particular case or policy issue.    

The Office of Parliamentary Counsel is a  government department. Parliamentary Counsel draft all 
government Bills and liaise with the parliamentary authorities on the printing, tabling etc of Bills 
and any subsequent government amendments.

Treasury Solicitors (TSol) is a separate government agency which handles most government 
litigation, representing the Government in court.

Treasury Counsel are experienced and highly regarded legal Counsel who are appointed to a panel 
by the Attorney General and who may be called on by departmental lawyers to offer expert advice.

PRACTICES
First Day Briefs

Departments will always provide written briefing for new ministers. These are usually referred to as First 
Day Briefs. They will explain the department, its responsibilities, current key policy issue etc. They will be 
particularly substantial and extensive when there is a new government and a completely new ministerial 
team and will set out the department’s initial advice on how to give effect to Manifesto commitments. 
Written briefs will also be provided during the duration of a government for any new minister or 
Secretary of State. First Day briefs are useful background document for special advisers too. 

Red Box

All ministers have a ‘red box’.  In essence it is a large, heavy and very secure brief case used by 
ministers to transport all departmental papers to and from home, their parliamentary office or on 
outside trips. 

At the end of each day the minister’s private office will normally put all papers that the minister 
needs to deal with overnight, including papers from special advisers,  in the ‘red box’.  Private 
Secretaries will indicate on submissions from officials what action is required of the minister, attach 
any relevant papers and draw the minister’s attention to any points of particular significance. They 
will also prioritise the papers. Papers are returned to private office in the red box the next morning. 
Private Secretaries will action the papers as the minister has indicated. The ‘red box’ ensures that 
papers are transported securely and also helps ensure that papers do not go astray and can be dealt 
with quickly and easily both by ministers and private office.
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•	 Report stage – This stage is taken in the main chamber of each House. The Bill, as amended in 
Committee, is considered by MPs and Peers. Further amendments can be made, including by 
the Government. Amendments are debated and voted on.

•	 Third Reading
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