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UK Government and Public Services - Overview
Welcome

Founded in 1999, Oscar Research provides intelligence and engagement solutions for those wishing to understand & communicate with organisations 

providing UK Public Services. 

Part of our work involves the understanding of the structure, funding and make-up of the Public Sector and the delivery of Public Services. This document 

provides an initial summary and series of charts to help explain the organisational, political and management structure of Government and Public Services.

Sections:

Introduction

The Political, Non-Executive and Management Dimensions

Organisation and Funding Flow Charts
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UK Government and Public Services - Overview
Introduction

Often thought of homogeneously or collectively as the Government; the Public Sector is composed of thousands of organisations primarily funded by the 

population delivering free or subsidised services to the public (Public Services). Employing over 5 million people within Public Sector entities, with spending 

of over £1000 Billion and representing over 40% of GDP, it is a very large market and carries great significance to the UK economy. Includes the National 

Health Service, the 9th largest employer in the world.

Terminology is a useful place to start. Since the beginning of large scale privatisation and especially since towards the end of the last Century, for the 

purposes of looking from the perspective of service delivery and the market, it may be helpful to think of the Government and Public Sector more generally 

as organisations involved with “Public Services”; collectively that being the people and organisations that determine policy, collect taxes, control spending 

and ultimately deliver publicly funded services.

In the strictest sense, the Public Sector is made up of organisations that belong to the state and are funded through a combination of Taxation and 

Government Departmental funding and other disclosed revenue sources generated directly by the organisation (parking charges, rents, commercial service 

charges etc). However, as a result of many arrangements and combinations of public funding with private bodies, voluntary organisations, public body 

owned companies and contractors providing public funded services, the boundaries between organisations that are owned, run and paid for by the state 

and those that aren’t -  but still deliver services to the public - are definitely grey. 

Care Homes and Housing Associations being good examples of private or third sector organisations that provide services provided to the public, often paid 

for or subsidised in part or whole by the state. Multi-Academy Trusts and Academy Schools are also modern instances of organisations that are and tasked 

with providing a public service (namely Education) and are funded primarily through the state but are run locally by private entities and are broadly outside 

of political control.
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UK Government and Public Services - Overview
Introduction

Primarily the flow of funding (money) comes top down from individual Government Departments whose income is delivered in the form of budgets 

allocated from tax revenues and determined by The Treasury. These Departments deliver funding to other regional and local organisations such as Schools, 

Colleges and Councils, run their own services directly and often also have a number of Agencies and other Bodies that provide specific - usually national 

level services – such as the DVLA as an Agency of the Department for Transport. These Agencies may in turn provide funding to Local and Regional 

organisations, as is the case with the NHS. Notably Local Taxation in the form of Council Tax and Business Rates, as well as various other charged services, 

are also collected at a level by Councils and account for around 75% of revenue across Local Government.

One way to divide up organisations that deliver and organise Public Services is as follows:

Central Government – Departments and their Agencies

Local Government – Councils, Police, Fire and other Local Authority Services

NHS – Hospital Trusts, Health and Care Boards, Ambulance Trusts and GP Surgeries

Further and Higher Education – Colleges and Universities (post 16 Education)

Schools – State, Independent and Academy Nurseries, Primary and Secondary

Private/Charity Run Public Services – CIC’s, Publicly Owned Companies, Housing Associations, Health and Social Care Providers

There are of course connections between these areas and some services are provided by more than one of these categories. In some areas, Social Housing 

may be provided directly by a Council, via a Housing Association, or both. Some Care Homes are still run and operated by Councils or the NHS, though the 

majority are privately run offering some Local Authority funded places. Dental Practices are healthcare providers, some being owned and run by the NHS 

and providing free care, but the majority being Private Practices that may offer NHS funded care. An interesting differentiator between the Public and 

Private Sectors is that Public Sector organisations have rules governing what they must do, whereas the Private Sector have rules governing what they must 

not do. This is a defining principle behind the running, organisation and general ethos of Public Bodies
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UK Government and Public Services - Overview
The Political, Non-Executive and Management Dimensions

Political

There are two areas of Political control over the running, strategy and delivery of Public Services in the UK.

National Representatives. These are Members of Parliament and include Members of the devolved Governments within Scotland, Wales and Northern 

Ireland; elected to a seat (seats represent a Political area known as a Constituency) by the population (typically every 5 years) representing different 

political parties. The party gaining the majority of seats (or multiple parties in the instance of a coalition) effectively take control of Policy and Finances (and 

become known as ‘The Government’), headed by the leader of the party who becomes the Prime Minister. The other parties then take the position, 

through their members, of supporting or opposing the Government of the day in relation to individual issues and passing of laws, with the largest minority 

party being known as ‘The Opposition’ 

Some of these MP’s are part of what’s known as the Cabinet or Front Bench (membership of which is determined by the Prime Minister); heading different 

Government Departments (these are known as Ministerial Departments - notably there are also ‘Non Ministerial Departments’   for

example HMRC   which are run by Civil Servants and are intended to be beyond Political control and consequently  not headed up by an MP). The MP (or 

‘Minister’) that heads up a Department takes on the political and strategic responsibility for the running of their department. 

In addition to Members of Parliament(s) in the UK that make up the ‘House of Commons’ there is a second ‘House’ or ‘Chamber’ populated by Lords 

(commonly known as ‘The House of Lords’). Membership to this House is now by appointment, though there are a smaller number of hereditary members. 

Appointment comes via the King through recommendation from the Prime Minister or Appointments Commission. The purpose of the Lords is to scrutinise 

the passing of laws/legislation proposed by the Commons and have the ability to make suggestions or even stop legislation being passed. 
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The Political, Non-Executive and Management Dimensions

Local Representatives. These are Councillors and stand for election for one of three types of Council (some stand for more than one type at the same time). 

Top Level (Unitary, County, Metropolitan and London Boroughs), Second Level (District) and Parish (includes Town Councils). These all form part of Local 

Elections that happen every May, with some Councils having partial elections each year for 3 years (known as ‘Thirds) and others having all elections once 

every 4 years. 

The person that wins their seat (these represent a political area known as a ‘Ward’ or ‘Electoral Division’ in the case of Top and  Second Tier Councils) is 

then a Councillor representing a political party within the Council (it should be noted that many Councillors are classified as ‘Independent’ politically). As 

with national Government, the party with the majority of seats will run the Council and the leader of that party will become the leader of the Council, or in 

the cases of coalitions, a number of parties will pool their seats to form a majority and usually the party with the majority of those seats will have its leader 

appointed as leader of the Council. If there is no clear controlling party following an election, the Council will be classified as having ‘No Overall Control’ and 

one of the party leaders will be nominated as the Leader. 

There is an increasing trend towards Councils now not having a leader established in the way detailed above and rather having a directly elected Mayor 

(this is quite different to ceremonial mayors which all Towns and Cities have). The Elected Mayors stand for election directly and will often represent a 

political party. Elected Mayors run the Council in place of a party leader. In either instance, the remaining Councillors will form part of Cabinets and 

Committees that oversee the running of all the services provided by the Council. There are a number of different approaches to the way that Councils 

divide up the political side into Cabinets and Committees, but that would justify a complete article on its own. In addition to Elected Mayors to run Councils, 

there has also been the creation of Police and Crime Commissioners   (PCC); these are elected posts and the incumbent takes on responsibility for the 

scrutiny of local Police Services. The PCC’s are separate to the actual Forces (which are headed by a Chief Constable) and have replaced Police Authorities 

which were tasked with monitoring the work of their respective Forces.
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The Political, Non-Executive and Management Dimensions

Non-Executive

For those organisations that don’t have directly elected representatives, they typically have a Non-Executive Board (in a similar way to PLC’s). Good 

examples of this would be for NHS Hospital Trusts and Universities. These Boards often feature a mixture of former Management and Lay Members. The 

most important consideration for these positions is that they are responsible for the scrutiny of the organisation and help to ensure the effective and fair 

running and provision of services.

Management

These are people employed by an organisation on salary and specifically in the case of Government Departments and Agencies defined as Civil Servants 

(worth noting employees of national Arm’s Length Bodies, known as Non Departmental Public Bodies or QUANGO’s are not Civil Servants). The number of 

staff of course varies considerably, from a small GP Surgery with perhaps 6 staff members to large Departments and Local Authorities employing tens of

thousands. Almost all organisations will have a senior Executive or ‘Chief Officer’ contact (in larger organisations these would typically be a ‘Chief 

Executive’) who takes on responsibility for all aspects of the day to day running of the organisation. This role in smaller organisations may be fulfilled by, for 

example, a Head Teacher in Schools or a Practice Manager in GP Surgeries but in all instances this position takes ultimate  responsibility for the co 

ordination, running and provision of services. 
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The Political, Non-Executive and Management Dimensions

Management cont..

Beyond the Chief Officer, positions are generally split into two sides:

Corporate: Corporate: Like any organisation, Public Sector bodies need internal staff to manage the running of the organisation. From Legal and 

Procurement, Finance to IT, HR to Training and Facilities to Health and Safety. In larger organisations there is generally a department (and sometimes 

multiple departments) headed by a Director that exists simply to facilitate the operational side of the organisation. 

Service: Most larger organisations will divide their services into multiple departments, each with a Director/Head, to split up the delivery of their core 

services to the public/their clients. In the case of Councils these can be diverse and range from Social Care to Highways and often have completely separate 

budgets, locations and even their own corporate staff. In other instances, such as Universities, there may be a range of different departments headed by a 

senior staff member for different subject areas. In Hospital Trusts, Medical Services, Nursing and Specific Clinical functions tend to be split into different 

departments. In short, each organisation (even the same types of organisations) will often arrange themselves differently to accommodate the delivery of 

services, to reflect the needs of the public and according to the local and national political influence of the day.
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Education and 
Training Companies

Government Departments

Ministerial and Non Ministerial Departments. Ultimately responsible for the provision of all Public Services. Headed by a 
Permanent Secretary and often divided into directorates. In Scotland Wales and Northern Ireland (devolved Government) 
each have a series of Departments independent of England, making their own policy decisions.

Executive Agencies and NDPBs

Funded by Government Departments. Fulfilling some of the operational responsibilities of the Departments 
and Co-ordinating and funding other organisations. Also includes arms length advice and arbitration.

Top Tier Councils

County, Unitary and Metropolitan Councils, provide 
Social Care,  Education, Highways, Environmental, 
Public Health, Housing*, Planning* (*Except in 
English County Councils)

Schools

Broadly come in 3 types. Private (Self 
Funded). State Maintained (Council 
Funded) and Academies (Funded by 
Central Govt).

Second Tier / District Councils - (England/NI)

Under County Councils in England, providing local 
services including Planning, Housing and 
Environmental Health. They are the only type of 
Councils in Northern Ireland with Health, Education 
and Social Care being provided by regional bodies.

Parish Councils

Museums & Libraries

Fire Services

Police Forces

Housing AssociationsCIC & CharitiesCare Homes

Health Boards (Scotland/Wales)

Co-ordinate and run all primary 
and secondary healthcare.

Integrated Care Boards (England)

Boards of Health and Social Care 
professionals that Commission 
Healthcare Services.

GP Surgeries

Dentists

Hospitals

Acute Hospital Trusts

Mental Health Trusts

Community Trusts

Ambulance Trusts

Colleges

Universities

CPS

Courts

Prisons

Probation

Health & 
Wellbeing 

Boards

Central Government
Local Government
NHS
Further & Higher  Education
Schools
Private / Charity Run Public Services 

Multi 
Academy 

Trusts

Private Healthcare
Trading Companies (LATC)
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Central Government
Private / Charity Run Public Services 
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Central Government - Organisational, Political and Management Structure

Executive Agencies

Funded by Government Departments. 
Fulfilling specific  operational responsibilities 
and services of the Departments and 
Co-ordinating and funding other 
organisations. 

Non Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs)

Arms length but funded by Government 
Departments. Executive organisations 
fulfilling some of the operational 
responsibilities of the Departments Others 
providing advice and arbitration.

CPS

Courts

Prisons

Probation

Government Owned Companies / Contractors

Department or Agency Owned companies fulfilling 
specific functions or services. Or the wholesale 
delivery of services through contractors.

National Government Departments

Ministerial and Non Ministerial Departments. Ultimately responsible for the 
provision of all Public Services. Including Health, Education, Defence, Local 
Government, Immigration, Finance and Environment. 

Nationally Elected Members - MPs
Headed by the Prime Minister. With 
Cabinet Members heading up 
Ministerial Departments.

Civil Service Staff
Permanently employed employees. 
Headed by a Permanent Secretary 
and organised into Directorates

Devolved  Government Departments

In Scotland Wales and Northern Ireland (devolved 
Government) each have a series of Departments 
independent of England, making their own policy 
decisions.

Nationally Elected Members - MSPs/SMs/AMs
Headed by a leader for each Nation. With Regional and 
Local Constituency members.

Civil Service Staff
Permanently employed employees. 
Usually Headed by a Permanent 
Secretary and organised into 
Directorates

Civil Service Staff
Permanently employed 
employees. Usually Headed by a 
Chief Executive and organised 
into Departments.

Public Sector Workers
Permanently employed 
employees. Usually Headed by a 
Chief Executive and organised 
into Departments.

Members of the Lords
Membership to this House is primarily 
by appointment with a smaller number 
of hereditary members.



Local Government
Private / Charity Run Public Services 
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Local Government - Organisational, Political and Management Structure

Police Forces
Responsible for the protection of life and property, 
preservation of the peace and strategy and planning around 
the detection and prevention of criminal offences.

Parish Councils
The lowest tier of Councils. Including Town Councils. 
These organisations typically exist outside of 
metropolitan areas. Responsibilities include Parks 
and Play Areas, Village Halls, Allotments, 
Cemeteries, Footpaths, Some Parking, Clocks and 
War memorials. Some Signage, Lighting, Traffic 
Calming and Roadside maintenance.

Council Owned Companies (LATCs)

Department or Agency Owned companies fulfilling 
specific functions or services, including other 
commercial activities

Top Tier Councils

The only type of Councils in Scotland and Wales, in England these are 
County, Unitary and Metropolitan Councils. These organisations provide 
Social Care,  Education, Highways, Environmental, Public Health, Housing*, 
Planning* (*Except in English County Councils) and various other services.

Public Sector Workers
Permanently employed employees. 
Headed by a Chief Executive and 
organised into Departments

Locally Elected Members - Councillors
Headed by the Council Leader or Executive Mayor. Typically 
Cabinet Led Structures. Councillors represent Wards or 
Electoral Divisions in the case of County Councils.

Second Tier / District Councils - (England/NI)

Under County Councils in England. They provide local 
services including Planning, Housing and Environmental 
Health. They are the only type of Councils in Northern 
Ireland with Health, Education and Social Care being 
provided by regional bodies.

Locally Elected Members - Councillors
Headed by a Council Leader and organised 
into either Cabinet or Committee Led 
structures. Councillors represent Wards,

Oversight
In England Police Forces are overseen by elected 
Police and Crime Commissioners and across the 
devolved nations by national boards or authorities.

Members and Staff
Represented by Councillors who 
are elected every 4 years.Usually 
represented by a Parish Clerk. 
Town Councils may have a small 
number of permanent staff.

Public Sector Workers
Permanently employed employees. 
Headed by a Chief Executive and 
organised into Departments

Museums & Libraries

Care Homes

Housing Associations

CICs, Social Care Providers  
and other Contractors

Public Sector Workers
Permanently employed 
employees. Headed by a 
Chief Constable and 
organised into Departments

Oversight
In England Fire and Rescue Services are overseen by 
Fire Authorities and across the devolved nations by 
national boards or authorities.

Fire and Rescue Services
Responsibilities include extinguishing fires as well as 
protecting and saving people in the event of fires, traffic 
accidents and other emergencies and advising on fire risk 
and prevention.

Public Sector Workers
Permanently employed 
employees. Headed by a 
Chief Fire Officer  and 
organised into Departments

Combined Authorities
Partnerships or groups of two or more Councils usually 
across urban areas. Primarily focused on Transport and 
Economic Development.



NHS
Private / Charity Run Public Services 
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NHS - Organisational, Political and Management Structure

NHS Owned Companies

Typically NHS Trust owned companies fulfilling specific 
functions or services. 

Integrated Care Boards (ICB’s)

In England only. Responsible for Health 
Strategy and the allocation of NHS 
funding through commissioning of 
healthcare Services for their areas.

Board Members
Headed by a Chair and made up of GPs 
and other Local Stakeholders from Local 
Government and Secondary Care.

NHS Staff
Permanently employed 
employees. Headed by a 
Chief Executive.

Hospitals

Private Hospitals, Clinics and 
Hospices

Scottish and Welsh Health Boards

Responsible for the planning, 
commissioning and delivery of Primary 
and Secondary Healthcare for their 
areas.

NHS Trusts

Almost exclusively in England.Typically serving a 
specific area and either particular  healthcare 
functions (such as mental Health Trusts) or 
general secondary healthcare services including 
A&E, inpatient services, treatment, operations and 
consultations. 

Clinics

GP Surgeries
Part of the NHS primary care services 
and include GP and Nurse Consultations 
for the Public, Prescribing and in some 
cases Dispensing.

Social Care Providers  and 
other Contractors

NI Health and Social Care Trust

Responsible for the planning, 
commissioning and delivery of Primary 
and Secondary Healthcare for their 
areas.

Dental Practices
Practices provide a range of preventative 
and corrective dental care services. They 
can be run or funded by the NHS, and/or 
private paid services to patients.

NHS Staff
Led by a Chief Exec and 
organised into both 
Operational and Clinical 
Departments

NHS Staff
Led by a Chief Exec and 
organised into both 
Operational and Clinical 
Departments

Board Members
Headed by a Chair and populated by Non-Executive 
Directors

Board Members
Headed by a Chair and may include 
Elected Councillors from the Board areas

NHS Staff
Operationally headed by 
a Practice Manager. 
Typically will have one or 
many senior GP 
Partners.

GP Federations

Primary Care Networks

NHS Staff
Led by a Chief Exec and 
organised into both 
Operational and Clinical 
Departments

NHS Staff
Operationally headed by 
a Practice Manager. 
Typically will have one or 
many senior  Partners.

Pharmacies



Further & Higher  Education
Schools
Private / Charity Run Public Services 
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Education - Organisational, Political and Management Structure

F/HE Owned Companies

Typically College or University owned companies 
fulfilling specific functions or services. 

State Schools

Local Authority Funded and 
Controlled Schools. Typically 
divided into either Primary or 
Secondary Schools. Some 
areas have Middle Schools. 
Others have a Grammar 
system.

Colleges

Providing tertiary education to those over 16. There are 
many types of college from 6th Form to Higher Education / 
Degree awarding and specialist training and education 
providers.

Universities

Providing a range of Higher Education Courses to UK and 
Foreign students. Universities are Undergraduate and 
Graduate Degree awarding organisations.

Education and 
Training Companies

Multi Academy Trusts (MATs)

Charitable or Private MAT’s 
provide a central resource for 
staff, support and redistribution 
of funding across member 
schools. 

Academy Schools

Independent of Local Authority 
Control and Funded Directly 
from Central Government. 
Academies can be Primary, 
Secondary Schools or 
Colleges.

Independent Schools

Often Charities. Providing 
Education services ranging 
from Nursery age to 18 usually 
fee paying and some providing 
boarding services.

Board and Staff
Board Membership is made up of Trustees headed by a Chair. Operationally 
led by a HeadTeacher usually with Heads of Department

Single Academy 
Trusts

Federations

Staff
Led by a Vice Chancellor 
and divided into 
operational and 
academic departments

Board and Staff
The Board is typically made up 
of Trustees and headed by a 
Chair. Operationally larger 
MAT’s will be headed by a 
Director of Chief Executive. 

Board
Typically run by Governors from 
the Community, School and 
Parents. Led by a Chair

Staff
Operationally led by a 
HeadTeacher usually with Heads 
of Department

Staff
Led by a Principal and 
divided into operational 
and academic 
departments

Board
Typically a Board of Governors Headed by a Chair and 
including staff and independent membership.

Board
Usually a board of trustees headed by a Chancellor and 
including independent members.

Private Nurseries 
and Pre-Schools

State run Nurseries
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