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HONOURS: NOMINATIONS

In accordance with the terms of reference for the review, this paper examines the nominations process to assure its continuing robustness and effectiveness in order to encourage a broad and diverse spread of good nominations for consideration. Although the current public nomination process produces sufficient nominations to secure healthy competition, it still accounts for just 43% of the successful candidates on each honours list and has struggled to generate enough female and ethnic minority candidates. These imbalances are not compensated for by the Departmental nomination systems which account for the other 57% of the candidates. The paper suggests that targeted campaigns should be conducted to increase the flow of under-represented candidates (paragraph 17). Should it be considered desirable to secure a general increase in the number of public nominations, a number of measures are suggested for raising our game (paragraphs 14 and 15). But, even if it is decided to operate at current volumes, there would be qualitative gains from improving nomination procedures so that they match current best practice (as represented by the new Public Servants of the Year Award — paragraph 21).

1.
Before 1993, anyone wanting to nominate somebody for an honour did so by correspondence.

2.
The Major review concluded that this was “too haphazard” and that “the means of nomination for honours should be more widely known and more open”.

3.
A dedicated Nominations Unit was set up (originally with No 10 as its formal address but always operating out of Ceremonial Branch) to develop a system based upon a standard nomination form, setting out the type of information needed. The intention was, as part of Mr Major’s commitment to a classless society, to involve more ‘ordinary’ members of the public and thereby “help increase the recognition of merit of all kinds”.

Number of public nominations

4.
The initial launch and associated publicity secured a flood of forms to the Unit — some 10,000 in the first year. Eight years on, the Unit has 30,000 live nominations in its system with an average of 6,000 new nominations coming in annually (with a roughly equal number of unsuccessful nominations being taken off the list to keep it at a manageable level).

5.
This apparent decline in numbers requires qualification. First, there has been a necessary trade-off between quantity and quality. Some of the original nominations were of little use (“my mum is a wonderful person and really deserves an honour....”) and these have now been filtered out of the system

(eg by introducing the requirement for supporting letters and asking nominators to focus on achievements). Second, there has been an increase in public awareness that nominations of people in certain sectors are best addressed to the relevant Departments. For example, DFEE and DCMS both receive large numbers of nominations direct from the public. Ceremonial Branch estimate that Departments hold an additional stock of 5,000 live nominations, giving a total of 35,000 live public nominations in the system as a whole.

Balance between public nomination and departmental recommendation

6.
In the Birthday list of 1994, the first real test of the new public nomination system, the proportion of candidates with public support constituted 28% of the total. This proportion reached 45% in the New Year 1997 list, and having averaged 43% over the six lists to Birthday 2000, it rose again to 46% in the New Year 2001 list.

7.
Where the public nomination clearly relates to the work of a particular Department, the nomination unit passes it on to the relevant Department for consideration.

8.
But a good proportion of public nominations do not have a clear departmental home (most are for various forms of community service) and about 1,200 such cases a year are handled by Ceremonial Branch who obtain views on them from Lord Lieutenants and any Departments with an interest. Ceremonial Branch then put forward the best for inclusion in the honours lists: they account for about 15% of the total, mainly OBEs and MBEs.

9.
The other 57% of candidates (54% in the New Year 2001 list) are identified by Departments through their own systems for generating names. Each Department has an honours secretary and the larger one have an honours unit which canvasses nominations from commands and divisions which in their turn seek nominations from the organisations the Department sponsors. The Department then combines its own names with public nominations (whether passed over to it by the central nomination unit or submitted to the Department direct). These are processed and moderated by a Departmental honours comnuttee, usually chaired by the Permanent Secretary. The resulting ‘Departmental list’ is submitted to Ceremonial Branch which allocates the candidates amongst the appropriate honours selection sub-committees.

Are the numbers and balance right?

10.
Ceremonial Branch does not operate with a target number of nominations. However, they regard the current stock of 35.000 and annual flow of 6.000 new nominations as acceptable on the basis that they produce a healthily competitive and regularly replenished pool from which to select successful candidates. The system is operating at a crude 7:1 candidate to honour ratio
.

11.
Nor does Ceremonial Branch seek to achieve any particular balance between publicly supported and departmentally sponsored nominations. But the Major review intended the new nomination process to open up the system, thereby broadening the types of service and achievement receiving recognition. There must be a question whether a 43:57 public/departmental balance fulfils that objective and whether the lists should reflect more what the general public themselves believe worthy of recognition.

12.
The nomination unit (seven staff) is operating at maximum capacity at this level. However, if its computerisation programme goes ahead, it could cope with a significant increase in nominations without increasing staff numbers (although the anticipated small staff savings would probably not be realised).

13.
A significant increase in the number of public nominations will not arise naturally. It would require positive action from the centre. This would only make sense if it were designed to achieve a specific purpose.

Why seek an increase in the number of public nominations?

14.
There are three possible reasons for wanting to stimulate more public nominations.

(i)
to increase the competition and raise standards by displacing some of the currently successful nominations by ones of higher quality — but Ceremonial Branch are satisfied with the current level of competition and the quality of nominations;

(ii)
to shift the system more decisively in the direction set by Mr Major in 1993 by increasing the proportion of successful candidates who are publicly nominated beyond its current level, perhaps aiming in the first instance for a new 50:50 balance between publicly supported and departmentally sponsored names. (In so far as there are incentives built into the system, they tend to promote departmental nominations. Departments do not include many of the publicly nominated candidates towards the top of the lists which they submit to Ceremonial Branch);

(iii)
to increase the number of successful candidates in certain selected walks of life or social categories which are under-represented in the current lists. So far as targeting sectors is concerned, this will depend upon a prior decision on whether steps should be taken to re-balance the honours list in favour of certain groups (eg nurses, teachers, police officers). But it is already accepted that it would be desirable to achieve a selective increase in the number of nominations for currently under-represented groups such as women (36% of total, 19% of K/Ds and 21% of Cs) and members of ethnic minorities (4.5% of total, 3.6% of K/Ds and 3% of Cs).
 Here, there are some targets. For example, the “Dear Hayden” letter of 24 May 1999 set a target of 33% women for the New Year 2000 list (actual 31%) and set a long-term objective of 50%.

How to obtain an increase in public nominations
15.
Were it to be decided to pursue the first and second courses, then measures would be 
needed to produce an increase in the number and quality of public nominations. There 
would be a number of possibilities.
(a)
A campaign to increase the general public’s awareness of their right to nominate people for honours, accompanied by some clear and simple material on what the honours system is for and the sort of service and achievements we are seeking to recognise and celebrate. This need not be expensive as we could capitalise on the widespread interest in the honours lists, whose appearance already stimulates an inflow of nominations (200 requests for forms came in to the Nominations Unit in the first week of January). On the appearance of each list, we could take the opportunity, perhaps through a notice in the London Gazette, to get the media to publicise the nomination unit, directing their audiences to the availability of the standard nomination form both by post and over the internet
.
(b)
Steps to simplify the process. We could for example take another look at our nomination form to see whether we might not learn from the Australian and Canadian versions which have user-friendly introductory summaries and FAQs explaining the purpose of their honours systems. 
 It should be possible to submit nominations electronically.

(c)
A pilot might be run in one of the regions to see if the quantity and quality of nominations could be improved by calling for nominations to be made on a regional basis, either to the relevant Lord Lieutenants or to the Govemment Offices (liasing with Regional Development Agencies, Regional Health Authorities, Regional Cultural Consortia and so on).

(d)
The Ceremonial Branch web-site could be made more informative and be linked to other relevant sites on honours. (The BBC’s highly informative honours page 
 offers an example of the natural network that could be built up through links to the Ceremonial Branch web-site.)

(e)
Were the resources available, the creation of a data base of past recipients would provide nominators with models of the sort of contributions deemed worthy of recognition (the Australians and Canadians offer this search facility on their web sites and might be used as the basis of a scoping exercise to decide on the information to be entered).

16.
Each of these measures would need to be assessed in terms of potential penetration and effectiveness. But the entire package would need to be pre​evaluated against the risk of generating a large number of nominations most of which would have very little chance of success. This ‘disappointed customer’ effect has been experienced in the field of public appointments where, in order to avoid raising false expectations, generalised advertising has given way to a more targeted approach.

17.
Were it decided to pursue the third course at paragraph 14, a more targeted approach would be needed in any event. According to sector or category, advertisements could be placed seeking nominations from specific groups (for example the DCMS are planning to do this for architects and one could envisage a general approach through the ethnic minority press), perhaps combined with placed articles highlighting current disparities and profiling relevant candidates who have been honoured recently. Before embarking on this course, there should be preliminary consultations with expert bodies (Equal Opportunities Commission, Race Relations Forum, Women’s National Commission and the like) to consider how underlying problems might be broken down (for example, why women should have a lower propensity to nominate each other than men).

Departmentally sponsored candidates

18.
As Departments’ own systems account for 57% of successful candidates, it is just as important that should generate good nominations and ones that meet the Government’s commitment to diversity. Much depends on the commitment of the Permanent Secretary and the importance he or she attaches to honours.

19.
This is a field where there are constant exhortations to do better. As well as the “Dear Hayden” letters (which regularly call for more nominations of women and members of ethnic minorities), Departments themselves seem to be forever issuing injunctions to staff to be more imaginative in their search for candidates, highlighting the under-represented groups, and offering contemporary tests of honour-worthiness (eg would the honour not only be proper recognition for an individual who has made a difference but would it also make the person’s organization/profession/community feel good about itself ?).

20.
My subjective judgement is that, despite such appeals, the nomination process continues in its set pattern, with semi-automatic trawls through the same fields and sub-fields and consultation with the same national organisations. If there are examples of good Departmental practice in refreshing the nominations process, these ought to be shared.

21.
There is an interesting contrast between our routine approach to the age-old honours system and the special effort put into new awards and prizes. The Public Servants of the Year Awards to celebrate the success and contribution made by individual public servants is a joint venture by Public Finance 
 magazine and the Cabinet Office. A visit to the web site is instructive. It is a model of user-friendliness. First, the purpose of the award is clearly, briefly and positively stated by Mo Mowlam. Then the process is explained step by step, with good concrete examples of what is being looked for. The seven-member judging panel are named (three of them, including the chair, are women, one is from an ethnic minority and two are from local authorities). The entry forms can be accessed and submitted electronically. The first awards are to be made at the QEII Centre on 15 May and it would seem sensible to check how well the process has gone and consider what lessons might be learned for the nomination process for honours.
22.
This is a case of turning the tanker. The production of twice-yearly 1,000-name lists is relentless. Any changes must be factored in well in advance to produce results three or four lists ahead. For example, the “Dear Hayden” letter of 24 May 1999 went beyond exhortation and offered a quarry of good women candidates — it will be interesting to see to what extent this positive intervention works and whether the recent increase in the proportion of women on the list is sustained.

International experience

23.
The only available material relevant to the nomination process comes from Australia. 
 It shows that we are not unique in our difficulties.

24.
Their mid-1990s review found that the key variables characterising those who made nominations were their gender (male 77% female 23% 
); their education (78% with a tertiary level education), their age (19% retired), and their occupation (55% were drawn from the ranks of accountants, doctors, lawyers, businesspeople, and public servants whereas blue collar workers and trades people submitted only 1% of nominations). The “perception that class, status or wealth play some role in the allocation of awards and the determination of award level will remain as long as the current concentration of higher awards in affluent areas and high-status occupations continues.” 

25.
Research for the review found a very high level of ignorance of and apathy about the Australian honours system in large sections of the community, including young people, women, non-professionals and Aboriginals. Conversely, there were groups (typically male-dominated and based around certain professions) who understood the system well. The statistics showed a clustering of nominations from these interest groups who proved to be particularly successful in obtaining awards. 

26.
The review found very limited community identification with the honours system as a source of national pride. The review advocated a publicity campaign. However, they recognised that the problem went much deeper:

“While awareness is a prerequisite to ownership of the system by the community, promotional campaigns by themselves will not produce community involvement. To be completely accessible, the honours system must reflect the values the public believes are important and these values must be expressed in culturally inclusive ways. The system must be able to, and be seen to, reward appropriately those contributions which the community values.” 

27.
The review called for an evidence-based approach. They urged the collection of data on inputs and outputs to restore confidence in the equity of the system by checking and compensating for social, occupational, geographical and other biases.

28.
Five years on, the Australians claim that their “honours system.. .belongs to the people and the nation it serves – it recognises the achievements, services and contributions by the Australian people.” 
 In the light of the review findings, one senses that this may be an overconfident assertion, but it provides a clear and modem aspiration.

29.
It is interesting that so many of our attempts to explain our system do not relate to the part it plays in contemporary national life but are made by reference to its historical roots. To take one example from many: “until the beginning of the 19~” century, appointment to the Orders of chivalry in England was restricted to members of the aristocracy and high-ranking military figures.” 
 In bringing the nomination process up to the best modem standards, it would be helpful if the purpose of the honours system could be briefly, simply and positively explained in terms of recognising men and women whose service and contributions have made a significant difference to life in Britain and made us proud to be British.
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