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Summary 

- Standards in public life are essential to the health of the democratic system, and to public 

confidence in it. They protect decision-making, underpin political stability, and help to maintain 

public trust.  

- Standards in public life are expressed through a series of codified values, laws, rules and 

conventions, which express shared expectations about the boundaries of appropriate political 

behaviour. They regulate the roles of political actors, limit the influence of outside interests, 

and more broadly help to define a healthy political culture.  

- The UKôs political constitution relies on public figures observing the rules and conventions that 

underpin it. If standards in public life are not respected, the result will be a more brittle political 

culture, and increasing pressure to move toward a more legalised constitution. 

 

Background 

High ethical standards are fundamental to a healthy democracy, and their importance is widely 

recognised across the political spectrum. Prime Minister Rishi Sunak has promised to put óintegrity, 

professionalism and accountabilityô

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/prime-minister-rishi-sunaks-statement-25-october-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/prime-minister-rishi-sunaks-statement-25-october-2022
https://labour.org.uk/press/keir-starmers-speech-setting-out-labours-contract-with-the-british-people/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life/the-7-principles-of-public-life--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/the-committee-on-standards-in-public-life
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their decision-making, and help to

/constitution-unit/research-areas/deliberative-democracy/democracy-uk-after-brexit/public-preferences-integrity-and
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/standards-matter-a-review-of-best-practice-in-promoting-good-behavior-in-public-life
https://cspl.blog.gov.uk/2021/11/05/amending-the-descriptor-to-leadership-reinforcing-a-culture-of-respect-for-one-another/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ministerial-code
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ministerial-code
https://www.parliament.uk/mps-lords-and-offices/standards-and-financial-interests/parliamentary-commissioner-for-standards/code-of-conduct-and-rules-of-the-house/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/lords/whos-in-the-house-of-lords/house-of-lords-members-conduct/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/civil-service-code/the-civil-service-code
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/special-advisers-code-of-conduct
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/local-government-association-model-councillor-code-conduct-2020
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they no longer have the confidence of parliament. The monarch, likewise, by convention agrees to 

cede much of their formal power to ministers, and to exercise other powers only on the 

recommendation of the Prime Minister.There is no single list of the constitutional conventions that 

operate in the UK, but many of the most important are laid out in the Cabinet Manual. They 

/constitution-unit/constitutional-principles-and-health-democracy
mailto:constitution@ucl.ac.uk
/constitution-unit/get-involved/subscribe
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cabinet-manual
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/explainers/mps-second-jobs-and-outside-interests/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/prorogation-a-case-for-reform/
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/article/comment/sewel-convention-has-been-broken-brexit-reform-now-urgent

