3. How professional were Britain’s intelligence services between 1909 and 1949?

Between 1909 and 1949, British intelligence emerged as an effective instrument of state power.
Beginning as a small and unorganised system, it evolved to having a greater decisive role in decision-
making. However, within these circumstances, the level of professionalism remained inadequate. The
question becomes whether British intelligence successes indicate genuine maturity or were only
temporary adaptations under pressure.

Professionalism in intelligence can be understood as a development of stable organisational
structures, financial security for its staff, effective recruitment of staff, and administrative continuity
within the services. It is not measured solely by operational success, but instead by the extent that the
service was institutionally organised and how efficiently it was managed. These factors imply a reliable
source of funding, with effective budgeting and management of its staff. Crucially, it also implies an
ability to improve upon previous institutional errors.

Measured against these criteria, British intelligence began as amateur and unprofessional but
fluctuated in growth to a more streamlined organisation throughout the war years. Firstly, the pre-war
service began due to rumours and relied on informal networks. Secondly, despite intelligence successes
during the First World War, they were the product of disorganised growth. Thirdly, during the inter-
war period professionalisation was uneven and marked financial cutbacks. This was coupled with
staffing problems and issues of poor management. Fourthly, the Second World War forced a rapid
expansion of British intelligence, with increased of analytical output. However, this professionalism
was born of a necessity rather than design. Finally, wartime success hid enduring weaknesses
financing, personnel and management. In the post-war period, many of these structural limitations re-
emerged as funding faced another decline.

British intelligence between 1909 and 1949 did effectively professionalise, but very unevenly.
The service achieved high wartime effectiveness yet remained constrained by issues of growth and

management.

The Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) suffered from significant structural weaknesses at its foundation.
Its origins were marked by a lack of professionalism, evident in its reactionary creation, lack of
precedent, and chronic underfunding. As a result, the service initially struggled to operate as a credible

intelligence organisation.



This early lack of professionalism is evident in how the service was created. It emerged from a case of
‘Spy Fever’.! Hughes calls this a ‘moral panic’ that catalysed the beginning of the service.? Political
insecurity stemmed from Imperial Germany’s rising naval strength, while Britain possessed ‘small and
underfunded military and naval’ intelligence departments.> By 1907, rumours in the press about
Germany prompted calls for improved intelligence gathering.* This pushed Britain to act, ‘if only to
remedy its own ignorance.’> Although ‘the evidence [...] now appears flimsy’, Britain felt it had to
respond to growing fears.® Andrew describes this as a ‘remarkable collective gullibility’ shown by the
government.” Dismissing claims as being ‘rather absurd’.®

Despite this, a foreign intelligence organisation was created by late 1909.° Since there was no
model for peacetime intelligence, it had ‘a confused start.’!” The process was slow and intelligence
gathering was difficult to achieve.!! Vernon Kell noted in 1910 that among two hundred investigations
into Germans, there was not a ‘single case of genuine espionage’.!> Espionage was poorly organised,
relying on outdated methods and amateur spies due to low recruitment.'® The first head of the service,
Mansfield Cumming, had no intelligence background but was selected for his government
experience.'* Roles were given to people through cronyism rather than through professional vetting.'>

Before the war the service remained extremely small, employing only fifteen staff.!® The

Bureau of intelligence had just one translator.'” While the document noting this is not intended as a
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critique of capability, it exposes the extent that linguistic and analytical capacity was undervalued.
Similarly, MI5 began its life with only two members, Vernon Kell and William Melville.'® Therefore,
MIS5 was faced with a ‘huge task’ of organising intelligence.!” Understaffing meant the Admiralty and
War Office often ignored or dismissed valuable intelligence.?’ They struggled with utilisation and
organisation, because the service was not given much importance.?! Funding lacked any systematic
approach.?? The total budget for the service was estimated at just £2,000 - revealing what departments
were willing to allocate rather than what intelligence work required.?? This reflects material
underfunding and a broader failure to conceptualise intelligence as a permanent, professional
institution. This was enough to support one permanent foreign agent and a few other staff members,

not a full professionalised institution.?*

Thus, the SIS was founded on an unprofessional precedent, and experienced challenges of an amateur
workforce with underfunded efforts. These formative deficiencies would have lasting implications,

shaping the effectiveness of intelligence on the eve of the First World War.

After the amateur beginnings of the service, the First World War saw the first proper increase in
professionalism in the service. The development of Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) and cryptanalytic
successes marked considerable progress. However, these developments do not show a rise in
institutionalised professionalism. Issues poor record-keeping and weak structures persisted, due to an

ad hoc advancement of intelligence systems.

Weaknesses in the service became evident in 1914, prompting a complete reorganisation of the
services.”” This supported the use of counter-espionage and interception.?® Inspired by sporadic

cryptanalysis in the South African War, British intelligence developed a system of SIGINT.?’ British
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intelligence expanded capabilities through units like Room 40 and MI1(b).? The service learned how
to decode and interpret great amounts of German material.** Allowing Lloyd George to increasingly
‘assert control over war strategy’, due to these successes.*°

Britain developed ‘six efficient codebreaking bureaux’ during the First World War.>! Room 40
is the most celebrated example.*? According to reports from Room 40, ‘from an early date in November
1914 [they] were overhearing a host of the secret naval orders’.>* Some scholars, such as Larsen, claim
that there is an overstated importance.>* However, according to Hines, ‘historians agree that Room 40
[...] performed superbly’.>3 Few other services achieved the levels of cryptanalysis.>®

War Office assessments of cryptanalytic success claim that most notable success was the
decryption of the Zimmerman Telegram.?” The Telegram was an encrypted German message proposing
alliance with Mexico.*® The code was ‘almost undiscoverable’, yet Room 40 was successful in
decrypting it.>* The War Office claims that this contributed significantly to the United States’ entry
into the war and placed Britain at the forefront of intelligence innovation.*” However, produced in

1919, the analysis is shaped by the political need to justify wartime expenditure.*! While the document
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confirms the technical difficulty of the cipher, it downplays how the service relied on the enemy
mistakes to acquire and decode it, rather than strategic decryption. ** SIGINT depended on material
conditions and the enemy's use of communication.* It depended on poor cipher discipline.** Even
within notable successes, the Code Books were found by means of good fortune.* British intelligence
relied on the accuracy and reliability of the interceptions too.*® ‘Flaws were possible anywhere along
[the] chain’.*’ Intelligence may not be accurate, or accurate intelligence may not reach the
commander.*® Data was unreliable and analysts had to continuously argue the validity of their
sources.*’ Especially amongst their own allies, Bolshevik sources were ‘least trustworthy sources of
information.”>°

Decryptions were poorly managed, record-keeping was inconsistent, and much learning
occurred on the job.’! This admission is particularly revealing given the document’s official nature;
failure could not be ignored. Many of the decoded messages did not have dates, so the record-keeping
was poorly managed.>? MI5 had to hurriedly organise an “inversion” system for storing documents,
which was an ad-hoc addition to the system.>* The service relied on the efficiency and effectiveness of

a small group of individuals, the likes of Cummings and Fisher are notably credited.>*

The first World War marked a crucial step towards professionalisation within British intelligence,
particularly through advances in SIGINT and other forms of intelligence. However, these successes
were coupled with persistent organisational weaknesses, poor management and reliance on enemy

errors, which limited effectiveness and would hinder the service’s post-war development.
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After the First World War ended, the service entered a period of institutional weakness. It faced issues
of structural disunity between organisations and management within them. It encountered staffing,
training and expertise problems because of the poor recruitment system. The service also dealt with

financial cutbacks after the war. As a result, the service took two steps back in terms of professionalism.

During and after the war, the service faced inter-service rivalry, reinforcing fragmented intelligence
practices rather than a unified professional system. There was a growing animosity between
branches.>® The SIS faced competition from the Directorate of Intelligence and MI6, leading to
coordination issues.’® The services had to be reorganised multiple times because the existing system
caused “waste, delay and inefficiency”.>’ This is evident in how GC&CS became ‘an adopted child in
the Foreign Office (FO) with no family rights.”*® This is viewed as an “institutional failure” on the part
of the service.> To resolve this, officials attempted to restructure by merging five agencies into one.®
Cumming thought merging would be “utterly unworkable”.®! In the long term, this effort was
foundational in creating the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), but it came from a disordered
process.%?

The service faced issues of staffing, training, and expertise. In Lord Hankey’s Inquiry into the
SIS, he claims that the recruitment system ‘has thus been haphazard.’®* Recruitment was limited to
personal recommendations of the director, which restricted scope.®* While this system fared well ‘when
times were peaceful and the establishment was small’, it proved inadequate as demands increased.®
Ineffective recruitment directly eroded professionalism by limiting expertise and slowing operational
efficiency. Andrew claims that work was thence ‘embarrassingly slow’.°® Hankey describes the staff

as ‘dispirited” and ‘not “on their toes™”.%” This implies a weaker leadership that compounded financial
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and recruitment failures, preventing clear managerial accountability. As Hankey’s inquiry attempted
to justify reform, his criticisms may overstate institutional failings, but they are corroborated by
suitable evidence.®® Historians agree with Hankey’s sentiment, with Thurlow likening Soviet and
British intelligence to ‘Manchester United and Corinthian Casuals’, an analogy emphasising the
inadequacy of the British.” A consequence of ineffective recruitment was analytical weaknesses. Only
‘a very small percentage’ of intelligence reports were requested in complete form, indicating limited
capacity.’”’ Efficiency depended on individual expertise rather than institutional training, because any

‘corporate memory [...] soon fell by the wayside.”!

The SIS faced chronic underfunding. The two dominating prime ministers of the 1920s-1930s
(Baldwin and MacDonald) were disinterested in intelligence.”” Consequently, the service received
treasury constraints and cutbacks, an underestimation of intelligence needs in official estimates.”
‘MI5’s budget was cut by almost two thirds’, which had immediate adverse effects.”* This persistent
financial neglect ensured that the SIS lacked a structural integrity required for professional intelligence
work. Field Intelligence funds were reduced, making foreign intelligence less effective.”” As shown by
the cuts, the government made significant underestimations of the service’s requirements. By 1923 the
SIS shrunk to only sixteen officers at home, and seventy overseas.”® In 1929 that number had gone
down further to only thirteen.”” The poor pay and ineffective working environment pushed people
away. The budget for the service in 1922/25 was a mere £180,000 — which ‘was criticised as
inadequate’.”® It “increased to £200,000 after criticism’ but was still inefficient.” As a consequence of
these cuts, MI6's capabilities were negligible due to a lack of resources.®’ In one case, a message sent

to Lockhart about the state of the organisation's network and the need for funds only arrived just after

% TNA, FO 1093/193, p. 14.

% Richard Thurlow, ‘Soviet Spies and British Counter-Intelligence in the 1930s: Espionage in the Woolwich
Arsenal and the Foreign Office Communications Department’, Intelligence and National Security, 19.4
(2004), pp. 610-631 (p. 611)<https://doi.org/10.1080/0268452042000327519>

OTNA, HW 43/2, p. 56

"I Black and Brunt, ‘MI5, 1909-1945°, p. 189.

2 Aldrich, The Black Door, p. 44.

3 London, The National Archives of the UK (TNA), KV 4/151, Report of Sir Warren Fisher s Committee of
Secret Service, 4 April 1922.

™ Andrew, The Defence of the Realm, p. 117.

> TNA, KV 4/151, Frame 33.

76 Jeffery, MI6, p. 175.

" Andrew, The Defence of the Realm, p. 127.

" TNA, KV 4/151, Frame 33.

7 TNA, KV 4/151, Frame 32.

80 Calder Walton, Spies: The Epic Intelligence War between East and West (Simon and Schuster, 2023), p. 24.



https://doi.org/10.1080/0268452042000327519

Lockhart had been captured in Russia.®! The cost of having agents was very high, yet the government

did very little to provide financial support.®?

Hence, the cumulative effect of poor recruitment and
underfunding led to operational failures. These deficiencies illustrate how the SIS remained largely

unprofessional, with limited capacity for learning or reform.

Hence, in the interwar years, British intelligence achieved sufficient experience from the First World
War, but lacked proper resourcing, authority and coherence for effective professionalism. The service
faced structural and recruiting problems from within, as well as budgeting problems. These left the

service in a state of poor management and a lack of professionalism.

As Britain faced Nazi threat in the Second World War, institutional weaknesses came to the fore.
Britain recognised deficiencies in how intelligence was used and managed. These problems led to
reforms that began to transform and professionalise the service. In the later years, British intelligence
at Bletchley Park (BP) marked a shift from improvisation to efficiency. However, even within these
successes, Bletchley continued to expose structural weaknesses of the service.

Post-war intelligence narratives border on self-congratulation, with MI5 claiming an ‘exalted state
through their wartime exertions’.®®> In reality, during the early stages, British intelligence was
overstretched, poorly coordinated, and inadequately staffed.®® Intelligence failures within the British
Expeditionary Force reflected the service’s resource shortages.®> So much so that its Y unit ‘could
make little of the German field army’s complex signals network’.3¢ SIGINT lagged behind in terms of
quality of organisation, with poorly trained staff and having to rely on allies for resources.?’” ‘Polish
cryptanalysts revealed to the British how they broke Enigma’.®® This inertia persisted, with SIS

constrained by bureaucracy and sustained underinvestment in SIGINT.
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The intelligence that was acquired by the service was not utilised effectively.”® Processing
methods were ‘far too primitive and unintelligent’.”! Hinsley bluntly claims that ‘information existed
[but] was not put to good use.’®? British intelligence was able to monitor German mechanised forces
but their lack of technical analysis risked strategic misjudgements.”> A failure to acquire intelligence
and a greater failure to transform intelligence into strategy exposed the unprofessional position of the

service and how ineffectively it was run.

These failures revealed that size and streamlining needed to be increased. At first, there were less
employees at Bletchley than the German equivalent.”* Recruitment in BP was slow, with early accounts
claiming very few analysts.”> As the war intensified, one cryptanalyst sent a message to Churchill,
requesting more resources and staff.’® Churchill called for “extreme priority” of cryptanalysis.”’
Aldrich is particularly praising, claiming Churchill was the first prime minister to prioritise the service,
but action merely reflected necessary change.”® Despite his intervention, ‘recruitment problems
persisted due to conscription and bureaucratic hurdles’.”® Pre-war recruitment methods proved
inadequate.'” To combat this, recruitment began to draw from universities or any profession with
German language proficiency.'?!

While this expanded the organisation to nine-thousand, it remained disorganised.!®> Many
employees arrived at BP with little knowledge of cryptology or intelligence work and learned on the

job.!% There were poor working and living conditions, logistical strain, and bad infrastructure.'*
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Smith describes the staff as being “so overworked”.!* Smith’s recollections provide a valuable insight
into the strain and lack of institutionalisation, but due to being a retrospective testimony, it privileges
personal hardship over structural analysis. This risks a generalisation from an individual experience.

Despite this, this account indicates a lack of professional structure to BP.

As the war progressed, intelligence work became increasingly professionalised, reflecting recognition
that traditional approaches were inadequate.! This shift was reinforced by the temporary addition of
leading academics and analysts, whose collaboration formed a more effective intelligence unit.!’” The
institution began to work more structurally, Welchman accounts for the administering of highly skilled
female staff; managing logistics and liaison.'”® As a senior figure within Hut Six his narrative risks
boasting a coherence while underplaying conflict, but his account implies a good level of quality in
structure.

The service established better disciplinary standards, which helped professionalise its vetting
strength. Employees signed the Official Secrets Act, if breached it led to expulsion without trial.!%”
Calvocoressi’s recollection of his interview demonstrates the intimidating and highly selective vetting
process.''” As a result, there was a good ‘quality of staff” at Bletchley.!'! However, Calvocoressi’s
depiction of vetting and discipline reflects a retrospective framing shaped by the later success of Ultra,
which may project later professionalism onto the earlier, more improvised systems. The individual
primary material highlights poor organisation whereas later official accounts tend to frame the same
period as one of sufficient progress.

Much of Bletchley’s immediate improvements focused on increasing their production flow.'!?
BP professionalised through means of shift work, introducing Watches and an effective shift system.'!?

Work was organised into ‘four Watches, each working an eight-hour shift.’!'* Thus, a reliable system

for decoding messages was formed in BP.!'> Intelligence was ‘being produced on an industrial scale,
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with forty-five machine operators in action.’!!® Initially, British cryptanalysts faced limitations, as
there were no mechanical devices necessary to intercept the German systems.'!” This prompted further
improvements in the decryption process.!'® Bletchley became a primary outlet of intelligence in the
war.!!” There was still a ‘flood of intelligence’ similar to that of the First World War, but in this case
‘it became an expert routine’ rather than overwhelming.'?® Hut 3 processed intelligence from Hut 6,
and by the end of the war was breaking at least two dozen different Enigma cyphers.'?!

Bletchley saw a leap forward in cryptologic innovation, establishing foundational
mathematical and cryptological principles.'?? In addition, breaking of Enigma helped produce high-
grade intercepts, giving British decision-makers access to intelligence of exceptional importance.'*
Intelligence generated increasingly valuable output from 1942 onwards.'”* SIGINT therefore
supported many operational successes.!?> Enigma-derived intelligence and deception are seen as being
central to Allied victory, because of how it shaped D-Day planning.'?® While interception of Enigma
traffic was essential and proved groundbreaking, this undermines other factors within the war, such as
the newly effective Double-Cross System.!?” This system improved their use of intelligence and helped
generate more effective means of deception, such as Operations Mincemeat and Fortitude.'?® However,
the increase in professionalism in these departments may have been catalysed by the prioritisation of

intelligence at BP.

Goodman argues that the effectiveness of British intelligence during the war saw better inter-service
cooperation, claiming that the JIC ‘had finally come of age’.'?® Despite this, coordination remained

weak, with the JIC being described as a largely peripheral body that played little active role in
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coordinating assessments.'3® This limited efficiency, because while MI6 is credited with fostering
Bletchley’s growth, it operated within a system marked by rivalry and disputes over control of Hut
3.3 Hinsley characterises institutional setbacks as arising whenever multiple bodies shared
responsibility, reinforcing that the system was not fully professionalised in organisational terms.'*?
Despite this, the JIC developed a greater authority, with Cavendish-Bentinck demonstrating
sufficient confidence to criticise the Chiefs of Staff as “stubborn and short-sighted”, signalling a
willingness to challenge senior military opinion in the interest of the service.!** Goodman is praising
of Cavendish-Bentinck in particular with elevating the JIC’s professionalism, describing him as

‘astute’ and ‘capable of producing harmony’.!3*

Throughout the war, British intelligence underwent a process of professionalisation but did not do so
institutionally. Wartime pressures forced growth, encouraging the systematic use of civilians, better
intelligence processing, and closer integration in national policy. However, professional effectiveness
did not equate to institutional maturity. Expansion remained ad hoc, and there was a continued reliance
on improvised recruitment, inadequate infrastructure, and inter-service rivalry evident in both official
files and memoir accounts. While the expansion and innovation in cryptology had value, its

achievements rested on weak foundations.

Sources about late-war and post-war intelligence settlement claim seamless professionalism and
greater maturity within the service. While there were many successes, with the service becoming one
of the biggest and strongest allied agencies, there were issues of retrenchment and a return to staffing
issues after the war. Integrating the services caused complications and failures to adapt suggested

reforms, which shows a lack of continued professionalisation in the service.

Towards the end of WWII, official GC&CS accounts emphasise greater interservice cooperation.'

The Intelligence Machine was hailed as ‘the first attempt anywhere [...] to set out a blueprint for a

complete, interlocking, peacetime system’.!3® However, these retrospectives are self-justified, which
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leads them to underplay the service’s earlier failures, such as the technical unpreparedness of early
war. '3

Despite recognition of the need after learning from the inter-war failures, British intelligence
showed persistent failure to retain lessons after the Second World War. The conditions of the post-war
service were a product of peacetime neglect and wartime expansion.'*® In the immediate post-war
period, the SIS experienced financial attrition and a loss of expertise, as many wartime intelligence
officers were academics who served only for the duration of the war before resuming their academic
careers.'* Personnel losses left the service unable to reconcile SIGINT records, because ‘the people
with the necessary knowledge [were] no longer available.”!*? Similar to conditions of the service at the

end of the First World War, staffing cuts constrained capacity despite a high technical potential.'*! This

shows a lack of retained lessons in how to professionally manage a peacetime service.

According to Davies, one success of the service was effective centralisation. Davies frames
centralisation as ‘a great increase in efficiency’.!*? Official reports are similarly positive about
intelligence efficiency.'”® However, they both underplay institutional uncertainty noted in the
reforms.!** The service even acknowledges its own structural weaknesses - most notably the absence
of recorded judgments, which senior officers admit hindered continuity.!*> Goodman’s claim that the
system merely required ‘“constant refinement” arguably downplays the severity of persistent
managerial and professional failures.'*® Unofficial post-war recollections emphasise exhaustion and
decline, rather than reform.'*’” The post-war service failed to adopt important organisational

recommendations. Welchman repeatedly claims in his account of Hut Six that his ‘recommendations
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had not been followed.’'*® As a self-interested source, his complaints about pay - arguing that ‘brilliant
cryptologists should be able to earn a higher salary than the Director’ - risks exaggerating the service’s
neglect t0o.!'* Thus, it is important to account for a balance in these separate viewpoints. The lessons
would have been retained better than the inter-war circumstances, but not as effectively as official
reports or authorised histories seem to portray. Jeffery corroborates a stagnation in the service, noting
there were unresolved structure and recruitment crises.'*

Authorised narratives portray the JIC as a centre of authority, but contemporary evidence
complicates this picture. Some managerial reforms progressed more comfortably after the war. Attlee
valued MI5’s independence and kept it under his ‘personal control’, showing a greater utilisation of
the service.!*! However, post-war authority is heavily overstated in Goodman’s authorised history,
stating that Britain was ‘the great originator and purveyor of modern intelligence’.'*? He quotes how
Britain sought to “educate United States departments in [their] views.”!>® This reflects institutional
self-justification within the authorised history rather than a more detached analysis. An FO
memorandum shows that intelligence leaders resisted JIC integration into the service, insisting SIS be
kept ‘aloof from regular Government Committees’ for secrecy.!** Proposals for ‘a unified Secret
Service’ were rejected amid fears of bureaucratic overreach.!*>> Officials acknowledged that the JIC’s

work was overly focused on “organisational and security issues”.!>°

Overall, these developments in the post-war service reveal professionalism in the service as uneven.
While intelligence gained strategic recognition and because technically sophisticated, the service failed
to retain wartime lessons about personnel management. Professionalism in the SIS advanced

awkwardly, constrained by self-justification and peacetime neglect.

British intelligence between 1909 and 1949 was not fully professional in an institutional sense. While
it achieved moments of high operational effectiveness — particularly during wartime - it failed to

sustain these advances in peacetime. Even its wartime successes, such as those in SIGINT and the
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Double Cross system, were driven by crisis and enemy weaknesses rather than robust structures. While
Britain emerged as one of the leading nations in intelligence, it failed in properly institutionalising it.

Professional weaknesses persisted throughout this period, including in recruitment, record-
keeping, funding, and coordination, as well as enduring inter-service rivalry. Despite wartime
expansion, intelligence was treated by authority as a temporary device rather than a permanent national
capability. Consequently, issues of financing and complacency arose in the inter-war and post-war
years. Internal resistance to reform, and centralisation further stalled sustained professional
development.

While British intelligence underwent a process of professionalisation, this development was
irregular and fragile. Its successes reflected adaptive responses to crisis rather than the emergence of
a professional system. Therefore, British intelligence succeeded not because it was fully
professionalised, but because Britain was successful in improvising under pressure while avoiding

political and financial costs of maintaining a professional intelligence system.
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