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Public domain
Dr Wendy Thomson (PhD 1988) is Professor of Social 
Policy and Director of the School of Social Work at McGill 
University, Canada. She has had  a distinguished career in 
public services in the UK, which included working as Tony 
Blair’s Chief Adviser on Public Service Reform.
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My values are about making 
the lives of the most vulnerable 
people better, and one way to do 
that is through better public services. 

How do you make public services 
work for those who need them 
most? There’s a huge gap between 
what’s written in policy and the actual 
experience on the ground. That’s what 
drove me to doctoral studies, to find 
out what public servants could do to 
reduce that gap.

I received a fellowship from the 
Canadian government, so I could 
pretty much choose any university 
in the world for my PhD. That was 
immense fun! 

Bristol has a great reputation. 
Peter Townsend was one of the big 
draws. He was a great social policy 
figure of our times. His understanding 
of relative poverty and commitment to 
fighting it attracted me. 

A number of Bristol academics 
were very influential on my 
thinking. It was a rich and exciting 
experience. The debates and 
discussions I had with Peter, Hilary 
Rose, Roy Parker and others are still 
very relevant today.

I came to Bristol full of questions 
from my Canadian experience. It 
was because of Peter that I became so 
much engaged in the British context. 

International study broadens the 
perspective. Bristol was a great way 
to enlarge my world view. It exposed 
me to the fascinating world of British 
politics and opened the door for me to 
work with some great political leaders.

There’s no simple answer to the 
question of what makes public 
service organisations work more 
effectively. These are complex social 
problems that no government can 
simply ‘fix’.  You need to engage 

people and change attitudes and 
behaviours, as well as change policies. 

Political leadership is key. You need 
politicians who are really committed 
to public services and believe they 
can make them work. It’s a massive 
challenge and a lot of people don’t 
want to go there. Blair did. When 
he came to work in Downing Street 
public service reform was at the top of 
his list of priorities.  

The public has to think services 
are worth paying for. Their 
expectations need to be linked to their 
experience on the ground. Do they 
see what they hoped they’d see? 

When I worked with Blair we 
did a poll asking the public what 
they most valued. The clear winner 
was time. Yet public services aren’t 
always based on recognition of the 
importance of time. Think about the 
time you have to queue and wait for 
appointments. 

Public spending is not a proxy 
for progress or impact. It’s not 
just about the money. There are many 
examples where loads of money is 
spent without achieving much. 

Reducing spending can be a 
spur to innovation. The current 
Government’s idea of a ‘big society’ 
may not have a lot of legs, but the idea 
that civil society is part of the dynamic 
is a good one. 

I find the idea that Canada has 
the solution quite ironic. Canada 
cut public expenditure in the mid-
1990s, and I joke that the federal 
government must have woken up 
every morning and thanked heaven for 
the provinces, because their cuts (like 
their spending) were in the transfer 
payments to the provinces for health 
and education. Now the provinces are 
struggling to sustain these services.  
There’s no magic in this approach. 

I’ve been involved in a number of 
public service reform initiatives 
in developing countries. Many are 
facing enormous challenges but are 
trying to make the shift from seeing 
the state as an employer rather than a 
deliverer of services. 

But there’s a budding sense of 
entitlement in countries such 
as Ghana and others, where an 
increasingly well-educated, taxpaying 
citizenship expects the state to deliver 
quality services. 
 
One project included a survey 
of service users’ satisfaction in 
Nigeria. It was viewed as rather 
counter-cultural, given the sometimes 
fraught relations between state and 
citizens, but the idea that what the 
public says matters was an important 
message that the President was keen 
to convey. 

There are challenging times 
ahead for the university sector in 
the UK. University funding isn’t my 
speciality, but my advice to Bristol 
would be to take a strategic approach 
and challenge old assumptions. 
Where does Bristol’s real excellence 
lie? Where does it add most value? 
Sometimes it’s better to do a few 
things well than spread resources too 
thinly across many programmes. There 
should be no sacred cows. 

And it needs to keep renewing 
itself. A university is all about great 
people. Bristol has to be a fun, vibrant 
creative place. It can’t become penny-
pinching, or the bright people will go 
elsewhere and Bristol will lose out on 
the talent. 
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