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Q1 Chair: Welcome to the Public Accounts Committee on Wednesday 18 March 2020. We meet in unusual times, but we are pleased to have in front of us two witnesses who have key roles in how the Government are tackling the challenge of coronavirus, as well as their day job. We will spend some time asking questions about that, and we will cover some of the other territory, because some of it is pertinent to where we are now. As this may be our last full hearing of the Committee, depending on how things go, our focus is on coronavirus, as is yours. 

Let me introduce our witnesses, from my left to right. Alex Aiken is the executive director of Government communications, after a long career in public affairs. Sir John Manzoni is chief executive of the Civil Service and permanent secretary of the Cabinet Office. Sir John, we want to convey our thanks to civil servants who are working night and day to deal with this huge challenge. You are chief executive of the Civil Service, but I think you will be heading off at the end of this month. I don’t normally give people a moment to say something, but, on this occasion, it would be helpful if you wanted to say a few words before we come to questions. I will then come to Mr Aiken on some of the communication issues.

Sir John Manzoni: To say a few words about what? Presumably not about me leaving, but about all the work that people are doing in the Civil Service.

Chair: Could you talk about you leaving, and then we will move on to everything else?
Sir John Manzoni: About me leaving; okay.

Chair: Are you still leaving?

Sir John Manzoni: My contract ended at the end of October last year, which I did not think was a particularly propitious time to move, so I extended until the end of March this year. I have said, for the moment, that I will be leaving in the spring. I have not said 31 March. Of course, I will be flexible to a point, if I can be, in order to be helpful.

It will depend on a lot of things. It depends on transition succession and how that goes, and whether there is something I can do that is helpful in the current, particularly acute environment. I don’t know the answer to that, to be honest. Sometimes it is good to help where you can, but sometimes it is good to just get it out of the way. It is a little fluid, and I will be as flexible as I can be, up to a point.

Q2 Chair: Okay. Mr Aiken.

Alex Aiken: I have worked at the Cabinet Office since 2012, and I want to say—partly on behalf of the other functional leaders, who I think share my view—that the agenda of professionalism, and of the use of deep professional knowledge and experience, has motored and accelerated under John’s leadership. I think that is a legacy that he will leave. You can test that, and you do test that through your Committee. As someone who has been both a consumer and part of the leadership, that ought to be recognised.

Q3 Chair: It’s not often you get bouquets at the Committee, Sir John. Others will be talking more to you about what is going on, but I want to turn first to you, Mr Aiken. You have the role of head of communications for the Government. Is it you who is in charge of communication about coronavirus? Is that fair to say?

Alex Aiken: Yes. For your benefit and for that of colleagues, I will try to explain my role in three parts. The first part is the Government communication strategy; that is set out in the Government communications plan, which is available online or in hard copy. The second is the joint leadership of the Cabinet Office and No. 10 comms operation, with Lee Cain and James Slack, the Prime Minister’s official spokesman. The third is as head of profession—that directly relates to the remarks I just made—which is to identify best practice and make that the standard of what we do.

Q4 Chair: You are in charge of it, so when it comes to communications, for instance over the weekend, it was you who was calling the shots on what was said, where and who said it? Does it go down that deep?

Alex Aiken: First, I would say that I advise Ministers. It is the Prime Minister who has taken a leading role in this, with other Ministers, including the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and the Health Secretary. They are responsible for the leadership and the decisions. I advise on that and execute the decisions that they take.

Certainly, I am responsible operationally for the health campaign—I hope, trust and expect everyone has washed their hands, and presumably those who aren’t here are self-isolating, if they are unwell—as well as the business engagement we do, the work we do to support neighbourhoods and the work we do to galvanise scientists, and to help explain what is going on. Operationally, I am responsible for that.

Q5 Chair: When it comes to some of the briefings at the weekend, we seemed to be getting anonymous briefings coming out and different messages from different bits of Government. Was that down to you failing in your role, or did someone go rogue?

Alex Aiken: I have been involved in politics for a long time and now, as you said at the start of your remarks, in public affairs. I hope I have been involved since 2000—these past 20 years—in public service at Westminster Council and latterly at the Cabinet Office. There have always been anonymous briefings. You can see that every day. Certainly, that is not part of my work. My work is the official work of the Government communication service.

Q6 Chair: Do you have any control? You are in charge but when these things happen, in a situation as serious as this, the public get confused. Indeed, Members of Parliament get confused when we are asked questions by the public. Have you taken a grip since the weekend to try and get things back on track?

Alex Aiken: This was led by the Department for Health, the Secretary of State, the permanent secretary and other officials at Health, to start with. They have been involved with preparing for this crisis for many months. Certainly, on the communications side I would point towards the campaign that is currently running: the campaign to wash hands, to take sensible precautions, to stay at home and so on. I have outlined other things such as the organisation of daily press conferences, our liaising with business—I was on a call about the work that we will do to inform businesses—the helpline that BEIS has set up, and many other aspects. That is my responsibility, and that is the overwhelming majority of the public communication that we do.

Q7 Chair: To be clear, was it your decision to move to daily press briefings? 

Alex Aiken: All these things are collective decisions. As I said, it is ultimately the Prime Minister’s—

Chair: Was it your recommendation?

Alex Aiken: Absolutely. 

Q8 Chair: Okay. You made that recommendation after the weekend. Is that significant? 

Alex Aiken: This is a very fast-moving environment. In the Cabinet Office hub, which co-ordinates the cross-Government communications on this, we had 9 am, 1 pm and 5 pm meetings. There are a whole series of other meetings on this—some in Downing Street and some chaired by the Cabinet Secretary. I don’t want to claim credit for one thing being my idea; as colleagues will be aware, you talk in meetings and discuss things. All ideas are proposed and tested, and then there is collective agreement, which is decision for Ministers.

Sir John Manzoni: This is a fast-moving situation. In any crisis, it takes a little time to move ahead of the curve, as opposed to being behind it. This curve is moving pretty fast. What was happening over the weekend and just prior to it was a shift from a Department of Health-led set of activities to a Government-led set of activities. That was true for the communications and is now true for the structures of Government that are responding to the crisis, which is now fully driven by the Prime Minister, with an appropriate structure underneath.

I think what you were observing was some part of being behind the curve, frankly, in this fast-moving situation, and it was also part of a transition between one Department that was leading it to the next level of response. As you heard on Monday, the science was changing and the response level and intensity was changing. All of that was going on. I am not saying we wouldn’t have preferred everything to be clear and crisp, but it was not. The system was getting ahead of it. I have to say that there will be other moments when it is not completely ahead of this particular curve.   

Q9 Chair: I don’t need to tell Mr Aiken how to suck eggs, but clear communication with the public—clear messages—is really important. We will be taking legislation through the House next week, with potentially quite draconian powers—we have not seen it yet, but that is what we are expecting. What powers do you need to be able to do your job in making it crystal clear to the public what is happening, or do you have enough?

Alex Aiken: The short answer is that I have enough. Part of the evidence for that—with the NAO in the room, and in front of this Committee, evidence is hugely important—is from the polling we have undertaken specifically to look at the issue of COVID and the battle against the virus. About 90% to 95% of the public report that they have heard the Government messages. The vast majority of people agree with them—they are not particularly controversial, but that is nevertheless the case. Between 40% and 50% of people report that they have changed their behaviour—washing their hands more often, going out less and going into work less. 

As John just said, this is a very fast-developing situation. The cross-Government hub and the research and evaluation to inform our work—this is partly building on the learning from Get ready for Brexit—are all part of the learning and building a coherent Government response. But as the science changes with a new virus, we have to build it, as John set out. 

Q10 James Wild: I declare an interest: I was a special adviser in the Cabinet Office until July last year. Is the campaign looking at whether to send leaflets with the guidance to every household?

Alex Aiken: The COVID campaign?

James Wild: Yes. 

Alex Aiken: We have discussed that. First, it may be helpful to set out the strategy, just to say, “We are really clear on this”. Again, to go back to the reason why we were gathered here originally—Get ready for Brexit—what are we trying to achieve? It is threefold: first, we want to help to stop deaths, which is obviously about encouraging the 1.4 million vulnerable people to isolate at the right time; secondly, we are trying to reduce transmission of the virus through social distancing; and, thirdly, we want to ensure that we protect the NHS by doing the first two things. I am clear about the objectives. 

I am less clear about the precise success measures as the science changes and develops, but I have given you the opinion polling evidence as part of our interim assessment of what is working or not. In terms of the tools that are most effective, we are seeking to deploy every tool that is appropriate, dependent on the situation. For example, the tech companies and some of the big telephone companies have been very helpful in suggesting ways we can use text messages. To your point, we have considered the possibility of a leaflet or letter to every household, but we have not taken a decision, nor have we recommended yet to Ministers. That is partly because of the fast-developing situation. On the business communications call I mentioned, before I came in here, we were considering whether to use HMRC to email every business. Again, that is not yet a decision that has been taken. 
I hope that gives an illustration, alongside the out-of-home, digital and television adverts that may preview on the BBC this afternoon ahead of commercial use—again, the commercial television companies have been very helpful in ensuring that a short public information advert that features Chris Whitty can go to air quite quickly after we produce it. The question is: what will have most effect? I think when we get into the rhythm—if there is one, with a peak and so on, or ahead of the peak—short, factual written leaflet information could be powerful if we could set out three to five things that we would want your household, mine and others in the room to do. But it is about clarity of communication, particularly when we have people of differing academic ability, different heritage and different backgrounds. One of the things we are urgently working on is online checkers so that you can check what you do; you put in your age, and so on, and your situation and it will give you guidance. That will help to create the trust and confidence that Government needs in the population at this time to get them to comply with social distancing and the other measures that will help achieve the three objectives I set out.

Q11 Sir Bernard Jenkin: Trust and confidence is the crucial objective, isn’t it? This is an opportunity for us to give you an opportunity to give the public confidence about how decisions are being made at the heart of Government and how they are being communicated. 

Sir John, can I first put on record my personal thanks to you for everything you have done since you came into the role of Chief Executive of the Civil Service? I hope that you will perhaps see this crisis through, if your family will forgive you. What do you see from the Cabinet Office—the centre of Government—which is meant to co-ordinate across Departments, and what do you think is being learned for the future in this crisis?

Sir John Manzoni: Look, we are learning in real time. I am not going to sit here and pretend. This is a once-in-100-years thing; we haven’t seen anything like it. First point, the science speaks. So, the decisions being made about the responses are based in our best views at the time. As you know, the Prime Minister stands there, and Chris Whitty and Patrick Vallance are on either side. They are completely involved in the decisions about the pace of response. There is no question but that any distributed organisation moves into a different mode in a crisis; it is a whole, structurally different orientation. That is what I was describing happened essentially on Sunday and Monday this week: we reorganised and realigned the crisis response structures so that we could give ourselves the best chance of being ahead of the curve, as this is a rapidly changing situation. What happened over the weekend is that the science said, “Look, this is rather faster than we had thought previously,” and that is why you saw a ramp-up. It is continuing to change. 

Of course, there are balances around what is best. It is always founded around exactly what Alex said. What we are trying to do here is create a response that does not very quickly overwhelm the public services which are there to deal with it. That is fundamentally what is going on.

It is still true, although this message is not necessarily in the public as loudly and clearly as we would like yet, that 99% of people will be fine. There is a vulnerable set of people who will not be fine, but 99% of people will be fine, even if they get this virus. The question therefore is, how do we manage this enormous exponential rise? How do we deal with that in a way that does not overwhelm the public services and the national health system in particular? That is what changed on Monday.

Of course, we have seen other countries, and the public read the press and they say, “Well, why haven’t we done that and why haven’t we done that?” Some of the things that are being done are not backed up by the science. The science will say that it doesn’t actually make a lot of difference, whether you go to an actual curfew and so on. Also, there is a timing issue, because this is not for a few weeks—this is for months. The question, therefore, is always a balance. What is the science saying? How do we delay the spread of this so that those few people—the small percentage of people—who need critical care can get the critical care and the system is not overwhelmed? Because if we got into a situation where it was overwhelmed and people were without critical care, we would be in real trouble. That is the entire focus of what is going on.

It is, of course, a dynamic judgment. The decisions are now being made very clearly. There is a series of multiple meetings a day, from the Prime Minister down, through a series of structures—I have just come from one.  There is the national health and isolation measures; there is public sector preparedness; there is the economic supply chain system; and there is an international committee. Those are the four committees, which are now beginning to create the cadence that can get ahead of this issue. 

Chair: I want to bring in Mr Aiken.

Alex Aiken: I will be brief. I am trying to build trust and confidence in Sir Bernard, which is an important task. First, the Cabinet Office is still very relevant after 100 years. The fact is that we are the co-ordinating heart the Government. There is the communications hub, which, because we have the function as the Government Communication Service, can quickly draw in behavioural scientists, data scientists, people who work in the Army, the health service, the Business Department, who stand up the comms operation. 

There are my colleagues in the commercial function working on how to procure and secure additional ventilators. 

There is the HR function, under Rupert McNeil, organising the staff hub and organising the simple hygiene, and the advice to colleagues about working from home or if you are critical and the need to come into the office. The whole machine is standing up those functions under the Cabinet Office. 

My bet would be that that happens much quicker than in many other Governments. 

Q12 Sir Bernard Jenkin: I am quite surprised that—what was it?—only 55% of people have shown significant behaviour change. I presume that comes from survey data of some kind.  

Alex Aiken: Yes.

Q13 Sir Bernard Jenkin: Why do you think we haven’t got through to the whole country? I am astonished. 

Alex Aiken: I am quite happy to share the polling with the Committee. I am giving you highlights of the early results. 

First, any communication campaign is about awareness into understanding into action. I am sure we will return to this. You have got 90%, 95% awareness—in some surveys, 98%. Understanding is at 70% to 80%. On actual action, the handwashing figure was at about 46% of people who said they wash their hands more often. 

Most commercial companies that are trying to get us to buy their products every day of the year would die for 46% action, as a proxy. The other thing is that this takes time. I would argue that that is very quick action over a very short period, to deal with an issue where—again, we can share some other points in the survey. To the question, “Do you think this a risk for the country?”, around 40% to 46% say it is. “Do I think it is a risk for me personally?” The figures have been going up, but a couple of weeks ago, it was 10%. One in 10 people thought it was a personal risk. If that had been 90%, I think we would probably have got 100% compliance. 

That is significant action very early in a campaign for a threat that did, at that stage of the campaign, seem reasonably far away. 

Chair: It would be very helpful if you let us have that survey data. 

Q14 Sir Bernard Jenkin: This is my last question. I believe that the group of Ministers led by the Prime Minister on this are all men. So far in this conversation, we haven’t mentioned the name of a single woman. You are both men. All the press conferences have been conducted by men. What do you think we should do to make sure we are communicating to women and that the messaging coming out of the Government is women speaking to women, instead of just men speaking to the whole population?

Alex Aiken: The Deputy Chief Medical Officer, as you will have seen on the television, is a woman, but I completely agree with you. It is something I champion in my profession: unless you have different voices, different experiences and a different demographic in the room, you will make the wrong decisions. In many meetings, the Chilcot lessons are drilled into us. You have got to say, why, and is that right, and so on. I can see the point of your question, but I would seek to assure you, when I reference the behavioural scientists, the data scientists and the polling people we use, that we are looking at what the data tells us about which groups are more concerned and less concerned, and we test the communication, so I hope it appeals to the right demographics at the right time. But I think it’s a fair challenge.

Q15 Sir Bernard Jenkin: Shouldn’t the Government make sure that there are more women in the room when the decisions are being made and communicated?

Sir John Manzoni: There are. I have just come out of one of those sub-committee meetings, and of course the people there are not all men; they have women in them. In fact, at the one I have just come out of, the Home Secretary was there and the Secretary of State for the DWP was loud and clear in the meeting. So, the decisions are being made; I agree with you that they don’t appear on the television so much.

Chair: For isolation reasons, Bridget Phillipson is going to switch places with Sir Bernard before asking a question. Then I will go to Sir Geoffrey and Nick Smith, and then if anyone else wants to come in, please indicate.

Q16 Bridget Phillipson: This question is mainly for Mr Aiken. I appreciate that, as you say, these are very challenging circumstances and our response will have to change in response to events. Do you feel that the communications about social distancing have been well understood? I think it’s fair to say that there has been a degree of confusion and perhaps uncertainty about who needs to do what and when. Is anything further planned to make it clearer to the public what is expected of all of us in order to limit the spread of the virus?

Alex Aiken: Yes. Remember that this is news this week; it is not something that we have been trying to achieve for years—campaigns against drink-driving and poor driving have been going on for 55 years. This is new information. The public are aware of it, and they are more likely to respond because they can see the urgency and importance of the messages that come from the Prime Minister. I would seek to reassure you that they have been understood.

I would also agree with you that there is more we can do to embed them and make them understood, but as Sir John has said, this is a developing situation. We have the guidance online from PHE. We have the advertising campaigns. As I said in response to Mr Wild, we will do further work with digital tools. As Sir John said, we are in this for the long haul, so it will go on for some time, and I can assure you that we will develop the communication tools and, of course, the substantive medical response to deal with it.

Q17 Bridget Phillipson: Just a quick follow-up point. This is purely anecdotal, but coming into Westminster today, I delayed my journey here for those reasons, and it was a bit disconcerting, therefore, to be confronted with a very busy tube train—people cheek by jowl. It’s either that people are not getting those messages about social distancing or that they are required to work or are not able to step away and work from home. I just hope that all of us can do more to convey those messages and make sure that they are clear. I think there has been a lack of clarity about what is expected of individuals. I understand these are difficult times, but I urge a greater degree of clarity in Government communications about what is expected of us all.

Alex Aiken: I think that is good advice, and we would professionally absolutely accept that challenge.

Q18 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Sir John, having been on this Committee while the whole of the Brexit preparations were on and off, and on and off, and on again, I can see the very considerable role you have played in cross-cutting across Government, so congratulations on all that you have done for the Civil Service. I hope, bearing in mind that experience, that you will stay on and see this crisis out.

May I ask you what I think is quite an important question? It has to do with trust in and proportionality of Government advice. The British nature is a funny thing, really. It’s a very resilient and very obedient nature while it thinks that the advice is proportionate and sensible. May I put it to you that I think that what the French were doing yesterday was disproportionate? They were allowing people to go on the streets only after having obtained a piece of paper; there was a fine if they did not obtain that piece of paper. I would have thought that allowing people outside was a good thing to do, provided that they keep well separated, because it’s good for their wellbeing and mental state, and some of them are going to need to go out to shop and do various other essential things anyway. So, may I urge you, with the Bill that we are considering next week, which may create a degree of panic, that the advice, even in a fast-moving and difficult situation, should be proportionate and reasonable?

Sir John Manzoni: Absolutely you may, and I can reassure you. I am not close to what is actually written in the Bill, but I can absolutely assure you. Of course, there is a tension about political signalling and scientific advice. That tension is loud and clear; that tension is present and is rehearsed daily in this particular crisis. In fact, we were at a heads of department meeting this morning and were talking about that very issue. This is why I emphasise that this is still based in the science. I think the UK’s actions thus far have been proportionate. I hope they will continue to be proportionate, but you can bet that the advice definitely is, exactly on that point.

Q19 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: With everybody staying at home and doing much more teleconferencing, are you convinced that the telecommunications networks will have sufficient capacity? The last thing that we want in the middle of a crisis is all the telecommunications networks crashing.

Sir John Manzoni: One of the issues being raised is exactly that. We are in discussion with the telecoms companies regarding the bandwidth and all those things, given what is happening in the country. It is all happening quite quickly, of course. Given that, it is a conversation that is ongoing.

Chair: Thank you. We originally planned this session well before all this kicked off. We were going to be looking at the Get ready for Brexit campaign. As it happened, that meant that you had a space in your diary to come and discuss the other important communications issues today, but we think that there are lessons in this for what is happening now, because a decision was made about fast spending to advertise in a short period, in case of a no-deal Brexit. We went through that effectively twice last year; this relates to the October expenditure. 

It was all very uncertain then, we thought. Compared with now, of course, it seems much easier. We want to find out what lessons you have learned, Mr Aiken. You, Sir John, might have a different reflection, given that you are coming to the end of your tenure, whether or not you stay on longer. One of the questions that colleagues will want to probe is what the impact was on changing behaviour, which is very pertinent to the current situation.

Q20 Nick Smith: In the spirit of good will that you sometimes see in the world of advertising, I notice that “Campaign” magazine said that the Get ready for Brexit campaign was a “communications abomination”. Starting with you, Mr Aiken, given your professional experience, what have you learned from the campaign?

Alex Aiken: I will get on to what we in the Government Communication Service learned from the campaign, but in the NAO Report the summary on page 10 sets out the learning quite clearly. We worked at pace on a complex campaign. We integrated messages, we worked across Government, and we targeted audiences. I paraphrase, of course. 

The NAO points out that the impact of the campaign was reduced by the public’s reading of political events. No one in this room, I believe, or indeed the country, believes that COVID is fake news, or that the Government’s stance should be generally opposed, whereas for the Get ready for Brexit campaign there was legitimate and strong opposition to that approach. I think that is the point that the NAO makes. 

The NAO also recommends that a future campaign should “focus much more on what impact is needed and how the behaviour change required by government will be delivered. Its scrutiny of plans should place more emphasis on targeting resources”. Those are the lessons. Broadly, I accept those lessons and they are good lessons. 

The Government Communication Service I inherited—or created; certainly, as it was when I joined—had very limited evaluation. When the coalition Government come to power in 2010, Government communication spending was more than £1 billion a year, and Ministers found out quite quickly that little evaluation of that money was taken. One of the things that I instituted was a strong emphasis on evaluation. 

We run 144 campaigns each year. This, in terms of expenditure, was possibly the second biggest that we have run over the past year. Understanding the developing communication disciplines, the use of data science and behavioural science, and evaluation of impact is something that I am keen to champion, and that I do champion.

Q21 Nick Smith: Thanks for that. I understand that there was good co-ordination across Government Departments, led by you, Mr Aiken, and that is fantastic. Having said that, throughout the Report it is clear that there has been very little evaluation of the value of the work that you did. How do you answer that stinging point that has been made?

Alex Aiken: That is an absolutely fair challenge. Again, I would point to the conclusion in paragraph 16, the phrase “at great pace”, and the reference to complexity. We were very clear. I could reduce the objective of the campaign, which was commissioned by Ministers, down to: get ready for Brexit. Essentially, we were trying to signal to people that they had to go online at gov.uk and check how Brexit would affect them if Britain left the European Union on 31 October. I could argue that the 42 million pageviews of gov.uk and the 99% reach were evidence of effectiveness in that regard.

Sir John Manzoni: I think the fair criticism is that because this was done at pace, there was not so much up-front articulation of exactly the metrics that we were trying to get to. I don’t think it is fair to say that at the end of the campaign, of the 26 things that measured whether people had taken action— 

Q22 Nick Smith: There were 26 priorities, but only two were measured. 

Sir John Manzoni: No, that’s not true—not by the end. Only two were set at the beginning; that is my point. I think it is fair to say that, as this was done at such pace, we did not lay out 26 priorities at the beginning and say, “That is the target.” That was because we could not get the baselines, as they were cross-Government baselines. This was a cross-Government campaign, which is not usual. Doing that at pace was proving difficult. By the end of the campaign, 26 metrics were measure; I have a table of them in front of me. It is fair to say that because of the pace and the unusualness of this campaign, which was done in such a rush—it was all done in a month—we did not do the normal baselining and targeting of each metric, which we will certainly be doing this time because we have a little more time. By the end of the campaign, they were all measured.

Q23 Nick Smith: We are going to come to those measures and dig a bit deeper into them later, so bear with us. My question is related to the first question. How would you apply the lessons that you say you have learned in the run-up to the transition period that is ahead?

Alex Aiken: As John said, we absolutely expect to be asked to run a public information campaign. We have got the lessons. Given the position that we are in today, we are looking at what we might be asked to do, but it is for Ministers to make a decision and for commissioners to do the work. There is a fair amount of business-to-business communication going on, with HMRC and the business Department talking to organisations, businesses, traders, ports and so on about what to do, but we are not yet in the phase of doing a big public information campaign.

Sir John Manzoni: Are you talking about Brexit or coronavirus? 

Q24 Nick Smith: Brexit and the transition at the end of December 2020. Given the lessons of the last campaign, how can you apply the things that work well—other things obviously didn’t go so well—to what will be happening at the end of this year? For example, you said that this campaign was done in very short order, and the NAO Report criticises the delivery of the campaign because of that. Given that the end of December 2020 is not so far ahead, have you started preparations for any campaign?

Sir John Manzoni: Absolutely. At the highest level, there are a few things that we would learn. We would learn about understanding the relationship between the air campaign for awareness and the ground campaign for activity. We would probably look to the professionals to adjust the balance of that. We would look to more targeted ground activity to drive behavioural change, as opposed to just awareness. We will probably be more prioritised in the target audiences that we choose to address. All of that will improve the value for money of what we do next. As we spin this out, there is a longer period of time to do that. 

Alex Aiken: That is absolutely right. There is another thing to bear in mind: we have more information now because, evidently, Britain had never left the European Union before. Understanding how many traders, citizens and businesses had to adapt was therefore a known known, but we did not have the detail. Having run the campaign the first time, we now have a much greater picture, but there are still specific challenges. We have run a campaign for UK citizens in the EU. I think the evidence shows that about 50% of UK citizens in the EU at least started to undertake two of the four actions that we wanted them to take around checking pensions and healthcare. 

However, we need to get through the transition period, or reach an agreement, and understand precisely the situation and what will be required of a British citizen living in France. We can communicate with them—I sat in on a Facebook live event that the embassy in Lisbon was doing for UK expats there—and you can create awareness and understanding, but there are still some specifics that we will have to be guided on regarding the precise arrangement that will operate from January 2021.

Q25 Nick Smith: Thank you for that, and thank you for your fantastic public service in addressing the coronavirus crisis. Is your effort to deal with the coronavirus going to crowd out any communication on preparing for Brexit?

Alex Aiken: These are both deeply serious issues. Get ready for Brexit and the NAO challenge allow us to put in a better product, notwithstanding the sensible advice that has been given today, to build a communications response to COVID. What we learn from COVID will help us with finishing the transition. In the hub that I run, two thirds of the hub is dedicated to the fight on coronavirus, and some of the people who started to work on EU transition are now working on COVID. We have an EU team, a COVID team and, in the middle, the behavioural science and evaluation teams, which serve both. I think we can deal with both policies, and probably more, but yes, it is a challenge.

Q26 Nick Smith: Sir John, do you think the same?

Sir John Manzoni: We are, of course, in the build-up phase of the coronavirus and the COVID response. It has, in the last three days, become Government’s main effort. There is no question about that. The Government maintain, and have said, that the intent is still to leave the European Union on December 2020. The Government have not changed that position. 

We have swung resources off what was one of the Government’s main efforts, or at least a big effort, in the transition. We have swung some resources, obviously, on to the response to COVID. We still have some resources. Alex has some in his comms hub. We have some of the transition team and some PMOs in the Cabinet Office. I know that activity is still going on in all the Departments to continue along the path that will get Britain out of the European Union in December 2020. 

I am not going to sit here and say that that is absolute, because I do not know, in truth. I am observing that resources are being swung, but the Government’s position at the moment is that we will still leave in December 2020—in fact, it is baked into legislation, as you know.

Q27 Chair: Mr Aiken, we talked earlier about the survey and the attitudes of the public in response to this. There are two big campaigns going on. You say that you have the bandwidth in the Cabinet Office to deliver them. In your professional opinion, do the public have the bandwidth to receive those messages, and are you advising Ministers about whether it is possible or sensible, or could impact on either campaign, to do both at the same time?

Alex Aiken: That will be a decision for Ministers. To be clear—

Q28 Chair: But in your professional opinion, as a top communications specialist.

Alex Aiken: The COVID campaign is the campaign that we are running, and that is a big campaign. For the transition work, we are building up a team, looking at the lessons from the NAO and starting to think about what we—

Q29 Chair: We know what you are doing. Do you think that it will be effective to do both at the same time? You have an awful lot of complicated messages on COVID, which is a national public health emergency. As we know from the experience of this campaign, you will also have quite complex messages to get across—

Alex Aiken: I am content to do both, but I also know that we have a long way to go this year and we have some very serious issues in front of us. I will see how the landscape develops, but we will do what is asked of us by Ministers.

Q30 Chair: Are you proactively offering advice to Ministers?

Alex Aiken: We are always proactively offering advice to Ministers.

Sir John Manzoni: As you can tell, Alex is not shy.

Q31 Peter Grant: At the same time as this campaign was being prepared, the Government had already decided that their policy was to seek to collapse Parliament and call an early general election. Did you have any concerns about the principle of spending a significant amount of public money on a campaign that dealt with the big political controversy of the time, at the same time as you knew the Government were trying to go to the country in a general election?

Alex Aiken: It was Government policy. I was content that the campaign was a public information campaign that was well within the bounds of what we were empowered and expected to do. I was content that the campaign was there for an important public purpose. If we left on 31 October, people and businesses had to be ready, so I was entirely comfortable with the campaign.

Q32 Peter Grant: Sir John, can I ask if you had any concerns about it?

Sir John Manzoni: No. If one looks at the standard tests—propriety, regularity, feasibility—all those things were there. It is the purpose of the Cabinet Office to execute the Government’s policies. The Government are still the Government until there is a new Government in place. We have to continue with all that. As we have discussed, the issue of VFM was probably the one that was the closest to discuss. Through the period, we were dialling up and dialling down this campaign as the politics of the situation were changing. We were not just blasting it full on. There were several moments where we wound it right back in order to pause and watch what was happening in the political space. I was comfortable that we were executing Government policy.

Q33 Peter Grant: On 25 September, the Prime Minister made a statement to Parliament in which, in his closing remarks, five times in the space of about 90 seconds, he used the exact phrase “get Brexit done”, which of course was almost the entire substance of the Government’s re-election campaign. With hindsight, do you have any concerns about the fact that a public information campaign running at the same time used two of the three words that were going into the Government’s re-election slogan in that election campaign?           

 Sir John Manzoni: We were executing Government policy right up until it changed. That is what we were executing. I am having trouble understanding your question.

Q34 Peter Grant: Is your evidence to the Committee that you did not have any concerns about the fact that at the same time as a Government were preparing an election campaign with the slogan “get Brexit done”, tens of millions of pounds of taxpayers’ money was being spent on a campaign called Get ready for Brexit? Do you have an issue about the similarity of those two slogans?  

Alex Aiken: There are 144 campaigns that we were running over the past year—the business year that concludes at the end of this month. You can take a view on whether any, all or none of them contribute to the Government, but it would be completely impractical to stop running things, because there are important campaigns that set out policies. Every Government communications campaign has to have a public purpose. It might be recruitment, as we recruit a lot of teachers, soldiers, sailors and so on, or it might involve changing behaviour—the public health campaigns on which we spend about £45 million a year. That is about the same quantum as we spent on the Get ready for Brexit campaign. The campaigns are designed to get you to eat five vegetables a day, to exercise and so on. There is a whole range of Government campaigns going on at any one time.

Q35 Peter Grant: If this had been an end-of-term election to the standard timetable, rather than one prompted eventually by new legislation in Parliament, would the campaign spend have fallen within the purdah period for the Civil Service?

 Sir John Manzoni: I am not sure that I—  

Alex Aiken: We would have taken a judgment on that. I would certainly have asked John’s advice. There is a clear process we go through as we approach the end of a Parliament to say what is right and proper. To give you a comparison, which may or may not be helpful, I remember towards the end of the 2015 Parliament, when it was clear that the coalition had agreed there would be an election in 2015, we were running the long-term economic campaign, which I think the Conservative party then used as part of their election campaign. I can’t honestly remember, but nevertheless, that was an important campaign that I was clear was helping drive employment, consumer spending and investment in the UK, and was creating the conditions for the economic recovery. That ran from 2013 to 2015, and was a successful piece of public communication. 

Q36 Peter Grant: But with respect, that was a campaign that had run for a long time. It was not a campaign that was initiated—almost to the day—at time that the Prime Minister first tried to collapse Parliament. I think 4 September was the first time the Prime Minister moved a motion under the Fixed-term Parliaments Act. 

Sir John Manzoni: In this instance, preparing the country for the possibility of an exit was the overwhelming objective of the campaign. As it turned out, things changed, but had that not happened—we were discussing the need to prepare the country for the things that it had to do—we would have had hundreds of thousands of British citizens without benefits in Europe. We would have had a disaster at the border. We would have had all the consequences of its not happening had we not been running this campaign at the time. There was the coincidence of the timing of all this, but that was the very clear purpose of the campaign—get the country ready for 31 October.

Q37 Peter Grant: When did the Cabinet first accept that we were not going to leave the European Union on 31 October 2019?

Alex Aiken: As John said, we down-weighted the campaign significantly—with agreement from Ministers—after 7 October, and we saved, I think, around £6.5 million on planned spending, because we recognised the political reality, to answer your point, when there was more and more evidence that Parliament was not going to pass the withdrawal Bill and so on. Nevertheless, exactly as John said, we needed to keep going with the campaign, because there was still a realistic possibility that we might leave without a deal on 31 October. I hope we were flexible in responding to the emerging political circumstances, but as John said and I have said, there was still the reality that we could leave without a deal, and we had to signal to businesses and individuals up and down the land about that possibility.

Q38 Sarah Olney: I want to add a personal perspective on this. In autumn 2019, prior to the general election, I was working as a financial accountant for Historic Royal Palaces, and in that role, I received a number of the communications from the Get ready for Brexit campaign. I read them all very carefully. That was obviously a professional responsibility, but I’m not going to pretend that I didn’t also have a political interest, and I have to say that what I really struggled with on these communications was that I was really unclear about what the call to action actually was. I am finding it very interesting that the NAO Report is showing, as you confirmed to Mr Smith, that people’s behaviour did not change in response; people were not carrying out the actions that you expected. I just wonder whether you have a perspective, particularly on why that was. My personal perspective is that the literature that came out, which was very well designed and very well drafted in most cases, lacked a call to action. Could you comment on that?

Sir John Manzoni: Could I start? Actually, what it should have been doing was driving you to gov.uk. On gov.uk, there was a series of step-by-step things to do if you are a trader, if you are a haulier—if you are a passenger about to go to Europe, have you checked your passport; has it got six months to go? There was a series of checkers. You would say, “This is me; this is my circumstance.” You would give some details to gov.uk and then it would come back and say, “Well, you need to think about this, this, this and this.” So, there was a series of actions. As Alex has mentioned, there were 42 million page views of that. You may or you may not have decided to go there, in which case you probably didn’t see all that, but there was an awful lot of work on gov.uk to show exactly what it was. We may not have told you to go to gov.uk clearly enough, but had you gone there, you would have found all those things to say, “Do the following things, in your circumstance.”

Q39 Sarah Olney: I can’t remember clearly, but obviously if I had, then not being a haulier—I am just looking at your 12 business outcomes—an architect or one of those other things, I probably—maybe—would have thought, “Well, there’s nothing to do.” Do you think that is the conclusion I should have reached?

Alex Aiken: That’s a very good question. Let me try to address it in this way. First, you had the air campaign to say to everyone in the country, “Look, this thing is happening. Brexit is coming.” That was in line with the phasing set out in the Report and so on. That’s the awareness. Then you had the website, as John said, to move into understanding. If you think, “Right. Am I a haulier?”—possibly, at Historic Royal Palaces, a brilliant institution, you need to worry less—this certainly would apply to a haulier. I would point to the million extra EU settlement applications, the 83,000 passports, the 84,000 additional driving licences, and the 42 million page views as evidence of the effect among those groups that really had to act, of impact. I would not pretend it was wholly successful, but I think that is good evidence of impact over a short period. It is also true that we realised we had to make the whole country aware, but we did not have granular detail, as you would from canvassing, about whether the woman or man at No. 1 or No. 6 Acacia Avenue was the actual person who needed to do something. That was why we had the air campaign to create that general understanding to drive people to the website and action.

Q40 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I have a few relatively quick points. Sir John, your exit campaign assurance panel set up a super KPI, which was, according to paragraph 3.8, “the proportion of UK citizens who have looked or have started to look for information”. You asked Kantar to survey this on a weekly basis. If you turn to figure 15 on page 38, the number of people starting to look broadly remained unchanged during the campaign. Does that indicate a campaign that is successful?

Sir John Manzoni: I asked for the assurance panel to be set up. My comment, in a general sense before Alex answers your specific question, is that Mr Smith was pushing on saying, “What are the metrics? What is it that you are going to be measuring?” Those were, as I have mentioned, being developed at pace through the course of the campaign. By the end, we had 26 things. They also pushed for this super KPI. I think they were grasping at, “How do I tell what is going on?” That only emerged, as I recall, quite late in the process. 

Alex Aiken: The commission from Ministers, from the CEO, to make people aware of getting ready for Brexit on 31 October, to “go to the website and check your action” was the big thing. XO, in a sense, were part of the assurance panel for that because they were the ones we reported to directly. Underneath that, apart from individual ministerial discussions, you have got the weekly director of comms group, who were more interested in particular sectors: traders and EU citizens applying for settled status. Then you have got my daily campaign meetings. John recommended, and I absolutely accepted, setting up a challenge panel, this assurance panel, to test whether we were getting our approach right. In response to an earlier question from Sir Bernard, we were very careful with that group to make sure the demographics and the backgrounds were broadly representative of British society.

The assurance panel decided that they wanted to suggest a super KPI. I do not accept it was a thing I was targeted to do. It was very useful help from people giving their time for public service. The NAO has slightly overwritten this in their very good Report, but it was not the one thing I was aiming for. A whole series of measures appeared on the daily dashboards we produced for Ministers and others. It was a useful piece of evidence, but it was not the whole story. 

Q41 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: What we have seen here is that the campaign was really quite successful at getting people to become aware of what was expected of them, but it was not successful in getting them to take the actions that they needed to take. Do you think that was because of what is in figure 16 and that people had begun to believe that we were not really going to leave the EU, or we were not going to leave the EU in the near future, and therefore they did not need to take action as a result of this campaign?

Chair: It is on page 39.

Sir John Manzoni: They were clearly watching the politics: political uncertainty, existing opinions, existing biases. This was a split country, right? In the sub-metrics, in these 26 metrics, many of them have gone in completely the right direction. The macro on this chart obviously reflects what it reflects. Clearly, they were watching what was happening in Parliament, doing its best to block it.

Alex Aiken: I agree with John, but I would argue, in the context, on the point that John’s just made and the time we had available for a campaign that ran for a month, it was a successful campaign. It was a development that delivered the total reach: 99% recorded; high public awareness 73%; and 34% of people reporting that they undertook some sort of action. Then there was a whole series of subsidiary measures. I mentioned some of them in response to the earlier question. I also have the scars and the lessons from a whole series of campaigns, going back to being responsible for running the campaign to keep Britain in a reformed European Union in 2016—that worked out well—and the experience of running the prototype campaigns for EU exit. As John just said, all those campaigns were marked by very strong opinions in Parliament and the country, which acted as a drag weight on their impact.

Q42 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: But surely your job as the Government’s chief communications officer, and the whole purpose of these campaigns, is to nudge people in a possibly different direction from the one they would naturally want to take?

Alex Aiken: It is a fascinating question, which I will try to answer briefly. We are trying to get people to join the Army, which is possibly the ultimate as they might have to put their life on the line for the country. We use all sorts of techniques to do that. I mentioned the public health campaigns. I would position this campaign as more pure public information: Brexit, 31 October, check what you are doing, see if it matters to you, then act accordingly and here are the digital routes to do what you need to do.

Q43 Nick Smith: A quick supplementary to Sir Geoffrey’s line of questioning. All of us around this table, being politicians, have been involved in campaigns that haven’t worked, but we have all learned from them. Mr Aiken, why didn’t you set any targets by which you could judge success? You are the professional here.

Alex Aiken: I would argue that we did set targets. The NAO acknowledges that in part and they also argue to your point that we didn’t set as many targets as we should do. We were clear, in terms of the awareness, to make sure that the country sees and hears this campaign—that is the air campaign. The ground campaign is to make sure that particular groups—the traders, the hauliers, UK citizens in the EU—saw it, understood it and acted upon it.

Why we were lighter on targets than I would have liked was largely down to the pace argument which the NAO acknowledges. This was a campaign that was commissioned in July, designed in August, stood up from 2 September and had run its course by the end of October. There were some things that we could set objectives for. We had objectives for everything, but we just didn’t have KPIs for everything.

We knew we wanted traders to act and citizens to act, but the precise number— We didn’t always have the data or the metrics of how many traders there are or how many UK citizens there are in the EU. For example, over the last couple of years we worked on the basis that there are 3 million EU citizens in the UK, and we want them to adopt settled status. We have now gone through the 3 million mark—we are pleased and proud of that campaign—but we actually think there are 3.5 million or more EU citizens.

It is a combination of pace and, I would also accept from the NAO, that there is a professional challenge that we have got to meet. We could have done better. There is a pace challenge, but there is also a data challenge. I reassure you that we had objectives, but we didn’t always have the KPIs that we needed to underpin those objectives.

Q44 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: You have placed a lot of credence on those 26 areas that we have talked about several times this afternoon. As you didn’t track all of them, how do you know that behavioural change took place in the ones that you didn’t track?

Sir John Manzoni: I think we are happy to send this paper to the Committee afterwards?

Alex Aiken: Yes, absolutely.

Sir John Manzoni: I am just looking at the 26 here. They are in target groups—traders, hauliers, UK nationals—

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I don’t think I have that piece of paper.

Chair: No, we haven’t got that.

Sir John Manzoni: I don’t think you have it. I am looking at my colleague and I am sure we are very happy to send it. For instance, it measures—

Q45 Chair: I am being a bit lenient. It is some time since this report was published, and if you were going to refer to it, it would obviously have been helpful for us to have had it. We normally don’t take late evidence like that, but on this occasion, we might have done so if you had been in touch with us about it.

Sir John Manzoni: I am sorry. I have lots of evidence that you don’t have, but I just happen to be waving this one around.

Q46 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: In line with the subject access request, Sir John, can we please seal that evidence?

Sir John Manzoni: The percentage of UK nationals living and working in the EU who say they are checking the validity of their passport was 65% by the end of the campaign. The number of EORI applications for traders was 105,000. Applicants to the EU settlement scheme, which is more visible and public, increased by 1 million over the course of the campaign, to 2.4 million. Now we are above 3 million. We were measuring these things. We were not setting them out a priori, but we were measuring them through to get the data, so that we could tell whether that behavioural change was happening. 

Q47 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Do you want to add anything, Mr Aiken?

Alex Aiken: I completely agree with Sir John Manzoni. 

Q48 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Of course. 

Alex Aiken: There are serious points here. Campaign at pace, develop it and get the KPIs. In response to the previous question about whether we have a clear idea of the audiences, we have a rough idea and are building it as we go. I would seek to assure you, Sir Geoffrey, that we were very clear throughout the campaign—hence the daily dashboards, the accountability to XO and the creation of the assurance panel. We were improving every day, which is why Sir John is able to cite the evidence that we have. But as the NAO said, it was not perfect. We can and should do better, and I would offer that pledge to you and the Committee. 

Q49 Nick Smith: I am cross that you are putting material on the table to go through now, presenting the good side of your position when we have not had the opportunity to look at it and to challenge you on it. I will come back with a different challenge: on page 27 of the NAO Report are the OASIS principles for Government communications. Mr Aiken, you are the communications professional. I bet you have done 101 internal training courses on what you need to do to present well, to make a case, to measure its success and to make sure the audience listens to the good work that you have set out. Why didn’t you follow those principles?

Alex Aiken: I feel that we followed the principles. That is why we made it clear that there were objectives for the 26 things we wanted to change. There were not, in every case, the KPIs—the hard metrics—at the start of the campaign to underpin the general objective. 

Q50 Nick Smith: It is a key part of the OASIS principles.

Alex Aiken: It is, but this is due to the pace of the campaign, the availability of the data and understanding the precise nature of the audiences, given that this was the first time that this had been happening. We have been recruiting soldiers for 300 years and it is still a difficult task, as is, regrettably, persuading people not to drink-drive and to eat and drink the right things. 

Society changes. The Government Communication Service started during the first world war in 1917. In a more deferential society, it perhaps took just a poster, whereas now it takes a lot more. I would accept your challenge, but we had objectives. We made it clear what we were trying to get people to do to prepare for EU exit. What we did not have were precise measures in some cases because of the absence of data. 

Chair: You’re busy; if your answers are a bit shorter, you will get home earlier. 

Q51 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Nick Smith’s question leads very nicely to my next question, with a slight question in between. Of the seven OASIS principles, the final one is perhaps most important. Figure 7 on page 27 reads: “You should monitor inputs, outputs, outtakes, outcomes throughout your campaign, and evaluate it once it is complete.” Have you done the evaluation of this campaign?

Alex Aiken: Yes, and we did that as a collective endeavour with help from the NAO. In a sense, that was the big thing and is the reason we are here today. We have done our own separate report, which coincides with the NAO. We disagree with the NAO on one or two technical points, but we are broadly aligned. We have taken the campaign to the ministerial board that oversees Government communications. We have taken it to our independent Strategy and Evaluation Council. There isn’t a lot of disagreement between this Committee and those bodies on the lessons—nor is there disagreement from the ministerial board or the Strategy and Evaluation Council, which is composed of people from the private and public sectors. There is a fair amount of support, pride and credit for the campaign,  given the context that it ran in, the pace with which it was developed and the outcomes it achieved, as Sir John and I have mentioned. 

Q52 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: So that leads me to a really important point. Of course, we don’t quite know what will happen with coronavirus during the rest of the year. Assuming that the negotiations reach a successful conclusion by the end of the year, when do you expect to give businesses and people information about how to prepare for the end of that transition at the end of the year?

Alex Aiken: Look, that is probably a question for Ministers. As I have said, we will be ready if that is what they commission, and I am content to—

Q53 Chair: Sorry, Mr Aiken, but you are the professional. You are already dealing with coronavirus, which is going to knock things sideways. When would you advise Ministers would be a good time to start? That is what Sir Geoffrey is driving at.

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: One thing that we have learned from this campaign is that businesses need time to prepare, particularly small businesses, and particularly when they have to employ other professionals to do things.

Chair: The Committee has repeatedly heard in evidence, prior to this campaign, in previous attempts to leave or to give information, that it was often very late in the day. It has been a real weakness through Government planning.

Alex Aiken: As I mentioned, we have a team on the European transition, and we are certainly looking at the lessons from the Report. As I have said, there are things that the Report highlights about unity, a single budget and a hub that we would take into the next campaign. We are looking at the audiences, and frankly the audiences do not change: UK citizens, UK citizens in the EU, EU citizens in the UK, businesses, and Northern Ireland of course. We are preparing to get ready for that commission from Ministers, and in time Ministers will bring forward their plans.

Sir John Manzoni: It is also true that the situation at the end of December is quite different from the situation where we might have fallen out of Europe without a deal on 31 October. First, a lot of time has passed. On 31 October, 2.4 million EU citizens were registered as EU citizens here in the UK. Right now, there are more than 3 million, and it is still growing.

We have a deal with the European Union. We are trying to negotiate something different, but in the worst case we have something that will happen. We are in a very different situation. If you are a business, you know that there is going to be a border now. Prior to 31 October, you were looking to see whether there would or would not be. Now we know there will. It is not only about the communication; the perspective of the people to whom we are communicating is also different.

Q54 Nick Smith: The main part of your defence this afternoon is that you were working at pace. That is a difficult thing to do. We all perfectly—

Sir John Manzoni: I was not aware that we were defending anything.

Chair: Is that not your job in front of this Committee?

Nick Smith: The other thing that “Campaign” magazine described this campaign as was the turkey of the week.

Chair: This is more to embarrass Mr Aiken, Sir John, after years in the profession.

Q55 Nick Smith: I know that they have to have a turkey every week, but it is still not a great sobriquet. You say that your main defence is that you were working at pace. Why did you leave detailed planning of the campaign until July 2019? Why did you not get stuck in and do it earlier?

Alex Aiken: I would put it to the Committee that I am proud of this campaign. I think that it was successful: total national reach, very high awareness and substantial behaviour change. That is my defence. 

I would point you to paragraph 2.13 on page 26 of the Report. The NAO writes that a significant lesson was drawn from the March campaign, and it was. We had plenty of goes at this, frankly. We had the weekly director of comms group on EU exit. I think EU transition started meeting in November 2018. It will meet virtually this week, of course. 

You have that professional learning. You have the top professionals from Governments across the country. I talk regularly to my counterparts in Cardiff, Belfast and Edinburgh, learning together. We ran the campaign until March. We then paused and collected the learning. We wrote up the learnings from March. There was an issue about scale. We were aware that if we were to reach the public, particularly with the 31 October deadline, it would need to be a much more impressive campaign at scale. 

Then we had the leadership election and the change in Prime Minister. I feel that we were ready to go with the new Prime Minister, but—properly—until there was a Government and new Ministers in the Cabinet Office we could not start the work of designing a campaign, unless we were clear on what they wanted and when.

Q56 Nick Smith: Getting to the point about scale and cost, £100 million was agreed by the Cabinet, pretty much waltzed through the Treasury, and was then implemented by your Department. Sir John, why did the business case not attempt to assess the extra impact on preparedness of the higher cost options?

Sir John Manzoni: This is my understanding; I am sure Alex will have a technical understanding. We were thinking about putting the business case on this together. First, we knew that the March campaign, which had cost £15 million or thereabouts, had had very little impact, so we said the first thing that we have to do is increase awareness. In the business case originally there was a £15 million, a £60 million and a £100 million set of options. We knew that whatever had happened in March, which had hit 99% of the population 15, 16 or 17 times, was not enough. We knew we had to increase it. The awareness bit of these campaigns, as I understand it, is the really expensive bit, so we had to ramp up the awareness piece. What was added? We said we have to take for 15 and go to 60 because you have to get people hit more times in more of their circumstances so that they get a greater awareness, because we had to increase the awareness. The bit that took us from there to £100 million was the bit that we thought would change the behaviour. That is the ground campaign. That is the targeted audience activity. 

We spent less than £50 million in the end on this campaign, because we started and stopped it, as Alex has said. Advice from the professionals was to increase the awareness, which takes us from £50 million to £60 million. By the way, that will not do it. All that will do is get people in their face—I cannot remember the numbers—55 times, 99.8% of the population. Then you have to add to that, which was the ground campaign, the bits that really begin to change the behaviour: the roadshows, the export group face-to-face meetings, the haulier pop-ups, all those things. That is why and how we justified the £100 million. In fact, the campaign then went in roughly the same proportions. 

Q57 Nick Smith: On that, how do you know that the money spent on the ground campaign activity actually worked? If you look at figure 14 and the businesses readiness roadshow events, it says you had 2,200 attendees and some webinar follow-up. I would be interested to find out exactly what all those roadshows cost. I understand it is in the region of £800,000. But you know what? You did not have any outcome targets for the thing that you say—raising awareness—would have the most bite.

Sir John Manzoni: I keep saying to you that we did not have them at the beginning. We had them at the end.

Q58 Nick Smith: What were the outcome targets on the roadshow?

Alex Aiken: The outcome targets on the roadshow will be related to the 26 actions, so the things we were trying to get traders to do. On the air campaign awareness, I remember the whole population, even Historic Royal Palaces, saying, “Here is the thing you need to prepare for.” Then the ground campaign was to target individuals. To give you a very precise example to try and answer your question, our hypothesis was that putting people in motorway service stations to reach hauliers and say, “This is what you need to do”, would be cost-effective. To some extent, it was. But what we learnt was that by putting the pop-up stand and the staff on ferries, you got a much greater throughput of hauliers. They all, or many of them, went on a ferry, anyway. So that was part of the learning of the ground campaign. 

Q59 Nick Smith: You say you got more than 700,000 printed materials distributed to stands. How many of those were actually given to people? And how many have you got left in the warehouse?

Alex Aiken: I don’t believe there are any left in the warehouse. I cannot answer your question completely, because I do not have the information.

Q60 Nick Smith: Can you find out?

Alex Aiken: Honestly, I am not sure I could find out exactly, but I will do my best to and write to you.

Q61 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: When you were planning this campaign, you had gone from the previous campaign price of £15 million up to £60 million, which was a huge increase anyway. You are now telling this Committee this afternoon that you increased that from £60 million to £100 million to drive behavioural change that did not actually happen—or largely did not happen. That is a huge amount of money for a campaign—probably one of the biggest the Government have ever run.  Did the campaign represent value for money?

Alex Aiken: Can I set some context?

Sir John Manzoni: Of course. I am not sure that I accept that it did not change behaviours. A lot of things happened. 

Alex Aiken: Sir Geoffrey, can I try to set some context? This has been quite long in the offing. In the financial year of 2018-19, we had a cross-Government allocation from the Treasury of about £50 million for EU exit expenditure. When we went in to 2019-20, the period covered by this, we asked Departments how much they expected to spend on EU exit as part of their normal business planning. When we grossed that up, the answer was £65 million. As John said, the actual expenditure waxed and waned through March, but as a guide—given that we actually spent £46 million— the story I am trying to illustrate is that in terms of Government communications, the collective view of Departments is that it takes a £50 million a year project to reach the whole population. That is my learning.

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: The reason why it did not cost £100 million was because you stopped it earlier than you otherwise expected to. 

Alex Aiken: What I would argue is that the reason it did not cost £100 million—remember, it is not just a marketing campaign: it is an air campaign, a ground campaign and it is also a domestic campaign and an international campaign to reach UK citizens of the EU. The Budget allocation for the Government Digital Service was around £10 million or £11 million. We were driving people to the GDS, and we had to increase our online capability and the capacity of the GDS. It is not simply a communication campaign—it is a domestic and international campaign with a huge digital element to it.

Sir John Manzoni: If I may, we stopped on 28 October, so it was a little earlier than we thought but not a lot. We were fully anticipating that had we left on 31 October, there would have been massive behavioural change at the last minute. Had we not for the month told people what to do and told them that it is all on gov.uk, made them aware, got the status-checker and all those things and then actually left, everybody would have been unprepared, or a significant proportion would still have been unprepared. There would have been massive activity that would absolutely have resulted in the behavioural change that the campaign was intended to drive. It was a real last-minute thing. As it turned out, we did not leave, so they were right, weren’t they? Again, on the metrics, many things changed. The UK nationals in Europe checked their passports, they registered for citizenship, and the traders we were talking to registered for the EORI numbers. 

Q62 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: So Sir John, we all have PhDs in hindsight. When you started off on this campaign and you knew that it was going to cost £100 million—or you budgeted for £100 million—I hope you said to yourself, “My God that is a huge amount of money”. Did you at any stage think about doing an accounting officer assessment, or ask for a ministerial direction? 

Sir John Manzoni: I did not. 

Q63 Chair: You did not do either?

Sir John Manzoni: I did not do either because, again, the first three of the dimensions of regularity, propriety, feasibility and VFM—the components of an accounting officer assessment—were clear. It was a legal thing to do. It was aligned with the Cabinet Office’s purpose and we were following the instructions of a Government. I believed that it was a feasible thing to do, I thought it was quite stretching, but I believed that it was feasible, and indeed that is what transpired. The area of concern was the VFM. We did test that, so I asked for the assurance panel and all those things. That was my area of concern. As you say, it was a lot of money. I did want more assurance on that. I come back to pace, though. This had to be done in a very short time. We can argue about spending £100 million, and I would have preferred to have more metrics a priori, and indeed for the next time we will. There was not the time to do that in this one.

Alex Aiken: John asked me to take it to the Cabinet Office investment committee, which asked some hard questions, and we then sought Treasury approval. We got approval from both. We put in place the assurance panel, as John asked, and we were careful throughout, which is why the answer was 46, not 100, to ensure that we were monitoring the expenditure and the campaign impact and would adjust that. That is why we dialled down the campaign, having asked Ministers in early October when we could see where things were going. John is also right that, despite the good tax assessment campaign, and the PPI campaign this year, people still file and put in their claims at the last moment. To your earlier point about nudge, this is human nature.  

Q64 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Given that you are about to have another very complex campaign to have to communicate to the British people at some stage, probably before the end of the year, what lessons have you learned? 

Sir John Manzoni: Spend longer up front. Try to get the definition—Alex was talking about this—in both the next transition campaign and the coronavirus campaign. 

Q65 Chair: Not rocket science then. 

Sir John Manzoni: No, it’s not rocket science. 

Q66 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Given that answer, Sir John, if we are to leave on 31 December, or negotiations are being concluded by 31 December, how long are you anticipating needing to plan this campaign? 

Alex Aiken: The finance committee, alongside our assurance committee, our director of comms group and XO, was set up to oversee this campaign and still sits, because we are dealing with some of the residual expenditure and accounting for money that we spent around 31 January.  I have asked the finance committee to continue its work. We have the transition team hub in the Cabinet Office, we are looking at the lessons of the report, looking at the core audiences and considering what we might do, but it is for Ministers to decide when they want us to start that work. 

Q67 Nick Smith: Thank you for your evidence this afternoon, gentleman.  There is something in relation to your remarks, Mr Aiken, that needs to be said.  You talked about getting Treasury approval.  As far as I know—the timeline will show—you got Treasury approval after the Cabinet had decided to spend £100 million. I think that is really important.   

The last sentence of the NAO Report says, “The Cabinet Office has not yet assessed the return on investment for the campaign.” Has that now been done?  

Alex Aiken: The Cabinet Office has not assessed the return on investment.  We have got the NAO Report, we have got our own evaluation report, and I would be happy to do further evaluation.  

Q68 Nick Smith: What was the return on investment on the campaign?   

Alex Aiken: Because you are dealing with 26 actions, it is difficult to specify a return on investment in the way you would if you were looking at how many people had bought a BMW car after BMW had marketed it.  They spent £10 million on the marketing—   

Q69 Chair: So you haven’t.  Either you are evaluating it or you’re not. 

Alex Aiken: I do not think it is a deliverable argument, given that Brexit did not happen on 31 October, and you did not have the final outcome from the campaign that would give you the data—the information—that would enable you to do that with any degree of credibility.  

Q70 Sarah Olney: Quickly, reflecting on the answer you gave me earlier, and thinking about Sir Geoffrey’s questioning a minute ago, in the context of the £100 million spend and my own experience, you wrote to my organisation to ask us to go to a website to check whether we needed to take any action. As we have discussed, the actions were targeted at hauliers, fisheries, architects and so on.  Would it not have been easier and a slightly better use of time and money to write to the hauliers, the architects and the fisheries and target them?  Given the money that was spent —

Chair: Question please.  

Sarah Olney: Given the money that was spent, why did you spend time writing to a heritage organisation asking if we were hauliers?

Alex Aiken: We looked at it, talked about particular audiences, and recognised that people do not fit into neat segments.  People have networks, families and all sorts of associations that do not neatly define with our categories. That is where general awareness to the entirety of the UK population, to UK citizens and to EU citizens where relevant, was important.  Then we used the ground campaign to target those areas where we thought we would get the most benefit.  

Q71 Sarah Olney: I accept that in terms of the UK public as a whole, but I want to know specifically about the business communications. As I say, that is why it caused me confusion. What was it you were asking us to do? There wasn’t a clear message.

Alex Aiken: I accept that you don’t see it as clear, but we were asking people to go online and check what they had to do. I am sure you have European citizens working at Historic Royal Palaces, and it might have been appropriate to say to them, “Look, have you got settled status yet?”

Q72 Sarah Olney: But do you not accept that there is a case for more targeted information?

Sir John Manzoni: I remember the conversations. I don’t know how big your organisation is, but it is probably in the SME category. We were trying to get at businesses that would not—The big businesses were largely ready. As I recall, we were trying to get at—It wasn’t established as it should have been, because we simply didn’t have the data of all the traders. We did all that we could to try to get at and target as best we could. I have no doubt that we splayed it a bit too broadly as a result.

Alex Aiken: It is a good question. I think the simple answer is one of reinforcement. We can talk to people in their homes and say, “Have you got a driving licence? Is your passport valid for six months?” and so on, but if we could get it into the internal communications bloodstream of Historic Royal Palaces, or other big or small businesses, that was part of our plan.

Q73 Gareth Bacon: Sir John, Sir Geoffrey mentioned that everyone has a PhD in hindsight. I am interested, knowing what you know now, if you could go back to July, what would you do differently? You mentioned more metrics and more front loading. Could you expand on that?

Sir John Manzoni: Well, in the same timeframe—The reason that these metrics were hard to come by is because it was in the distributed system around Government. It is not about sitting in the Cabinet Office figuring out what the metrics would be. We would have to ask a Department and they would have to get concentrating. Half the time the baseline wasn’t measured. If you ask the Home Office how many passports are issued, you can usually get the answer, but we didn’t know how many traders there were in the small business category who needed EORI numbers, but who didn’t have one, for instance.

Frankly, it is hard to know. Would we have said, “Let’s do this in phases? Let’s do phase 1 at £50 million, phase 2 at 80 and then phase 3 at 100?” We might have done it that way but, given the pace at which it was done and the complexity of trying to get all this across Government pulled together, I stand with Alex. I think it was a well-executed campaign.

It is easy to look back and say we could have done it differently. Of course we could; nobody is saying that we couldn’t. We must learn, we must do it better next time and we must use the time that we have got now to see if we can get better metrics, so that we can measure it.

Q74 Gareth Bacon: Are you saying, if we could go back in time to July, with the knowledge that you have now, that you would do everything the same way?

Sir John Manzoni: Well, we know more about the things that we were pushing on. We know more about the baselines now, so we will definitely use the baselines now, and say, “Actually, we know how many traders there are, so we now know that we can target this sort of uplift.” We were pushing in ways that the data wasn’t clear at the time.

Alex Aiken: I was talking to a chief exec of an industry body last night and he said, “Look, remind the Committee that you did talk to us about what we wanted, and we did tell you.” I think I would do that industry engagement even earlier and say, “What do you need from us?”

Q75 Chair: Do you do that, Mr Aiken, in your role? We have been quite critical of bits of Government for not doing that with their sections of business and other areas. Are you saying that you would do that and engage with business?

Alex Aiken: How long have you got, Chair? I would defer to base, but what we have in the Cabinet Office—

Q76 Chair: Is that part of your role, do you think?

Alex Aiken: Yeah. I have the business partnerships team and the Cabinet Office team, so yes. In a regard to the Historic Royal Palaces, how would you design a campaign? What would you use to design a campaign, that might get support from “Campaign” magazine? Who knows? Miracles might happen.

Q77 Chair: Is that the aim? Not to be the turkey of the week. You have high aims.

Alex Aiken: A sub-aim. I’d design a more video-based and visual campaign. As Members of Parliament you all know about that. Rather than checking online, I would have videos online. I would have even more screens in the office with real-time data about what was going on www.gov.uk and change things in-flight. In the seven years I have been in Government, we have gone from packs of press cuttings to daily dashboards, to just real-time information. Using the data properly would be my summary. 

Q78 Gareth Bacon: Last question. Nine months from now, the transition period with the European Union will end. What lessons are you taking from that campaign—the one we are discussing now—for the one that I am sure you are gearing up to run as we approach the end of the transition period?

Alex Aiken: Mainly those, but there is a balance in any Government campaign. It is certainly true of the COVID campaign that we were talking about earlier: public reassurance, realism about the threat and readiness for action. In any Government campaign, there are slight tensions between “The Government has a grip” and “Please do this”. Working through that would be one way to answer the question. 

Mr Holden: On the readiness of the threat that you just mentioned. Obviously, Sir John mentioned that we are not quite sure what will happen at the end of this year, but it will not be as seismic as what would have happened if we had left without a deal. We have left the European Union, and hopefully our next deal will be a Canada-style free trade agreement. It might be Australia-style, on a basis of single deals in separate areas.   

Chair: We do not have a position on this Committee about what type of deal it will be. 

Q79 Mr Holden: Either way, our next deal will be substantially different from the situation now. It is going to be a substantially different place. Do you even know what the main issues are for the different areas that we will be targeting? 

Alex Aiken: I know the broad issues. It is a good question, but the simple answer is that they are the five audiences that are described in the NAO Report: citizens and businesses, broken down into domestic and EU. We are now testing what we would need to do against the scenarios that you develop. That is probably as far as I can go today. 

Q80 Mr Holden: The testing is now happening on what you would want to do for them. Basically, we have already started and are nine months out, as Mr Bacon said. 

Alex Aiken: We are in the start of that and are considering what we might do, building on lessons of this campaign. 

Q81 Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: Perhaps we have downplayed the scale and complexity of the task that you had to undertake. This worries me slightly: we will not know how effective your campaign was, because we did not leave on 31 October. We do know—to give just one metric—that customs declarations were going to increase from 55 million to 255 million, because every small business that exports to the EU would have had to fill in a customs declaration for the first time. I want to really quiz you again on Mr Bacon’s question: what lessons have you learned from this campaign that may be relevant to the campaign that we will lead when we conclude the negotiations on 31 December? 

Alex Aiken: I think No. 1, because of the complexity of the work, is a proper, joined-up cross-Government approach. You cannot run an operation like this in individual Departments, which is why we had a communications hub that I was responsible for and was very proud to leave at the heart of Government. Secondly, as the NAO has identified, we had objectives and crystal clarity on the KPIs. You have just quoted some very impressive statistics that I was not aware of. Understanding that is the target. Within that, as the Chair and others have said, what does this audience look like? What nudge—sometimes a gentle shove, as we do with getting you to pay your tax on time—is required? 

Then there is the ability to change the approach as the situation changes. I don’t mean that we will go through another issue like we did in Parliament last October. Let’s see how people respond, because it is a live issue. How British citizens in France and Spain will be treated is a matter of negotiation, but we will have to adapt. Every communication is now digital by default. By being in the workplace and co-designing the campaigns with the industry bodies, we could discuss whether it is better just to give the communications cash to a big industry body and say, “You figure it out.” There are problems with that, but working more closely with them would be on my quick check-list of what we would do differently.

Sir John Manzoni: I think the fact that there will be such an increase in required customs forms was not the case previously. The traders will know that they have to fill in a customs form come what may, whatever kind of agreement there is. My point is there will be a border. The communication can speak to that and inform them that whatever happens they are going to have to do this, which will invoke different action.

Q82 Chair: Does that mean that you can start that bit of the campaign before we know exactly what the arrangements are for leaving? I ask because the messages about what you need to do will depend entirely on the negotiations, which, as we know, have been paused for now. When would you need to know, Mr Aiken? When would you like to know, so that you can get up and running a campaign that will actually deliver information and make people act accordingly?

Alex Aiken: I am not going to fully answer the question—

Chair: Of course not!

Alex Aiken: Because that is for Ministers to decide, but I will be ready—

Q83 Chair: But you are a professional. How much notice do you need to do a good professional job? Put it that way.

Alex Aiken: “As early as possible” is, I think, an excellent piece of advice for the man I work for!

Q84 Chair: But you have talked a lot about doing things at pace and you didn’t know till July what the campaign was. We are going to be in pretty much a lockdown for—well, we don’t know exactly how long for, but there is lots of talk about all sorts of things that might not happen across the summer, so we could get to July, still be dealing with coronavirus and still be without negotiations going on with Europe. Will that be too late for you to run an effective campaign to advise people about the implications—

Alex Aiken: This partly goes back to the question we have just discussed about scale. Obviously, if you have more resources, it’s urgent—there is a real deadline—and there is a lack of political instability, I would argue professionally that people would respond more quickly and so on. So as early as possible—but we can run the campaign when required, and I would be very happy to come back and talk to this Committee when and if we reach that point.

Q85 Chair: You have talked a lot about how this—you  have defended it and said that it was successful, but £100 million was earmarked when the Cabinet had not even seen a business case on it. That is £100 million of taxpayers’ money—it is easy to have a successful campaign spending other people’s money—so are you mindful of the impact? It seems to us inevitable that it would be more expensive the later it runs. Is that something that you are mindful of?

Alex Aiken: I am absolutely mindful of the impact. That is why I was very determined and delivered expenditure of slightly under half the budget.

Chair: Quite a lot under. 

Thank you very much indeed for coming, especially at such a busy time. We did not expect, when we planned this session, that we would be in these troubling times. Thank you for your information about a communications campaign on coronavirus. We wish you well in delivering these difficult messages. I say this to both of you and your teams, but I say particularly to John that we wish you the best in whatever retirement, if it happens, you are having.

Sir John Manzoni: That’s not quite the same as leaving. [Laughter.]
Q86 Chair: Well, retirement from the Civil Service, if that does transpire—we are obviously in fast-moving times.

We reiterate our thanks, on behalf of this Committee and the House, to all those civil servants who are really busting a gut, travelling in when others are at home, and doing mission-critical work, moving from Department to Department to carry out important work. They are acting for our safety, and we really appreciate it. Could you pass that on? This may be our last normal hearing for some time. Your swansong was not quite our swansong, but there may be a longer pause than we would normally have. Thank you very much indeed.

Witnesses: Thank you.
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