
Bureaucracy Isn't Broken — It's Built This Way: 
How Institutional Rigidity Protects Itself and 
Harms Change 
1. Plain Language Translation 

At face value​
 The article argues that bureaucracy is not failing because people aren’t trying hard enough, but 
because the system itself is designed in a way that resists change. Plunkett outlines seven 
practical ways to reform it by working on the system, not just in it. 

What’s left unsaid​
 The piece doesn’t fully address why bureaucracies were structured this way to begin with — or 
who benefits from their current rigidity. It frames reform as technically difficult but morally 
neutral, when in fact many bureaucratic rules protect specific power structures, budgets, and 
actors from accountability or disruption. 

2. Euphemism & Economic Framing Decoder 

Phrase What It Sounds Like What It Often Means 

“Legitimating 
environments for 
reformers” 

A safe and 
encouraging space for 
change 

Carving out small zones where reform is 
tolerated without changing the dominant 
system 

“Modernise outmoded 
processes” 

Bring things up to 
date 

Loosen elite financial controls and dismantle 
legacy power structures 

“Kill old institutions” Streamline or replace 
the outdated 

Remove entrenched organisations that resist 
equity or innovation — often triggering 
political backlash 

“Loosen up / take small 
risks” 

Be more agile and 
less rigid 

Shift risk onto individuals or teams without 
changing who holds power or blame 

“Use moral agency” Encourage ethical 
judgement 

Ask frontline staff to resist harmful policies — 
without changing those policies 

 

Rhetorical Trick 



Framing Bias + Silence and Omissions​
 The piece uses a reformist tone that avoids naming who designed and sustains the sclerotic 
system. This creates a false sense of neutrality — as if the problem is technical inertia rather 
than political design. The analysis is framed as pragmatic, which masks the deeper political 
economy and power dynamics at play. 

3. Systems & Consequences Lens 

Ignored Needs 

●​ Needs of marginalised citizens navigating inaccessible services​
 

●​ Needs of frontline workers burdened by contradictory demands​
 

●​ Public need for accountability, not just agility​
 

●​ Systemic need for repair, not just reform​
 

Short-term​
 Staff continue operating under broken rules while expected to be innovative, creating burnout. 

Medium-term​
 Reformers lose morale, innovation becomes isolated, and public trust erodes further. 

Long-term​
 The bureaucracy becomes more brittle and exclusionary. Harm compounds for those least able 
to navigate it. 

Decoded​
 The surface framing of “agility” and “modernisation” diverts attention from the fact that 
bureaucratic dysfunction serves those in power — by preserving control, hiding harm, and 
exhausting change-makers. 

4. Control Spectrum Lens 

Who’s Speaking Claimed Concern Actual Control Goal 

Reform advocates Making government more 
adaptive 

Enable system learning and local 
flexibility 

Central bureaucracies 
(e.g. Treasury) 

Accountability, efficiency Retain control over funding and metrics, 
resist decentralisation 

Politicians Urgency, delivery, optics Maintain narrative dominance, avoid 
blame for complex failure 



Senior civil service Order and structure Protect institutional memory and career 
incentives 

Community organisations Responsiveness, trust Seek real power to act on lived 
experience 

 

Key Inversion 

Control disguised as care​
 The bureaucratic system claims to act cautiously for the sake of “accountability” and “good 
governance” — but these words often justify top-down control that blocks responsiveness, 
flexibility, and user-centred design. 

5. Timeline Reframing 

Period Consequence of Action Consequence of Inaction 

Short-term Reformers are legitimised and 
supported 

More burnout, more quiet exits from civil 
service 

Medium-ter
m 

Experiments spread and systems 
learn 

Crisis spending increases; trust deteriorates 

Long-term Bureaucracy becomes adaptive, 
trusted, and humane 

Institutional collapse, privatisation, or 
systemic breakdown becomes likely 

 

6. Honest Reframes 

●​ “We’re funding reformers” → “We’re tolerating change in pockets while protecting the 
centre”​
 

●​ “We need to modernise processes” → “We need to stop outdated practices that protect 
powerful interests”​
 

●​ “Let’s loosen up to avoid big risks” → “Rigidity is causing more harm than change ever 
could”​
 

●​ “Support moral agency” → “Ask people to resist harmful policies without giving them the 
power to change those policies”​
 

Needs Table 



Actor Stated Needs Unstated Needs Impact of Outcome 

Reform-minded 
civil servants 

Space to 
innovate 

Protection from retaliation 
and structural backing 

Reform possible if supported 

Senior 
bureaucrats 

Process 
discipline 

Career protection, risk 
aversion 

Disempowered by real 
change 

Politicians Delivery and 
impact 

Narrative control, visible 
wins 

Gain short-term optics, lose 
systemic capacity 

Frontline staff Clear, humane 
policies 

Ability to act ethically 
without punishment 

Empowered if moral agency 
is legitimised 

Citizens at the 
margins 

Fair, accessible 
services 

Dignity, adaptability, trust Gain most from deep reform; 
lose most from delay 

 

Case Study Analysis (Optional) 

Issue​
 UK’s repeated failures in public service transformation (e.g. Universal Credit, SEND reforms) 

Dynamics 

●​ Erasure of real needs: Funding models ignore lived realities of people with complex 
needs.​
 

●​ Violence disguised as pragmatism: Efficiency justifies punishing administrative 
processes.​
 

●​ Leadership theatre: Ministers demand fast results while hiding systemic barriers.​
 

●​ False efficiency: Treasury “controls” block adaptive service design.​
 

●​ Luxury of disconnection: Leaders rarely face the consequences of rigid systems.​
 

Thesis Reinforcement​
 This case shows how ignoring needs leads not just to harm — but to brittle, costly systems that 
break under pressure. Reform without power redistribution is theatre, not transformation. 

Colophon 



This analysis was generated by Unignorable, a civic clarity assistant designed to surface hidden 
needs, assumptions, and consequences beneath civic and political language — clearly, plainly, 
and without jargon. Made by Happygeneralist, Ryan Haney. 

 

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-686bab04b2888191880bdcf6a567734d-unignorable
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