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§

C H A P T E R  1

i ’M  HERE  TO  MAKE  
A  D i F F ERENCE

Chi Wen Tzu always thought three times before taking action.  
Twice would have been quite enough.

Confucius (c550–478BCE)

A ll ministerial careers may end in failure, but 
they all start in hope. Not everyone thinks they’re head-

ing to No. 10 (though far more travel in hope than arrive, or 
were really sensible to think they might).

But everyone wants to do something. Politics has all sorts 
of downsides – but it has one unique upside: if you’re lucky and 
become a minister you are handed a set of decision levers that 
are attached to something – when you pull on them something 
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quite remarkable can happen. You can prevent or win wars. 
You can reduce poverty. You can create the NHS or, just some-
times, you can prevent real injustice.

Those rare days when you are first appointed or promoted 
should be treasured. There will not be many of them so savour 
each one as it comes along. But, as you stride purposefully 
through the ministerial floor for the very first time, trying to 
look confident and bashful at the same time, do take a couple 
of seconds to notice the row of photographs hanging outside 
your office. They start in black-and-white and edge into colour 
for the last few. Some you recognise immediately, some you 
are embarrassed to discover were Secretaries of State from 
your party’s previous administration, whose existence you 
had forgotten.

They are your predecessors. All of them made this walk 
for the first time. And all of them made it for the last time 
too. So will you.

Ask yourself: for how many of them, can you remember 
anything they did? Sure, if you sought them out now in their 
city boardroom or Antipodean University, they could list all 
the great achievements they remember from their time in 
office. But could anyone else list them?

Yes, I know, politics can be a pretty grim life, but stop com-
plaining – no one is ever going to sympathise. Instead, try 
to do something meaningful with your time in office. You’re 
lucky to be here at all – many aspiring MPs never even make 
it to Parliament. Many aspiring front-benchers never catch 
the eye of their leader. And many opposition parties never 
make it into government.

You have cleared all these hurdles; this is payback time. 
Christopher Hitchens says that friends are what God gives us 



i ’ M  H E R E  T O  M A K E  A  D i F F E R E N C E 

5

to apologise for relatives. Well, office is what God gives us to 
apologise for website comments at the bottom of that semi-
nal article you wrote for ‘Comment is Free’. or for having to 
share your sleeper cabin to Glasgow with a loquacious con-
stituent returning from a well-lubricated business conference 
in London.

So, don’t just ring your Mum and Dad from your new min-
isterial telephone – though don’t forget to do that; they are 
unbelievably proud of you. Work out quickly what it is you’re 
going to do as a minister.

Not a bad place to start is to think how to start. As the 
1980s TV series Howards’ Way so accurately said: you never get 
a second chance to make a first impression. The public don’t 
pay much attention to politics, and have quite a short atten-
tion span, though often longer than the political journalists 
through whom they find out about politics.

To be fair to Lobby journalists (not something many min-
isters can do after the first few weeks in office), they have to 
cover every department in Whitehall and all the political par-
ties. All you have to do is understand your own department. 
They can be forgiven for not knowing the ins and outs of the 
Child Support Agency, or that its name has been changed to 
CMEC.

You need to make it easy for them. You need to give them 
a frame in which they can put you. They will quickly carica-
ture you, unless you do it for them first.

So, what are you going to be: tough on welfare or the cham-
pion of the poor? Public service reformer or defender of the 
public service ethos? Intervening before breakfast, lunch and 
dinner; or the scourge of Rip Off Britain? The iron chancellor 
or the great spender?
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Yes, I know, you can be tough on welfare so as to help the 
poor. You can be prudent so as to spend later. You can inter-
vene in industry while having a tough competition policy. 
And you can both support public service as well as champion 
the contribution that the outsourcers can bring to the table.

But if you go for a frame of reference that no one under-
stands, then you may as well not have tried.

Here’s a simple test. You’ll have received a letter from a 
Lobby journalist who was always too grand for you, but who 
has suddenly decided to ask you out for lunch. The first course 
will be gossip. Then over the second course, they’ll feel a duty 
to ask you what you want to do with your department. If 
they’re pushing their peas around the plate after a couple of 
minutes, then your frame is too complicated.

or, put another way, you can only be one thing. This is 
what is called definition. It means standing for something. If 
you don’t, you may as well just enjoy the dinners and concen-
trate on making some good contacts for your post-ministerial 
career. Because without definition, your civil servants won’t 
know what you want them to do, and if by some miracle you 
still manage to get something done, the public won’t have 
noticed you’ve done it.

Definition is the opposite of triangulation. Triangulation is 
the art of making yourself sound reasonable by contradistinc-
tion against exaggerated opposites. For example: ‘old Labour 
would never sack any teachers, however bad: the Tories would 
have to fire lots of good teachers: we would pay properly the 
good teachers and get rid of the bad ones.’

Triangulation can work in opposition. It sounds reasona-
ble, allows you to tell voters why you’re no longer the party that 
they ejected from government a few years ago (an important 
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pathway to getting back to power) while categorising the new 
government as extreme or failed.

But triangulation has a small problem: it usually leads to 
disaster in government. It leads to a desire to support both 
sides of an argument at the same time, to avoid decisions 
which have any downsides and never to make enemies. Ever. 
And that leads to a simple place: stasis, at which point you 
should start brushing up those headhunter contacts again.

But how do you work out what you want to do? Ideally, 
you’ve been put in a department that you know something 
about. Getting this is slightly tricky, because it’s also rather 
badly seen in No. 10 to lobby for a particular ministerial job. 
Any minister who keeps on appearing in the press as desper-
ate to be Foreign Secretary is rather more likely to end up 
in Agriculture. Nor is it much less embarrassing to keep on  
button-holing the Political Secretary, the head of the Policy 
Unit, the Chief Whip, the Prime Minister’s wife, Rita the tea 
lady, about how really the current Education Secretary is mak-
ing a horrible mess of things.

No, the best you can really hope for is to develop an exper-
tise and have it noticed. Get yourself appointed to a Select 
Committee. Have a policy idea. Write a chapter of a set of 
essays. Get an article in the FT – or on ‘Comment is Free’ if 
the FT won’t have you. If anyone from No. 10 does ever ask 
you what job you’d like, be honest, modest, but nonchalant (if  
you can manage it).

Let’s assume you’ve been lucky. Your efforts at mastering 
the most obscure details of pension policy have been rewarded. 
You’ve been asked to be minister for something you know 
about. Enjoy the day – script some mildly rhetorical but safely 
anodyne words to say as you go into the department for the 
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first time (but don’t be disappointed if the TV cameras are 
outside the Treasury rather than your department). And then 
immediately set to work on saying something as interesting 
as possible as soon as possible.

Reshuffles tend to happen on Thursdays or Fridays; gen-
eral elections on Thursdays with key ministerial appointments 
made the next day if the outcome is clear cut. So, if you feel 
confident enough of the territory, get in early with a Saturday 
or Sunday political interview. There is likely to be plenty of 
appetite from the media in getting you in front of the cameras 
and microphones. But do it only if the following condition is 
met: you know exactly what the story is going to be. When 
James Purnell became Secretary of State at DWP, for exam-
ple, it was clear right from the beginning that he knew what 
he wanted to do: he wanted to continue with radical reforms 
to our welfare state. James had been an excellent Pensions 
Minister when I was at DWP and I knew that he took a keen 
interest in the wider welfare agenda. David Freud had pro-
duced an excellent and hard-hitting report for me on reforming 
welfare but it had been a struggle to convince Gordon Brown 
that we should implement his recommendations. After all, 
these ideas had not originated in the Treasury. The Labour 
government had devoted a considerable amount of energy 
to this agenda under Tony Blair. Many of our backbenchers 
felt we had gone far enough already and wanted a quieter, 
less demanding programme from the DWP. Welfare reform 
did not appear to be at the top of Gordon’s list of priorities.

James took a different view and decided to reappoint 
David Freud as his adviser on welfare reform. It was a sim-
ple and powerful assertion of the direction he was going to 
take as the new Secretary of State. James was going to be a 
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reformer and this was the clear message he was sending in re- 
appointing David Freud. No ambiguity or confusing messages 
here. There was only one problem – the new Prime Minister had 
a tendency to come out in spots at the mention of David Freud’s 
name. So James also established his own authority and inde-
pendence of mind from No. 10 – an incredibly bold step indeed.

This episode confirms one other obvious point – but some-
thing very easily lost sight of by newly appointed ministers. 
All new Secretaries of State enjoy a short period of grace after 
their appointment and get a couple of free wishes. It’s very 
hard to stop a Secretary of State from doing what they want 
in their first couple of days. The civil servants are keen to 
impress, even the Permanent Secretary wants to make a good 
first impression, so the last thing they want to do is say no, 
even if what you’re asking for is the opposite of what they were 
arguing for until yesterday. And the same is basically true of 
No. 10: after all, they’ve just appointed you, so it would be 
a bit awkward to dismiss your first idea as bonkers. James’s 
decision to reappoint Freud changed the dynamics at West-
minster. It was no longer the Tories alone having the courage 
to implement the tough Freud reforms that the government 
had abandoned. Instead, the government was now returning 
to welfare reform, setting its face against Labour rebels. The 
story was suddenly all about us, the government; we had inter-
nalised division. The opposition were written out of the script.

That’s the great advantage of government. You can do 
things. It’s only if the government fails to maintain the 
momentum for reform and change that the opposition gets 
the chance to fill the vacuum.

of course, some object that trying to be ‘tough’ is token-
ism. But the hard truth is that in welfare it’s only by being 
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tough that you can be soft. It’s only by showing that you are 
prepared to make people take work when it’s offered, that 
you can spend more money on those who genuinely can’t find 
work and need help getting back on their feet again. If you let 
yourself be put into the ‘soft’ box on welfare, then it’s almost 
impossible to do anything to tackle disadvantage and unfair-
ness – because it will be more grist to the mill of those who 
want to caricature you as weak and interested only in spend-
ing more taxpayers’ money and undermining the work ethic 
upon which so much depends.

It was an example of a pre-emptive Nixon in China strat-
egy. Because you show people you’re prepared to be tough, 
you get the room for manoeuvre to find money for child pov-
erty, as we did in the next budget with an extra £1.5 billion, 
or for unemployment, as we did with an extra £5 billion once 
the credit crunch hit.

So, do that weekend interview. or make a keynote speech 
in the first few days after your appointment. You’ve got a short 
window of opportunity while the Lobby are interested in the 
reshuffle. First they want to report who’s in and out, up and 
down. Then they want to say what it means, what’s changed, 
which minister is shaking things up. The truth is it’s a race – 
within a few days, the caravan will have moved on. So, make 
sure that you are one of the first out of the blocks: you never 
get a second chance to make that first impression.

And then what? You’ve made a good start. You’ve told your 
department and the public the direction of travel. Now, all you 
need to do is make it happen. Meantime try to enjoy it; it may 
not last very long: the average time in any ministerial job is 
fifteen months, or at least it was before the present govern-
ment came to power.
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And remember: don’t be afraid to change things, but don’t 
try to change everything. Above all, stick to that key issue on 
which you want to make a difference. Because, you know what, 
if you do you may well succeed.


