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Is the UK Civil Service becoming more representative of the
population it serves and, if so, why?
By Democratic Audit

The UK Civil Service has long been regarded a bastion of white, middle class men, but there have been efforts to
recruit a more diverse workforce in recent years. In this post Rhys Andrews and Rachel Ashworth assess the
representativeness of Whitehall staff, in terms of gender, ethnicity and disability. They show that progress has
been made in most departments, although there are still questions to be answered about the type of jobs that
women, people from ethnic minorities and disabled people tend to hold.
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In recent years policy-makers and politicians have been keen to encourage public organizations to become more
diverse, especially within central government. For example, the shadow Cabinet Office Minister Michael Dugher
recently stated that a future Labour government would ensure that a greater proportion of Fast Stream civil
servants come from black and working class backgrounds. Government has sought to increase the
representativeness of the civil service for two main reasons: firstly, so that it is more representative of society and
can therefore be viewed as legitimate and, secondly to ensure that policies can generate outcomes that benefit all
sections of society.
However, politicians disagree about how a more representative civil service can be achieved. The last Labour
government tried to encourage a more diverse workforce through legislative duties, underpinned by a system of
recruitment and promotion targets, whereas the current coalition government maintains that progress can still be
made in the absence of quotas. In academic terms, whilst the problem of representativeness in public
organizations, and especially the civil service, is well-documented, there has been little analysis of the impact of
recent reforms. So in a recent paper published in Policy and Politics we asked whether the UK Civil Service was
becoming more representative and, if so, which departments have been most successful in this regard. A further
question considered whether there are any particular features of those organizations that are associated with
greater representativeness.

The Civil Service has a mixed reputation for diversity and equality issues – on the one hand being viewed as a
model employer (for example in terms of family-friendly policies) and on the other, still being characterised (and
often caricatured) as a white, male-dominated Oxbridge middle class workforce. To address concerns about the
representativeness of the civil service, the last Labour government introduced a 10 point plan to improve diversity
between 2005 and 2008, followed by an equality and diversity strategy with stringent targets aiming for 39% of
senior civil service to be female, 5% from BME backgrounds and 5% with a disability by 2020.
To explore whether the civil service had become more representative during the period of these reforms we
analysed levels of female, BME and disabled person’s representation in 21 major Government departments using
the civil service statistics for 2007-2009. In our analysis, we found some clear variations in representation
between civil service departments. Overall, from 2007-2009 there were increases in female and BME
representation in the vast majority of departments (17/21 and 16/21 respectively), along with an increase in the
representation of disabled people in over half of departments (14/21). Three departments – Cabinet Office,
Ministry of Defence and Department of Health – saw increases in all three types of representation whilst in the
Scottish Executive, proportions of disabled and BME staff decreased.
In addition to exploring representation in different departments, we also analysed organizational features which
influence levels of representativeness. Our findings suggest that, unsurprisingly, different features impact on the
representation of different groups. So, for example, high rates of part-time employment, small workforces, low
levels of temporary working and low levels of autonomy (agency status) are connected to higher levels of female
representation whilst departmental growth, more autonomy, and low rates of administrative employment were
significant in terms of BME representation. Finally, higher rates of administrative employment, small departments
and low levels of autonomy (agency status) are associated with disabled people’s employment.
Although our research provides some important insights into the representativeness of the civil service, it leaves
us with a series of further questions to consider.
Firstly, it is clear that organizational factors shape representation in different and divergent ways, which implies a
need for bespoke initiatives tailored to departmental needs in order to enhance representativeness. This also
places a question-mark over the effectiveness of targets and standard equality and diversity policies in the public
sector as it seems unlikely that they will deliver improvements across the board.
Secondly, our findings raise a query about the quality and experience of employment in public services for underrepresented groups. Is improved representation is a positive development if women and disabled people are
concentrated into part-time administrative work? Further, when organizations are more representative, does that
make for a more inclusive culture or climate?
Thirdly, our findings raise questions about whether the move to agency status and subsequent devolution of HR
policy has been good for equality and diversity. Future studies should examine the ways in which human resource
management and equality policies are implemented in practice across the full range of different civil service
organizations.
Finally, the data reported in our paper cover the period 2007-2009. A similar analysis conducted in the current
period in the absence of targets and characterised by austerity and reductions in employment might well yield
some very different results.
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