
Written submission from former Permanent Secretary Sir John Elvidge 
 
Dear Linda, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 7 July. 
 
As you would expect, I wish to provide the Committee with whatever helpful information I 
am in a position to supply.  It is important though that I emphasise, at the outset, that my 
tenure as Permanent Secretary is now between ten and seventeen years ago; and it is 
necessary therefore that I am cautious about reliance on my memory.  I am also conscious 
that the Scottish Government has documentary records which enable them to provide 
authoritative answers to some of the Committee's questions about written procedures or 
matters such as the results of staff surveys.  Rightly, I have no access to Scottish 
Government records; and I believe that it would be a disservice to the Committee in its 
important task to substitute my partial recollection for factual evidence which the Committee 
is able to obtain from the Scottish Government. 
 
Within these necessary caveats, I can say that it was not my perception during my thirty 
seven year career in the Civil Service, including the entire period between the inception of 
devolved government in 1999 and the end of my term as Permanent Secretary in 2010, that 
staff felt a general inhibition in expressing concerns about bullying and harassment. 
 
One factor in that is the important role played by the civil service trade unions in representing 
and safeguarding the interests of their members.  The trade unions were important partners 
with the senior management of the Civil Service in ensuring that both individual civil servants' 
concerns and the evidence from staff surveys were taken seriously.  Within the Scottish 
Government, it was my perception that we had an open and frank relationship between 
senior management and the trade unions.  This had also been my perception prior to 
devolution, for part of which I was able to view that relationship from the trade union 
perspective, as a member of my own union's National Executive and Chair of the Scottish 
Office branch. 
 
The availability of trade union support was an important part of the safeguards available to 
staff who wished to make a complaint relating to bullying or harassment.  Another key part 
of those safeguards, in addition to clear and formal lines of access to line management 
support above the level of every member of staff's immediate line manager, was that there 
was parallel access to colleagues in the central Human Resources function.  All of this short 
term support must be viewed also in the context of a set of arrangements which sought to 
ensure that decisions of medium and long term impact on individual members of staff, such 
as assignments to particular posts or promotion decisions, were taken through collective 
management processes which sought to ensure that the views of individual line managers 
about individual staff did not have a degree of weight that would deter a member of staff 
from raising concerns. 
 
As I have said, the Scottish Government has the capacity to provide factual detail on staff 
survey results, evidence about the number of complaints and the way in which consideration 
of the available evidence was reflected in the process of keeping under review the 
effectiveness of procedures . It may be more helpful, therefore, if I seek to address your 
question about understanding by staff and politicians of what did and did not constitute 
acceptable behaviour.   
 
In this discussion, it is important to remember that general employment law applies within 



government just as it does to other working environments.  In addition, I think that the Civil 
Service Code and the Ministerial Code, to which you refer in your letter, were important and 
helpful in seeking to elaborate the expected standards of conduct in the distinctive working 
environment which exists within government, particularly at the centre of government where 
around a third of the total staff of the Scottish Government and its Executive Agencies were 
employed post devolution. 
 
Having said that, the post devolution period required particular attention to ensuring 
understanding of requirements and expectations.  The Scottish Government experienced a 
period of extensive external recruitment at all levels of the Civil Service which created a 
requirement to ensure that new staff, including those with management responsibility for 
others, understood the Civil Service Code and the ethos of the UK Civil Service.  At the 
same time, devolution presented an intensification of an issue for politicians which has often 
been a subject of discussion in relation to the challenges facing Ministers, that they receive 
little or no preparation or training for the role which they take on in directing the activities of 
government and working with civil servants in carrying out the onerous work involved in 
Ministerial office.  With only a very small number of exceptions, those appointed as Ministers 
post devolution had no prior experience of central government on which to draw. 
 
It is important to understand the stresses to which Ministers often felt subject in their work.  
In addition to the respect which civil servants in general had for the Ministerial role, as the 
embodiment of democratic government, in my experience those civil servants who worked 
closely with Ministers tended to develop an empathetic understanding of the stresses that 
Ministers felt.  Consequently, some civil servants tended not to interpret as bullying any 
behaviours which they saw as a response to that stress, if an individual Minister did not 
display those behaviours at other times.  In combination with the strong cultural 
understanding that civil servants should exercise restraint in responding to personal criticism 
by Ministers, this tended to have the effect that Ministers did not experience the kind of 
feedback about their behaviours which might occur in other working environments.  Instead, 
a civil servant who felt that an individual Minister has gone beyond acceptable boundaries 
would be expected to communicate that to their managers, so that senior officials could raise 
those concerns either with the Minister concerned or with the First Minister or Deputy First 
Minister. 
 
As a final point on this question of understanding, I observe that there is a wider context, in 
which both political and media attitudes have been known to produce expressions of 
encouragement and support for Ministers about whom rumours of behaviour towards civil 
servants which could be considered as bullying have entered the public domain.  Although 
these occurrences may be the exception rather than the rule, this may have led civil servants 
to feel that complaints of bullying might be the subject of hostile comment suggesting that 
aggressive behaviour by Ministers was necessary to secure progress.  While my experience 
has not been that this led civil servants to withhold concerns from their colleagues and 
immediate managers, it may well have affected their readiness to make formal complaints, 
even where their managers sought to reassure them that such complaints would be handled 
in a way which sought to protect complainants and to avoid repetition of unacceptable 
behaviour. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Sir John Elvidge 
2 August 2020 
 


