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This is an easy to read and conversational style set of observations, 
recommendations and tips from a former Cabinet Minister and former Permanent 
Secretary. 

Some of the key points mentioned are: 

•  Priorities - work out quickly what it is that you are going to do as a Minister. 
Don’t be afraid to change things but don’t try to change everything. Stick to 
your priorities and make sure that you communicate them early and often, to 
all who can help deliver them. Make sure, with the help of your Permanent 
Secretary and Private Office, that you have the best people working on your 
priorities. 
 

• Time Management - leave time and space so that you can set direction, make 
key decisions, open up new territory and foresee danger. Get the balance 
right between priority activity and the urgent or routine. Do this in part by 
getting the balance right between delegation and oversight. 
 

• Focus - never forget that you are a politician not an administrator. So rely on 
your civil servants to ensure that things are delivered but don’t rely exclusively 
on them. Think how far you want to be involved in operational delivery.  To 
ensure things happen, put time into your relationship with your Permanent 
Secretary. Don’t try to be the CEO of the department – that is the Permanent 
Secretary’s job – but make sure that you are setting the direction. 
 

• Expertise - make sure where the necessary expertise to deliver your priorities 
is to be found and seek to ensure there is enough of it in your department . If 
necessary find new ways to bring expertise in from elsewhere with your 
Permanent Secretary’s help. In any case make sure you find time to look 
outside your department as well as inside. Include academics and civil 
servants working in operational areas, and find time to talk to them. 
 

• Tips – pick up tips from colleagues and even your predecessors. (Follow A to 
Z tips listed in the book from Acting and Boxes through to Yesterday and 
Zoos.) 
 

• Communications - keep on top of your personal and departmental 
communications, and make sure your media adviser is working well with your 
departmental machine. 



 
• Support - carefully choose the right special advisers for you, add an expert if 

you need and can, and make sure that you use them effectively. Establish an 
open and confident working relationship with them. Also ensure that you have 
a good private office and good relationships, refreshed by regular meetings, 
with your top team of officials and your departmental non-executive directors. 
 

• External relations – keep in touch with other Ministerial colleagues and 
stakeholders, especially the Treasury and No 10.  Try to keep open links with 
a few key allies in the centre of government. Don’t neglect key EU links where 
they are important for your department. 
 

• Parliament  - make sure you pay sufficient attention to Parliament and don’t 
find yourself trapped in a departmental bunker. Make sure you prepare 
properly for major parliamentary set pieces. Take it seriously: it matters. 
 

• Projects - show a real interest in major departmental projects and get regular 
progress reports but don’t try to micro-manage them. 
 

• Opposition – work out how you are going to deal with the opposition you are 
going to face over key priorities from whatever quarter. Learn from it when 
you can. 
 

• What works - pick up tips where you can on how to avoid problems over data 
security and Freedom of Information issues, on getting effective delivery, 
managing change, and accountability. (All are covered in the book.)  Follow 
both the spirit and the letter of the Ministerial Code.) 


