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1. Great pleasure to be able to address this Conference today in my 

capacity as a visiting Fellow at the University. 

 

2. Within the overall theme of the Conference today - ‘from the centre of 

time to endless possibilities’ - I want to put forward a somewhat novel 

thesis in respect of the public sector. It is that its benefits to our overall 

economy are substantial and that the contribution which it can make to 

both economic wellbeing and social justice is in danger of being under-

estimated by some of those who argue for the advantages of private 

sector delivery of traditional public services; in other words I want to 

argue that an effective public sector, rather than being a drain on 

economic prosperity, is a valuable contributor to it. 

 

3. In putting forward this premise I recognise that I am in danger of 

appearing as at best unfashionable and at worst as some form of latter 

day luddite; as a man who still thinks the world is square and that we 

can ignore the realities of having to deliver more with less. How can 

anyone seriously argue in favour of the public sector at a time when, 

throughout the western world, every major Government - France still 

perhaps somewhat apart - is seeking to cut back on the role of the state? 

As our own Government’s ‘Open Public Services’ paper in 2013 said: 

 

“Through the Open Public Services programme, we are releasing 

the grip of state control and putting power into people’s hands.” 

 



Or, as a paper by PricewaterhouseCoopers on the ‘Future of 

Government’ put it in somewhat less graphic language in June of last 

year: 

 

“Governments and public sector organisations face a future where 

dealing with uncertainty while delivering services that are 

affordable, in the context of deficit-reducing budget cuts, is their 

new normal.”  

 

4. And just to be clear I agree with many of these sentiments if not with 

the precise language in which they are expressed. Indeed in my own 

career of nearly 40 years in government, including as the first Chief 

Executive of Jobcentre Plus and ending as Permanent Secretary for over 

five years in the largest UK Government department, DWP, I spent much 

of my time trying to bring about a transformation in the quality and cost-

effectiveness of public services, some of which in the past were 

disgraceful in their lack of concern for either the quality of service 

delivered to the customer or the value for money delivered to the 

taxpayer. And to be clear there remain too many public services which 

are sub-standard in what they are delivering to their customers and too 

expensive in what they are costing the taxpayer.  

 

5. And yet, and yet. The problem, I suggest, is that we have taken some of 

the undoubted advantages that the private sector can offer and begun 

to turn them into articles of such fundamental faith that it can appear 

now as verging on heresy to point to areas where, by contrast, the public 

sector, much maligned as it is, can arguably deliver at least as effectively 

as the private sector. I want to suggest five such areas where I believe 

the public sector deserves to be seen as leading edge rather than as the 

last man standing before concluding with some more general thoughts 

as to the conclusions that we might want to draw. 

 

 

 



Public acceptability 

 

6. The first such area - a topical one - is public acceptability. As many of you 

will have read, it has been widely reported that Atos, a private sector 

company responsible for carrying out the medical testing of recipients of 

long-term incapacity benefits, is seeking to bring its contract with 

government to an early conclusion apparently because of the abuse 

being suffered by its staff, including, so it was reported, death threats to 

some individuals. 

 

7. I should make clear that I have no judgement to pass on Atos in respect 

of the quality or cost-effectiveness of its work. There is no doubt that 

they have been subjected to very considerable criticism over the 

professionalism and reliability of some of their medical testing. But it is 

equally true that what they are being asked to do is inherently difficult; 

deciding whether individuals, some of whom have been on long term 

disability benefits for decades, are in fact fit enough to work. It is little 

wonder that some of the decisions reached by their doctors have been 

so controversial and so strongly attacked. 

 

8. But what has undoubtedly made the position worse, and generated 

even greater criticism, is the perception that, as a for profit organisation, 

they have been motivated more by the need to make profits than by the 

need to reach the best decisions they can. For many of their critics they 

are driven purely by the profit motive. 

 

9. Now, as it happens, I very much doubt that that is true. But what I think 

matters very little. For this is undoubtedly one of those cases where 

perception is at least as important as reality. And the perception 

amongst some of the company’s, and the Government’s, fiercest critics 

that this policy is being driven by commercial not medical considerations 

is now so strong that it is very hard to see it changing while these tests 

are carried out by a commercial company. And that is undoubtedly 

putting at risk a policy in which I do very strongly believe; namely that it 

is in the interests of both the taxpayer and of those recipients of long-



term disability who are genuinely unable to work that there should be 

regular medical testing of those in receipt of these benefits. 

 

10. There are other similar examples in relation to the running of 

immigration centres, probation services and the like. And while I do not 

believe that all such problems of public acceptability disappear where 

such services are being delivered by public bodies I do believe that there 

is at least a serious question as to the extent to which highly sensitive 

public services are best delivered by for profit organisations. It is 

interesting, for example, that no government in modern times has 

proposed that either front-line policing or the basic job of tax collection 

should be undertaken by the private sector. Where the boundary should 

lie between those services which arguably should or should not be 

delivered by the private sector will never be entirely clear. But I think we 

may be seeing that there are limits to the services that the public want 

to see contracted out. 

 

Speed and effectiveness 

 

11. My second area concerns speed and effectiveness. I well remember, 

when as a Permanent Secretary I attended in the mid-2000s one of an 

annual series of meetings of senior civil servants and industry chiefs, 

being lectured by a leading CEO from the banking sector on how the 

public sector could never hope to emulate the efficiency of the banks. 

Several years, and many billions of pounds of public money spent 

rescuing some of our biggest banks later, I doubt whether I would hear 

that same speech again.  

 

12. That is, of course, an extreme example. There are countless other 

examples of where private sector innovation, flair and speed to market 

have revolutionised products and services from which we have all gained 

immeasurably. We only have to get our i-phones and i-pads out to see 

an example in front of our eyes. 

 



13. But there is again a danger of stereotyping, of believing that only the 

private sector is capable of delivering innovation and highly effective 

services. And, of course, our media are only too willing to headline those 

instances where the public sector fails to deliver. What they tend not to 

do is to highlight the very many public services that do operate to very 

high standards of effectiveness. Any of you who have relicensed your 

vehicle electronically, renewed your passport quickly and efficiently or 

used the Jobcentre Plus electronic database to search for work will have 

seen examples of services that do indeed operate swiftly and effectively. 

So just as we should not be led to believe that all public services 

delivered for profit are somehow tainted by their commercialism nor 

should we believe that all such services delivered by not for profit 

organisations are tainted by incompetence and inefficiency.  

 

14. But what is undoubtedly necessary in order to deliver effective and 

innovative public services is both determination and passion. As I argued 

in a previous seminar which I delivered here in Greenwich, some of the 

greatest public sector leaders of both past and present have had those 

qualities and, where they have, have delivered truly remarkable 

achievements. I have no doubt that the very best public sector leaders 

remain the equal of any in the rest of society. And I believe that, with 

them, the public sector is capable of making at least as important a 

contribution to leading edge innovation and efficiency as any other part 

of our economy. 

 

Care and compassion 

 

15. If I say that the third area where I believe that the public sector can at 

times be at the leading edge is that of care and compassion, I do so with 

a very high degree of humility and acknowledgement of the risk of self-

delusion. Anyone who has read the detail of what went on at the Mid-

Staffs NHS Trust where some patients were subjected to unbelievable 

levels of neglect and cruelty will be only too well aware of the utterly 

unacceptable level to which public services can fall when both 

leadership and compassion are absent.  



16. And yet, from my own experience, for every Mid-Staffs example there 

are literally hundreds where I have seen caring and compassionate 

public sector employees seeking to deliver the very best of which they 

are capable. That is not to say, for one moment, that such levels of care 

and compassion are absent in the private sector. At Broadway, the 

London based homelessness charity whose Board I chair, I have seen 

many quite remarkable examples of both companies and their staff 

going the extra mile and beyond to help and support homeless people. 

 

17.  But there is little doubt that the motivation of a great many public 

sector employees draws heavily on a deeply ingrained sense of seeking 

to deliver public good. One has only to look at the emergency services, 

the staff of the Environment Agency during the recent floods or, as I 

witnessed at first hand during my time at the Home Office but can still 

say little about even today, the work of the police and security services 

in seeking to protect us from terrorism to see examples of quite 

outstanding public service motivated overwhelmingly by public good. Of 

course the public services have no monopoly on care and compassion, 

but they do have it in many cases as part of their essential DNA. 

 

18. I remember well when, in the DWP, the previous government decided to 

wind up the ill-fated and unloved Child Support Agency it also decided 

that the staff of its successor body - the Child Maintenance and 

Enforcement Commission - should not be civil servants. The logic was 

that, freed from the constraints of civil service regulation and 

management, they would be both more effective and better motivated. 

The only problem was that, overwhelmingly, the staff who were to be 

transferred from the old body to the new did not believe it. Despite the 

prospect that, if they stayed as civil servants, they would continue to 

face severely constrained pay and promotion, with little or no job 

security, they argued passionately to retain their civil service status. To 

some in the Department who had come in to it only recently from the 

private sector this was irrational behaviour of a high order. Yet the truth 

was that what the staff concerned wanted more than anything was to 

retain the sense of value and public service which came in their view 



from their role as civil servants. I am pleased to say that the then 

government did in the end change its mind and allowed them to retain 

their civil service status.  

 

19. As I said earlier, none of this is to argue that only public servants care 

about what they do for society. That is manifestly absurd. But it is to say 

that our public service, at least at its best, brings us something which, 

while it cannot easily be ascribed a financial value, is nevertheless of 

great importance and value to us all. 

 

Diversity 

 

20. My fourth area is diversity. Shortly after coming into office the present 

government invited a prominent businessman and former Minister, Lord 

Davies of Abersoch, to undertake a review of how to increase the 

proportion of women on corporate boards in the UK. Lord Davies’ 

report, ‘Women on Boards’, published in February 2011 reported that at 

that time just 12.5% of the members of FTSE 100 Boards were women. 

Of FTSE executive directors it reported that just 5.5% were women. It 

found also that at the current rate of progress it will take another 70 

years to achieve gender balanced boardrooms in the UK.  

 

21. By contrast the position in the public sector, though still far from 

perfect, is distinctly better. In April 2008 - since when the position will 

almost certainly have improved further - nearly a third - 32.6% - of the 

members of the Senior Civil Service, the top four ranks in the Civil 

Service were women - up from 26.4% five years earlier. More generally 

figures from the Equalities and Human Rights commission show that in 

2011 the proportion of women local authority chief executives was 23% 

- up by some 10% since 2004 - with female heads of health services and 

professional bodies both at around one third.  

 

22. Does this gender disparity in favour of the public sector matter? Well 

Lord Davies was clear that it does. In the words of his report: 

 



“Evidence suggests that companies with a strong female 

representation at board and top management level perform 

better than those without and that gender-diverse boards have a 

positive impact on performance. It is clear that boards make 

better decisions where a range of voices, drawing on different life 

experiences, can be heard.” 

 

23. Of course diversity is not only about gender. While I have not researched 

the position in relation to other aspects of diversity, such as age, 

ethnicity or disability, all of the anecdotal evidence I have seen suggests 

that, while the public sector still has a great deal further to go to achieve 

genuine equality, it has made and is making substantially greater 

progress than is the private sector.  

 

24. That has not come about by magic. As I have witnessed personally, 

public sector employers have over recent years been making huge 

efforts to improve the diversity of their workforces, not least at senior 

level. Not every initiative has borne fruit, not every step that might have 

been taken has been taken but there is no doubt that this is one area 

where the public sector is substantially ahead of the private sector and 

is, in some respects at least, at the leading edge. 

 

Openness and transparency 

 

25. The last of the five areas where I believe that the public sector may be - 

even if not always willingly - in the vanguard is that of openness and 

transparency.  

 

26. It is interesting to contrast the civil service I joined in the early 1970s 

with that which I left approaching 40 years later. Both, despite what 

some commentators would suggest, had the same fundamental values 

of integrity, honesty and probity. Both embodied a belief in public 

service, albeit back in the 70s a somewhat patronising one. But whereas 

the civil service of the 1970s did its work behind closed doors - literally, 

the concept of open plan offices would then have been regarded as 



close to sacrilege - the civil service that I left in 2010 lived in a world of 

24x7 news coverage, Freedom of Information, Public Accounts 

Committee enquiries and data protection laws to name but some. 

 

27.  Not all of this is necessarily good. There are dangers that governments 

are now so obsessed with news management that doing what is 

presentationally expedient can take precedence over doing what is right 

or necessary - the current paralysis over airport capacity in the South 

East being a good example. And the risk of almost any document being 

disclosable under FoI is that far less of what goes on in government is 

being written down or recorded. But there is no doubt - at least in my 

mind - that open government is far preferable to closed government, 

and that accountable government is far preferable to unaccountable.   

 

28. Of course the private sector is also far more accountable than it has ever 

been before - look simply at the BP Deep Water Horizon or the horse 

meat stories to see that. But it is nevertheless the case that, in general, 

the private sector is not obliged to work in quite the same spotlight of 

openness that exists in the public sector and that there are occasions as 

a result where serious harm results. I wonder, for example, if an RBS 

which had had to work to the same levels of openness and transparency 

as a government department would have made such catastrophically 

bad decisions as it did.  

 

29. None of this is to argue - lest I am in any way misinterpreted - for some 

kind of return to state control of the economy. I believe profoundly that, 

over time, the market will always make better economic decisions than 

politicians or civil servants. But it is to suggest that this too is an area 

where the public sector - albeit reluctantly at times - is probably ahead 

of the private sector and that the wider public good is being served as a 

result. 

 

 



Conclusions 

 

30. Ladies and gentlemen. As I said at the outset, I wanted to present the 

somewhat unfashionable thesis that the public sector, rather than being 

the bureaucratic drag anchor that is often presented, is - in some 

instances at least - at the leading edge rather than the trailing one within 

our society.  

 

31. At heart I suspect that I am in many respects an old fashioned liberal. 

Having spent a working life primarily  in the public service, but with 

spells in the private and third sectors too, I think that we are actually 

better served by a plural economy which has room for both public and 

private rather than by one being totally predominant over the other. Or 

to put it in to the context of our theme for today’s Conference - ‘driving 

business advantages through leadership, innovation and sustainability’ - 

I hope to have at least planted the thought that those very necessary 

attributes are to be found in the public sector too.  

 

32. Thank you very much. 

 

 

Sir Leigh Lewis 

7 March 2014 

 

 

 

 


