
https://doi.org/10.1177/07349149261484111

Public Administration Quarterly
﻿1–18

© SPAEF 2026

Article reuse guidelines: 
sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/07349149261484111
journals.sagepub.com/home/paq

Research Article

Introduction

Academics have long been interested in what constitutes competent policy advice (Halligan, 1995; Walker & 
Washington, 2025), with the continuing erosion of the quality of advice having been noted for some time (Craft & 
Henderson, 2024a). Remedying that has developed into a story of reform in Westminster Model jurisdictions, with 
Australia, the UK, Canada and New Zealand all having developed initiatives to improve individual policy capacity 
(Craft & Henderson, 2024b). The UK provides a particularly well-documented case for analysis, where ministers 
have often exploited the rich seam of political capital that is the perceived ineffectiveness of the Civil Service 
(Dudman, 2019; Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee, 2018; Slater, 2022). The UK Civil 
Service has, in particular, been accused of failing to keep pace with the ever-increasing complexity of the tasks it has 
been asked to perform (Gleeson et al., 2011; Public Administration Select Committee, 2007), and whilst that almost 
certainly exists alongside other variables, the failure to keep pace and improve has introduced delay, increased costs, 
and reduced the effectiveness of policy interventions (National Audit Office, 2017; Public Accounts Committee, 
2020). In the UK, work to improve the quality of policy advice is led by the Policy Profession Unit, currently housed 
in the Department for Education (M. Collins, 2026a). Their work, and consequently the analysis in this article, con-
cerns the Civil Service in its support of the UK’s central government; the devolved administrations therefore lie 
outside the scope adopted here. Whilst a competency framework for policy officials in the UK Civil Service has 
existed for well over a decade. That framework, and the analysis in this article,. However, of the 6,072 policy roles 
advertised on the Civil Service Jobs website during 2024, only 0.5% of them included any reference to it (Cabinet 
Office, 2025).
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This article makes two contributions. First, it provides the first systematic account of the development of policy 
competency frameworks within the UK Civil Service as they evolved into the current Policy Profession Standards. 
The second is to report the findings of a policy instrument analysis of the 2021 Policy Profession Standards that assess 
their suitability as a mechanism for building policy capacity. This study is important given the emerging consensus 
that a lack of individual policy capacity will contribute to an increased likelihood of policy failure (Cairney et al., 
2024; Capano et al., 2025; Capano & Malandrino, 2025); if the competency framework conceived to guide officials in 
the acquisition of this capacity is flawed, then it is carrying the power to promote rather than hinder policy failure. This 
article concludes that the 2021 Policy Profession Standards are not capable of achieving their objective. These find-
ings are not solely of potential interest to those interested in the British State; the article makes a number of important 
observations about the significance of the work and policy context on the design of competency frameworks that will 
be of interest to those studying policy capacity in any jurisdiction.

Evaluating Competency Frameworks: What Does Good Look Like?

Defining Competence

Competence is generally understood as the effective application of knowledge, skills, experience and dispositions in 
a specific work context (Ali et al., 2021; S. F. J. Child & Shaw, 2020; Le Deist & Winterton, 2005; Sheikhbahaeddinzadeh 
et al., 2022; Tuononen et al., 2020), but how to define which knowledge and which skills is and are most important is 
a source of debate. On the one hand, a work-oriented approach considers that the competence required to deliver work 
is bound to the work context and not the worker (Le Deist & Winterton, 2005; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986; Sandberg, 
2000b), thus requiring the researcher to develop an understanding of the activities required to accomplish a task in the 
context within which it is undertaken (Sandberg, 2000b). This perspective is made difficult by the recognition that 
competence is a combination of attributes (Eraut, 1998), but reinforced by the fact that it is the work context that 
allows competence to become observable (S. F. J. Child & Shaw, 2020; Hoskins & Fredriksson, 2008). In the alterna-
tive, most rationalist perspectives view competence as a function of the context in which it is applied (Le Deist & 
Winterton, 2005), where ‘worker and work form one entity through lived experience of work’ (Sandberg, 2000a, p. 
50). This is also known as the worker-oriented approach, where the required attributes are captured through discussion 
with current workers and their managers (Sandberg, 2000b). The socially constructed nature of competence means that 
even where there is an agreed framework against which competence is measured, there will remain some element of 
interpretation, particularly given some roles and tasks are easier to define than others (Eraut, 1998).

Competence is not, however, universally accepted as meaning the same thing as competency. Rowe (1995, p. 12), 
for example, believes that competence is ‘what people can do while [competency] focuses on how they do it’. Many 
more, however, view competencies through the prism of competency frameworks (Megahed, 2018) and it is for this 
reason that this article relies upon the European Reference Framework description of competencies as a ‘combination 
of knowledge, skills and attitudes appropriate to the context’ (Office for Official Publications of the European 
Communities, 2007, p. 3). It therefore follows that a competency framework is ‘a descriptive tool that identifies the 
skills, knowledge, personal dispositions, and behaviours needed to effectively perform a role in the organization and 
help the business meet its strategic objectives’ (Lucia & Lepsinger, 1999, p. 5). Before proceeding, it is important to 
expose the approach the article takes to the concepts of knowledge, skill, experience, and disposition as the building 
blocks of competence.

In simple terms, knowledge is that which is known by at least one person (Lehrer, 1965). The distinction that arises 
in the context of this landscape, however, is the manner by which knowledge is acquired and shared. If it is to be 
decided that knowledge of a subject is of a certain type, that decision will have implications for the approach taken to 
installing that knowledge into another, for one’s assessment to the extent of another’s knowledge and for how knowl-
edge requirements are described. Explicit knowledge is that which can be expressed in words and numbers and is 
easily shareable; it is the sort of information found within an instruction manual (Nonaka & Konno, 1998). This con-
trasts with tacit knowledge: that which is not easily tellable and is difficult to express in language, and in some cases 
is difficult even to be conscious of (Gascoigne & Thornton, 2014; Polanyi, 1966). Identifying explicit and tacit knowl-
edge is perhaps most easily done in comparative terms as, whilst they do ostensibly sit apart from each other on a 
spectrum, they have a strong relationship and can co-exist in one mind. Collins even goes so far as to describe the idea 
of tacit knowledge as ‘parasitic on the notion of the explicit’ (H. Collins, 2010, p. 85) to indicate that the explicit is the 
gateway to the tacit.

‘At the core of all definitions is the idea of competence or proficiency – the ability to do something well’ (Attewell, 
1990, p. 423). The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘skill’ as ‘practical knowledge in combination with ability’ 
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(2024). Skill is therefore the type of knowledge often referred to as ‘know how’, or the type of knowledge required to 
do a thing (see Stanley and Williamson, 2017, pp. 715–716). This contrasts with ‘know what’ associated with explicit 
knowledge described earlier. To that end, whether skill is deserving of its own section in this article apart from knowl-
edge, rather than merely being described alongside knowledge could be debated. However, the Policy Profession 
Standards refer both to knowledge and skills separately (Policy Profession, 2021), and this article’s analysis therefore 
proceeds on that basis. That notwithstanding, it is important to recognise that there exists a substantial debate about 
the nature of skill, with the boundary between skill, knowledge, and competence being persistently contested 
(Brockmann et al., 2011; Markowitsch & Plaimauer, 2009; Payne, 2017).

Experience is a process of learning where knowledge arises out of ‘direct observation of, or participation in, events’ 
(Politis, 2005, p. 401). The learning does not arise automatically following relevant observation or participation; it 
requires grasping and transformation (Kolb, 2014), alongside practice and repetition (Brinkmann, 2017). In any event, 
experience has been widely recognised as having an important role to play in the acquisition of occupationally relevant 
knowledge (Borman et al., 1993; Schmidt et al., 1986); it plays a particularly important role in the integration of new 
knowledge into the workplace (Ucbasaran et al., 2008). This is because decision-making is generally grounded in the 
way the world appears to a person at any one moment, conditioned by the things they know, but dominated by what 
they have experienced (Roth, 2012). Consequently, its value is context-dependent and will develop over time (Matthew 
& Sternberg, 2009). It is also inherently tacit (Ribeiro, 2013; Sternberg, 1997), although there continues to be debate 
as to whether it can usefully be made explicit through reflection (Matthew & Sternberg, 2009). Whilst experience does 
sit somewhat apart from the discussion of knowledge and skills that this article has so far concerned itself with, in the 
fact that experience is a process through which knowledge is acquired rather than knowledge itself, experience is 
widely considered a separate constituent of competence (Paloniemi, 2006; Takase, 2013). Just as with skill, experience 
is an element with some baggage, the most significant portion of which in this context is that it is insufficient by itself. 
Absent sufficient alternative knowledge and/or skill (or even a disproportionate weighting of experience relative to 
those other factors), a person can find themselves in the ‘experience trap’, with a tendency to apply wrong or outdated 
solutions to new problems, and to have difficulty in adapting to different environments (Campbell et  al., 2014; 
Sengupta et al., 2008).

Dispositions are personal qualities or characteristics; they are not knowledge nor skills, and are not parasitic on 
knowledge nor skill and can exist outside of any sort of specialist domain (H. Collins & Evans, 2007). The need for 
dispositions to feature as a professional requisite has been identified before (R. Jones et al., 2013; Thornton, 2006) and 
they are likely to feature in the bucket of soft skills often captured within professional frameworks (S. F. J. Child & 
Shaw, 2020). The analytical distinction maintained here between dispositions and the other components of the analyti-
cal framework is a product of practical necessity as much as theoretical preference. The typology requires a category 
for elements that are not domain-specific, not parasitic on specialised knowledge, and that concern how officials 
approach their work rather than what work they do. Hart et al.′s work on the terminology of transversal skills and 
competences illustrates that this difficulty in categorisation is not peculiar to this article; it is a recurring challenge in 
the design of professional frameworks more broadly (Hart et al., 2021). Whether the category is ultimately labelled 
dispositions, transversal skills or soft competencies is, in that sense, a less important question than whether the require-
ments it contains are adequately recorded.

Constructing Competency Frameworks

The most significant observable distinction in competency framework design is that between the functional and behav-
ioural approaches. The behavioural approach was developed in the USA, and is linked to performance in general, 
rather than to a specific occupation or activity with a focus on the accumulation of a range of attributes (Mills et al., 
2020). The idea is to observe ‘successful and effective job performers to determine how these individuals differ from 
less successful performers’ (Le Deist & Winterton, 2005, p. 31). The behavioural approach recognises competencies 
as fundamentally behavioural, to be learned through training and development (McClelland, 1998); the overriding 
objective is to identify the factors or inputs associated with individual success, and teach them (Megahed, 2018). In 
straightforward terms, the behavioural approach looks at the things a person needs to be able to do to perform a task 
well. An example might be ‘has the ability to convey complex ideas confidently through conversation’. The functional 
approach was developed in the United Kingdom, and is the approach taken in the Policy Profession Standards that will 
be evaluated later in this article. Its objective is to capture the performance expectations (Mills et al., 2020) required 
of employment in a work context (Le Deist & Winterton, 2005). The functional approach is therefore dichotomous: a 
person either demonstrates the standard and is competent, or they are not (Rowe, 1995). This approach is also 
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concerned solely with the occupational role at hand, with dispositions being considered distinct from competence 
(Mills et al., 2020). An example might be ‘promotes the “digital first” approach to providing information and services 
where appropriate’. The functional approach is problematical. Its dichotomous nature exists in tension with the 
requirement for differing levels of proficiency. Rowe (1995), in their description of the functional approach, recog-
nises that Nigel Mansell does not get a better driving licence than anyone else because they were a Formula One driver.

Both functional and behavioural competency frameworks generally share a common foundation of two broad buck-
ets of competencies: soft and hard (Miranda et al., 2021). Soft, cross-functional, or transversal competencies are those 
that involve critical thinking, teamwork, collaboration, communication and creativity; they are generic and common 
to a wide range of employment types (S. F. J. Child & Shaw, 2020). Hard, subject-specific, or disciplinary competen-
cies are specific to the context in which the individual operates and include specific specialised knowledge. In the 
context of this article, the dispositions are the soft competencies and the other aspects the hard competencies. Building 
upon those two broad buckets, an effective competency framework will comprise three key elements (Batt et al., 2021; 
Sultan et al., 2020):

1.	 Core competencies (both soft and hard): these are fundamental to the role and encompass any relevant special-
ised knowledge (Trollor et al., 2017).

2.	 Behavioural indicators: the observable actions that serve to prove the possession of core competencies. A com-
petency framework should indicate guidelines for assessing proficiency (Whiddett & Hollyforde, 1999).

3.	 Levels of proficiency: these are levels that indicate the extent of an individual’s competence (Ali et al., 2021). 
They should operate alongside behavioural indicators.

The reason the literature on the building blocks of competence is theorised as it is here is because that is how the 
academy has traditionally theorised policy capacity. Underpinning the analysis that will follow was a systematic 
review of the existing literature on individual policy capacity that is reported elsewhere (M. Collins, 2026b). That 
review was configurative rather than aggregative in character: its purpose was not to pool commensurable findings but 
to arrange a fragmented and conceptually heterogeneous literature into a coherent account of what individual policy 
capacity comprises. The elements identified across that literature were extracted, grouped, and synthesised into the 
four constituents of competence adopted here and disaggregated into the sub-elements that populate the analytical 
framework; the categories are therefore the product of that synthesis rather than an a priori imposition. The full 
method, including the search strategy and the basis upon which the literature was appraised and synthesised, is reported 
in that companion study, with its findings summarised in the typology at Table 1:

The Origins of the 2021 Standards

Before the First Standards

This investigation begins with two papers. The first is the Modernising Government white paper (Cabinet Office, 
1999a) and the second is the paper published 6 months later by the Cabinet Office’s Strategic Policy Making Team, 
titled Professional Policy Making for the Twenty-first Century (1999b). The account begins there because it is with 
these two papers that the professionalisation of the policy function as a defined category takes concerted form. The 
aim of the white paper was, unsurprisingly, to modernise government, as part of the New Labour Government’s ‘pro-
gramme of renewal for Britain’ (1999a, p. 4). It noted the positive impact of New Public Management (NPM) on 
productivity, simultaneously recognising that insufficient attention had been paid to its impact upon policy capacity 
(1999a). To deliver against the better policy-making aim, the white paper established the Centre for Management and 
Policy Studies (CMPS) with four objectives, one of which was to ‘.  .  .develop and strengthen policy evaluation capac-
ity.  .  .’ (1999a, p. 57). The objective of Professional Policy Making for the Twenty-first Century (1999b) was to flesh 
out the commitments made in Modernising Government and it did so with three aims (1999b para 1.1):

1.	 examine what professional ‘modernised’ policy making should look like;
2.	 provide a snapshot of current good practice as a high-level indication of areas where policy making is; and
3.	 suggest possible levers for change to help to bring about the White Paper ‘vision’ for policy making.

The focus was on the capacity and processes of the Civil Service in the round rather than on the individual policy 
capacity of officials, but the paper did recognise the need for ‘new and different skills amongst policy makers’ (1999b, 
para 1.6), describing ‘nine core competencies that .  .  . encapsulate all the key elements of the policy-making process’ 
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(para 2.10). The problem that follows is that attempts made to improve individual policy capacity get caught up in a 
reductionist framework logic that makes it difficult to design meaningful remedies. Nevertheless, in proffering these 
competency requirements, the paper recognises that the challenge of policy-making is growing more complex. It 
implies that, but for the increase in complexity, officials would be adequate; it is only in the face of increasing com-
plexity that they must improve. This gives rise to a theme that would dominate the remainder of the paper: that the 
focus should be on improving the process, not the people and this judgement is epitomised through the authors’ deci-
sion to capture nine competencies as being hallmarks the policy system should bear as opposed to the people that work 
in policy.

2004–2019

Having got to 1999 without a competency framework for policy officials, the pace of their development began to build 
after 2004. 2004 brought Civil Service Reform: Delivery & Values (Cabinet Office, 2004), which revived career 
anchors and by 2008, a nascent form of the Policy Profession existed, but it was in 2012 that The Civil Service Reform 

Table 1.  Analytical Framework (M. Collins, 2026b).

1 – Knowledge 1A – Policy
1A.I – Specialised: technical knowledge of the policy domain within which the official works. This should 

include the organisational, political, and wider social context.
1A.II – General: a comprehensive understanding of the policy issues active within the official’s department 

and knowledge of theory from across academic disciplines relevant to the work of their department.
1B – System: how to move ideas through the system towards a decision, the constitution, and the rules and 

principles of public life.
2 – Skills 2A – An ability to appropriately balance the necessary types of Knowledge, Skills, Experience, and 

Dispositions (KSED).
2B – Policy-making:

I. The ability to frame a policy problem.
II. The ability to see around corners.
III. The ability to recognise and judge the operational feasibility of policy.
IV. �The ability to keep abreast of, identify, select, analyse, and make use of relevant evidence (including that 

with which one may be unfamiliar) in support of policy.
V. �The ability to conduct cost-benefit analysis.
2C – Relational capacity:
I. �The ability to manage ministers by, amongst other things, quickly determining how the minister works 

best and through effective empathy.
II. �The ability to coordinate and cooperate with others, through networking and negotiating, in support of 

policy and implementation design.
III. �The ability to coordinate the policy-making process within government.
2D – Communication:
I. �The ability to take analytic conclusions, recontextualise them, and write them in the language of the reader.
II. �The ability to communicate orally.
III. �The ability to persuade those with whom you attempt to collaborate of the value of your minister’s 

perspective.
3 – Experience 3A – Experience of witnessing the lived experience of the users of the policy output of the official’s 

department.
3B – Experience of the occupational culture within the official’s department.

4 – Dispositions 4A – Political astuteness: the ability to understand the competing needs and perspectives of stakeholders 
and bring them together in the development of a politically and socially convincing position.

4B – Creativity: the ability to view a problem imaginatively and propose alternatives in perspectives and 
methods that are unique and unlike any prior attempts to solve similar problems.

4C – Judgement: a strong sense of what is relevant to decision making and an ability to reliably judge the 
plausibility and credibility of claims.

4D – Leadership: the ability to harmonise internal and external leadership to generate evidence in support 
of advice.

4E – Adaptive capacity: the capacity to adapt and deal with uncertainty.
4F – Risk taking: the capacity to confidently take appropriate risks.
4G – Resilience: the capacity to cope, persist, and recover in the face of adversity and criticism.
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Plan explicitly identified a need to increase policy capacity (defined within the report as relating to ‘the quality of 
policy advice’ (HM Government, 2012, p. 14)), recognising that policy advice was often of inconsistent quality and 
delivered with a weak understanding of the challenges in implementation. The following year, Twelve Actions to 
Professionalise Policy Making was published, recognising that many reviews have ‘diagnosed similar enduring prob-
lems’ (2013, p. 4). Another year later, and the government observes that progress on improving policy capability had 
been minimal (Civil Service, 2014). Notwithstanding those observations, between 2004 and 2018, there were at least 
four versions of a competency framework for Civil Service policy officials.

The earliest of those is a 2005 document titled Policy Delivery Skills with Underpinning Context (Civil Service, 2005), 
developed as part of the Professional Skills for Government programme. The point of the paper was to separate skills 
specifically required of policy officials from those which are common to all civil servants (Civil Service Website, 2010). 
The document is thin, however, and does not attempt to justify the choices made by its authors. Instead, it simply lists 
between two and six requirements under each of four themes (policy delivery, policy design, sector knowledge, strategy), 
brigaded by three of the more senior grades (Grade 7 and Senior Civil Service Pay Bands 1 and 2). For the most part, the 
things that sit under each of those are variations on the skills presented in the 1999 Professionalising Policy Making paper.

In 2009, the Cabinet Office commissioned Capita to undertake a training needs analysis (TNA) of the Policy 
Profession (Capita Resourcing, 2009) in response to the findings in the Skills Strategy for Government (Government 
Skills, 2008, p. 10). Capita concluded there were more similarities than differences amongst policy roles, with the 
most prominent difference being the policy specialisation. The authors consequently found that a single, unifying 
skills framework would have value and so set about creating one that would define ‘the non-negotiable skills for effec-
tive performance within a policy role’ (Capita Resourcing, 2009, p. 6). Capita identified skills profiles that were 
accompanied by development priorities and included a framework of core policy skills required by all policy officials 
in all departments. Capita’s work contributed to the design of the 2010 Policy Skills Framework (Cabinet Office, 
2010). This was a significant document with 48 different competencies, each sub-divided into up to seven examples 
(in practice, these were mostly different ways of saying the same thing), which meant the framework contained 298 
different functional competencies; it was seen as a positive step in the right direction (Hallsworth & Rutter, 2011).

The 2010 framework was replaced in January 2013 with the Policy Profession Skills and Knowledge framework 
(Civil Service Learning, 2013). This makes no reference to earlier work, but it is reasonable to assume that it is the 
new framework referenced in the Twelve Actions paper (Policy Profession Board, 2013), which was designed to sit 
alongside the (then) new overarching competency framework for all civil servants trailed in the preceding year’s Civil 
Service Reform Plan (HM Government, 2012). The framework described three characteristics of successful policy 
work (Civil Service Learning, 2013, p. 6):

1.	 The development and use of a sound evidence base
2.	 Understanding and managing the political context
3.	 Planning from the outset for how the policy will be delivered.

These translate into ‘four areas of competence’ (2013, p. 7), which the authors say directly relate to the three charac-
teristics of successful policy. Three of those replicate the stated characteristics of successful policy work, to which the 
authors add a fourth: ‘Bring together evidence, politics and delivery to support ministers’ (2013, p. 7). Each of the four 
areas of competence was split into between one and four categories, with each category incorporating between three 
and eight functional competencies, giving a total of 55.

Background to the 2019 Standards

The Policy Profession Standards were completely rewritten in 2019, with input from ‘over 500 colleagues across 
government, and other experts’ (Policy Profession, 2019a, p. 7). The result was 18 ‘skill areas’, each with three levels 
of standard. Level One aligned with the learning outcomes of the Level Four Apprenticeship that began to be offered 
in 2016 through to Level Three, which is expected to be demonstrated by ‘a skilled leader of policy portfolios, with 
depth of expertise’ (Policy Profession, 2019b). When the Cabinet Office came to review Twelve Actions.  .  . in 2019, 
it found yet again that awareness of the Policy Profession Standards was poor, notwithstanding they had been repub-
lished the same year (Policy Profession, 2019a, p. 16). Nevertheless, one person who contributed to the review 
described the work as ‘unequalled internationally’ (Policy Profession, 2019a, p. 11). This is a difficult contention, 
given that at the time of that review, only 19% of policy officials even knew a central Policy Profession Unit existed 
and more than two thirds felt there had been no improvement to policy systems or activities since the Twelve Actions 
paper was published (Policy Profession, 2019a, p. 13).
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The 2019 framework is much more detailed than its predecessors. It nevertheless retains the functional approach, 
with examples such as ‘provides advice and recommendations that show a detailed understanding of the relevant 
financial situation, a value for money approach and a clear understanding of risks; plans for and responds appropri-
ately to changes in financial circumstances or concerns’ (Policy Profession, 2019b, p. 10). Amongst its content are 
explicit knowledge requirements, such as ‘Demonstrates understanding of the powers and responsibilities of the Prime 
Minister, Cabinet, Ministers, Special Advisers and civil servants’ (2019b, p. 9), but the framework does not separate 
out requirements as knowledge or skills, etc. Some are also compound, including more than one category: ‘Understands 
the basic mechanisms of law-making in the UK . .  . interacts with the people who support them’ (2019b, p. 9). The 
20-year period following 1999 is the period in which the desire to prescribe competency requirements for policy offi-
cials grew into something substantial, with the pace increasing in the latter half. There is, however, very limited data 
available on the reasons why the drafters made the choices they did and so it is difficult to discern why these frame-
works have developed in the way they have. What is obvious, however, is that the scale of complexity has increased 
dramatically since 1999, with Professional Policy Making for the Twenty-first Century listing nine competencies 
through to 333 in the 2019 framework.

The 2019 Policy Profession Standards were revised in 2021; it is the product of that revision that forms the cen-
trepiece of this article’s analysis. The intention of the review was to make the standards ‘fewer and simpler’ (Policy 
Profession, 2021, p. 3), refined ‘via consultation with subject matter experts across the Civil Service’ (2021, p. 3). The 
2021 document boasts 380 separate functional competencies across 14,706 words, compared to the 2019 document, 
which includes 333 functional competences across 8,390 words. If the aim really was ‘fewer and simpler’, the data 
indicates the authors were unsuccessful. Neither the Standards document nor the detailed descriptors make any attempt 
to justify themselves through an explanation of how they came to be. In the course of this study, the author submitted 
a Freedom of Information Act request to the Policy Profession Unit, asking questions and seeking the disclosure of 
documents. Whilst some of what was sought was disclosed, much of the original content of these documents was 
redacted because the Policy Profession Unit felt that disclosing it would ‘be likely to have a potentially corrosive effect 
on good Government and lead to less fully informed decision making’ (Department for Education, 2023). What was 
disclosed did indicate that no impact assessment or review of effectiveness was ever undertaken on the 2019 Standards 
before the 2021 refresh. The Policy Profession Unit did disclose the heavily redacted consultation responses, but did 
so in the form of comments attached to the then draft standards; comments were mostly generic with no critical 
engagement with the standards demonstrated and it appears as though the consultation took the form of an opportunity 
to add to the 2019 Standards new competencies that those consulted judged to be missing. The Policy Profession Unit 
also disclosed the list of people invited to contribute to that consultation: they were exclusively civil servants with no 
evidence of any external challenge. This is problematical given the challenge of diminishing individual capacity that 
has been explored extensively in the literature (Boston, 1994; M. Collins, 2026a; Dunleavy, 1995; Guy Peters, 1996; 
Sapeha et al., 2020); a likely outcome from such an approach would be the replication of new officials in the image of 
the old, rather than the making of progress towards a more capable workforce (see S. Child & Shaw, 2023; Lepre et al., 
2021).

Methods

The methods used in this article are in two parts that work together. The first is policy instrument analysis and the 
second is thematic analysis.

Policy instrument analysis considers whether a policy instrument is sufficient to achieve its intended effect (Howlett 
et al., 2018; Lascoumes & Le Gales, 2007). In this case, the instrument is the 2021 Policy Profession Standards and 
the intended effect is to move officials towards possessing the knowledge, skills, experience, and dispositions (here-
after, KSED) required for effective advisory work. A policy instrument is never a neutral technical device; it embodies 
a theory of how the desired change is to be produced, so interrogating its design tests whether the instrument is even 
capable, in principle, of delivering its aim. That test does not depend on the outcome data that the difficulties of mea-
suring policy capacity place largely out of reach (Hartley & Zhang, 2018): a framework whose construction and con-
tent cannot build capacity will not build it however faithfully it is applied. That framing governs the paper in its 
investigation of the extent to which the 2021 Policy Profession Standards are fit for purpose, which requires an exami-
nation of both its construction (does it have the characteristics of an effective competency framework?) and its content 
(does it contain the right things?). This approach is both necessary and beneficial because the consequences of the 
policy intervention have not been studied in light of the difficulties in measuring policy capacity that have been dis-
cussed elsewhere in the literature (Hartley & Zhang, 2018). It is also the case that analysing the policy instrument, 
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rather than its consequences or inputs, helps us to see most clearly the Civil Service’s position on individual policy 
capacity in a ‘concretized’ way (Capano & Howlett, 2020; Lascoumes & Le Gales, 2007, p. 11).

It is important, however, to note that policy instrument analysis is an approach to analysis rather than a method in 
and of itself, so while it delivers the guiding approach to analysis that frames the object of the inquiry, it must be 
accompanied by something else. In this case, the construction question is answered by applying the framework 
described earlier in this article directly to the Standards: do they contain core competencies, behavioural indicators, 
and levels of proficiency? That is straightforward evaluative analysis within the policy instrument frame. The content 
question is where thematic analysis enters. With 127 practitioner-level descriptors requiring systematic categorisation 
and comparison against the typology, an impressionistic approach would be insufficient; a replicable method for 
reducing the unpacked descriptors into analysable themes and then mapping those themes against the typology’s cat-
egories is required. That method is inductive semantic reflexive thematic analysis, following the guidance given by 
Braun and Clarke (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022). It is worth being explicit that this is not content analysis, notwith-
standing that the process involves categorising and counting descriptors (Neuendorf, 2017). Content analysis is typi-
cally quasi-quantitative and concerned with the frequency of manifest content, oriented towards replicability across 
coders (Krippendorff, 2019). Reflexive thematic analysis proceeds otherwise: it is, by design, the work of a single 
analyst whose interpretive engagement with the material is treated as a resource rather than a threat to validity, such 
that consensus coding and measures of inter-coder reliability are neither sought nor appropriate (Braun & Clarke, 
2022). The primary interest in this article is in meaning, not frequency: the question being asked of each descriptor is 
what it signifies in relation to the requirements of effective advisory work, not how often a given category of require-
ment appears. That interest in meaning, and the interpretive judgements it requires, made reflexive thematic analysis 
the most appropriate choice.

The analysis proceeded in two phases: themes were generated inductively from the descriptors before being compared 
deductively against the typology. The inquiry is centred on the middle ‘Practitioner’ tier of the framework as this is where 
most policy officials sit and because the research focus is on the baseline requirement for an official to be effective rather 
than a novice or contributory expert. In focusing the approach on the practitioner tier, the detailed descriptors within that 
column were entered into Excel, with each descriptor its own row, generating 127 rows. Many of the descriptors are 
compound; where it was straightforward to split those out, with the results retaining sufficient meaning independently, 
that was done. Where splitting them out would leave a descriptor without independent meaning, the compound descriptor 
was left undisturbed. That exercise left 268 unique descriptors. Each row was categorised as being closest to (1) knowl-
edge, (2) skill, (3) experience or (4) disposition. Where a descriptor did not align neatly with a single constituent, it was 
assigned to the closest fit; where it resembled two constituents in substance and where a single assignment would have 
suppressed part of its meaning, it was recorded against both, subject to a ceiling of two. That procedure applied in 11 of 
the 268 cases, none of which fell into more than two constituents. That produced (Table 2):

Each category was then grouped into themes. It is these themes that would be used to frame later analysis. The 
number of themes per category is recorded below (Table 3): 

Three limitations exist within this design. The analysis is the work of a single analyst. That is, as noted above, a 
product of reflexive thematic analysis; nonetheless, the categorisations represent a disciplined interpretation and 
another researcher might reasonably have settled some of the finer distinctions differently. Further, the analysis is of 
the instrument and not of its effects, a choice prompted by the difficulty of measuring policy capacity directly (Hartley 
& Zhang, 2018): it can establish whether the Standards are capable, in principle, of supporting officials to build capac-
ity, but it cannot speak to the capacity they have in fact built. Finally, the documentary records disclosed by the Policy 
Profession Unit are partial; much of the material released under the Freedom of Information Act was redacted, such 

Table 2.  Number of Descriptors by Category.

Total unique Knowledge Skill Experience Disposition Two categories

Number of descriptors 268 51 219 2 7 11

Table 3.  Number of Themes by Category.

Total Knowledge Skill Experience Disposition

Number of themes 41 14 21 1 5
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that the account of how the Standards were drafted rests upon what the Unit was content to disclose and represents 
only a portion of the whole.

Findings

Characteristics, Construction and Utility

The 2021 Standards are arranged across two documents. The first introduces and summarises the framework, with an 
annex containing the detailed descriptors. The Standards are organised over three pillars (Policy Profession, 2021, p. 4):

1.	 Strategy: using evidence and analysis. Generating, assessing and applying evidence and analysis to understand 
the context and develop new strategies.

2.	 Democracy: understanding and supporting good governance. Understanding and supporting good governance 
and accountability through the production of robust and challenging advice to inform decisions

3.	 Delivery: designing policy implementation. Designing policy implementation and delivery systems in collabo-
ration with delivery partners and users, including how policies will be evaluated and improved.

‘Delivery’ exists in the 2019 Standards but with a subtly and inconsequentially different definition. ‘Strategy’ and 
‘Democracy’ are titled differently in the 2019 Standards, but nevertheless synonymous with the ‘Evidence’ and 
‘Politics’ pillars from the earlier framework. Each pillar contains four categories of standards (‘standards’ is the term 
used throughout the document), and each category contains between one and six ‘learning outcomes’. Each learning 
outcome is subdivided into detailed descriptors, which are ‘the skills, knowledge, and activities included for each 
Standard’ (2021, p. 3), and bucketed across three levels (Developing, Practitioner, Expert; in 2019, these were 
‘Attaining Knowledge’, ‘Applying Skills’, and ‘Leading the Way’); these are, in effect, functional competencies. That 
means there are 380 detailed descriptors or functional competencies. In practice, however, many of these are com-
pound, making the total number of different functional competencies much higher. Before considering the quality of 
the content, the construction of the framework will be examined.

Drawing upon the analytical framework developed earlier in the article, what are described as learning outcomes 
are the core competencies, and the detailed descriptors are the behavioural indicators. The three levels of learning are 
a poorer fit for the third building block. A level of proficiency should indicate the extent of an individual’s competence 
and operate alongside the behavioural indicators, grading how well a given competency is demonstrated. The frame-
work does not work in this way. Instead, its descriptors are bucketed across the three levels, so each level holds differ-
ent requirements rather than grading the same one, and within any single level the functional logic still holds: an 
official either demonstrates the descriptor or they do not. The levels therefore hold different requirements at each 
developmental stage; they do not grade proficiency in any one of them. This is the dichotomy identified earlier, repro-
duced within each level. On its face, then, the Framework supplies two of the three building blocks cleanly and the 
third only in an attenuated form.

The analysis cannot, however, end there. Behavioural indicators are alternatively known as progression indicators, 
and in this case should be a description of what the official ‘can be expected to do for each domain competency’ (S. F. 
J. Child & Shaw, 2020, p. 1151). The functional competencies contained within the framework are assistive in that 
regard, but that is not the end of the matter. Their sheer volume makes the framework unquestionably atomistic. 
Atomistic approaches to behavioural/progression indicators are also reductionist and lead to difficulty when con-
structed imprecisely or where they fail to capture holistic elements in some other way (Batt et al., 2021; Collier-Sewell 
et al., 2023; Holmboe et al., 2017). This is perhaps necessarily the case for a framework that seeks to capture policy 
officials working across the entire breadth of government business. Nevertheless, to illustrate the imprecision at play, 
examples of the functional competencies include ‘stays focused on the most important aspects of the problem’ (2021, 
p. 6), and ‘Applies a range of futures tools to explore the various possible futures’ (2021, p. 8). Such an atomistic 
approach leads to problems in the way practitioners interact with the framework; by focussing on the need to observe 
‘performance and to tick the appropriate boxes in a completely ambiguous checklist’ (A. Jones, 1999, p. 148).

Bringing this together, it is apparent that the framework’s authors have clearly sought to develop it in a conven-
tional way, recognising the three main building blocks. However, their atomistic and imprecise approach was imper-
fect and has compromised the effectiveness of the framework, also likely contributing to low uptake (Hendry et al., 
2007). The consequences of these issues extend into the utility of this framework; whilst there is no available data on 
what proportion of officials are aware of the existence of the framework, there is data on its utilisation in recruitment. 
In the calendar year 2024, 6,072 separate vacancies were advertised on the Civil Service Jobs platform that were 
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tagged ‘Policy’; of those, only 31 referenced this Framework anywhere in the advertisement (Cabinet Office, 2025). 
Thus, only 0.5% of Civil Service policy roles advertised make use of the Policy Profession Standards as part of the 
selection criteria, notwithstanding the fact the Standards were designed with the intention of enhancing the recruit-
ment of suitably qualified people into the profession and that every department undertook to adopt them (Policy 
Profession, 2019a). The available data does not support a robust conclusion as to why the Policy Profession Standards 
are not being used in the way that was envisaged. What the analysis can speak to is whether a framework built in this 
way could realistically be used as intended, and on that it offers the following reflections. Policy work is complicated, 
and that complexity continues to increase; it is also diverse, encompassing everything that government does. 
Consequently, trying to develop a prescriptive framework that captures all policy officials undertaking all policy work 
is likely to be a recipe for disaster, given it is impossible to develop a framework that applies across the entire breadth 
of government. Because of that ever-increasing complexity and because of the extremely wide breadth of different 
policy contexts governments must address, even if one were to be successful in creating a catch all framework, it 
would be necessarily atomistic and undermine the effects it seeks to achieve. A framework that lays claim to catch all 
atomistically is almost certain to struggle for credibility amongst the workforce.

Content

Having recognised the issues inherent in the Framework’s construction, it is now necessary to consider its content. The 
aim is to examine the extent to which it aligns with the available research on individual policy capacity described 
above.

General Observations.  The numbers above in Table 2 indicate a strong emphasis on skills. However, as described 
above, many of these descriptors do not neatly resemble one of the categories. The framework separately pays only 
modest attention to what an official must know, and what is included does not break the requirement down to the 
extent necessary for it to function as an accessible handrail for officials seeking to usefully expand their knowledge. 
For example, the knowledge requirement is often inferred (e.g., ‘Commissions, generates and collates evidence and 
resources to support futures work and understanding future challenges or opportunities, e.g., horizon scanning, sur-
veys, interviews and economic and social metrics’), and some have significant underlying complexity (e.g., ‘Under-
stands the kinds of methods that can be used to explore user behaviour and reactions, including trial design’).

Some skills feel incongruous within the larger whole (e.g., ‘Promotes the “digital first” approach to providing 
information and services where appropriate’), which is likely consequent of a lack of stewardship in a process that did 
not deliberately weight the value of the contributing stakeholder’s viewpoints. Whilst some skills are general, others 
are oddly specific (e.g., ‘can engage effectively on development issues to deliver agreed policy objectives, while rec-
ognising the context of developing countries own policies and objectives’). In addition to the oddly specific, some are 
unreasonably prescriptive, particularly those around stakeholder management and others are in no way related to 
policy (e.g., ‘Aware of expectations; seeks opportunities to make a corporate contribution beyond role’). And of course 
there are those that are a little too general: ‘can identify how and when to use various processes’.

Knowledge.  The 51 descriptors in the knowledge category were distilled into the following 14 themes (this and other 
similar tables are ordered by frequency) (Table 4):

None of these knowledge themes sits squarely in any one of those types of knowledge discussed earlier. All of them 
sit, to some extent, at their intersection. For example, K1 contains elements of explicit and tacit. Knowing about 
research methods is explicit; but knowing which will be most appropriate in the circumstances will require a substan-
tial tacit element. This intersectionality further contributes to the complexity of this framework and reinforces the 
strength of the analytical choice to divide research approach into knowledge, skills, experience and dispositions as 
opposed to the single list of descriptors used by the Policy Profession.

The literature cited throughout this article recognises two broad knowledge requirements policy knowledge ((1A.1) 
specialised policy knowledge, (1A.2) general policy knowledge) and (1B) system knowledge. On its face, only system 
knowledge is apparent within this framework, but it is apparent to a very substantial extent. All the themes speak to 
the issues of how to move ideas through the system towards a decision, the constitution and the rules and principles of 
public life. There is no specific requirement for any form of policy knowledge, however one could infer the intention 
to create such a requirement from the use of words such as ‘relevant’ or phrases such as ‘.  .  .in the policy area’. 
Nevertheless, the requirements for both general and specialised policy knowledge are significant, given the extent to 
which they dominate the discussion throughout the literature (Gleeson et  al., 2011; Lindquist & Desveaux, 2007; 
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Mukherjee & Bali, 2019), which means their absence here significantly weakens the value in this framework overall. 
This is not, however, to say that the nature of any required specialised policy knowledge should be included prescrip-
tively; that would reinforce the construction criticism levelled elsewhere. The requirement should nevertheless have 
been established in sufficiently general terms.

Skills.  The 219 descriptors in the skill category were distilled into the following 21 themes (Table 5):
The analytical typology contains 12 different skills across four themes: balancing, policy-making, relational capac-

ity and communication. All the social skills in that typology (the ability to manage ministers; the ability coordinate and 
cooperate with others; the ability to coordinate the policy-making process) are readily apparent in this framework. So 
are most of the policy-making and communication skills. Missing from the policy-making skills in the framework is 
the ability to see around corners, and from the communication elements, the ability to persuade those with whom you 
attempt to collaborate of the value of one’s minister’s perspective. Seeing around corners is implied in a few places, 
but its core tenet of anticipation is not. Similarly, the persuade element is implied in the elements that touch upon 
negotiation, but the explicit requirement to do so in a competitive way, in support of the minister’s perspective, is 
missing. Finally, the skill in balancing the necessary types of KSED is missing. This was an inevitable product of the 
Framework’s construction, with holistic elements often absent from atomistic approaches. Notwithstanding these 
omissions, the reality remains that many of the requirements identified earlier are present here, and but for a small 
number of additions this would be complete. The challenges of the framework’s construction do, however, remain and 
the atomistic characteristic of this framework is most apparent when considering the skills section.

Experience.  The two descriptors in the experience category were distilled into a single theme: E1 ‘Has experience/
corporate knowledge to know which policies/interventions are more likely to succeed/fail’. As discussed above, expe-
rience is widely considered a separate constituent of competence (Ali et al., 2021; Hahn & Kim, 2022; Paloniemi, 
2006; Takase, 2013). On the one hand, it could be argued that experience is socially situated (Splitter, 2009) and so has 
no place in a broad framework such as this. However, that approach neglects the utility of experience as an indicator 
of a person’s progression through the levels of proficiency (Paloniemi, 2006). Given the above, it is noteworthy that 
the two experiential elements of the analytical typology (of witnessing the lived experience of users; of the occupa-
tional culture within the official’s department) are absent.

Dispositions.  The seven descriptors in the disposition category were distilled into the following five themes (Table 6):
The typology that underpins this analysis includes seven different dispositions. Of those, two are wholly present 

here: adaptive capacity (D2) and political astuteness (D4). A third is present in part, with elements of leadership con-
tained here and across the skills contained in the Framework. The remaining four (creativity, judgement, risk taking, 
and resilience) are absent.

Table 4.  Knowledge Themes.

Number Description Descriptors in each

K1 Understands the basics of analysis, and how/when to commission support from badged 
analytical and scientific staff; knows how to interpret analytical and scientific output

10

K2 Understands policy analytical processes, and the factors that contribute to them 9
K3 Understands the principles of Managing Public Money and the issues that influence the 

Value for Money judgement
5

K4 Understands the international context (including trade), the multilateral system 4
K5 Understands legislative and Parliamentary processes 4
K6 Understands basic legal and ethical principles and how they relate to policy work 4
K7 Knowledge of devolution, the devolved context, and the relationship between 

devolved administrations and the UK Government
3

K8 Understands the principles of governance and risk management 3
K9 Understands commercial processes and practice 2
K10 Knows about the work of different Departments, and how they relate to each other 1
K11 Understands local and regional government 1
K12 Understands policy delivery 1
K13 Understands communications 1
K14 Miscellaneous 3
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Discussion

This article has highlighted substantial differences between the prevailing research and the 2021 Policy Profession 
Standards. There are several possible reasons why these differences exist. The most obvious is that the authors did not 
engage with the ministerial perspective (M. Collins, 2025; Richards & Smith, 2016). Whilst there is no evidence of 
any such engagement, it is important to remain mindful that the material disclosed by the Policy Profession Unit rep-
resents only a very small piece of the puzzle and so it is not possible to determine this point definitively. Nevertheless, 
if it were the case that the authors did not engage ministers then that is a considerable flaw that has plainly contributed 
to the deficiencies described above. In the alternative, or perhaps in tandem, there is no evident engagement with the 
literature; there are no references to it in the consultation responses or the notes thereof and the complete absence of 
large parts of the skills requirement is symptomatic of that lack of engagement. This is particularly relevant given most 
requirements pervade the literature; they are not novel or niche, and it would not have taken much for a competent 
researcher to find them. In the alternative, they were noted and dismissed – but that would have run contrary to the 
Policy Profession Standards’ requirement to ‘use the existing evidence base’ (Policy Profession, 2021, p. 12) or 
‘Engages professional researchers from the earliest stages and throughout policy development’ (2021, p. 28). Given 
those two significant factors, the 2021 Standards are judged to be deficient in their content: they do not contain the 
fundamental requirements that an official should have if they are to deliver an effective advisory function.

Table 5.  Skill Themes.

Number Description Descriptors in each

S1 Can identify, understand, interpret, and make use of relevant sources of evidence 
(including individual experts); can discern the limitations of that evidence

32

S2 Can effectively manage relationships with stakeholders, both internal and external to 
government, making use of them in support of advice when required

30

S3 Can design policy implementation strategies, and lead delivery 22
S4 Can conduct policy analysis (including evaluation) 16
S5 Can conduct basic statistical analysis 16
S6 Can design effective policy interventions 13
S7 Can support the design and delivery of effective, public-facing, communications strategies 10
S8 Can bring together various forms of evidence and analysis in support of advice 10
S9 Is able to manage and deliver Parliamentary work 8
S10 Can manage contracts and participate in commercial processes 7
S11 Can manage projects 6
S12 Can negotiate effectively 6
S13 Can conduct financial and investment appraisal/analysis; can manage a budget 5
S14 Can effectively brief orally 4
S15 Can systematically and quickly build a knowledge base, and remain up to date 4
S16 Can lead, both directly and indirectly 4
S17 Can manage risk appropriately 4
S18 Can write well, tailoring their approach appropriately 4
S19 Can design, implement, and manage governance mechanisms, including for oversight of 

external bodies
3

S20 Is able to effectively manage ministers 2
S21 Miscellaneous 13

Table 6.  Disposition Themes.

Number Description Descriptors in each

D1 Focussed 2
D2 Adaptive capacity 2
D3 Responsible 1
D4 Politically astute 1
D5 Confident 1
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Not only do the 2021 Standards not include key requirements, but they also impose additional extraneous require-
ments. For example, ‘Can engage effectively on development issues to deliver agreed policy objectives, while recog-
nising the context of developing countries own policies and objectives’ (2021, p. 15), and ‘Demonstrates an 
understanding of key commercial concepts including how markets may react to policy announcements and (where 
appropriate) proactively engages with the market to assess the viability and implications of policies’ (2021, p. 27). 
This article does not attempt to argue those requirements, if possessed, would not be useful. On the contrary, they and 
the other extraneous requirements will doubtless have some utility in many policy fields, so broad is the business of 
government. However, their presence here serves to distract from the fundamentals, a distraction that is complicated 
by the excessive complexity that results from a very large number of descriptors (Mills et al., 2020).

That distraction is underpinned by the decision to adopt an atomistic construction. As discussed earlier, atomistic 
constructions are generally viewed as reductionist and lead to difficulty when constructed imprecisely or where they 
fail to capture holistic elements in some other way; the approach also leads to a problematical checklist approach to 
engagement. The deficiency in content is not helped either by the decision to adopt a functional approach, an approach 
that has failed to capture the depth of the KSED required for demanding policy work and that will consequently con-
tinue to fail to adapt to novel contexts (Billett, 2016). It is an approach that caused the authors to choose not to separate 
out KSED individually, when disentangling them has been shown to be more effective (Mills et al., 2020). These are 
not merely faults of execution; they follow from the managerial approach within which the framework was conceived. 
The fragmentation of the role into hundreds of separately assessable descriptors, the dichotomous logic by which an 
official either meets a standard or does not and the reliance on exhaustive measurement to secure performance are 
characteristic of the New Public Management approach whose influence upon this lineage the article has already noted 
(Hood, 1991). That this managerial logic of performance measurement should sit poorly with the demands of policy 
work is unsurprising given it was not devised with such work in mind. In short, it leaves the document telling officials 
what tasks to perfect, rather than what they must learn. Had the authors adopted a more flexible approach of offering 
a scaffold to departments, rather than attempting to be atomistically prescriptive, their position would be much easier 
to defend. The objection advanced here is therefore to the method of codification, rather than to codification itself – an 
atomistic, functional and prescriptive framework is simply the wrong instrument.

These faults highly likely conspire to contribute to the limited awareness and utilisation of this framework. That is 
problematic, given it means that most policy officials are either unaware that such a framework exists, or of the view 
that the one that does exist should be ignored, thus leaving them without an effective competency framework, and 
leaving their leadership without effective guidance as to how policy officials should be best developed and trained. 
That is likely to have contributed to the inconsistency in the service that is provided to ministers frequently described 
in the literature (Andrews & Gilmore, 2025; Harries, 2015), or at the very least has done nothing to stop it emerging. 
It has also likely contributed to issues of quality in the decisions made regarding recruitment and promotion that have 
also been widely discussed in the literature (Urban & Thomas, 2022). In addition to the organisational consequences, 
these issues leave ambitious officials lacking in effective guidance in how to better themselves; in the alternative, they 
are busy acquiring competencies that are unlikely to deliver more effective results. These things are important given 
the emerging school of research demonstrating that insufficient individual policy capacity contributes to a lack of 
governmental effectiveness (Capano et al., 2025).

These are issues not unique to the UK, and the effectiveness of interventions such as that investigated here have 
been considered comparatively by others (Craft & Henderson, 2023), albeit not to the level of granularity offered here. 
Given this established comparative utility, those charged with preparing similar competency frameworks in other 
Westminster Model jurisdictions would likely find value in observing the findings of this article, so as not to fall into 
the same traps. That is because the decision to build something atomistically prescriptive and functional, to proceed 
without engaging either ministers or the literature and to tell officials what tasks to perfect rather than what they must 
learn, are choices open to any government that sets out to codify policy capacity, and there is little reason to suppose 
the United Kingdom is alone in making them. Finally, this study offers a comparatively useful theoretical perspective, 
too; that is, the breadth and complexity of policy work makes an atomistic, prescriptive, catch-all framework close to 
self-defeating, and that this is a design lesson rather than a UK-specific quirk.

Conclusion

This article set out to establish whether the competency framework designed to regulate the development of United 
Kingdom policy officials is fit for the purpose and has concluded that it is not. In doing so it has made two contribu-
tions. The first is a systematic account of how a succession of competency frameworks developed, over the two 
decades following the 1999 Modernising Government white paper, into the 2021 Policy Profession Standards. The 
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second is a policy instrument analysis of those Standards, supported by reflexive thematic analysis of their practitio-
ner-level requirements, which found them to be atomistically constructed and functional in approach, loaded with 
extraneous requirements and missing the fundamentals that the literature treats as settled. That matters because a 
framework conceived to build individual policy capacity instead carries the power to contribute to policy failure. 
Policy failure is, of course, over-determined and a deficiency in individual policy capacity operates as only one con-
tributor amongst several rather than as a sufficient cause in itself; the claim advanced here is narrower, that a frame-
work neglecting the fundamentals removes a safeguard against failure.

The significance of these findings, however, reaches beyond the British case. What the construction of the 2021 
Standards exposes is a lesson in the design of competency frameworks rather than a UK peculiarity: the faults identi-
fied here follow from choices that any government setting out to codify policy capacity might equally make. What 
follows from this is not that the enterprise of codification should be abandoned, but that it should be approached dif-
ferently. A framework that recorded the fundamentals an official requires, that disentangled the knowledge, skills, 
experience and dispositions of which competence is composed, and that then offered a scaffold to departments on 
which to grow within their own contexts, would answer the deficiencies identified here without succumbing to the 
atomism that undermines the present Standards. Such an approach would demand engagement with the ministerial 
perspective and with the research literature, both of which are conspicuously absent from the record of how the current 
framework came to be.

The timing is opportune. Five years have now passed since the Standards were last reviewed, 1 year short of the 
record interval between the 2013 and 2019 frameworks, so it is probable that the Policy Profession Unit will shortly 
turn to the next iteration; that this should coincide with the confirmation of a new head of profession is fortunate 
(Policy Profession, 2026). Those charged with the task would do well to proceed with a flexibility their predecessors 
did not exhibit, and to draw upon a body of research that is more accessible now than it has ever been.

Questions remain that this article has not sought to answer. Why a framework every department undertook to adopt 
should be referenced in only 0.5% of advertised policy roles is a matter the available data cannot resolve, and the teach-
ing and development of officials against whatever framework succeeds the present one is a distinct and legitimate field 
of inquiry in its own right. What the analysis does establish is that the instrument on which the United Kingdom pres-
ently relies to build the capacity of its policy officials is not up to the task, and its successor will need to do better.
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