The Quest for a Taxonomy of Government Organisations



1.	Introduction



The purposes of this paper are 



to explain the problems involved in drawing up a taxonomy of government organisation [By ‘organisation’ we take Chester and Willson’s useage - ‘the number of departments and the distribution of functions between those departments’ (Chester and Willson 1968: 18).] and 



to offer a brief survey of others’ solutions to the problem, together with an account of the solutions adopted in our current research, which is intended to provide a resource for government, business, and academic users of official papers.  



Section 2 explains the origins and purpose of the current research.  Section 3 contrasts previous attempts to provide taxonomies of organizational structure with a taxonomies based on functions.  Section 4 explains why the problem is intractable at a theoretical level.  Section 5 explains and justifies the practical solutions used in this project.



2. 	A history of A History of the Organisation of Central Government 	Departments

As part of the ESRC’s Whitehall Programme, tenders were invited in Spring 1995 for A History of the Organisation of Central Government Departments.  This project was commissioned by the Machinery of Government and Standards Group of the Office of Public Service (OPS), with the support of the Public Record Office (PRO).  As the invitation to tender explained,  no authoritative record of changes of function within government, or movements into and out of government responsibility, had been kept since Chester and Willson (1968), which recorded the story up to the 1964 General Election.  There were both academic and practical reasons to update Chester and Willson.  At the practical level, both the Machinery of Government and Standards Group and the PRO needed such a guide for their daily operations.  The PRO maintains its own loose-leaf Current Guide, which is updated as resources permit and on an ad hoc basis, or as files are deposited, but has no central guide, and no machine-readable database of changes in government functions.  Neither the Scottish Record Office (SRO) nor the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI) has a current guide to the government records in its custody.



	There has been increased academic and journalistic interest in machinery of government issues in recent years.  In some respects, (such as in relation to local authorities), the role of UK central government has strengthened since 1964.  With this strengthening of central government has come the development of host of new organizational species, including regulatory organizations, new non-departmental public bodies, and executive agencies.  There is no shortage of theories to explain these changes, but a serious shortage of agreed data to be explained on many organizational developments.  For instance, the public choice theory of bureaucracy (see especially Niskanen 1971) existed bereft of data or testing.  The development of 'bureaumetrics' based on contingency theory attempted to correct the shortage of theoretical work on central government (Hood and Dunsire 1981 - work derived from the SSRC funded Machinery of Government Project).  More recently there has been the development of  'bureau-shaping' theoretical models of bureaucratic types and behaviour (Dunleavy 1991 and Dunleavy, King and Margetts 1994).  The cumulative  reduction in the responsibilities of central government has been labelled the ‘hollowing out of the state’.  It has been a unifying theme of the current Whitehall Programme.  But, until now, its extent has not been measured.



	The focus of our research is the ‘machinery of government’ and its reform between October 1964 and the general election of 1992.  The meaning of this term is concisely summarised by Pollitt: ‘The expression has long been used inside Whitehall to refer to the allocation and reallocation of functions between departments’ (Pollitt 1984: 11).  The expression must also now include changes in the internal structure of departments, the allocation of functions within departments, and increasingly, the allocation of functions to bodies other than ministerial departments, with the creation of executive agencies and privatization of government bodies.



	The Chester and Willson project had been conducted on a grand scale.  It was housed at Nuffield College and co-sponsored by the former Royal Institute of Public Administration.  The original project was overseen by a steering committee replete with Permanent Secretaries.  The resources available for its successor were necessarily limited to approximately four person-years of the time of academic research officers, with liaison to the PRO and MG Division being provided by a former PRO officer seconded to this project and financed out of MG Division funds.



	The resources available ruled out data collection by such means as extensive interviewing of Permanent Secretaries, or indeed of Departmental Record Officers (DROs).  The liaison officer is able to review files less than 30 years old and report to the rest of the project team, but the latter, who are not civil servants, naturally have no direct access to MG files not available under the normal 30-year rule.  This, plus the potential bulk of such material and the difficulty of separating files relating to pure mechanical details of machinery of government changes from files containing advice to Ministers, also precluded a research strategy based on this material.



	Accordingly, the history is being written primarily from printed sources, such as those listed in Table 1 below.



Table 1



Sources for details of MG change since 1964







Primary Sources



The British Imperial Calendar and Civil Service List;

The Civil Service Yearbook;

Transfer of Functions Orders (TFOs);

Primary and secondary legislation: statutes defining departmental responsibilities; 

PRO Current Guide summaries;

Official Documents: white papers, Hansard, ad hoc committee reports, Select Committee Reports;

List of Ministerial Responsibilities (since 1974);

Newspapers: e.g. Times;

Periodical literature: e.g. Economist;

Departmental annual reports;

Civil Service Statistics;

Executive agency annual reports and documents.



�

Secondary Sources



Ministerial diaries, memoirs, biographies, autobiographies e.g. (Pimlott 1993);

Histories of government administrations e.g. (Coopey et al 1993);

Reference works (Butler and Kavanagh 1992; Butler and Butler 1994);

Works on policy areas;

Accounts of administrative and management reforms e.g. (Fry 1981; O'Toole and Jordan 1995);

New Whitehall Series (as baselines);

Internal departmental histories e.g. (Crooks 1993);

Official histories e.g. (Foreman 1989);

Academic departmental histories e.g. (Thain and Wright 1995; Radcliffe 1991; Hogwood 1988); 

Accounts by officials e.g. (Broadbent 1988);

Thesis material e.g. (Varcoe 1972; Simms 1974).



��

	As part of the project, our task has been to develop a large unified database, currently being constructed using Microsoft Access.  Part of our printed output will be derived from the database.  Each department and non-departmental public body (NDPB) listed in The British Imperial Calendar and Civil Service List and its successor The Civil Service Yearbook is covered.  Selected data from each year’s volume of these series has been entered for every year from 1964 to 1992.  This gives a series of annual snapshots of the structure of each department and NDPB.  In almost every case, the Yearbook gives detail down to a secondary level, and sometimes down to a tertiary level and below.  In the absence of any other indication, we have to decide on the level of divisions within each department from the typography and layout of the Yearbook.  We have also read into the database the full list of TFOs, transferring responsibility for a function from one department to another, held in the files of the MG division.  In each case, the explanatory note to the TFO, explaining in non-statutory language what function is being transferred, has been scanned and is in the database.  Another field in the database comprises the PRO Current Guide summaries for those bodies which have one.  Lists of Administrations and of Ministers, compiled from the secondary sources listed in the right-hand column of Table 1, will enable the reader to interrogate the database using a date, or administration, filter, and (for instance) to track the ministerial responsibilities of a particular individual over time.



	The procedure just described was decided on for largely practical reasons.  Nevertheless, it implies a number of decisions about issues of principle and taxonomy, which it is the task of this paper to address.



3.	Structure vs. Function



3.1	The Variety of Governmental Organizations: Attempts at Classification



The history of writing in this area is characterised by a continuous search for meaningful taxonomies of government organisations based on a variety of defining characteristics.  Most have looked at structures;  some have attempted to look at functions.  There have been commentators however who have doubted the very possibility of developing a classification system for British governmental organisations.  Wilding, in reference to ‘fringe’ organisations, is of the opinion that ‘it is not possible to make true statements about them all; the impossibility lies in their bewildering variety’ and eschews taking on the ‘mantle of a latter-day Linnaeus’ (Wilding 1982: 34).  Hogwood has recently restated this point: ‘any attempt to define quangos by listing distinguishing characteristics will break down, since some of these characteristics will not apply to some quangos and some will be shared by other types of bodies.  We can talk of relative frequencies, but it is difficult to classify bodies unambiguously by their characteristics’ (Hogwood 1995: 209).  What is more important perhaps is ‘the extent to which a range of bodies exhibit varying combinations of characteristics with which we may be concerned, and what the implications of these are for policy delivery and accountability’ (Hogwood 1995: 210). 



	The majority of attempts to produce classifications of government organizations are just that - classifications and taxonomies, as distinct from typologies.  Within the literature on private sector organizations, as elsewhere, ‘classification scheme’, ‘taxonomy’, and ‘typology’ are often (incorrectly) used interchangeably (Carper and Snizek 1980).  Yet it is argued that a classification scheme and taxonomy is quite different from a typology.  Doty and Click (1994: 232) offer a distinction.  Classification schemes or taxonomies, ‘categorize phenomena into mutually exclusive and exhaustive sets with a series of discrete decision rules’, whereas typologies, ‘identify multiple ideal types, each of which represents a unique combination of the organizational attributes that are believed to determine the relevant outcome(s)’.



	A useful starting point when trying to bring order to large number of government organizations is the distinction made by Chester, between ‘ministerial departments’, ‘local authorities’ and the ‘rest’ (Chester 1953).  Here ministerial departments are defined as ‘a Minister of the Crown to whom powers have been given either explicitly by name of his office or in the name of a body which by convention or declaration is clearly understood to mean that Minister’.  A local authority is defined as ‘a council with its powers and duties confined to a local area and elected by the electors of that area’.  The third category in his scheme is covered by ‘any governmental administrative body which has its own statutory powers and responsibilities and is neither a Minister nor a local authority is part of the ‘rest’.  It does not matter if this includes a number of bodies which are in practice completely or very nearly subordinate branches of a ministerial department’.



	Local authorities are relatively uncontroversial.  The main controversy surrounds Chester’s first and third categories.



3.1.1. Ministerial Departments



The search for a definition of a government department in the British system of government is an elusive and difficult one (Hood, Dunsire and Thompson 1978). Yet at the same time departments remain a focus for research (Smith, Marsh and Richards 1993).  Hood and Dunsire’s work attempted to identify determinants which governed the pattern of departments, although the ‘contingencies’ for which they searched did not emerge from the research (Hood and Dunsire 1981). More importantly, Hood et al drew attention to the lack of any single definition of a ‘central government agency’ in Britain for researchers to use as a basic unit of analysis.  As they pointed out:



...we came to realize that the question is a deep, indeed a philosophical one, and that there is certainly no single and all-encompassing definition of such agencies - only a variety of lists of agencies called ‘Departments’, compiled for a number of different purposes, with a high degree of mis-match.



The total number of departments at any one time differed according to which listings were consulted.  Various listings gave different results.  Different institutional definitions of government departments are given in:



( The Civil Service Yearbook



( Civil Service Statistics



( Annual list of Parliamentary Commissioner for Administration under 1947 Crown Proceedings Act



( List produced by Property Services Agency of ‘Allied Services Departments’ and ‘Repayment Departments’



( Index of Hansard



( Treasury Memorandum on the Supply Estimates



( Audited accounts by Comptroller and Auditor General (about 50% counted as departments)



( HM Ministers and Senior Staff in Public Departments



( Departments under direct ministerial control listed in the List of Ministerial Responsibilities published since 1974



	Hood and his colleagues distinguished between five-, four- and three-star departments where five-star ratings referred to departments that appeared on all listings, contrasted with three-star departments which appeared on only a few or one.  Grant Jordan has taken part of the Hood terminology but applied it in a different manner.  Jordan comes up with a different scheme based on ministerial control and ministerial rank (Jordan 1995: 15-26):



Five-star departments: departments headed by a Secretary of State, or called, ‘Cabinet-Minister-led departments’.  The two might not necessarily be coterminous however.  The Minister of Agriculture, although of Cabinet-rank is not a Secretary of State.



Second division or non-Cabinet-headed departments: departments not headed by Cabinet-rank but junior ministers. e.g. Law Officers Department, Overseas Development Administration, Paymaster General’s Office.



Bureaucratic-led departments: certain bodies listed as departments are headed by bureaucrats and some have a specified relationship to the Secretary of State.  The Board of Inland Revenue in this respect ‘advised the Chancellor of the Exchequer on policy questions’.  



	Importantly, as Jordan stresses, ‘the list of components (in the scheme) changes from year to year as the margins are drawn to suit a sort of common-sense demand that the Cabinet be not larger than 22 rather than the fact that there are real differences between smaller, lower profile, departments and those of Cabinet status’ (Jordan 1995: 24).  He also rightly draws attention to the blurred boundary between these organisations defined as departments and those listed in the Civil Service Yearbook as ‘other organisations’.  The Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration Service for instance is counted as an ‘other organisation’, yet it is staffed by Civil Servants.  This particular example draws attention to the difficulties in defining what the outer boundaries are of ‘central government’ itself.  Dunleavy has set out five possible criteria for defining the central state and distinguishing between central state bodies (Dunleavy 1989: 259).



( Ministerial and non-Ministerial Whitehall Departments



( Agencies directly controlled by Ministers, staffed by civil servants, yet not counted as Ministries



( Agencies staffed by civil servants but not directly controlled by a Minister



( Agencies directly controlled by a Minister but not staffed by civil servants



( Agencies neither directly controlled not staff by civil servants.



	His scheme excludes all quasi-non governmental organizations as he defines them, all agencies being ‘fully public sector bodies, constituted by legislation or orders in council, funded by the Exchequer, and subject to some measure of direct parliamentary and ministerial control’.  Categories A, B and D make up Dunleavy’s central state, that is, those agencies and departments under some degree of direct ministerial control.  (We discuss our solution to the outer boundary problem in 5.1 below).



	The concept of ‘families’ has recently been introduced into the vocabulary of Public Administration as a more useful unit of analysis (Hogwood 1995: 513).  ‘Families’ have their focus on main departments headed by ministers and include:



( non-ministerial departments reporting to ministers, but for which ministers normally did not and do not have responsibility for detailed operational matters;



( associated executive non-departmental public bodies;



( other statutory bodies carrying out policy delivery;



( other bodies carrying out statutory or other functions not recognised by government as public bodies, but functionally acting as though they were.



Hogwood identifies a range of ‘family types’, differentiated by the extent to which the core of the ministerial department is surrounded by executive agencies that were previously non-ministerial departments or not, or non-departmental public bodies.  The range of permutations include:



( simple core-agency families;



( families with cores but also other organizations;



( families with few staff in agencies in the main department;



( families with residues larger than core functions and with complex structures;



( families with large organizations outside the civil service;



( federal families.



3.1.2. Non-departmental public bodies



Bodies in this category have been variously named: ‘non-departmental organisation, non-departmental agency, public body, interstitial organisation, ad hoc agency, statutory authority, paragovernmental agency, parastatal agency, fringe body and intermediate body’ to name but a selection of the possibilities (Hogwood 1995: 208).  Numerous typologies exist in this area.  Friedmann distinguished between three groupings (Friedmann 1951):



(i) commercial operations ‘designed to run an industry or public utility according to economic and commercial principles...’



(ii) social service corporations ‘designed to carry out a particular social service on behalf of the Government’



(iii) supervisory public corporations having ‘essentially administrative and supervisory functions’.  They do not engage in commercial transactions either to fulfil their main objective or incidentally to the performance of a social service.



These types were later given the titles of ‘managerial-economic’, ‘managerial-social’, and ‘regulatory-social’ bodies (Street and Griffith 1952: 271-275).  Greaves put forward an earlier classification based on the reasons why bodies were created.  As such there were four types of bodies: ‘regional’, e.g. the many Port Authorities; ‘quasi-judicial’. e.g. the Civil Service Commission, the Import Duties Advisory Committee, and the Electricity Commission; ‘trusteeship’ bodies (for the management of property on behalf of others), e.g. the Charity Commissioners; and ‘administrative or managerial’ (of a national service), e.g. the National Coal Board (Greaves 1947: 104ff). A later attempt by Hague, Mackenzie and  Barker was made to distinguish between ‘governmental’, ‘quasi-governmental’, ‘quasi-non-governmental’, and ‘non-governmental’ organisations (Hague, Mackenzie and Barker 1975).  The result and practical usefulness of this typology was limited.  Significant problems existed in delimiting their categories.  Anthony Barker, one of those who claim to have originated the term ‘quango’, later called it ‘overused and uselessly vague’. (A glance at the OED will show that the earliest uses found are American;  and that it is quite unclear whether the acronym stands for quasi non-government(al) organization or for quasi-autonomous national government organisation).  Many ‘fringe’ bodies are far from being ‘non-governmental’.



		Official attempts to classify bodies in this category began with Gordon Bowen’s survey commissioned by the Civil Service Department in 1978.  The survey was based upon a questionnaire circulated to departments.  Departments were left to decide what constituted a fringe body.  As such this self-reporting was criticised for being an haphazard approach to the subject (Chester 1979).  Furthermore, Bowen’s analysis excluded bodies such as nationalised industries, tribunals, judicial and quasi-judicial bodies, and also those bodies responsible for health services which shared many of the characteristics as other fringe bodies studies.  The final analysis revealed few defining characteristics shared between all bodies.  Bowen drew out a range of characteristics that were found in the bodies he surveyed:



( set up by Act of Parliament



( probably non-Crown



( financed by grants-in-aid



( chairman appointed by a Minister



( staff are non-civil servants, recruited and employed by the board or council of a fringe body



( annual accounts submitted to the sponsoring Minister and laid before Parliament



( annual report published



 

Out of 252 bodies surveyed, only thirty-three displayed all seven characteristics highlighted by Bowen.  

		

		The later attempt by Sir Leo Pliatzky (1980) at classifying ‘fringe’ bodies was as equally arbitrary.  Pliatzky suggested the term ‘non-departmental public body’.  He distinguished between ‘executive bodies’, ‘advisory bodies’, ‘tribunals’ and ‘other bodies’.  Pliatzky excluded from his study nationalised industries, some other public corporations and NHS bodies.  He recognised the difficulties associated with producing a robust typology of fringe bodies due to there being ‘no legal definitions to determine what should go in these lists or into some other category’. He identified 489 executive bodies, 1,561 advisory bodies and 67 tribunal systems reflecting the arbitrary nature of systems of classification.



		Official classifications of ‘fringe’ bodies differ at the time of writing.  Public Bodies 1995 follows Pliatzky’s distinction between executive bodies, advisory bodies, tribunals and other bodies while including details of nationalised industries and other commercial organisations, certain public corporations, and NHS bodies.  The annual publication provides a working definition of a non-departmental public body (the preferred term, which we use): ‘an NDPB is a body which has a role in the processes of national government, but is not a government department or part of one, and which accordingly operates to a greater or lesser extent at arm’s length from Ministers’.  Yet at the same time, the Government’s own advice to Departments on NDPBs separates out Royal Commissions under a separate heading (Cabinet Office undated).  This document reflects the difficulty in establishing any agreed criteria upon which to classify individual bodies.  In describing the creation of NDPBs the Guide hesitates in making anything other than generalisations:



( Advisory bodies are normally set up by administrative action.



( Royal Commissions are set up under a Royal Warrant under the auspices of the relevant Secretary of State.



( Tribunals are set up by statute, usually in the context of a wider legal framework establishing citizens’ rights and obligations.



( Executive, etc bodies are usually legally incorporated, by one of:

- legislation

- Royal Charter

- registration under the Companies Act



3.1.3 Executive Agencies



Executive agencies have, with some exceptions, been formed from activities carried out by ministerial and non-ministerial Whitehall departments.  Although not legally distinct - agencies legally at least remain part of the parent ministerial department in most cases (exceptions exist like the Royal Mint which was an institutionally-defined department in its own right prior to receiving agency status) -many now exist as trading funds in their own right, many have delegated powers in the areas of personnel management and so in some sense, they have developed organizational identities of their own.  The setting up of executive agencies has created another set of analytical and classification problems.  Colloquially known as ‘Next Steps’ agencies after the title of the report that proposed the setting up of executive agencies, the terminology hides a high degree of variation and complexity. Executive agencies vary in a range of ways.  Hogwood differentiates in terms of  (Hogwood 1993: 5-9):



( staff numbers;



( status of chief executive and nature of appointment;



( organizational origins: some agencies for instance were departments in their own rights prior to gaining agency status, some were separate units within departments, some were made up of units from two separate departments, some already had trading fund status, and some had previously been non-departmental bodies;



( funding; gross-cost, net-cost or trading fund regimes



( staffing: vary according to whether they employ civil servants and non-industrial and industrial civil servants;



( existence of boards in agency structures;



( monopoly status;



( function and task: single or multiple.



		He does not however attempt to produce a system of classification.  The Fraser Report attempted to classify executive agencies primarily according to the role and functions they carried out (Efficiency Unit 1991).  It distinguished between:



( mainstream agencies: which are fundamental to the main policy orientation of the parent department e.g. the Employment Service;



( regulatory and statutory agencies: execute statutory functions derived from the main aims of the parent department e.g. Vehicle Inspectorate;



( specialist service agencies: providing services to departments and other executive agencies e.g. Information Technology Services Agency;



( peripheral agencies: not linked to the main aims of a department but report to a minister e.g. HMSO.



		

		A later attempt was made by Greer (1992) to differentiate between agencies on the basis of:



( financial regime: whether the agencies were self-financing or not and 



( market share: whether the agencies were monopoly providers.



But again, there is not attempt to produce a taxonomy.



	In research on bureau-shaping models of bureaucratic behaviour, as well as distinguishing between different ‘types’ of budgets, Dunleavy identified 5 main types of bureaus and three additional categories, related to particular configurations and ratios of a bureau’s core, bureau, programme, and super-programme budgets respectively (Dunleavy 1985, 1989).  In this sense, there is a  relationship between structure (the bureau’s budget) and function.  Dunleavy’s scheme, is however, more akin to a typology, rather than mere taxonomy, in that it carries with it an assumption that there are certain relationships between concepts, constructs and variables.  The main types of agency identified are:



( delivery



( regulatory



( transfer



( contracts



( control



( taxing



( trading



( servicing



3.2	Classifying by Function



Government organizations carry out and engage in a range of activities, some derived from statutory powers, some not.  The notion of a government function is a particularly vague and imprecise concept.  What is perhaps less imprecise are legally defined powers defined by legislation or prerogative powers.  Statutes confer powers on ministers individually and executive power is consequently fragmented. Machinery of government change often involves a reallocation of functions between government bodies.  One element of this might be the reallocation of statutory powers.  Functions and activities carried out by government are often derived from a statutory basis, although government will engage in activities which are not directly related to any statutory provision.  The promotion of Citizen’s Charters for instance by the Citizen’s Charter Unit has not been the product of legislative action.  Nevertheless, it is a function or activity of government, which has the potential for transfer.  Tracking statutory powers might, in theory at least, be practicable but for the lack of any documentary source which keeps a record of these movements.  No publication exists which indicates which statutory powers are allocated to each individual minister, either at a given point in time or over a particular period.



	The first attempt to address the distribution of government activities between government departments came from the Haldane Report published in 1918.  The Haldane Inquiry was set up to ‘enquire into the responsibilities of the various Departments of the central executive Government, and to advise in what manner the exercise and distribution by the Government of its functions should be improved’ (Haldane 1918: 4).  The Committee went on to ask, ‘Upon what principles are the functions of Departments to be determined and allocated?’ (Haldane 1918: 7).  The Report proposed two methods of allocating functions to departments and ministries: first, the principle of allocating functions according to the persons or classes to be dealt with and secondly, allocation according to the services to be performed.  The Report argued against the first on the basis that it would be difficult to limit the number of individual departments that would be needed to cover all possibilities.  Haldane favoured the second principle and put forward a scheme along this lines.  The Report did acknowledge however that the drawing of clearly delineated lines around a department’s activities was in practice an impossible task such was the need for ‘co-operation between Departments in dealing with business of common interest’ (Haldane 1918: 16). The Report proposes ten main divisions:



I.		Finance



II. and III.	National Defence and External Affairs



IV.		Research and Information



V.		Production (including Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries), Transport and 			Commerce



VI.		Employment



VII.		Supplies



VIII.		Education



IX.		Health



X.		Justice



	A later, American, attempt (Gulick 1937) to develop principles for allocating government activities to individual organizations suggested four criteria: purposes, processes employed, clientele served and area served . Gulick’s examples are:



( Purpose: such as furnishing water, controlling crime, or conducting education;



( Process: such as engineering, medicine, carpentry, stenography, statistics, accounting;



( Persons dealt with or served: such as immigrants, veterans, Indians, forests, mines, parks, orphans, farmers, automobiles, or the poor;



( Place where service is rendered: such as Hawaii, Boston, Washington, the Dust Bowl, Alabama, or Central High School.



This apparently neat typology provoked a later administrative theorist, Herbert Simon (1947, p. 28) to say:



Administrative efficiency is supposed to be increased by grouping workers according to (a) purpose, (b) process, (c) clientele, or (d) place.  But from the discussion of specialization it is clear that this principle is internally inconsistent; for purpose, process, clientele, and place are competing bases of organization, and at any given point of division the advantages of three must be sacrificed to secure the advantages of the fourth.



	Hogwood has taken Gulick’s classification and analysed contemporary government organisation against these principles (Hogwood 1992: 65-167).  There is currently no government ministry or department organised according to the principle of process employed in delivering policy.  Client group organization was used for example, in the creation of the Ministry of Pensions and some others proposed (e.g. Ministry for Women).  [Note the Labour Party’s suggestions of  using client group organization.  In discussion with colleagues, Gordon Brown has suggested grouping departmental functions into superministries designed to deal with different age groups.  A Ministry for the First Age would cover education up to 16, a Ministry for the Second Age would have responsibility for further and higher education, training, employment and social security, and a Ministry for the Third Age would tackle community care and pensions (Elliott and Thomas 1996).] The territory principle is used in the cases of the Scottish, Welsh and Northern Ireland Offices.  However, even within the Scottish Office, functions are allocated according to other principles in the departmental subdivisions.  The allocation of activities according to broad purpose or function served is perhaps more common.  Nevertheless, as Hogwood points out ( 1992: 166):



activities of government are very numerous and varied.  They do not all fall into convenient groupings.  Even when there are a number of groups of functions which seem to be related, it is not always clear whether these should be the responsibility of a number of small departments or a single large one.  Further, the concept of function has inadequacies as a description of how policy responsibilities are in fact allocated and also in the way in which the term is sometimes used in discussions about proposed changes in responsibility.  



	Organizations may carry out particular functions, including statutory ones, but the goals of these functions may be numerous.  In reality, departmental arrangements and allocation of functions may combine several elements of the Gulick classification.  The British Ministry of Technology that existed between 1964 and 1970 could be argued to have employed three of the methods of departmentalisation - process, client group and purpose.



	The Australian Archives (AA) have developed a Thesaurus of Functions and have attempted to classify the federal records for which they are responsible by function:



Functions delineate and describe the activities which produce records….  The language of functions is used to index records and provenance.  It provides a quarry of indexable headings….  Functions also provide a way of showing relationships between records-producing organisations and agencies and the records they produce.  (Hurley 1992: 209)



Nevertheless, the AA found it very hard to pin down functions, either in practice or in theory.  Agencies’ statements tended to be useless:



The Department of … has the objective of developing as a responsive, responsible, effective and efficient organisation implementing Government policy for maximising long-term economic development for Victoria through … in ways that are consistent with sustainable and efficient use of resources and equitably meeting the priority needs of Victorians in … (Victorian Government Directory 1989, quoted by Hurley 1992: 213.)  



Omitting the word ‘agriculture’ from the three ellipses makes the statement totally meaningless.  For this and other reasons, the AA was considering  ceasing to maintain its Thesaurus of Functions at the time of our (IMcL’s) visit there in April 1996.



4.	There is One Right Answer in biology but not in human 	organisations



4.1 Biology



Organisation charts look like trees:  not merely (a little bit) like real trees on their sides or upside-down, but (much more) like the family trees drawn by biologists which give a taxonomy for every organism from primeval soup to Homo sapiens, or of any subset of the set of living and fossil organisms.  There are important similarities between a taxonomy of organisms and one of organisations.  But there are even more important differences.  Unless we fully understand the differences, we may be distracted into a search for One Right Answer.  One Right Answer exists in biology, but not in human organisations.



	From Aristotle through Linnaeus until the mid-twentieth-century, biological taxonomy was indeed closer to the operation we have to do than it is now.  Animals or plants could be classified by either their structure (i.e., their morphology); their function;  or their descent.  A new species would be recognised when it was established that its members could no longer interbreed with those of an existing species.  

	

	Taxonomical schools fell into two main groups - those interested in a sense of lineage and evolution between organisms, and those that conducted their taxonomy without reference to evolutionary processes.  Dawkins (1986, ch. 11) labels these the ‘phyleticists’ and  ‘pure-resemblance measurers’.  The phyleticists are further sub-divided into cladists and traditional evolutionary taxonomists, while ‘pure-resemblance measurers’ represent both traditional phenetocists as well as transformed cladists.  Until recently, there was always room for doubt.  Should the Tasmanian marsupial wolf  be classified (by structure and function) along with other wolves, or (by descent) separately?  Gradually, the idea of classification by descent came to dominate other ideas.  However, only since the marriage of Mendelian genetics to Darwinism - arranged by R. A. Fisher and  a few other mathematical biologists in the 1930s - has the outline of the One Right Answer become completely clear, and only since the revolution in genetics since 1953 could the detail be filled in.



	The decoding of DNA since 1953 has enabled geneticists to read the protein sequence coded by the DNA of any organism.  The four-character language of DNA codes for amino acids, which produce proteins, which determine the function of each cell.  Mutations in the coding regions produce variations.  Most of these variations are fatal;  many are neutral; a few are beneficial.   Natural selection ensures that only the latter two survive to be propagated.  If they find an evolutionary niche, they may generate a new species.



	The genome of any organism also contains long strings of DNA sequence that do not ‘mean’ anything - do not code for amino acids.  Mutations in these non-coding regions usually have no effect on the appearance or functioning of the organism.  But they constitute a biological clock.  Once the clock has been calibrated by estimating the frequency of these presumptively neutral mutations, the similarity or difference of any pair of organisms can be calculated by comparing their DNA.  Therefore, in principle, an evolutionary tree for any set of organisms can be composed on the simples principle that, the more similar their DNA, the more recent was their last common ancestor.  Homo sapiens and chimpanzees share 99.5% of their genetic code;  the time elapsed since their most recent common ancestor is much shorter than the time from then back to the earlier divergence of the chimpanzees from other monkeys.



	It is easy in principle, although it involves stupendously laborious calculations which only the most recent generation of computing power makes feasible, to correct the most probable family tree for any set of organisms in this manner.  For 3 organisms, there are 3 such trees.  The number of trees  increases very rapidly.  For 20 organisms, there are  8 ×1021 possible evolutionary trees:  all but one of them wrong, one correct (Dawkins 1986: 273).



4.2 Human Organisations



A consequence of the new genetically-informed taxonomy s that there is what Dawkins (1986: 259) calls ‘perfect nesting’.  We quote at length because Dawkins captures the essential difference between biological and social taxonomy:



We write the names of any set of animals on a large sheet of paper and draw rings round related sets.  For example, rat and mouse would be united in a small ring indicating that they are close cousins, with a recent common ancestor….  The rat/mouse ring and the guinea-pig/capybara ring would, in turn, be united with each other … in a larger ring labelled with its own name, rodents.  Inner rings are said to be ‘nested’ inside larger, outer, rings….   Cats, dogs, weasels, bears, etc., would all be united, in a series of rings within rings, in a single large ring labelled carnivores….  The important thing about this system of rings within rings is that it is perfectly nested.  Never, not on a single solitary occasion, will the rings we draw intersect each other….  This property of perfect taxonomic nesting is not exhibited by books, languages, soil types, or schools of thought in philosophy.  If a librarian draws a ring round the biology books and another ring round the theology books, he will find that the two rings overlap.  In the zone of overlap are books with titles like ‘Biology and Christian Belief’.  (Dawkins 1986: 259.  Bold:  our emphasis).

 

	What is the relevance of this to our study of different types of government organisations?  First, the work of the phyleticists is based on the link between evolutionary change and morphology.  There is no proven or obvious link when considering organisations, either private or public between how they are founded or wound-up and their structure or structural characteristics.  Evolutionists talk of - i.e. point to the divergence that takes place which is implied in their hierarchical trees.  Our organisations do not exhibit ‘perfect nesting’- they can merge, take on functions from other organisations, and can appear out of nothing as it were.  So there the analogy ends.



	Hood and Dunsire’s Bureaumetrics (1981) attempted something similar to the phenetocists’ complex methods for producing indices of resemblance, measuring government departments along a number of dimensions, coming up with a range different ‘faces’ as a pictorial representation.  But there did not seem to be any sense of clusters of organisations with similar overall characteristics.  None of the attempts to classify government departments, either by structure or by function, that we have listed in section 3, has any more intellectual authority than any other.  All schemes are arbitrary, although some are more arbitrary than others.  In the final section of this paper we explain and justify our arbitrary decisions.



5.	In defence of arbitrariness



As shown above, there is no consensus as to the outer boundary of ‘central government’.  Neither is there consensus on a classification system for government bodies.  Given the nature of our project and the need to be as helpful as possible to end users, one candidate for the outer boundary we had to consider seriously was to draw a ring round the set of bodies that are required to deposit their records under the terms of the Public Records Act 1958.  With regret, we had to discard this idea for practical reasons.  There are central government bodies that fall outside the ring and non-central-government bodies that fall inside.  Examples of the first are the Scottish and Northern Ireland departments, which are not covered by the 1958 Act.  Examples of the second are bodies that have been privatized, where the Act imposes an unrepealed but unenforceable obligation for their records to remain as public records.



	We therefore fell back on the tautological principle that CENTRAL GOVERNMENT IS WHAT THE CENTRAL GOVERNMENT SAYS IT IS.  Even this does not close the matter.  As reported in 3.1.1 above, even a set of official publications do not always agree what Ministerial departments exist in a given year.  Not all the discrepancies can be removed by discarding non-executive sources (such as the Ombudsman and Hansard) from the list given at 3.1.1.  For NDPBs, as might be expected, the situation is even less clear:  it seems to be up to departments, paradoxically, to decide which non-departmental bodies to list on official lists.  As nothing seems to give one of the official lists more authority than the others, we have taken one set for which there is an unbroken annual series - The British Imperial Calendar and Civil Service List and its successor The Civil Service Yearbook.



	For the same reasons as the Australians (see 3.2), we had to abandon any idea of a full classification by function at an early stage in the project.  To attempt to classify operations by function would be to be entangled in Dawkins’s overlapping rings.  To take a stylised example, the Department of Education is responsible for schools;  the Department of Health is responsible for health;  who is responsible for the school health service.  Like Dawkins’ book on biology and religion, it might equally be in the school department or the health department.  No theory of function can either predict or explain how such cases are to be handled.  We have taken the Civil Service Yearbook as our authority for the structure of departments.  This, too, is a contestable decision, but we have taken it for the same reason as our decision about the outer boundary of central government.  On both function and structure, we do not wish to discourage other taxonomists or typologists, but we are content to restrict ourselves to our design brief.  Kipling’s words may hold true:



There are nine and sixty ways of constructing tribal lays,

And—every—single—one—of—them—is—right!



In the Neolithic Age.
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