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Public Communication and the
Prime Minister’s Tasks

Tony Blair’s public communications, from the designer leisure wear to
the designer accent and the designer press conferences, probably
attracted more public interest than those of any previous British gov-
ernment. Apart from general claims that Blair was more concerned with
‘style’ than substance, much of the curiosity focused on the government’s
techniques of news management. ‘Spin’ – putting a tendentious inter-
pretation on the news – and the ‘spin doctors’ who did it, became objects
of suspicion and criticism in the later 1990s. The reason was partly a
typical media obsession with media themselves: the dealings of Blair’s
press secretary Alastair Campbell with the Downing Street press corps
were a recurring fascination. But the interest also reflected a growing
curiosity about the links between communications and the prime minis-
ter’s power. In what ways is public communication part of the prime
minister’s job? How far is it an instrument of prime ministerial power?
How has it been treated in the literature about the prime minister?

The first three chapters of this book explore these questions. Chapter
1 starts by arguing the importance of the subject and examining its 
comparative neglect. The chapter then explores the prime minister’s job
description. Some of the prime minister’s tasks involve public commu-
nication more or less as an end in itself: it is a form of accountability –
of ‘responsible government’ in the literal sense of being answerable to
the public, as in the theatricality of Prime Minister’s Question Time.
Other tasks involve communication as a means to achieve some sepa-
rate goal, whether it be about American policy towards Saddam Hussein
or the government’s policy on the controversial MMR vaccination.
Others again, such as chairing cabinet meetings, are supposed to be
carried out in secrecy, with only the results (and by no means all of
them) made public.

Chapter 2 discusses ways in which the prime minister’s public com-
munication fits in with his other resources. The prime minister’s formal



powers often guarantee only the minimum of success: good public com-
munication can produce something better. For instance the prime 
minister has the formal power to reshuffle his cabinet. But whether the
reshuffle is seen as a sign of weakness or strength, and what effect it has
on his standing in his party and the polls, may depend on how it is pub-
licly presented.

Chapter 3 takes this analysis further. It argues that public communi-
cation is a key resource for turning prime ministerial authority into
power. The power may not be great enough to achieve much of what
the prime minister wants. But his communication resources are normally
better than those of any rival, inside or outside his party. If he does not
use them, he spurns a potentially crucial weapon. In the foreword to his
autobiography John Major writes eloquently about the distorting pres-
sures of media attention: negligible response time, reductive soundbites,
ritualistic rhetoric (often misleading), skeleton reporting (even in the
broadsheets), pressure to produce sensational stories.1 Major’s public
communication was extremely unsuccessful, judged by the scale of his
defeat in 1997. His complaint was no doubt bred of frustration: he had
used his communication resources, but they were simply not good
enough to get results. Blair, in contrast, was extremely successful,
throughout his first term and beyond.

Public Communication and Accounts of the Premiership

Awareness of public communication, both as a task for the prime min-
ister and as a resource, grew with the rapid development of broadcast
news media in the last thirty years of the twentieth century. In 1970 
the group of political lobby correspondents covering Westminster and
Downing Street (taking their name from the Commons lobby, to which
they had privileged access) included only two broadcasters, one each for
the BBC and ITN. From the 1980s, TV and radio channels proliferated
and news was broadcast round the clock. By 2002, one-third of more
than two hundred lobby correspondents were broadcasters.

Broadcast media had once been unobtrusively concerned just to
report and interpret politics. Now they played an ever more substantial
part in shaping the institutions and arenas within which politics is
carried on. At the beginning of the new millennium the internet was
having a similar effect. You could read or watch an interview with Tony
Blair on the Number 10 website, as you might have done formerly in
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the papers or on TV. Politics was in an era of electronic glut. Almost
everywhere the prime minister went became potentially a place for polit-
ical communication. The ‘publicity needs’ of the prime minister’s job
grew correspondingly. Does the prime minister now do anything delib-
erate at all, without taking into account the communication implica-
tions? One simple measure of the development is the new prominence
of the Downing Street press secretary. During the Thatcher era this hith-
erto unremarkable post changed from grub to butterfly. Bernard Ingham
held it for eleven years and became an influential member of the prime
minister’s immediate entourage. Blair’s press secretary, Alastair Camp-
bell, elevated the job even further (see chapters 6 and 7).

The impact of electronic glut upon the prime minister’s job was all
the more important, secondly, because of the job’s flexibility. Britain’s
famous lack of a written constitution – a single authoritative document
– provides much of the explanation. The constitution is found in a
mixed collection of statutes, precedents and conventions. Even the rule
that the prime minister must be a member of the House of Commons
is conventional. The prime minister’s role is variable within the cabinet,
and so is the cabinet’s within the wider executive. Some of the classic
one-liners about the prime minister stress the variability. The prime min-
ister is ‘first among equals’ – which is a logical contradiction and can
mean no more than that relations between ministers and prime minis-
ter vary. Asquith got into the constitutional textbooks by writing, ‘The
office of Prime Minister is what its holder chooses and is able to make
of it’. George Jones, in a much quoted analysis of the job in 1965, drew
the conclusion that the prime minister ‘is only as strong as [his col-
leagues] let him be’.2 None of the prime minister’s powers is based in
statute. The first statutes even to refer to the prime minister were minor
laws in 1917 (providing Chequers as an official country residence) and
in 1937 (setting ministerial salaries). The constitution can therefore
change simply through behaviour changing without being challenged:
unchallenged, the change then becomes a precedent. All that is the stuff
of textbooks. For the prime minister, it makes possible an acute sensi-
tiveness to the potential – and the dangers – of his media environment.
When media change, in short, the premiership changes.

A third reason for looking at the relations between the prime minis-
ter’s public communication and his job is that the literature on the 
premiership did not keep up with those developments. ‘The British are
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rather vague about their system of government’ is the comment (equally
British) with which Simon James began his own study, British Cabinet
Government.3 Except historically, there has been little depth of knowl-
edge at all about the workings of the cabinet. Scholars used to get by
with the not-quite-up-to-date reflections of elder statesmen, a few his-
torically slanted textbooks, and a political journalism of circumlocution
(‘sources close to the prime minister’). The publication in 1975–7 of
Richard Crossman’s revealing and cheeky Diaries of a Cabinet Minis-
ter attracted disproportionate excitement precisely because they were
unprecedented.4

For decades this lack of detail could be put down to the culture of
secrecy in Whitehall and Downing Street.5 Since the 1980s, however,
‘the machinery at the heart of British government is gradually being
demystified’.6 Crossman’s diaries were a landmark. The stock of infor-
mation about the workings of the cabinet system steadily grew, stimu-
lated by declining habits of loyalty among political colleagues and
reticence among retired mandarins, more insistent investigative jour-
nalism, probing inquiries by parliamentary committees, TV documen-
taries, and big publishing advances for ministerial memoirs.

With this knowledge came a brightening in the climate of official
secrecy. For example the rules were relaxed about publicity for the
cabinet’s engine room – its elaborate committee system. From a posi-
tion where ministers were forbidden to disclose the very existence of the
committees, attitudes shifted sufficiently that in 1992 John Major could
without contention authorize the publication not only of the names of
the committees but of their ministerial memberships. Questions of Pro-
cedure for Ministers – the Cabinet Office guide detailing ‘the arrange-
ments for the conduct of affairs by Ministers’, and the authority for
such rules – was made public too. By 2001 it was available, renamed
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as The Ministerial Code, on the Cabinet Office website.7 Whitehall in
general became more receptive to academic inquiry.

The consequence of more detail about Downing Street and the
Cabinet Office was an abandonment of the summary simplicities of tra-
ditional ‘cabinet government’ models. The system has come to be seen
rather as comprising a large and changing group of people, among them
the prime minister, whose relationships with each other fluctuate. The
idea was popularized in the term ‘core executive’, defined by Rhodes as
‘the complex web of institutions, networks and practices surrounding
the prime minister, cabinet, cabinet committees and their official coun-
terparts, less formalized ministerial “clubs” or meetings, bilateral nego-
tiations and interdepartmental committees’.8 As a result, concepts such
as ‘power’ and ‘decision-making’ were visualized in terms of networks,
coalitions, personal leverage, rival resources (knowledge, time, posi-
tion); and they were seen as varying frequently with events, issues and
personalities. In an early article Dunleavy and Rhodes were able to iden-
tify six different models even within the traditional institutionalist
approach: prime ministerial government, prime ministerial cliques,
cabinet government, ministerial government, segmented decision-
making and bureaucratic coordination. In each, the prime minister’s job
was different.9

Although media relations were one of the factors distinguishing prime
ministerial government (and the clique version) from others, none of
those models said much about the prime minister’s public communica-
tion. Later analyses in this warmer climate of inquiry do not necessar-
ily say much either. For example Martin Smith, following Rhodes, builds
a discussion of the premiership into an account based on structure,
context and agents.10 Within the structural constraints, the prime min-
ister’s power over his colleagues is seen as the outcome of an exchange
of resources between them. Prime ministers have authority, staff and
political influence; ministers have knowledge, time and networks of
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support. Smith’s categories and illustrations are informative. But his
claim that ‘a Prime Minister’s authority can extend only as far as the
cabinet will allow’ could come straight out of the 1960s.11 Only per-
functory attention is paid to such possibilities as the impact of struc-
tures upon the prime minister’s communication, or the value of (say) a
media campaign as a resource, or the use of leaks as a tactic.

Similar comments can be made about other studies, such as those by
James or Burch and Holliday.12 In general, although such works treat
the cabinet/’core executive’ in far greater breadth, depth and contem-
porary detail than before, they still do not build public communication
categorically into their models. They fail explicitly and thoroughly to
identify and evaluate the importance of public communication by or
about the prime minister as a factor in the policy-making and adminis-
trative processes which the analyses and models describe. The political
consequences of the enormous changes in the media environment of the
prime minister during the last forty years of the twentieth century are
insufficiently visible.

The same may be said about a second, less theoretically ambitious,
strand of literature – historical, narrative and largely chronological. For
instance Peter Hennessy takes a plain man’s approach in The Hidden
Wiring. Paraphrasing the Victorian child that asked its father, ‘What is
that lady for?’, the lady in point being the Queen, he puts the question:
‘What is the prime minister for?’ As answer he lists thirty-three items.
Only one directly involves communications: responsibility for the
‘overall efficiency of the government’s media strategy’.13 But Hennessy
is not concerned with how the tasks are carried out. Even though the
remaining thirty-two are riddled with communication implications,
media come into his discussion only in anecdote and parenthesis. His
later and much longer study, The Prime Minister: the Office and its
Holders since 1945, proceeds mainly prime minister by prime minister
and uses essentially the same framework of analysis. Dennis Kavanagh
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and Anthony Seldon organize The Powers behind the Prime Minister:
the Hidden Influence of Number Ten on the same narrative and chrono-
logical basis. Their subject is the institutional premiership in Downing
Street, so the scope is narrower and their comparisons are mostly
summary.14

Two exceptions to these comments about the literature are books by
Michael Foley and Richard Rose: The Rise of the British Presidency and
The Prime Minister in a Shrinking World.15 Foley comes close to a ‘com-
munications model’ of the premiership, in that public communication
is intrinsic to his key concepts and arguments. The analysis depends
heavily on such ideas as ‘leadership stretch’ and ‘spatial leadership’. The
former applies to the vastly superior media attention and popular rep-
utation of the prime minister compared with his colleagues, and the
latter to his media-managed ability to distance himself helpfully from
aspects of the institutional premiership. (Both are attributes shared with
the American president.)

Foley’s book is an extended argument, much of it about winning
rather than holding office. He is more concerned with forms of com-
munication-related activity by the prime minister than with the range
of tasks to which they are applied. Rose, in comparison, is closer to the
methods of the contemporary historians – but with a far greater sensi-
tivity to public communication as a factor in the prime minister’s per-
formance across the board (including internationally) and in Tony
Blair’s populism. The book centres on five varying ‘major political roles’
essential to a prime minister’s success, of which his communications are
one. (The others concern party, electioneering, and managing parliament
and the cabinet.) The discussion of communication (themed as ‘from
private to public government’) is wide-ranging, subtle and historical.
Communication is not an organizing or overarching concept applied
systematically to the prime minister’s tasks. But the approach is close to
the one adopted – on a shorter scale – in the present study.
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The Prime Minister’s Job in General

What, then, are the prime minister’s tasks and activities? Which ones
require public communication, and which may be assisted by it?

To explore these questions a number of distinctions can be made.
First, the prime minister has three clear and overlapping roles in which
to carry out his tasks as a public communicator. Most comprehensively
he is a source of news. To project the news he wants, he is next a 
communications manager. President Eisenhower cheerfully but naively
believed in ‘letting the facts speak for themselves’. Perhaps a military
hero turned politician could afford to take that view in the 1950s; but
fortunately for him, his press secretary, Jim Hagerty, did not.16 In an era
of electronic glut, ‘facts’, more than ever, are manufactured, and they
never speak for themselves. Third, the prime minister is a public per-
former. The locations are diverse. In the majority he will double as a
news source, since the live audience will be supplemented by newspa-
per or broadcast audiences. When he takes part in a broadcast inter-
view or ‘writes’ a newspaper column (a practice Tony Blair often used,
through the medium of assistants), his performance is specific to news
media but may be further spread by being discussed also as a source of
news.

A fourth but rather different communications role is media policy-
maker. It is different in that it directly involves substantive policy goals,
whereas the other roles are principally means to the achievement of
goals, not goals in themselves. By 2001 media policy was the responsi-
bility of the Department of Media, Culture and Sport – a comparatively
minor Whitehall player. But modern media impinge also on a wide range
of other departments, including Trade and Industry, Education and
Skills, the Home Office and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.
Most of these are run by cabinet ministers with more clout than the
MCS minister. Media policy, in addition, can awaken passions. Increases
in the TV licence fee are likely to irritate almost every household in the
land; issues of privacy and censorship rouse editorialists. When gov-
ernments tinker with media, moreover, they meddle with an instrument
of their own public accountability – a ‘free press’.

One result of these administrative and political complexities is that a
distinction can be drawn in practice between policies based on ideology
and those driven by expediency. Another result is that the prime minis-
ter tends to be drawn into media policy – of both types. For example,
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in the late 1980s, as a matter of free market principle, Mrs Thatcher
promoted the policy of allocating the periodically renewed Channel 3
ITV franchises by auction instead of by beauty contest – a radical shift
of emphasis.17 She was also determined to break the power of the news-
paper production unions. In 2002 Tony Blair took a direct interest in
the legislation establishing an umbrella broadcasting regulator,
OFCOM, and relaxing media ownership rules.18 But in his case the
policy looked more like a pragmatic response to corporate pressure than
the result of core Labour beliefs (new or old).

The prime minister’s involvement is only occasional. But the fact that
governments cannot avoid having media policies (in this substantive
sense), as they very largely could until the 1980s, must colour his rela-
tionships with media entrepreneurs and the BBC. It is also a factor in
his role as media manager. For example real or imaginary deals between
Rupert Murdoch and Mrs Thatcher, and then Tony Blair, were a fre-
quent source of public speculation – help with satellite and cross-
ownership policy, in exchange for the partisanship of the Sun?

The prime minister’s tasks are carried out, secondly, in a mixture of
formal and informal roles, institutional and personal roles, and gov-
erning and non-governing roles. They reflect, again, the flexibility of the
job. The prime minister’s public communication can be an important
factor in determining the range and balance within each pair. Electronic
glut has increased the relative prominence of informal and personal roles
and has made more difficult the isolation (and protection) of non-
governing from governing roles.

Formal roles become so if they have constitutional definition, which
gives them a predictable character and a gauge with which to judge how
well they are carried out. The prime minister has the formal task of
choosing whom to put in the cabinet, and the calibre of his appoint-
ments will be a factor in our evaluation of his premiership. Informal
roles, independent of an external constitutional authority, may change
at the whim of the officeholder. There are no formal rules, for instance,
about exactly how much the prime minister must perform in parliament.
In the absence of such rules Tony Blair had the flexibility to change
Prime Minister’s Question Time from two afternoons a week to one (but
doubling its length). While there were grumbles of criticism, he could
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not be accused of behaving unconstitutionally, and nothing could be
done about it.

Even if Britain had a written constitution detailing the prime 
minister’s formal roles, their practice would still be modified and 
supplemented by informal roles. The American constitution defines 
the president’s formal roles within a framework of the separation of 
executive, legislative and judicial powers. In order to exercise leader-
ship, he tries in practice to join them together again through the per-
formance of well-established informal roles such as party leader and
mobilizer of opinion. The election of the president is formally carried
out by the electoral college, but informally it is settled by the popular
vote – and the difference between the two was sensationally highlighted
in the contest between George W. Bush and Al Gore in 2000. That said,
however, it is true that in Britain formal and informal roles are more
easily blurred. What the prime minister must (and must not) do, and
the procedures by which he must do it, are comparatively wide open to
argument.

The distinction between institutional and personal roles separates the
abstract and corporate from the personal and single prime minister. The
United States comparison is again illuminating. The American president
is in one sense a huge, formal, collective institution – ‘the presidency’.
The president is its symbolic head and, about most of its activities, an
unknowing one. Even when limited to the White House staff, ‘the pres-
ident’ is a formal institution, where many people speak and act in the
president’s name. But there is the personal officeholder – ‘Mr President’
– who, one hopes, knows exactly what he is doing. Finally, and infor-
mally, there is ‘George W. Bush’, not only the president but a human
being.19

In Downing Street the distinctions are not as sharp. The collective
premiership is in one sense the cabinet, united by the formal convention
of collective responsibility. But, just as at the White House, there is a
corporate premiership, employing around two hundred people in the
various offices, including the press office, centred on Downing Street.
Even here, however, the prime minister/cabinet connection is involved,
since the largest office in Downing Street (strictly, it stretches along
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Whitehall) is the Cabinet Office, whose staff of more than two thou-
sand serve the prime minister and cabinet collectively.20

The institutional/personal distinction gives the prime minister scope
to try and achieve his objectives by switching between one ‘version’ and
another, by the use of news management. The personal prime minister
can hide behind the institutional: remarks can be sourced to ‘cabinet
sources’ or ‘Downing Street insiders’. The prime minister’s chief formal
surrogate is his press secretary. Informal surrogates, such as ministers
and staff members whose formal jobs do not include media briefings,
become familiar to journalists over time. A simple example of this
process at work took place a few months after Blair took office in May
1997. Blair worked hard to distance himself personally from the earli-
est institutional embarrassment of his administration. The Labour party
was exposed as having accepted a donation of at least one million
pounds from the controllers of Formula One motor racing. Press brief-
ings by the institutional premiership did not dissociate him sufficiently,
so he sought to project a ‘What, me?’ pose of injured innocence through
a prominent TV interview by Honest Tony, the people’s premier. The
businessmen would have lost heavily if a planned ban on tobacco spon-
sorship, subsequently cancelled, had gone ahead. Blair announced that
the donation would be paid back.21 Much later, at the end of 2002, Blair
had to distance himself, with evident embarrassment, from a media
frenzy (‘Cheriegate’) about his wife’s association with a convicted fraud-
ster.22 Prime ministers obviously do not have complete control over the
versions of themselves which the voters perceive. But part of their media
management is the continual exercise of choice about what to attach
themselves to and in what version.

The scope for switching between the two through media management
is the point of the distinction also between the prime minister’s gov-
erning and non-governing roles. It could perhaps be argued that across
a decade Mrs Thatcher used public communication to remove certain
governing roles from the sphere of government altogether, inasmuch as
she helped shift public opinion towards a reduced role for government

COMMUNICATION AND THE PRIME MINISTER’S TASKS 17

20 Cabinet Office figures from Lee et al., At the Centre of Whitehall. Number 10 figures
from Kavanagh and Seldon, The Powers behind the Prime Minister, p. 306. Reliable
figures for Number 10 are difficult to establish, since they depend on who is included
(e.g. support staff). Two hundred sounds high, especially for late 1998.
21 Nicholas Jones, Sultans of Spin, London: Orion Books, 1999, pp. 107–19.
22 The conman, Peter Foster, was the partner of Cherie Blair’s close friend Carole Caplin
and had helped to negotiate the purchase of two flats for Mrs Blair in Bristol. One was
student accommodation for Euan Blair and the other was for investment. See the national
press passim for the first two weeks of December 2002.



in the public utilities, the prison service and various other traditional
public sector undertakings. But more typically, media management is
used the other way round, to turn non-governing roles to advantage in
performing governing tasks. Spouse, parent, religion, occupation, and
associated characteristics such as class and educational background, can
be used both as symbols in their own right and to show the prime min-
ister’s governing capacities in the best light.

Bearing in mind these distinctions and the overall flexibility of the
job, it is no simple matter to define the prime minister’s tasks. James
summarizes the job as ‘running the key functions of government; fos-
tering collective responsibility; giving strategic leadership; involving
himself in individual policy issues’.23 But general accounts do not get
one far. Constitutional lawyers’ textbooks are strong on such tasks as
being First Lord of the Treasury and exercising what was historically
the Crown’s prerogative in various matters. In the different language of
leadership analysis his tasks are managerial and executive (with much
coordination, arbitration and decision-making), policy-making, and
symbolic or expressive.

Hennessy’s thirty-three answers to what the prime minister is ‘for’ are
a job lot. Like the catalogue of a grand country house sale, they range
from major items, such as the government’s legislative programme, to
attic trivia like the appointment of the Master of Trinity College, Cam-
bridge. When informal tasks are brought in, such as the large number
of activities carried out as party leader rather than as prime minister,
the job lot approach becomes almost unavoidable. In addition, many
tasks, including most of the prime minister’s public performances, are
carried out as means to some further end. Neither of these complica-
tions matters in the present analysis, provided that one avoids – as Hen-
nessy to some extent does not – mixing objectives, functions, powers
and positions (belonging to the prime minister either personally or insti-
tutionally).24

The Prime Minister’s Formal Tasks and Activities

Some of the prime minister’s formal tasks get called ‘powers’ (for
example by Hennessy) precisely because there is no challenge to the
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prime minister’s right to perform them, although he obviously has to
follow correct procedures. They include many appointments. First there
are cabinet ministers (about twenty-one), non-cabinet ministers and all
junior members of the government (totalling about one hundred). From
among the ministers, the prime minister has to set up the standing and
ad hoc cabinet committees, which traditionally have pre-digested or pre-
determined most cabinet business, and to decide who will chair them.25

The prime minister also appoints the Cabinet Secretary (and official
head of the home civil service), the permanent secretaries in the depart-
ments, and other top appointments in the civil service – and also in the
armed forces and the security services. He makes various other public
sector appointments (such as heads of committees of inquiry), and 
he appoints most peers, certain clerics (notably bishops), and even a 
few regius professors. Inside his Downing Street entourage – greatly
expanded by Blair in a move widely criticized as ‘presidential’ – he
appoints staff to his private office and several other offices, including
the press office; and usually he recruits a number of individual advis-
ers. Many of all these will be political appointees.

How far into the business of making appointments does the personal
prime minister go, before leaving the rest to the institutional premier-
ship – the Cabinet Secretary for the civil servants; the whips or politi-
cal members of his staff for others? Cabinet ministers are appointed by
the prime minister personally – and he decides their specific portfolios.
The personal prime minister dismisses them, too. One of the quainter
instances of the prime minister as public performer is the customary
formal letter of thanks to an outgoing minister, conventionally made
public (with its reply) at the time of departure, and construed by jour-
nalists for its nuances and subtexts. (Most such letters are presumably
drafted in fact by the institutional premiership.) The prime minister’s
involvement with diplomatic and armed services appointments is in col-
laboration with the Foreign and Defence Secretaries; and he gives only
final approval to ministers’ choices of parliamentary private secretaries
and special advisers.26 Even where his involvement is personal, he will
seek or be given advice. Overall, there must be a large group of appoint-
ments, between the senior and more junior, with which successive prime
ministers are personally involved to varying degrees. Mrs Thatcher
became well known for asking whether proposed appointees were ‘one
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of us’. She also took a keen and direct interest in some ecclesiastical and
academic appointments.27

When the prime minister is not personally involved in deciding an
appointment, it seems less likely that anticipated public reaction will
have been a significant factor in the decision. A few of the decisions –
those concerned with intelligence and security – exclude publicity by
their nature: they are not available even as news. But in this area too
the warmer climate in the 1990s meant that the names of the heads of
the intelligence services, for example, were freely disclosed. One lately
retired head of MI5 published her memoirs.28 For the rest, public reac-
tion is most relevant to decisions about ministerial appointments.

A new prime minister takes over a going concern, but he may decide
to change the organization. The cabinet’s size, order of precedence and
frequency of meeting are all flexible. So are the political parts of the
Downing Street offices. The prime minister can also decide, on a larger
scale, on the ‘creation, abolition and merger of government departments
and executive agencies’.29 The main part of the machinery which for-
mally involves the prime minister’s role as a communications manager
is the press office. (See chapters 6 and 7.) Its staff grew to ten in John
Major’s time and larger again under Blair. It was augmented by a Strate-
gic Communications Unit and a Research and Information Unit, under
the authority of a press secretary redesignated as Director of Commu-
nications and Strategy.30 Although the press secretary/director generally
has very close contact with the prime minister personally (both in non-
governing and governing roles), the office itself is part of the institu-
tional premiership. In this capacity it also quickly extended its reach,
under Blair, into the Whitehall departments. Alastair Campbell added
to his Downing Street job the headship of the Government Information
Services in Whitehall. People in some other Downing Street offices also
work formally, in part, as communication managers or sources for the
prime minister. Blair’s reorganization of Downing Street into three direc-
torates in 2001 established a directorate for Government and Political
Relations. This included units running prime ministerial ‘events and
visits’ and relations with the Labour party.
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One other formal piece of communications management served the
institutional premiership at Downing Street during the last two years of
the Major administration: a cabinet subcommittee chaired by Michael
Heseltine, deputy prime minister, and charged with the coordination and
presentation of government policy. It met daily at 8.30 a.m. ‘Attended
by ministers, party officials and civil servants, it considered day-to-day
response to media interest, and coordination of policy in both the short
and longer terms.’ Its initials were EDCP, since it was a subcommittee
of the economic and domestic policy committee, ED. It replaced a larger,
unwieldy and less authoritative ‘Number Twelve Committee’ with
similar functions, set up in 1991 under the chairmanship of the chief
Whip. Under Tony Blair, this committee continued as an informal group
chaired initially by a non-cabinet minister, Peter Mandelson.31

In sum, the tasks of organizing the Downing Street and Cabinet Office
machinery and of making the associated appointments, both of minis-
ters and of political and senior civil service staff, fall principally to the
institutional prime minister. The necessary exception is the appointment
of ministers themselves. In the orchestration of these appointments
public communication can be important. It is managed chiefly through
the institutional premiership, the Downing Street organization, and not
by the prime minister himself, either as performer or personal source.
The day-to-day work of coordination of media strategy and public 
communication is also handled by the institutional premiership.

Most of the prime minister’s time is spent actually working the
machinery, rather than organizing and staffing it. The scope for public
communication varies. The prime minister chairs the cabinet and some
cabinet committees, and meets with individual ministers, seeking agree-
ment on decisions. From 1990 to 1997 John Major chaired 271 cabi-
nets and 189 cabinet committees and had 911 recorded meetings with
individual ministers. In his first two years Blair chaired 86 cabinets and
178 cabinet committees and had 783 meetings with individual minis-
ters.32 All that, depending on the detail, is potentially newsworthy activ-
ity. It is the stuff of routine news management but there is no public
performance.

The prime minister reports regularly to the Queen and manages the
general relationship between the government and the monarchy, much
of which is confidential. The prime minister’s dealings with opposition
leaders (on a so-called ‘Privy Counsellor basis’) are confidential too –
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giving William Hague grounds for complaint, when negotiations about
one of his recommendations for an honour were leaked.33 Probably not
more than twice in any incumbency, the prime minister will advise the
Queen to dissolve parliament – obviously a major news item. From time
to time, also, the prime minister will, with the Defence Secretary, ‘deploy
Her Majesty’s forces in action’, as Hennessy puts it.34

The prime minister meets with heads of government at home and
abroad, and attends more and more international meetings. Often over-
seas trips involve ceremonial and ritual. Thompson and Donoughue cal-
culated that from 1974 to 1979 Wilson and Callaghan between them
had 160 meetings and 120 formal meals with overseas dignitaries and
made 35 official visits overseas, taking some 75 days. By John Major’s
time these numbers had swelled considerably. He had 662 foreign visi-
tors and spent 251 days overseas between December 1990 and May
1997, on 96 separate visits. Under Blair the numbers continued to grow.
He made 63 official visits overseas just in his first two years – nearly
twice the Wilson/Callaghan total in less than half the time. In the six
months after 11 September 2001 he visited twenty-two countries –
though many of them briefly.35

Both at home and abroad, some ceremonial, such as big sporting
occasions, elides governing/non-governing and formal/informal roles.
Any of these types of event can involve the prime minister in public per-
formance, ranging from a summit press conference to a silent wreath-
laying at the Cenotaph. The latter type of event is primarily symbolic;
but the symbolism generally has the potential for political advantage.
Mrs Thatcher made a surprise visit to British troops in the Falkland
Islands in January 1983, six months after the islands were recaptured
and some months before a triumphant general election, and milked it
for publicity.36 John Major visited troops in the Gulf War of 1991 and
was filmed in appropriate kit, addressing them from a military vehicle.
Tony Blair made a similar visit to Kosovo in 1999.
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The prime minister’s diary includes, further, an unceasing round of
visits, generally including a speech, to hospitals, schools, factories, con-
ferences. Typically these will launch a policy or mark some achievement.
Major undertook 1,359 such engagements, excluding personal, party
and constituency engagements, according to his biographer. The
Guardian reported that Blair had given 173 political speeches outside
parliament during his first five years in office. He had spent ‘a good deal
of time attending carefully staged visits’, commented Peter Riddell.
‘There is hardly a school, hospital or rundown council estate within a
couple of miles of Downing Street – and hence within easy reach of tele-
vision cameras – that has not had such a media event.’37 In the prepa-
ration for most of this public performance, the institutional premiership
will have contributed, to a great or less extent. But the personal prime
minister, inescapably, is the performer – unless he palms the task off on
another minister. At least as likely, he will have taken over the task from
another minister.

One must not forget, lastly, an archaic kind of public communication:
letters. President Jimmy Carter got into trouble by campaigning in 1976
with the promise ‘I’ll never lie to you’ and then, in office, using a 
signature-writing machine – not just a letter-writing machine. A prime
minister, fortunately, can spread much of his correspondence round the
Whitehall departments, or to his party headquarters. But some has to
be done. The scale of New Labour’s victory in 1997, and perhaps Blair’s
populism, were reflected in a surge of correspondence. Heath received
an average of three hundred letters a week from the public in 1970–4,
and Major four hundred in 1995. Blair was allegedly getting ten 
thousand – an estimated 500,000 a year – by 2000. A new unit in
Downing Street, the Direct Communications Unit, was set up to cope
with them.38

Away from Downing Street an important set of tasks is the prime
minister’s formal parliamentary work. It is a fundamental principle of
parliamentary government that the prime minister must be a member
of parliament, which in practice means the House of Commons. But
although parliament is part of the very bedrock of the job, helping deter-
mine its entire shape and the rhythms of its timetable, this does not
mean that the prime minister has to turn up very often. In the first six
months of his premiership, for instance, Tony Blair voted in only two
of eighty-six divisions in the Commons. Moreover, as party leader the
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prime minister has a separate set of tasks, which are also carried out at,
one may appropriately say, rather than in parliament. These events
sometimes gain as much publicity as the others – for example, after a
stormy meeting with backbenchers – though they are not normally sup-
posed to be public. These count as informal tasks of the premiership.
The distinction may seem strained, because the connection between the
constitutional office of premier and the party institution which enables
it to work is at its closest in the parliamentary arena. Nevertheless, they
can be discussed separately, since they take place separately.

When the prime minister does turn up, it is to carry out the task of
public performer in the Commons chamber. He never appears before
any of the standing (legislative) committees. Nor did Blair’s predeces-
sors appear before any of the select committees which shadow the
Whitehall departments and which became increasingly prominent
during the last twenty years of the twentieth century. Winston Churchill
set a crucial precedent in 1940, by separating the jobs of prime minis-
ter and leader of the House. The prime minister was thereby removed
from close contact with the practical management of parliamentary
business. His performances now consist in periodic visitations to answer
questions, make statements, deliver set piece speeches and very occa-
sionally intervene in debates.39

From 1961 to 1997 prime ministers answered questions for fifteen
minutes twice a week on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Tony Blair halved
the frequency to once a week for thirty minutes on Wednesdays. This
left the arithmetic unchanged at twelve to fourteen hours a year. Previ-
ously, even after 1940, there was variation between prime ministers:
sometimes they answered questions on four days each week. Question
Time in general became increasingly standardized and institutionalized.
Questions grew more topical and less specific. Frequently they asked
simply about ‘the prime minister’s schedule for the day’, the object being
to catch the prime minister out with a specific supplementary. The leader
of the opposition became progressively more prominent in the
exchanges, to the extent eventually of being expected to intervene in
every one. Question Time is one of the opposition leader’s main, regular,
assured publicity opportunities, with the chance of (temporarily) seizing
the news agenda. The intrusion of television in 1989 raised the stakes.
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It accentuated still further the trend towards a ‘more topical, gladiat-
orial and stylized’ Question Time.40

The prime minister comes to the chamber to make statements chiefly
about international summits and crises (especially crises which might
involve British military forces), and important developments in British
politics with which he is personally associated. Compared with Ques-
tion Time, their use is more flexible. Harold Wilson made statements
on 106 days in the sessions from 1964 to 1969, relishing his mastery
of the Commons and dramatizing his personal grip on policy issues. In
the run-up to the 1970 election, the number declined sharply. Mrs
Thatcher used statements largely for international issues (85 per cent
compared with 42 per cent for Wilson and 24 per cent for Heath). But
she made far fewer anyway – on only 79 days in her eleven-and-a-half
years of office, including fewer than five per session in her last five years.
John Major increased the number somewhat to 71 over six years and
four months – but this figure includes speeches too. Blair made 41 state-
ments in his first five years.41

Dunleavy and Jones found that Mrs Thatcher brought the amount of
speech-making by the prime minister to a low point too. The decline
had been going on since the 1920s, with exceptions during times of
acute crisis, such as Eden in the Suez crisis. The prime minister’s main
routine performances are in the debate on the annual Queen’s Speech,
setting out the legislative programme for the new session, in debates on
the most important pieces of legislation, and in emergency debates or
no-confidence debates called by the Opposition. Mrs Thatcher made
cabinet colleagues do all but the most unavoidable speeches. Half her
own speeches were on foreign affairs. Apart from the debate on the
Queen’s Speech, she spoke for fifteen minutes or more only 23 times
between 1979 and 1990. After 1987 she spoke on just one day per
session. Major and Blair continued the trend. In his first year Blair made
only one set-piece speech – in the debate on the Speech from the Throne
setting out the government’s legislative programme. Otherwise ‘he seems
to have shied away from speeches . . .’.42

The fourth type of performance, intervening in debates, is defined by
Dunleavy and Jones to take account of the idea of debate as interactive.
Their measure is anything which Hansard records – which excludes
body language but includes points of order and interjections. Between
1974 and 1990 prime ministers intervened scarcely at all. Callaghan
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intervened only fifteen times in four sessions and Thatcher sixteen times
in her first five sessions. From 1985 onwards she intervened only once,
shortly before her resignation. Major and Blair barely intervened
either.43

The exceptionally large Labour majority won in 1997 enabled Tony
Blair to pay less heed to the Commons than John Major, and he quickly
established a reputation for being uninterested.44 The number of days
in which he took some part in proceedings reached an all-time low of
25 per cent. It is clear that, at least for the time being, a prime minis-
ter no longer needs to appear in the Commons as often as even quite
recent predecessors. He can use the rules of procedure, as did Major
and Blair, to make written reports – in answer to planted written ques-
tions – on subjects such as summits and visits abroad, about which
Churchill, say, reported in person and took questions. His performances
are highly formalized. He need never speak without preparation and a
script. He performs almost entirely on his own terms, starting with the
decision whether to perform at all.

Apart from rare emergency or no-confidence debates, Question Time
is the one exception to all that. Here, his control is severely limited.
Indeed it is arguably the formal performance over which he has least
control in any location, inside parliament or out. Its high priority for
the prime minister is reflected in the fact that Blair missed only seven
out of a possible 169 Question Times during his first five years, while
being in other ways a comparatively poor attender. The pressure to
attend was all the greater because the sessions now happened only once
a week, and in 2003 the Commons rescheduled them to the still more
newsworthy time of twelve noon.45

Some of the unpredictability of Question Time is removed by prepa-
ration and by party management – for example the planting of friendly
questions (the institutional premiership at work).46 When the prime min-
ister is on his feet looking across the chamber, however, he is on his
own. The fewer such performances, one might argue, the greater the H-
bomb deterrent effect. The fact that a well-prepared prime minister with
an adequate majority is extremely unlikely to put on a terminally dis-
astrous performance at Question Time does not mean his preparation
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will have taken no account of the need to minimize the possibility that
this might happen. It is no surprise that prime ministers get nervous.47

For such reasons it is difficult to know how far the largely quantitative
decline of performance traced by Dunleavy and Jones reflects a lower-
ing of prime ministers’ priority for their parliamentary work. It is also
difficult to fit the work clearly into categories of prime ministerial tasks.
In some ways, it is activity devoted to the achievement of general goals:
managing the government’s policies and legislative programme; main-
taining a majority; building the prime minister’s vision. In others, per-
formance is public communication as an end in itself. If one takes the
‘stylization’ point far enough, indeed, prime ministerial performance
might now be regarded as one of the nineteenth-century commentator
Bagehot’s ‘dignified’ parts of the constitution and no longer one of the
‘efficient’ parts.

Ritual, however, can be highly functional. If one of the purposes of
parliament is to symbolize representative and responsible government,
then a ritual display may sustain the symbolism. It is probably in this
way that one should judge Blair’s agreement in 2002, after much urging,
to attend, twice a year, sessions of the committee composed of twenty-
five chairmen of the thirty-five departmental select committees.48 But
however one views it, the prime minister’s parliamentary activity is the
part of his formal work which most regularly shows him as a public
performer.

The Prime Minister’s Informal Tasks

By definition, there is even more flexibility about the prime minister’s
informal tasks than the formal ones, since there are no external author-
ities defining them. Even more of them, too, perhaps, are likely to be
carried out privately, and any public accounts of them will not origi-
nate either from the prime minister personally or the institutional pre-
miership. One should also expect more variation between prime
ministers. For all those reasons there is no point in seeking to give more
than an indicative account of them.
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The prime minister undertakes innumerable informal executive activ-
ities linked to the formal work of running the machinery of government.
For example, cabinet and cabinet committee meetings are supplemented
by informal and casual meetings with ministers, civil servants and a
variety of other persons involved in policy matters. Their purpose is to
pre-digest, concert, bypass, undermine – that is, in one way and another
to manage – the outcomes of the formal machinery. Their informality
includes such features as spontaneity or irregularity, varying and infor-
mal locations (such as aircraft), lack of agenda and minutes, or even of
a clear outcome, and changing and uncertain membership. They were
a device much used by Blair and are well illustrated by the nature of his
dealings with the Chancellor, Gordon Brown. Peter Riddell, a well-
placed journalist, writes that ‘officials initially found it hard to pene-
trate the frequent Blair/Brown relationship and it was only after the
arrival of Jeremy Heywood [private secretary] that a record was kept
of their discussions’. More broadly, ‘the idea that officials at Number
10 headquarters are smoothly pulling strings and levers, effortlessly con-
trolling events, is ridiculous’.49

Knowledge of the existence of informal groups at cabinet level,
though less often of their methods and meeting-places, entered the text-
books in the middle of the twentieth century. Lloyd George had a
‘kitchen cabinet’ of favoured ministers; Churchill had ‘cronies’. Wilson
had a varying group of intimates. Thatcher relied on a succession of
fixers, including Willie Whitelaw and John Wakeham. Analysts (not
excluding a prime minister’s own colleagues) generally start looking for
an ‘inner cabinet’ of some kind whenever a prime minister has settled
into office. The recent demystification of the system has enabled acad-
emics to plot their incidence more elaborately than before, in the kind
of literature discussed earlier.

Secretiveness is a common feature of these informal processes.
Because they are likely to be seen as the ‘real’ ways in which policies
and issues are settled, they are of great interest to journalists. The prime
minister, both personally and through the agency of the press office –
and, no doubt, of other intermediaries – will be active in managing the
flow of information about them, as one method of getting his way.

The prime minister’s informal parliamentary tasks are aimed princi-
pally at sustaining his reputation in the party among backbenchers.
Neglect and isolation are dangerous risks. Eden lost touch during the
build-up to the Anglo-French invasion of Suez in 1956. Thatcher did so
in 1990, at a time of domestic difficulty with the unpopular ‘poll tax’
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intended to replace the local authority rates. During the Conservative
leadership contest forced upon her by backbenchers, she attached a
higher priority to attending a European summit in Paris than to staying
at home in order to bolster her support. The tea room, smoking room
and bars at Westminster are the traditional haunts which from time to
time a prime minister should visit. For instance both Wilson and
Callaghan, the former aide Bernard Donoughue writes, ‘spent a fair
amount of time in the House of Commons both before and after Ques-
tion Time, meeting with ministers and MPs who sought a brief word
with them’.50 Even the lengthy process of trooping through the voting
lobbies in a division gives opportunities for chat, and John Major voted
on many occasions, nursing his small majority after 1992, on days when
he did not otherwise take part in proceedings.

The usual intermediary in these encounters is the prime minister’s
principal private secretary, who is chosen for his or her suitability to
interpret the prime minister and the party to each other. His job will
include attending party meetings on the prime minister’s behalf, as well
as dealing with individuals. Major’s PPS ‘would meet individual MPs
for meals, and arrange for groups of them to take tea with Major’.51

Such meetings do not necessarily take place at the Commons. Blair was
keen on entertaining at Downing Street, for instance. Wherever they
happen, they need more organizing than in the past, because MPs now
have offices of their own – and these may be several minutes away from
the Commons facilities. (See chapter 4.) Much of the casual contact in
the public rooms of the Commons is a thing of the past.

Conclusion

That is a summary survey, and it takes no account of party activities
carried out by the prime minister not strictly in that capacity. But it is
enough to indicate that some of the prime minister’s tasks must involve
him in public communication, and others may. Only a few, concerned
with security, positively ought not. The flexibility of both the formal
and informal parts of the job give him great range as a performer and
as a news source. A leitmotiv of the job can thus be the claim, a truism
since Blair came to power but not so long ago a novelty, that presenta-
tion is part of substance. Whether a prime minister is wise to try and
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do something at all and, if so, what and how, are all matters affected,
in this era of electronic glut, by whether the decision can be sold. The
ultimate buyers are the electorate. Typically the prime minister uses
public communication in conjunction with his formal powers. The
formal powers, it was suggested at the start of the chapter, give him
authority; public communication turns it into power. This process will
be explored further in chapters 2 and 3.
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