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Abstract

This article argues that since 1979, in the UK, demo-

cratic accountability has been eroded—in spite of the far

greater emphasis formally placed upon meeting the ideal of

transparent workings of power. First, we look at structural

reforms made to the government byMargaret Thatcher and

how these led to an attenuation ofministerial accountability.

Second, we consider how the increasing role of accountants

and management consultants in formulating and deliver-

ing government policy subverts the ideal of a disinterested

bureaucracy and results in a blurring of private (for-profit)

and public interests.
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If one meets a powerful person—Rupert Murdoch, perhaps, or Joe Stalin or Hitler—one can ask five

questions: what power do you have; where did you get it; in whose interests do you exercise it; to

whom are you accountable; and, how can we get rid of you? Anyone who cannot answer the last of

those questions does not live in a democratic system. Tony Benn (1998)
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2 COOPER ET AL.

1 INTRODUCTION

The quote above from LabourMPTony Benn strikes at the heart of the concern of this paper surrounding “democratic

accountability”—the ability of the people in a democratic system to hold government to account. The “powerful peo-

ple” who have significant sway over our lives can be found within the state and its many institutions: the cabinet, the

defense department, the treasury, the intelligence services, and so on. Of course, power is not simply restricted to

the state. In 2021, in many parts of the world, capitalism dominates people’s lives from cradle until grave. From the

day we are born, it is likely that someone will have profited from our baby clothes; when we die, someone is likely to

makemoney fromour funeral. As such, “powerful people” inhabit corporations, banks, accounting firms, themedia, and

so on. Accordingly, trying to understand where power emanates from is extremely complex, and seeking the form of

accountability set out by Benn is extremely challenging. As Nye Bevan (also a LabourMP), stated in 1943,

The ordinary man in Great Britain has been spending his life for the last couple of generations in this

will-o’-wisp pursuit of power, trying to get his hands on the levers of big policy, and trying to find out

where it is, and how it was that his life was shaped for him by somebody else. (cited as in Sampson,

2004)

Much seems tohave changed sinceNyeBevanmade these remarks.Globally, a commitment todemocratic account-

ability through transparency is played out in practice in the form of myriad government disclosures of data made

freely accessible to the public online (Mehrpouya & Salles-Djelic, 2019).1 Set out in an array of dashboards, data hubs,

accounts, reports, lists, and many other forms of disclosure, the minutiae of the activities of the government are ren-

dered visible. The assumed logic in this is simple: we are transparent; we are accountable. Of course, data avalanches

and disclosure overload feel eminently preferable to opaque, shadowy administrations that conceal their workings

from their citizens, but our concern here does not relate to what level of transparency might be desirable or accept-

able. Indeed, the relation between democratic accountability and transparency is neither simple nor straightforward

(Hood, 2010); one need not imply the other (Hood &Heald, 2006). Transparency is not an essential “good”; depending

on organizational and institutional arrangements, transparency holds the potential to be oppressive (Roberts, 2009)

and even tyrannical (Strathern, 2000).

In spite of increased government transparency made possible with developments in information technologies, we

argue that democratic accountability in the UK has been eroded since 1979. Certainly, pre-1979 democratic account-

ability arrangements in theUKdid not represent a “golden age” forBritish democracy.Nevertheless,we are concerned

that those accountability arrangements have been significantly eroded by major departures from the “Westminster

model” of government. The “ideal”Westminstermodel has accountability as a core structural element, in which parlia-

ment (every single electedMember of Parliament,MP) holds government (the small group ofMPs selected by the prime

minister to form the Cabinet) to account (through voting, select committees, and so on). Cabinet ministers are put in

charge of large government departments or functions ofwhich they oftentimes have little detailed understanding, and

their tenure is often very short. Nonetheless, they are held accountable for their departments by parliament. To enable

them to developworkable policies and to ensure that their departments run efficiently and in the public interest, cabi-

net ministers rely upon knowledgeable, nonpartisan senior civil servants who have a commitment to public service. In

short, the accountability of ministers for the policies and operations of their departments is structurally embedded into

the “ideal”Westminster model, which is dependent upon a neutral civil service; the “failsafe” is that the electorate can

oust ministers from office.

We chart how cabinet ministers’ accountability for both the operational and policy making aspects of their depart-

ments has been structurally transformed, to the detriment of democratic accountability. The accountability link

between cabinet ministers and the operational aspects of their departments was severed by Margaret Thatcher’s

Next Steps initiative in 1987 which created agencies. Policy making and operational advice have been increasingly
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COOPER ET AL. 3

moved away from ministers and senior civil servants to management consultants who, unlike civil servants, have not

pledged themselves to public service. These two related changes have had a profound impact upon the capacity of

the electorate to exercise meaningful control over the government. And while reforms to institutional arrangements

for accountability may not be the most glamorous of political subject matters, the erosion of theWestminster model

means the erosion of democratic accountability—our ability to hold those in power to account—and so warrants our

full attention.

In the remainder of the paper, we begin by outlining theWestminstermodel of government, explaining its historical

roots and highlighting the two pillars within it that aim to ensure democratic accountability:Ministerial accountability

and the ideal of a neutral “public-service-oriented” civil service. Next, we set out a literature review on accountability

and the role of management consultants in government. This is followed by our research methods. We then set out

our historical–archival research demonstrating two crucial ways in which the neoliberalization of government erodes

democratic accountability. First, we examine the severing of ministerial accountability over government operations.

Second,we look at the increasing role played by consultants in government, both in carrying out governmentwork and

in advisingministers onpolicymatters; here,we focus on considering the impact that the increasing role of consultants

has on the electorates’ (in)capacity to hold accountable those responsible for government decisions and policies. We

conclude by offering our reflections.

2 THE WESTMINSTER MODEL

2.1 Historical roots of ministerial accountability

TheWestminstermodel of government has its roots in the nineteenth centurywhen the demands of the industrial rev-

olutionmeant that an efficient public servicewas required (Flinders, 2008). At this time,many “delegated-bodies” (e.g.,

SewersCommission, 1540; British East IndiaCompany, 1600; LunacyCommission, 1845) carried out “state functions.”

Following the 1832 Reform Act, MPs began to sit on the boards of delegated bodies, but many were not accountable

to parliament, and this provided opportunities formalfeasance. An example of this came about in a case relating to the

Poor LawCommission.

The Poor Law Commission was the body established after the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834. The Act forced

the destitute into workhouses. The conditions within workhouses had to be worse than those of the poorest “free”

laborer. In 1845, there was a scandal—the Andover workhouse scandal. It was revealed that the Andover inmates

were so hungry that they fought over the putrid bones which they had to crush to make fertilizer, searching for some

gristle or marrow. Furthermore, the superintendent was drunk on duty and sexually abused women inmates. A report

of the select committee set up to investigate the scandal resulted in the Poor Law Administration Act 1847, which

replaced the Poor LawCommissionwith a Poor LawBoard. Importantly, a number of ministers held ex officio positions

on the new board, and the president was a Member of Parliament. This was close to creating the first “Ministerial

Department”—a state department which was headed by a minister who was directly and personally responsible to par-

liament (Flinders, 2008). After 1850, a number of delegated bodies were closed, and their functions were taken over

by ministerial departments. Flinders (2008, p. 4) comments that, “it was at this point in Britain’s constitutional his-

tory that the institution of the ministerial department and the convention of ministerial responsibility to parliament

became ingrained.” This became a central feature of theWestminster model of government.

2.2 The ideal of a neutral civil service

Traditionally, there has been a strong link between ministers and their most senior departmental civil servants—

although cabinet ministers were accountable to parliament, their civil servants would provide objective advice and
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4 COOPER ET AL.

uphold the constitution (Hennessy, 1995; Pollitt, 2003). The idea that civil servants are “non-political” is codified in

UK law.2 Furthermore, the civil service bureaucratic structures are designed to ensure a level of consistency in public

service. Nominally, at least, all citizens should be treated equally by the state (Brown, 1995) and a nonpolitical civil

service is argued to be an important feature of government that acts to deliver this in practice. As MaxWeber (1994)

writes:

An official who receives a directive which he considers wrong can and is supposed to object to it. If

his superior insists on its execution, it is his duty, even his honour to carry it out as if it corresponded

to his innermost conviction, and to demonstrate in this fashion that his sense of duty stands above his

personal preference.. . . This is the ethos of office. (cited as in du Gay, 1994, p. 670)

It is this particular ethos of acting “sine ira ac studio” (without hatred or passion) (Weber, 1978, p. 975)—or what

Pierre Bourdieu (1994, p. 18) describes as civil servants’ “interest to disinterestedness”—that acts as a form of guar-

antor of a basic level of equality of treatment for citizens (du Gay, 2013). This ethos was codified in the civil service

training literature:

This is perhaps above all the most fundamental thing of all that you have to remember—that as a civil

servant you are a servant of the public: of the public as a whole and not of any sectional interest. You

must be scrupulously fair, youmust be quick, accurate and efficient, youmust be courteous to themem-

bers of the public with whom you have to deal, and within the limits of your Department’s powers

(as laid down by Parliament) you must be as sympathetic and helpful as possible. That is your job. (A

Handbook for the New Civil Servant, 1949, p. 6)

In sum, in the “ideal” Westminster model, the civil service acts to assist the government in formulating policy and

putting this into practice by aiming to ensure a general standard of equal treatment for all citizens. Civil servants are

accountable to ministers, ministers to parliament, and parliament to the citizens. Next, we consider the literature on

accountability andmanagement consultants in government.

3 LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 Accountability and power

Literature that considers accountability often explores it in termsof its relation to transparency (Roberts, 2009, 2018).

Applied to democracy, transparency relates to the extent to which the actions and decisions of those in power are

visible. Crudely put,more transparency=moreaccountability=moredemocracy. PavanandLemme (2010) argue that

since the time of ancient Greece, democracy and communication have been linked; the provision of information is part

of the democratic process (Morin, 2016). The importance of communication is acknowledged in a rich and global vein

of accounting research, which has considered how governments could provide more useful information. Bracci et al.

(2021), for example, are concernedwithmaking public sector organizationsmore accountable through the production

of citizens-centered financial reports; these reports might lead organizations along “implementation paths,” and so

impact on practice.

The transparency/accountability perspective takes accounting well beyond traditional annual reports. Research

considers social reporting (Costa & Goulart da Silva, 2019), charity reports (Hyndman & McConville, 2018), climate

change (Haque & Irvine, 2018), International Student Assessment (PISA) measures (Johnsen, 2012), the potential

for budgeting as an instrument of government accountability (Midwinter, 2005) and nonfinancial reporting metrics
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COOPER ET AL. 5

(Ryanet al., 2014). Thepotentials of better information/accountability are considered throughnewtechnology (Jeacle,

2021; Kudo, 2010).

Although the provision of information is an important part of the accountability process, other work notices how

accountability information can create negative consequences (Strathern, 2000). Ferry et al. (2015) show how the pre-

viously top-down regime for performance accountability in English local government has been replaced by bottom-up

mechanisms, but these reforms have turned transparency and accountability from being “matching parts” to an “awk-

ward couple” (Hood, 2010). Financial performance accountability information in universities has led to the detriment

of both (Parker, 2013). Indeed, despite ample evidence of the “mishaps, problems andunintended consequences” asso-

ciatedwith accounting-based techniques for accountability (Olson et al., 2001), public sector organizations around the

world have effectively been ensnared into a dependency on accounting-based forms of accountability. Guthrie et al.

(1999) term this an ’“evaluatory trap,” a self-reinforcing spiral where the failings of accounting technologies to deliver

“financial efficiency” and “accountablemanagement” create the conditions for the introductionof yetmore accounting

technologies to “fix” this problem.

There is another strand of accounting research that sees accountability as complex and multifaceted. Grubnic and

Cooper’s (2019) study onNewPublic Governance describesmultiple types of accountability. Accountability is seen as

relational (e.g., Bovens, 2007; Byrkjeflot et al., 2014), and it can be hierarchical, horizontal or downwards (see Cäker &

Nyland, 2017; Cordery&Sim, 2018; Roberts, 1991).Moreover, accountability can take various frequently overlapping

forms andmean different things to different writers (Sinclair, 1995).

The narrow focus of the concerns of this paper means that although it recognizes the importance of information,

we argue that accountability is not simply accounting (even in a very broad sense). Like Stone (1995), we see it as

being ultimately concerned with power. Furthermore, we agree with the perspective of Grubnic and Cooper (2019)

that democratic accountability is complex, and withWarren (2014) that, the “rule of the people” (democracy) involves

complex webs of accountabilities between people and those who govern on their behalf.

Our concern with the destruction of the (imperfect) accountability mechanism embedded in the UKWestminster

model of government builds on, and is related to, research examining the religious and economic beliefs of Mar-

garet Thatcher (Cooper et al., 2021). Here, we build upon that work by including the increasing role and influence

of management consultants in government. We follow existing critical research, which understands consultants as

contract-basedactorswho sell expert knowledgeand influenceorganizations that hire them (Ylönen&Kuusela, 2019).

We turn now to consider the literature on this issue.

3.2 Management consultants in government

The literature suggests that management consultants have an impact upon democratic accountability. Their use has

closed political debate conducted by accountable politicians (Craig & Brooks, 2006) and shapes politics and pub-

lic administration practices (Lapsley et al., 2013; Saint-Martin, 2004). Ylönen and Kuusela (2019, p. 259) describe

management consulting in government as a “phenomenon in which often short-term, outsourced expert knowl-

edge production is increasingly replacing the long-term work of civil servants and even politicians. This results in an

increased power of consultants over politics, public governance, and public sector practices.” The influence ofmanage-

ment consultants has led some to speak of a “consultocracy” in government (Craig & Brooks, 2006; Hood & Jackson,

1991).

The use of management consultants is commonly understood as proceeding in step with the ascendancy of right-

wing governments of Thatcher and Reagan and the associated rise of neoliberalism and New Public Management

(NPM) in the 1980s (Hood, 1991). Saint-Martin (1998), however, rejects this account, adopting a historical–

institutionalist approach, which traces consultants’ involvement in government to the creation of the 1968 Fulton

Committee by Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson to examine management in the civil service. Wilson was
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6 COOPER ET AL.

reportedly mistrustful of the civil service, regarding it as an elitist, conservative institution filled with

“Oxbridge/bourgeois” staff who opposed Labour’s “socialist” politics (Saint-Martin, 1998, p. 349). Fulton recom-

mended “the use of outside consultants” and the creation of an internal consultancy unit that would be staffed by

a mixture of civil servants and externally hired consultants with management-specific knowledge (Saint-Martin,

1998, p. 336). Wilson recognized that consultants could attenuate the power of civil servants and did not feel that

management consultants would have the power/desire to threaten post-war welfare-statist hegemony. In any case,

under Wilson, consultants entered the state with a relatively narrow remit—to advise on management issues, and

their use was on a very small scale.

The establishment of the idea that management consultants should provide the knowledge and expertise “essen-

tial” to government required significant efforts on the part of management consulting companies (Laughlin & Pallot,

1998). One route through which consulting firms tried to ply their wares to governments globally was through offer-

ing their accounting expertise as technical solutions to “government problems.” At first, this strategy proved to be

unsuccessful. Christensen et al. (2019) describe how, by 1986, a globally promoted accounting technology—Planning,

Programming, and Budgeting System (PPBS)—was widely perceived as having failed to gain traction; they argue that

success required the ascendancy of neoliberal ideology. Sometimes, “government accounting problems” were a “cre-

ation” of consulting firms. In 1986, Arthur Andersen argued that the US federal government did not know its financial

position and performance. Accordingly, it published a sample set of “Illustrative Consolidated Financial Statements”

for the government arguing that their accounting technologies would bring the government multiple benefits.

Saint-Martin (2013) argues that in the mid-1990s, inspired by Clinton and Blair’s “Third Way,” consultant con-

centration moved from the management of government to the policy side of government. It was at this time that

management consultants began defining themselves as “partners in governance.” Saint-Martin (2013, p. 183) cites

Accenture’s website:

Citizens now expect government to be more like the 24/7 world of the private sector—more efficient

and always aligned with the people it serves. And government needs a partner who will help improve

the way it serves citizens . . . Accenture is that partner.

Overall, the literature on consultants suggests that their influence has grown beyond “management advice” to

working on government policy and operations. In the next section, we discuss the research methods we employed

to try to understand better how this change emerged.

4 RESEARCH METHODS

Wedrewon a range of archival and documentarymaterials to support this study of the erosion of democratic account-

ability in the British central government. We conducted a search of archival materials held in the Margaret Thatcher

Foundation Archive (MTFA).3 The archive contains extensive records of Margaret Thatcher’s tenure as prime minis-

ter and also documents her political and personal life both before and after her time in office. As well as containing

records ofmany publicly available files (interview transcripts, speeches, parliamentary contributions, manifestos, etc.)

the archive contains a wealth of previously secret or confidential materials including copies of Margaret Thatcher’s

private letters, telegrams, personal memorandums, her rough notes, as well as her annotated copies of official govern-

ment business. These declassified materials give a rich picture of the workings, tensions, and conflicts in the Thatcher

administration.

Wesearched thearchives formaterial relating toThatcher’s project to reformthecivil service, to construct ahistor-

ical narrative charting how this project unfolded in practice and what implications it had onministerial accountability.

This is set out in Section 5.1. We also drew on the archives to explore the use of accountants and management con-

sultants under Thatcher, which we discuss in Section 5.2.1. Unfortunately, the “30-year rule” delaying publication of
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COOPER ET AL. 7

private, confidential, or sensitive records of internal governmentworkings (seeDunton, 2013)meanswehad to rely on

publicly available documents (e.g., government reports, speeches, and newspaper articles) in our examinations of the

changing role and influence of accountants and management consultants under later administrations (Sections 5.2.2

and 5.2.3).

5 THE EROSION OF THE WESTMINSTER MODEL OF DEMOCRATIC
ACCOUNTABILITY

Earlier, we set out the “ideal” Westminster model of government, explaining how this relies on two pillars to ensure

democratic accountability: ministerial accountability and a neutral civil service. We draw on our study of a range of

government archives and reports, as well as parliamentary records, political (auto)biographies and other historical

documents (newspaper articles, election manifestos, etc.) to chart how these pillars have been steadily undercut over

the last 40 years. We focus on two distinct ways that this has happened. First, we look at structural reforms made to

the government by Margaret Thatcher and how these led to an attenuation of ministerial accountability. Second, we

consider how the increasing role of accountants and management consultants in formulating and delivering govern-

ment policy subverts the ideal of a disinterested bureaucracy and results in a blurring of private (for-profit) and public

interests.

5.1 Margaret Thatcher and the dismantling of ministerial accountability

The traditionalWestminstermodel appears to be based on a strong assumption that there is a synergistic relationship

between a cabinet minister and their senior civil servants. However, in practice, this has not always been the case; it

has been well documented that on the day of Thatcher’s appointment to cabinet (as Minister for Education) in June

1970, she immediately came into conflict with her senior civil servant,William Pile (Young, 1989, p. 71).

Thatcher lost her position in 1974 when Labour came to power. In 1975, she became the new leader of the Con-

servative Party. As importantly, she began to attend the Hayekian-inspired Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), which

was vehemently opposed to Keynesian economics, or any form of government interference in the operations of the

market.4 Adopting a policy of “small government,” “bureaucracy” and “over-government” were key concerns of the

1979 Conservative electionmanifesto, which stated that,

The reductionofwaste, bureaucracy andover-governmentwill also yield substantial savings. For exam-

ple, we shall look for economies in the cost (about £1.2 billion) of running our tax and social security

systems. (MTFA-110858)

In1979,whenThatcherwaselected, shewantedgovernment tobemore “efficient,”5 whichmeant concentratingon

cost-cutting rather thanpolicy initiatives. She also set about reducing the size of the civil service. Thiswas ideologically

consistent with Thatcher’s belief that “big-government” should not “interfere” in society. Rather, it should leave the

functioning of society tomarket mechanisms. In spite of her earlier run-ins with Pile, she was not unilaterally opposed

to all civil servants, but rather tended to see theworld around her as being in two camps—“like-minded” people (one of

us) and “the rest” (Young, 1989).

In terms of advice, Thatcher brought in a small team including her own policy research unit—the Centre for Policy

Studies7 (Pilkington, 1999). She also brought in others, some unpaid, for example, Sir Alfred Sherman, Derek Rayner,

and Robin Ibbs. The role of giving serious advice to the primeminister and cabinet ministers that had previously been

seen as the prerogative of senior civil servants was now given to special policy advisors such as Sir Alan Walters, or

right-wing groups like the Adam Smith Institute.
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8 COOPER ET AL.

F IGURE 1 List written byMargaret Thatcher of ministers “against us” and “for us,” June 17, 1982.
MTFA-122782.6 [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Nonetheless, Thatcher felt the need to surround herself with “obliging civil servants” (she became renowned for

asking—“are they one of us”) (see Figure 1) (Young, 1989). In order to take control of the appointment of senior civil

servants, in 1982 Thatcher beganmoves to set up a “PrimeMinister’s Office” (PMO). This was intended to be a “supra-

departmental organisation loyal to the PrimeMinister and to the philosophies of reform and de-bureaucratisation of

British society” (THCR 2/6/2/154 part 1 f17, p. 10). It was an important move, so resistance from senior civil service

was anticipated. An unclassified “personal and party” paper sent to Thatcher from Sherman (one of her nonelected

advisors) discussed “Civil Service Resistance” to this new office. In the paper, he likened the civil service to Argentina

with whomBritain had just fought an undeclared 10-week war (The FalklandsWar) in which 649 Argentinianmilitary

personnel, 255 Britishmilitary personnel and 3 islanders were killed. Thememo stated that this new office

. . .will be obdurately opposed by the Civil Service, which is a major virus of the British disease. It is no

more possible to find arrangements suitable to both the Civil Service and Britain than it was to find a

compromisewithGeneralGaltieri. . . Unlike theArgentines, however, the civil servants and their friends

will not fire their guns. . . No campaigns are won without fighting battles. . . In the case of the PMO, this

entails ensuring the loyalty of the department from the outset, and obviating means by which it can

subsequently by (sic) subverted. (THCR 2/6/2/154 part 1 f17, pp. 10–11)

For Thatcherite policies to succeed, it needed officials who had brokenwith the traditional ethos of the civil service

(Pilkington, 1999, p. 51).

Thatcher alsowanted to change senior civil servants into “businessmanagers.”8 To achieve this, as soon as she came

into office, Thatcher appointed an unpaid advisor, Derek Rayner, to head a newly created “Efficiency Unit” (National

Audit Office, 1986). The Efficiency Unit (strongly supported by Thatcher) required cabinet ministers to nominate

annually a part of their department to undergo a “radical self-examination/scrutiny” in order to identify ways in which

its operations could be carried out more cheaply, efficiently or effectively. The unit comprised of a small team of civil
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COOPER ET AL. 9

servants who guided the scrutiny. Each scrutiny was subject to strict time limits—60 days (later increased to 90) to

complete the report. Although the scrutinies were strongly backed by Thatcher, cabinet ministers became increas-

ingly unenthusiastic about them. Eventually, senior civil servants and cabinet ministers formed a bloc against change.

This was aptly described by Clive Ponting9 who had been part of a scrutiny of the supply of food to the armed forces

as “absorbing Raynerism.” He uncovered massive instances of waste and was awarded an OBE. However, his savings’

measures were obstructed:

. . . some small victories had been won, but Whitehall had absorbed Raynerism, as it had all other

schemes for reforming and improving efficiency. . . . the Civil Service could certainly be said to have

emerged leaner, but not necessarily fitter; it has not somuch been slimmed down as hacked around the

edges. Ponting (1986)

In 1983, Robin Ibbs replacedRayner in theEfficiencyUnit,whichmaintained its efficiencydrives.However, by1986

both Ibbs and Thatcher felt that reform of the civil servicewas infuriatingly slow (Panchamia & Thomas, 2014). There-

fore, Ibbs (with Thatcher’s consent) commissioned a “special” Efficiency Unit report, which later became known as the

“Next Steps” report, in order to

. . . assess the progress achieved in managing the Civil Service; to identify what measures had been

successful in changing attitudes and practices; to identify institutional, administrative, political and

managerial obstacles to better management and efficiency that still remain; and to report to the Prime

Minister onwhat further measures should be taken. Jenkins, Caines, and Jackson (1988, p. 33)

When the report emerged, themain recommendationwas that large government departments should be disaggre-

gated and split into executive agencies and ministers should have no say over their operations.10 This transformative

process became known as “agencification” (see Pollitt & Talbot, 2004).11 Agency heads, now called “Chief Executives,”

were to be put wholly in charge of how their agencies would operate within a policy and resources framework set by

a department. Agency staff were to be trained in how to develop and interpret government policy and “manage the

agencies in a way that can maximise results” (Jenkins et al., 1988, pp. 9–13). Significantly, ministers could have no say

in the way agencies operate, nor interpret policy, in effect reducing the role of ministers to “target setters.” As such,

Thatcher’s main obstacle to “reform” of the civil service, the bloc formed by ministers and their civil servants, would

be demolished.

In effect, Thatcher broke the essential accountability link betweenministers and civil servants through agencification. Ibbs

wanted agencyheads tobe accountable toparliament and toministers, but Thatcher overruled this. Awell-established

hierarchical, parliamentary chain of accountability was replaced with a hollow form of “managerialist” (Stone, 1995)

accountability by performance metrics, now associated with NPM. In effect, this distanced operational matters from

what Rhodes (1994, p. 148) calls the “incessant” scrutiny of parliamentary accountability. The role of cabinet minis-

ters would be to set targets for the newly created agencies and the new agency Chief Executives to meet them, and

bear the consequences if they were not met. As Pilkington (1999, p. 59) puts it, “From that point on the structure and

organisation of the Civil Service could be completely reformed because the ethical basis of theWhitehall culture had

changed out of all recognition.”

British civil servants had beenboundby their ownprofessional standards to resist party corruption and speak truth

to power, and Thatcher had begun the process of destroying this standard.Ministers had lost operational control over

their departments andwere accordingly weakened. The outcomewas a centralization of power by the primeminister.

This has continued through successive prime ministers until the present day. However, at least as far as the central

government was concerned, there were very few accounting or consulting firms under Thatcher giving advice in the

central government. Next, we go on to chart how this has changed over time.
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10 COOPER ET AL.

5.2 The rise of management consultants and accountants in government

In this section, we consider how the role and influence of accountants and management consultants have evolved

in the last 40 years, starting with the Thatcher years, before moving on to briefly examine the later administrations.

Although each have their own specific political legacy, a common thread runs between their politics—a veneration of

the private sector, a professed hatred of bureaucracy, and a fundamental rejection of state-backed welfare initiatives

in favor of market “solutions” to social problems like inequality and homelessness (Harvey, 2005).

5.2.1 Thatcher (1979–1990)

Although data on the scale of the government’s use of consultants are difficult to obtain (House of Commons Commit-

tee of Public Accounts, 2007), there are isolated examples of management consultants’ involvement in government

as early as 1968 (as already discussed in the Wilson administration) (Lapsley & Oldfield, 2001). Typically, the arrival

of consultants to the British government is associated with the Thatcher administration (1979–1990) in the UK and

the associated rise of neoliberalism and NPM. Given the ideological climate of the time, it is understandable that we

have come to imagine that the 1980s saw an influx of accountants andmanagement consultants arrive in government.

Indeed, Hood (1991, p. 9) writes that a common criticism of NPM at the time was that it served little purpose other

than as a “self-serving movement designed to promote the career interests of an elite group of ‘new managerialists’

(top managers and officials in controlling departments, management consultants and business schools).” However,

despite the Thatcher administration being ideologically wedded to, and actively promoting, the idea that “business

does it best” (Fry, 1988), when it came to her mission to reform the workings of government, she made little use of

management consultants or accounting firms to carry out this work. Indeed, somewhat ironically, Thatcher thought

management consultants were an excessively expensive alternative to her own in-house ‘Efficiency Unit,’ discussed

above (PREM19/60, p. 286).

Contrary to the idea of an influx of management consultants/accounting firms within the government, archival

materials demonstrate that their use was tentative. The head of Thatcher’s Efficiency Unit, Derek Rayner, seemed

particularly wary of the introduction of accounting firms/management consultants; Rayner questioned their ability to

provide practical solutions, pointedly remarking that their advice was “excellent in theory” (PREM19/773, pp. 51–52).

The prevailing opinion in government was that “consultants are better at diagnosis than at action” (PREM19/773, p.

24). Beyond this, the role of consultants was also questioned as they did not appear to see a difference between the

workings of government and business. InMarch 1982, Patrick Jenkin (Secretary of State for theDepartment of Indus-

try) commissionedToucheRoss to conduct a reviewof his department’s accounting systems. The reviewadvocated the

need for “stronger central machinery for financial control,” adding that “this will need to be reconciled with the desir-

ability of increasing the individual accountability of linemanagers” (PREM19/773, p. 31). Jenkin noted that thesewere

directions which the department was already moving; he, perhaps demonstrating a commitment to the Westminster

model, went on to argue that the

. . . main disappointment of the report is that Touche Ross have clearly failed adequately to understand

the substantial differences between the operations of a Government Department and those of a com-

mercial company. In particular I believe that they have given insufficient recognition to the heart of the

process of government—the role ofMinisters. (PREM19/773, pp. 32–33)

The cost of consultants was considered to be a further barrier to their use. Also in March of 1982, Thatcher met

with four representatives from the ‘Management Consultants Association’ (MCA). The MCA representatives were

from three large accounting firms and onemanagement consulting firm. Thatcher’s pre-meeting briefing note sets out
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COOPER ET AL. 11

F IGURE 2 Comparative costings of
management consultants and Rayner
scrutinies (15/03/1982, PREM19/773, p.
25) [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

the “substantial harmony” (PREM19/773, p. 21) between the MCA position and the various Efficiency Unit/Rayner

and other government reforms. Despite this, the cost of employing consultants proved to be a major barrier to their

regular involvement:

What is certain is that management consultants are relatively expensive. The C&L assignment in

[Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food] cost £165,000, the Touche Ross assignment in DOI

£200,000—that is the price of 23 Rayner scrutinies. The C&L rates for example compare unfavourably

with the rates for an Assistant Secretary or Principal, the customary grades of scrutiny officers.

(PREM19/773, p. 25)

Early on in the Thatcher administration, then, management consultants and accounting firms were regarded as ill-

suited toworking in government.And, even late intoThatcher’s tenure there remaineda strong sense that government

and business had distinct identities. Thatcher’s Press Secretary and close ally, Bernard Ingham, illustrates this well in

his comments on management reforms proposed in 1987: “GOVERNMENT IS NOT BUSINESS” (PREM19/2204, p.

185).

Although the evidence from the Thatcher archives (see Figure 2) suggests scant incursion of management consul-

tants into the heart of government, the large accounting firms were employed as auditors and privatization advisors.

During the Thatcher administration, an interesting audit episode occurred with Arthur Andersen.12 The relationship

between DeLorean and the UK government was forged before the Thatcher administration came to power at the

height of the “troubles” in Northern Ireland, in the late 1970s. DeLorean agreed to site production of his gull-wing

sports car (made famous in the 1985 film Back to the Future) in Belfast. In 1978, the British government, then under

the control of Labour, agreed to pay a significant amount for the start-up costs of the factory (totaling £53 million),

hoping to provide 2,000 highly skilled jobs, and produce 30,000 cars per year (PREM19/1813, p. 304). By 1980, it

became clear that DeLorean needed further funds of £14 million (PREM19/1813, p. 304). The Thatcher administra-

tion invested more money into DeLorean. In 1981, documents from the Thatcher archive reveal that an employee of

DeLorean in theUS office had leaked to the press that theUK government had been the victim of a fraud byDeLorean.

In early 1982, a report by Coopers and Lybrand stated that DeLorean was insolvent and proposed that the company

should go into receivership (PREM19/1813, pp. 236–238). Arthur Andersen were the auditors of DeLorean. The UK

government issued a writ against Andersen’s for negligence (PREM19/1813, pp. 101–102). Neither Andersen nor

Thatcher wanted to attract adverse publicity; Thatcher especially was trying to “rebrand” the private sector as “effi-

cient” and “modern,” so, behind the scenes, therewas an agreementwith Andersen that their government contracts to
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12 COOPER ET AL.

act as auditors would not be renewed (PREM19/1813, p. 23). The Conservative administrations of both Thatcher and

her successor, JohnMajor, pursued a court case seeking more than £200million in compensation fromAndersen over

its audit failures.

Despite the increased involvement of consultants and accountants under Thatcher, themajority of the rise in spend

on consulting, which gathered pace during the latter years, was on what Seymour (2012) calls the “third wave of pri-

vatisation.” It was not associated with consultants being actively involved in the workings of government, but rather

on dismantling the government through numerous high-profile privatizations (Weiss, 2009). The DeLorean case may

have fueleddistrust on thepart of Thatcher as to the reliability of thework carried out by accountants and consultants.

And so it is instead in the post-Thatcher, New Labour years (1997–2010) that the meshing of corporate and political

power within the government develops at pace (Sampson, 2004).

5.2.2 Blair (1997–2007)

Tony Blair was elected leader of the Labour Party in 1994. Under Blair, New Labour sought to becomemore “business

friendly.” The party developed connections with “big business,” including a close relationship with Arthur Andersen.

As it seemed more of a possibility that Labour may win the next election, Andersen Consulting provided free ser-

vices to Labour’s mid-1990s Social Justice Commission through their consultant, Patricia Hewett (Brooks, 2018, p.

184). Hewitt, a Labour Party candidate in the failed 1993 election, spent three years as head of research at Ander-

sen’s consultancy arm (now Accenture). The relationship between Andersen Consulting and Labour developed to the

extent that Andersen Consulting ran a seminar in 1996 to 90MPs on “how to run government” (Brooks, 2018, p. 184).

Meanwhile, the sister company of Andersen Consulting—Arthur Andersen & Co’s—began molding the Labour Party’s

economic and tax policy, while also gathering supporters in the city (Brooks, 2018). The influence of Arthur Andersen

& Co’s specialists over New Labour government policy was significant. Geoffrey Robinson, who took on the cabinet

post of Paymaster General after the 1997 election victory, reported in his biography that Andersen had advised on

four Labour budgets (Robinson, 2000).

Brooks (2018) argues that once in government, the appeal of consultants to New Labour was twofold. First, they

weremore “malleable” than civil servants—Blair later argued that civil servants blocked change and inflicted “scars on

his back”—but their second, andmore immediate, value was in their financial engineering proclivities. Labour pursued

a privatization agenda through its Private Finance Initiative (PFI). In 2000, Andersen were commissioned by the New

Labour government to conduct an examination of the value-for-money prospects of PFI projects. In its final report,

Andersen claimed that the PFI could generate significant savings on public spending, estimating an average savings of

17% versus public sector delivery (Arthur Andersen, 2000). This 17% figurewaswidely contested at the time, as were

similar claimsmade by other accounting firms about the benefits of privatization (see Cooper & Taylor, 2005), yet was

still adopted by Labour politicians to pursue a vibrant PFI agenda. Later, it was reported that Andersen won lucrative

contracts to advise the New Labour government on at least 37 PFI contracts around the same time that they were

conducting the “independent study” of the potential benefits of PFI (Glover, 2002).

Besides pushing for privatizations, it is nowunderstood that all the large accountancy firms haddonated “free time”

to political parties in the late 1990s (Hodge, 2017). LabourMP,Margaret Hodge, worked for PwC in the early 1990s in

its public sector consultancy division. In 2010, she was appointed as Chair of the Public Accounts Committee (PAC).13

In her book—Called to Account—which reflects on her time at the PAC (2010–2015), she reveals more about these

“time-donations.” As chair of the PAC, Hodge investigated the “tax planning” practices of the Big 4, causing something

of a media storm. Hodge was well aware of PwC’s “donations of money in kind” to senior Labour MPs in the run-up to

the Blair election victory. She wrote that she knew she would be asked press questions about PwC funding of Labour

frontbenchers and decided that the gentlest word she could use was that this form of funding was “inappropriate”

(Hodge, 2017, p. 126)—aword she usedwhen interviewed by the BBC. Hodge (2017, pp. 126–127) writes:
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COOPER ET AL. 13

. . . just after 11.30 pm . . . mymobile phone rang. It was EdMiliband14. . . . He was furious and subjected

me to a stream of abuse for my criticism of fellow LabourMPs.

It is difficult to argue from Hodge’s book that there was a conspiracy of silence about the use of free consulting

advice given by accounting firms to New Labour. Nonetheless, it might reveal a certain discomfort around their use,

and it certainly reveals that accounting firms did give “free advice” during this period. Beyond this, the New Labour

years also saw the rise of a more active role for management consulting firms in policy matters (as in the examples

cited above) as opposed to their being confined to advising onmanagerial issues.

WhenTonyBlair retired in June 2007, theNewLabour administrationwas continued under the auspices ofGordon

Brown. In 2010, Labour lost the general election.

5.2.3 Cameron (2010–2016)

In 2010, the Conservative party came to power in a coalition with the Liberal Democrats. David Cameron became the

primeminister. Like Thatcher before him, Cameron immediately committed to amajor programof government budget

cuts on public spending, overseeing what he dubbed as “the age of austerity” (Cameron, 2009). As well as continuing

the commitment to privatization sparked by Thatcher and carried on by Blair (Smith & Jones, 2015), Cameron came to

power with a plan to reform the civil service. The Civil Service Reform Plan emphasized a need for change on the basis

of a series of familiar tropes; the civil service was argued to “be cautious and slow-moving, focused on process not

outcomes, bureaucratic, hierarchical and resistant to change” (Cabinet Office, 2012, p. 9). To address these criticisms,

the plan set out five key areas for reform, the first twoofwhich are of particular interest to us in termsof the increasing

involvement of management consultants in government:

1. Clarifying the future size and shape of the Civil Service

2. Improving policy making capability. Cabinet Office (2012, p. 6)

The first of these points signaled a continuing commitment to reducing the size of the civil service. Cuts to civil

service numbers were dramatic and swift, far outpacing the cuts made by Thatcher (Riddell, 2012). Between taking

office in 2010 and publishing the reform plan in June 2012, 54,000 jobs had been cut from the civil service (Haddon,

2016). By early 2015, approximately 90,000 posts had been cut (Stanley, 2021). Although ostensibly about cutting

spending, Diamond (2021) explains that cuts to the civil service made by Cameron were more fundamentally about

attacking the “structural power” of bureaucrats; senior figures in the Cameron administration, Steve Hilton (David

Cameron’s advisor) and Francis Maude (Cabinet Office minister), were trenchant critics of bureaucracy and saw the

civil service inmuch the same terms as Thatcher did—outdated, inefficient, and in need of amore “business-like” ethos.

Cameron too saw the civil service as an adversary, infamously branding civil servants as “the enemies of enterprise” in

a speech to the Conservative spring forum in Cardiff (Watt, 2011).

Crucially, the cuts to civil service created the conditions for a greater involvement of the private sector as a wealth

of institutional experience, skills, and capacity were lost. It is no coincidence, then, that spending onmanagement con-

sultants soon began to ramp up: after falling in the early years of the Cameron government, a report by the National

Audit Office showed that spending on management consultants doubled from its 2011–2012 levels to £1.3 billion

(National Audit Office, 2016). Spending was dominated by six firms: “Pricewaterhouse Coopers, Deloitte, KPMG,

McKinsey, Ernst & Young and PAConsulting” (Diamond, 2021, p. 16).

At the same time as management consultants gained influence through the loss of civil service capacity, they also

acquired a new level of formal, codified involvement in the policy-making process. In terms of the second area for
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14 COOPER ET AL.

reform set out in the plan—policy making capability—key figures in the Cameron government argued thatWhitehall’s

“monopoly” over policy making had to be broken. Plans for reform centered around creating an “open policy making”

environment inwhich policymakingwas to become “contestable” and open to contributions froma range of voices like

“think tanks, charities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), civil society networks, and especially management

consultancies in the private sector” (Diamond, 2020, p. 43). In effect, the “open policy-making reform” codifies the

involvement of external influences on policy making, which has a certain democratic appeal in theory.

The extent towhich such policymaking ismeaningfully “contestable,” however, is far from clear.Moreover, “partici-

pation” in this contest does not guarantee influence or sincere engagementwith competing perspectives (Dean, 2017).

Exley (2021) argues that “social, political, and economic elites” continue to dominate policy-making processes despite

formal commitments to “evidence-based” and “participatory” models of formulation. Indeed, Diamond (2020, p. 50)

contends that while a variety of voices are now part of the policy-making conversation, it is management consultants

whoare increasingly favored andnow “comprise the ‘newcorporate state’ inBritain.”Next,wediscuss the implications

of this and offer our concluding reflections.

6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

We began this paper by calling attention to a contradiction. On the surface, the government looks much the same as

it did in 1979, when we picked up our story. The cabinet model of government persists, as do so many of the tradi-

tions, symbols and iconography of government and democracy in theUK. And, in respect of democratic accountability,

it might even appear that the government is actuallymore accountable than it was in 1979. In recent times, develop-

ments in information technologies havemade possible the sharing of vast quantities of government data.We can also

add to this the introduction of the Freedom of Information Act 2000 and commitments to a “transparency revolution”

as part of David Cameron’s “Open Government” agenda (Cameron, 2010). Access to such information is not unwel-

come, yet we must remind ourselves that information is not accountability (Roberts, 2010). In this sense, although

we may now be able to access more information about government activities, we argue that, paradoxically, the gov-

ernment is less accountable now than it was in 1979. In this paper, we have set out how this has happened, charting

deleterious changes to theWestminster model of government: the political appointment of senior civil servants, dilu-

tion ofministerial accountability through agencification and the increasing use, role and influence of for-profit, private

consultants in place of a nominally neutral civil service. In practice, then, ministers are now less accountable to parlia-

ment for the actions of government, and those actions are increasingly driven by policy advice and operational work

carried out bymanagement consultants.

Future research must investigate these issues empirically. The COVID-19 pandemic will offer fertile ground for

such work, particularly in relation to the involvement of consultants in government policy making and operations.

In the UK and elsewhere, the pandemic has brought into sharp focus the scale of the reliance of governments on

consultants (Collington & Mazzucato, 2021; Morton, 2021). Those less concerned with the sensibilities surrounding

democratic accountability may not necessarily object to this, but dependency on consultants goes beyond political

or ethical persuasions. It is abundantly clear that consultants consume extraordinary sums of public money (Public

Accounts Committee, 2021). Although this has been known for some time, the pandemic has arguably accelerated this

to a disturbing new level.

In terms of issues surrounding power and democracy raised in the introduction to this piece, in defending theWest-

minster model we are, to some extent, “defending the indefensible,” but only because it is being soundlessly replaced

by something worse. It is now structurally impossible for citizens to hold either management consulting firms (who

hold sway over policy making and operations) or agencies and other “delegated bodies” (who deliver essential public

services) accountable through parliament. We no longer have a civil service equipped to hold truth to power. In place

of the pre-1979 flawed system, we have democratically unaccountable targets chasing public service delivery bodies

and consulting firms who are driven by their own profits and KPIs.

 14680408, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/faam

.12356 by E
dinburgh U

niversity L
ibrary, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [30/11/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



COOPER ET AL. 15

ORCID

ChristineCooper https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7981-5058

JonathanTweedie https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9512-6532

NOTES
1For an example of this in the UK, see: https://www.gov.uk/search/transparency-and-freedom-of-information-releases.
2House of CommonsDisqualification Act 1975.
3Archive |Margaret Thatcher Foundation.
4The IEAwebsite attests to this (https://iea.org.uk/blog/lady-thatcher-and-the-iea), as do documents from theMTFA,which

chart Thatcher’s engagementwith the IEA in the form of speeches (https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/106791)

and attending dinner events as a “Guest of Honour” (https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/121906).
5See: https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/121906.
6Reproducedwith permission from theMTFA.
7See: https://www.cps.org.uk/about/.
8Thatcherwas committed to cutting taxes and she had calculated that every extra £1 spent on civil servicemeant an extra 1p

on the rate of income tax.
9Ponting became famous for leaking Ministry of Defence documents about the sinking of an Argentine navy warship, in the

1982 FalklandsWar.
10This is the “separation of steering from rowing” popularized byOsborne and Gaebler (1992).
11The UK’s executive agencies are different from other forms of agencies in that they are entities within government. Their

Chief Executives are governmentAccountingOfficers, akin toPermanent Secretaries inministries. Anagency’sChief Execu-

tive has full discretionary powerover operations although is still subject to anarrow formof financial parliamentary scrutiny

in their capacity as an AccountingOfficer.
12A whole file of documents relating to the DeLorean case can be found at: https://www.margaretthatcher.org/source/

prem19/prem19-1813.A further series of documents is yet to bedigitized. See: https://www.margaretthatcher.org/source/

prem19/prem19-2748.
13She also reveals that when shewas appointed as chair of the PAC, a PwC partner offered to help her.
14Then Labour leader.
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