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Teacher’s Introduction

This course companion is designed to provide students with a
comprehensive educational resource on the UK Government for AS and
Always check the exam board
website for new information,
including changes to the
specification and sample
assessment material.

A Level Edexcel.

It contains all of the relevant and significant information for the UK Prime
Minister and the Executive module. The question ‘Is the prime minister too
powerful?’ has been an important exam topic for many years, and there is
no reason to think that the exams for the new specification will be much different.

This companion covers all of the key areas: the structure, roles and powers of the executive; the concept of
ministerial responsibility; the powers of the prime minister and the cabinet; and the relative powers of the prime
minister and the cabinet. Along with this, talking points and exam tips will be provided throughout.

This pack has been designed to be either worked through in order, or dipped in and out of to support your own
lesson structures. Please use it in whichever way you prefer. The talking points, exam tips and activities provided
are designed to engage students while provoking the critical thought and analysis that will be required in

the exam.

Each chapter contains:

e abrief overview and learning objectives for the chapter

e alist of key terms

e students’ notes, and analysis of the key events

e ‘Talking Point’ questions designed to encourage discussion in class and develop key analysis skills

Second edition, April 2020

The second edition of this course companion has been updated to reflect recent developments, contemporary
debates and new political contexts that have emerged since its initial publication. In relation to the Prime Minister
and the Executive, this includes (but is not limited to) political developments since the 2017 general election,
discussion relating to the outcome of the 2019 general election, and changes in the positions of prominent
political figures.

Third edition, October 2022

The third edition of this course companion has been further updated to reflect developments such as the political
context since the 2019 general election, the changing composition of cabinet, the increasing role of secondary
legislation and the premiership of Boris Johnson.

Fourth edition, January 2026
A swathe of new examples and updates from the Truss, Sunak and Starmer governments, including resignations,
new talking points, and a new case study of Keir Starmer’s ability to control events and dictate policy.

Course Companion for A Level Edexcel: Comp 2: PM and the Executive (2026 Ed.) Page 1 of 39 © ZigZag Education, 2022-26



3.1 The Structure, Roles and Powers o}

ANRNENEN

Learning Objectives

Understand the structure of the three main sub-k.
Understand the main roles of the execu* 2.1n L
Understand the concept of prernci 1 ve j;,eve S.

thes of the executi
Hing with regard to le

|
-
|
|
E
%
|
|

Be able to explain the 217 = » ﬁf@s“of the prime minister and the ca%
A A L .

T4 e” |

= |

Prime minister

The head of the government and the chair of the cabinet.

The main decision-making body in government. It is ¢

Cabinet . . h .

prime minister — and other senior ministers who are ci|

A branch of government that is responsible for implem
Executive policy. In UK politics, the executive inherently overlaps

government, the legislature, as the executive is made u;

.. A member of government, in either " e House of Comr

Minister

who has been given a speci®s p\ Yo .rea to focus on.

=
Government Aunitof g7 i‘: Avy u“sually run by a minister, that |
department POl L E e ©
\ L :

Secondar ‘A law which passes through Parliament without going
legislation process that primary legislation does. It is enacted or ¢
Royal A range of powers that are available to ministers, hanc
prerogative monarch. Parliamentary approval is not required.
Patronage The power available to an individual to appoint some

Primus inter
pares

A Latin phrase meaning ‘first among equals’ represen
position within the cabinet. Different prime ministers .
emphasis on the ‘first” or ‘equal” aspects within their g

Separation of
powers

A system of government whem N ‘*gislative executi

kept apart and do not ~vc ’K t o teer, ie. neither hasa

Fusion of powers

Peer

\

N |
A syster gr( v iminent in which the executive, legisl

5
S «d or fused together and are able to directly |

»A member of the House of Lords.
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What is the Executive?

The executive in the UK is less clearly identified than in political systems
have a separation of powers. The USA, for instance, has an executive that
elected directly and separately from the legislature. It does not cross over
with any other branch of government. Presidential elections are strictly fo
the executive and elect the leader of the executlve hr . ( —the president.
Congressional elections take place betweer p esi '» Mztfal elections and
exclusively elect the legislative brarce- - (agr «Ss. This is not the case in t
UK. Members of the UK eve. Ave 2 pflrt of the legislature as many of
them are MPsawha o *’é Mel”é"gted to the House of Commons. But the
important o ,,member is that the executive differs from the
legislature \ggg#se its function is to make and implement policy.

s

\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ -

The executive in the UK is not only made up of MPs and peers, but the he
of the executive branch lies in the legislature. The main institutions are:
* the prime minister — the head of the executive and the chair of
the cabinet
* the cabinet - the chief decision-making body in the executive, made v
* ministers — members of the government who have been selected by tt.
one specific policy area

.

The main unit of the executive is government departments, usually run b}
implementing policy in one area. For example, there is in government the
Department for Work and Pensions and the Departmenf for Education. Al
by ministers. A note should be made here to ackr . . 2 junior minister
government ministers who do not sit in *h ¢ hi- ek uNon mmlsterlal depa:
the Food Standards Agency, thp Mo ) sime Agency and the Water Se
These are made up of the . o i\.y administrative workers of the execut
departmentcme 1. * 3 spemal advisers and civil servants. The experti

for the dai a’c&"“ tiviing of departments.

One theory about where power
that of the core executive. Put<
consists of all the main parts of |
the prime minister, the cabinet,
Office, the Prime Minister’s Off
that coordinate the work of oth¢ |
Decisions are made at different
core. Demands and suggestions
the public = 2ssure groups, me
Egade ‘ ‘fcovarious elements
5 p\ Fues: Of course, much will ¢

ol © ./~ thetime and in a smaller way o

"""" _&ters. Margaret Thatcher was very much i

herself and‘ o At ()ﬁéh while John Major was much more likely to

The Prime Minister's Office is located inside
10 Downing Street (above).

made elsev{gis®an the core. Both were constrained by the fact that prime mir|
others, and S Mar rgaret Thatcher was forced to admit to the Scott Inquiry 1
changes in the law that she did not know about. The probable truth is that toc
person to make all the decisions, and it is not the prime minister who wields {
all times, however strong they appear to the public.

Course Companion for A Level Edexcel: Comp 2: PM and the Executive (2026 Ed.) Page 3 of
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~

The Structure of the Executive

Prime Minister

o~
Prime Minister’s _ &‘}.f < #
Office . i
WAl A
3 o = ﬁ&.&
: L
Priv@ti( » . oolicy Unit

Informal Groups

Communications and
Strategy Unit

Government
Relations Unit

Policy and
Government Unit

The core executive is at the heart of the government, with the prime minis
departments interacting with all administrative areas of the executive. The
institutions that exclusively work for them, such as the Prime Minister’'s C
Though these may work with other institutions, with the diagram above it
as to how this begins to happen, they are seen as ..+ "as 1g prime ministe:

-

o

o

—[

Cabinet /
/|
N

1

Cabinet Committees

Department B
\ 4 /‘/v‘ -

Department A g ) 4
) >
N i Nﬁ? )
e o R T E | R e |
o '
Above is a diagram shem ™~ ~ steucture of the executive and how differ:

ch . r .wvolved in this are the Prime Minister’s Office, t.
voeKers in departments. Also, as the diagram suggests, di
WOk with each other, along with cabinet committees, the Tr¢:
The lines may seem a bit confusing, but don’t worry; they signify which ir |
and what is important is that all government institutions work with each ¢
to function effectively. It is useful to remember the ways that these groups
make sure that the government keeps working.

interact with
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The Main Roles of the Executive

e

It can be confusing to work out what the chief functions of the executive a
discussed, they are inherently linked to the legislature. We will discuss th
more detail and outline how these are different roles from those of the leg

Proposing Legislation

s

The executive is charged with the ety 44
bills to the Houses of Paﬂm At v ough Parhament is
the chief legisiator. "« 1 *’fsmamly to discuss bills and
scrutinise @;} sp tﬁem pass the legislative process.
The actual G suggesting areas where the law should
be changed - initiating legislation — is down to the

government. It is usually ministers who will introduce a
bill to Parliament, and this will normally involve some of

the promises made in the government’s manifesto.
Hun.dreds of bills may I.)e progressing through Prifi Potel infrocull
Parliament at any one time.

Proposing the Budget

The executive is also charge:
plans of the government. Ev.
Excher;iv will set out new 1.
gre it ) Parliament where th
sidte. At times when there h-
be more than one budgetin
in 2017 there was a budget it

Though the legislature may «
financial policy of the goverr
Rachel Reeves delivering the budget in October 2024. OWN economic p]an and verv

legislation. Ministers, however, negotiate with the chancellor prior to the bt
negotiations occur with departments as well as the whole of cabinet. The Oc
by Rachel Reeves, highlights the various areas that the government must fo.
budget. For example, changes were made to transport, housing, business ta
personal taxes, including tax changes to inheritance of farmland. It is clear f.
budget is an important function of the executive.

Making Decisions on Policy

Ultimately, the executive is a decision—makins‘fl <4y ‘heprime
mlmster and the Cabmet can be sald it = wj/ bodies in

policy is dlscussed and future plans are brought forward by
specialist ministers. These plans must be within legislation and
budget plans.

Course Companion for A Level Edexcel: Comp 2: PM and the Executive (2026 Ed.) Page 5 of
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Powers of the Executive

.

You may already be familiar with the term “elective dictatorship’. This desc

politics where the executive has a number of institutional and structural adv.

dominant over the legislature. This is particularly important in relation to po

important policy-making powers that the executive enjoys that make it domi
:

—

R

s

Prerogative Powers e @&

Prerogative powers are powers ha=J«a @ . ,,:im”é’{ers, including but not
. . .. =4 ~ .
restricted to the prime mini ~ Tby tue ”I%onarch. The royal prerogative w

&

o : |
traditionally agorer ~ ) Jhustve powers held by the monarchy and exerc%
according ve cor;a gradual shift of power from the monarchy to %
Parliament *en most of these powers move to the executive. Though

royal family still possesses some prerogative powers, the limits on these a
relatively firm. This is because they would be threatening democracy to

challenge the government, which has a mandate, on any issue. For examp
the prerogative power to give royal assent to legislation has not been deni.
since 1707, as it would present major constitutional difficulty and controve

e

A number of prerogative powers, though, are now firmly in the hands of t
executive. More specifically, it is ministers who exclusively have these
powers. Some examples of these powers include:

* making treaties

¢ the deployment and organisation of armed forces

® international relations and diplomacy

e granting pardons ey

* organising the civil service o JT

The prime minister has a groy o1 @ \y _nage powers, including the
recommendation to ¢ 4« ;f::{glfféiﬁent

You should not assume that prer
fixed and set in stone since they v
family to the executive. There ha:
have attempted to limit the powe
ability to wield these powers unc
view them as undemocratic and ¢
been the power to deploy armed
of the prime minister was brough
the controversy surrounding Tor
- in Iraq in 2003. Gordon Brown st
Tony Blcir (leff) and George Bush (right) have convention that Parliament shou!
been investigated for their reasons for deploying
forces in Irag. deployed to nevs areas. The Syria
of how #'.0» " ov er has shifted. Di.
Parliament, including by a rebellion withit h ¢ (1:;;‘ ~party, and did not ser:
there has been another vote on S‘;ﬁ STt ik nas not been a situation where
deploying armed forces b 5 ~. ”":‘ .sed by the executive since the conventi |

i

a1\ Lopds to limit other ministerial prerogative powers in ¢

W

yments Act 2011 sought to prevent the government from ¢

potential for the executive to abuse its power by calling elections tactically.
elections were still called in 2017 and 2019, leading to the bill being repeal
prerogative power being restored.
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Control over Legislation

e

=

. =

The executive holds a range of institutional advantages over the legislatu

legislative process. In general, the government can be said to have contro

While it is Parliament’s job to scrutinise and amend legislation, almost all

executive — usually by the relevant government minister. Government bil

are very rarely defeated. This gives the govern;ne;‘ A aderable power a
w«ji i

—_

—_

=

\\\\\\\

The executive als
are introduced,
debating bills. Co
schedule enables
the legislative pr
to minimise scru
proposals.

-

— T

7

The government
set out in the Kin
Queen’s Speech,
during the State

Parliamentarians assemble in the House of Lords for what would have been Although the Kin
glizab?fh II's fintil Queen 's Speech in May 2022’(C:harles stood in for her), content will refle
in which the legislative agenda of Boris Johnson’s ill-fated government for

the following year was set out.

e

m&

Secondary Legislation N

____________________________________________________________ o\ I
Secondary legislation consists of cha*‘ T D ,.da\?a which can be made b
approval of Parliament, thus b~ p © dfme Ieglslatlve process through w

progress. Statutory L E “‘\w dare the most common form of secondary
derives thy T‘L or | it )ipass Statutory Instruments from previous Acts of

permitted \§ Quo“ 9) do SO.

A good example of how Statutory Instruments are often used is the Misus
an example of primary legislation — permits the executive to determine wl |
restricted. As such, when new dangerous substances emerge, the governn |
to ban them by issuing Statutory Instruments, and does not need to consu |

The widespread use of secondary legislation during the coronavirus
pandemic became particularly controversial. Due to the nature of the
emergency, many unprecedented restrictions on the public’s behaviour —
such as the banning of social gatherings — were made using Statutory
Instruments, and without parliamentary scrutiny Sc . ¢ VIPs argued that
passing such drastic laws called for democ=al ¢ & 2 ),mght and the extent ¢
the changes being made umlater"‘% [\ sxecutive seta dangerous
precedent. The Speaker o‘ 3 A q(" “cof Commons Lindsay Hoyle even

criticised thegave’s ~ a0 ) teﬂmg the House that: “The way in Wthh the

Course Companion for A Level Edexcel: Comp 2: PM and the Executive (2026 Ed.) Page 7 of
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Exclusive Roles and Powers of the Prime Minister

-

e

There are many ways in which the prime minister and the cabinet have si
as is expected because they work together and the prime minister is part
are many roles that the prime minister has that the cabinet does not, and
prime minister are, therefore, different because they help to carry out thi

(D
s S

ki

s

Political Leadership

T{ie prime minister must organise
government. This involves strategi
including over high-priority or em
responsibility of the prime ministe
government will take when appro

-

\\\\\\\\\\\&

A major factor in carrying out this
party is aligned on most issues. Th
that makes up a majority govemmtg
. , recent elections have shown that
Theresa May was defeated in December 2017 is 1mP01'tant/ though/ is that the PU?’%’
over an amendment she opposed that gives leader of the largest party in Parliar |
Parliament a second vote before a final deal . N .
over Brexit. Eleven Conservative MPs rebelled have become mCTeaSngly lmPOI‘tar’%’Ei
and influenced the resul. so it is up to the prime minister to €.

and this will help fo lead politically.
:

=

National Leadership

o0l

with both t\Gg® ot the govemment and the pubhc because
they will be relied on to maintain order and calm through their

media communication in times of emergency or crisis.

A clear example of a prime minister performing this role would
be the televised announcements conducted by Boris Johnson
during the coronavirus pandemic, in which he discussed the
restrictions being introduced to society, and the government’s
approach to managing the spread of the virus. In this role,
Johnson acted both as the spokesperson for the government
and as a figure of national leadership. During times of
emergency such as these, it is common for the 200%% aeatand
the prime minister to receive popularifv " 9s = *x ufin'uon polls
— though this is not always guezsiy {“ 3 I

L

example o
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Government Appointment

\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\W

The prime minister has the power to appoint and dismiss government mml%
this power can be used to determine the nature and the agenda of the gove%
prime minister only. The prime ministerial power to appoint and dismiss cal
relevant — it means that inherently the prime minister is more powerful tha%

T as’ W;Ld suggest that that
“hoose a cabinet that mirrors t
strengthens their personal po
case. Prime ministers must gi
factors when selecting minist
loyalty to themselves; creatin
satisfy party groups; ideally,
relevant experience and expe
. . demographic representation
Boris Johnson was regarded as having appointed Nadine  many instances in which thes
Dorries to cabinet due to her personal loyalty to him. . . .
and this has cost prime minist
give enough consideration to less right-wing factions in her party in the C%
tenure. Theresa May was criticised for appointing MPs who were not loya
Boris Johnson received scrutiny for not balancing party opinion in his app

—

\\&&\\ .

(¢}
.

_\@&

_h
\\\&\\\\

.

Chairing the Cabinet

As well as the appointment of government ministers a5 ‘ing the prime mi:
over the rest of the executive, the PM is also 7 a a ) Antageous position b
the cabinet. This means that they leacc . . ot méetmgs This provides an ¢
ministers to set the governr:.1 @l ¢ 1wda, as they have the chance to shap:
meetings and can d~c ¢ ““h “n Vlewpomt will be looked upon more favor
cabinet co 'LL e M) ﬂelp ensure that issues that come to the cabinet are .
have great e«st Ity in achieving what they have set out. Theresa May set

committees after her first cabinet meeting. For all of these reasons, being t.
important role of the prime minister.

Leading the Executive

Above all, the prime minister must direct and manage their branch of
government and help it to function effectively as the executive branch. Th
links to some of what we have already discussed, namely, that the prime
minister has authority over the cabinet. The prime minister is also the hea¢
of the civil service and must, therefore, manage all civil servants accessibl¢
the executive. The most important of these are thoqe o) in the Prime
Minister’s Office. This refers to all of the civi’sé v- 1.5 and advisers basec
10 Downing Street, who provide a7'v ¢t 1 + e p’ﬁme minister on whateve|
they demand. Prime miniet . i‘m* 2av éemor advisers within Number 10.

A

i
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Prerogative Powers

sl

The prime minister has certain powers that have been passed down by th
discussed, this is the case for all of the executive, including the cabinet, bu
specific to the prime minister. The most significant of these are patronage
has the authority to appoint life peers to the House of Lords David Came
saw the appointment of 13 Conservative peers 1u°‘ REnY  he left office.
~ j v’

Other prerogative powers of thp e ;.mtef{nclude the deployment
exercised by Tony Blalr i ; - M} ~1iow more limited due to a conventio
which saw @t ~ Jaota parliamentary vote on such matters, whi

.

WW@%\\\\%&

since. The: wiiile prerogative powers are generally weakening, they
available to'®# € prime minister.

Representmg the UK Internationally

-

The prime minister is the chief figure who
and is responsible for diplomacy with oth:
internationally. The most visible examples
this role are with Margaret Thatcher and T
with US presidents. Thatcher built a new *
the UK and the USA because of her close i
Ronald Reagan, and Blair sought to contir
building rapport and friendship with Geo |

Ronald Reagan and Margaret
Thatcher, 1984.

In some cases the prime minister may take a' aci Fe A on international affe

Sunak appointed former PM David € a ) nas i:01elgn Secretary; while £

issues, Cameron became thy f’vm 1.aeit’s leading international spokesmie

Starmer’s apggoact i rtpresents a return to the traditional prime mir

PR\ vach has been to bridge the divides between the USA ¢
»Ship” and supporting European allies.

Exclusive Roles and Powers of the Cabinet

Some Important Facts about the Cabinet

It meets once a week, while Parliament is sitting — 30 or 40 times a year. Som¢
important than others. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Foreign Secretar
the three most important members of the cabinet, apart from the prime minis
in full cabinet. It is there mainly to give approval, resolve disagreements, legi:
debate issues and to stand as a symbol for executivewf*( - ns that all agree o

What is the Role of the Cabmf »f’“ )

known as Secretaries of State, and will head government departments. Othe:
department or be there because of another role such, as the Cabinet Secretary.
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Not all cabinet members, therefore, are Members of the House of Commons.
made in cabinet committees, and these decisions have the same status as full
prime minister who decides on the committees, their composition and the ag
Sometimes cabinets will be reorganised to make them more efficient, as hap%
responsibilities for local government and transport were separated, or in ]un
responsibility for constitutional affairs was created withi» “he cabinet. In 200
Department for Justice. ‘.

{” j v‘
One of the issues today is that v .a £ . Léters tend to sideline their cabinets
preferring torelyonp> ¢ 4 M,w«fﬁers or on informal meetings with a few né
cabinet. T} o - avil service serving the cabinet is coordinated by th%
civil servari the Cabinet Office. The Prime Minister will also appomt
sure the work of the Cabinet Office ties in with government policy. Blair’s C%
for 30 minutes, just once a week and members of Brown’s Cabinet were knov.

\\ \W\\

w0

.

=

L

insufficient discussion and consultation. We should remember that the cabin
collective power when it is minded to, as more recent prime ministers have d

Where are the Cabinet Decisions Made?

The answer is usually in cabinet committees. The

committees (e.g. Economic Affairs, Local Governn
The latter deal with particular issues when needed |
important industrial dispute or national emergenc
committees have the same status 1s a cabinet decis
the full cabinet when ther .. “s¢ greement. Itis th
what comrmttep% e “1ove, what they will disc
of them . a4 ‘o K récen’dy has been for prime mi |

A O rely more on personal advisers.

Here is a good time to say a little more about the C

Whitehaill, LA™ S leads th « of this offi .. »
traditiondal home of the ecretary leads the work of this office, supervising
civil service and most the main tasks are to provide the cabinet and comn
government deparfments. - sordinate the meetings and make sure that decisic
As we have seen, the Cabinet Office has become more coordinated with t
and it could be argued that this has been another way of strengthening th
at the expense of the cabinet itself. You will read several

arguments that say that cabinet government is now dead, and

Did yo

that real power now lies in the hands of the prime minister, The Ca
their personal advisers, and the senior civil servants who work gzgﬁrt}é

with them. But that may not always be true. governi

L

i
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3.2 The Concept of Ministerial Re

Learning Objectives

v" Understand the concept of individual responsibi®; |

. . A
v" Understand Thc.e concept of collective re o g‘“? ].. . K
v' Be able to recite and use examnl > f . ¥ siefs resigning for both indi
collective reasons. " {wj,é N 2
- fw e /
o
s s /
s .
. .
. |
8 » .
ey terms %//,

Ministerial
responsibility

The idea that government ministers bear the responsibil
performance of the government.

Collective
responsibility

The idea that cabinet, as a collective political body, sh¢
the positive and negative actions and consequences of
government.

Individual
responsibility

The idea that a cabinet minister should be held comple:
of their government department or personal performar

Department
performance

The success or failure of ge:2 1. }'*ﬁt Jdepartments and

-

themselves profesia = ly =4 mmplementing and uphc

Policy failure

ey = L
o s

Tho i« « alaw being implemented by an individu
\ . :_¢en unsuccessful in some way.

W

Personal The failure of government ministers to work and live
misconduct way that satisfies the demands of public life.

Binding The success of the cabinet in reaching a unified decisic
decisions dismissal of cabinet members who did not support thi
Vote of no The defeat of the government on a major issue which |
confidence the entire government.

James Calle.
Governmeni
have resigne
vote of noc
in 1979.

i
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What is Ministerial Responsibility?

Simply put, ministerial responsibility means the ways in which ministers are

failure of their political and personal performance. There are two types of

often seem to get collective responsibility mixed up with the idea of individ

these is enforceable by law. They are conventions, and there have often been

refused to resign. One of the questions often asked is whet}*ger these ideas still

W \A

The difference between individual respcw il Ti :ﬂ .nd collective responsi

e Collective respon51b1hty ie U %}j _ticion that all members of the ca
decisions made bv #'- ) o ‘= t{even if they privately disagree with the!|

if the@ = v Collective responsibility now includes all mem

=

\\\

.

oS

\\\\\

* Indi ,responmblhty is the convention that individual minister:
for tho®Cepartments and personal actions, and resign if they are li
the government.

If a minister is caught having an affair, or is managing their department |
individual responsibility, and the minister might have to resign. If ami_
themselves to agree publicly with a cabinet or government policy, then tl
under the idea of cabinet or government collective responsibility. Itisv
mixed up. Look at the examples you use very carefully.

Collective Responsibility

Meetings of the cabinet, where debate can be occur between members in ¢
conclusion that will become policy, should be sec==* - "his means that tl

of ministers will be private, and the public fa 2 (\ e government can be ¢

-

-
e { y"; e

-~ ’i;q jeed upon in cabinet meetings is governm
g isiers — who have agreed to it, agree to be bound
support it. The cabinet is then responsible jointly, as
for that policy. The cabinet should, therefore, be pra:
the government were to lose a no-confidence vote, tl

If a member of the cabinet finds they cannot suppo: |
publicly, they will resign. You should be clear that |
cabinet failing at something, but rather specific mir

cannot in good faith be part of a specific policy.
Michael Gove led the & P P P y

cabinet revolt against
the handling of Brexit To some extent, resignations for reasons of collectiv

negotiations by the .
v Y relatively rare) are, therefore, acts of protest, of con

executive.
more sceptical approach) for fum“;e political gain —
ship, to borrow a phrase. Because they are rare o\ s 2s of resignation
show a crack in the face of the governm( 2w hi i 1§ open to criticism and
government policy. A\ L
. W
In recent yzzghe « > oeen examples of exceptions to the rule of collec.

conscious! ks> d exceptlons, such as in the formation of a coalition cabii
referendum *"2616 mean that collective responsibility is suspended ona
the cabinet may be allowed to choose a side and not be obliged to resign (¢
avoid mass resignations or to allow voting on ‘“issues of conscience’, such
examples are discussed later.

w1l
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There are also times when collective responsibility is challenged. As ment
discussions within cabinet should remain a confidential matter within the
can and do go public at times. Personal differences and departmental con
times such as the Brexit debates at the end of 2018 and start of 2019, mean
can go public. For example, Boris Johnson (then Foreign Secretary) and M
Secretary) collaboratively challenged the position on B« (it of Theresa Maﬁ
Hammond, by writing a report urging a hardé;w O v ’i"aw -al from the EU.
report was leaked, and suddenly it w FA Ty Setar the cabinet was not u
on the most important issue Of ca ¢/~
Y A4 "*’ e

Problems § s i fhe prime minister does not consult the cabinet
many issuc 5 was a particular problem when ministers resigned fro
Thatcher and Blair governments, frequently speaking out about not havin
hand in many cabinet decisions at all. These two prime ministers had a la
degree of power, having large majorities, and, therefore, did not have to st
as much time and energy trying to reach a consensus as to Theresa May, f%
instance, whose lack of a majority in the 2017 Election meant her cabinet
represented a range of opposing views at a time when these divisions wer
coming to a head in the issue of the UK’s relationship with the European

-

R i

\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\

.

s

Union.

Individual Responsibility

Individual =» ponmblhty, whil¢
cahlu((1 Tﬁp posed to be a unii
Mo tant in British politics. Ag
i prmc1ple that a sole cabinet mii
personal or political misconduc
should not affect the rest of the |
] _ uncertainty about what this cor.
An image of ¥ riillsborough disaster, where many
Liverpool fans died. This is clearly o very sensitive who manage government depagﬁ
issue not only for people of the area but for the UK be 1nd1v1dually responsible for
a5 @ whole civil servant or adviser workin
Examples for this are numerous. In 2014, for example, a high-profile case v
the Cabinet Office, whose minister was Francis Maude. The 24-year-old w
edits to the Wikipedia page that described the Hillsborough football stadi:
were killed. This is different from Maude being accountable to Parliament
minister should remain as open as possible, he was unable to prevent this
department so it would not have been practical for him to resign. It shoulc
general individual responsibility is less common than collective responsib |
of reasons, including autonomous governments that€dc rusted to handle

collective mandates. o &y
5

W

There has also been clarifi~ - A 3 :xcent times regarding the difference b
the manageﬁ‘ otcl - \/‘-) | meﬁt pohcy Individual ministerial responsibili
policy hasntﬂuduged and how it can be assessed in terms of its broa |
operation C\## r’{agmg this policy, however, is up to civil servants within
department, and ministers cannot be expected to know or be held account
individual when implementing policy.
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Case Study — Tulip Siddiq

Prior to the 2024 election, the Labour Party repeatedly criticised the
Conservatives of lacking integrity and ethics. Once elected in 2024 Labou
introduced a new ministerial code and made holding ministers to higher
standards an important feature of their governance. In January 2025 Tre
Minister Tulip Siddiq resigned over an anti- corluphon iry ss’rlgahon linked té
and her family in Bangladesh. After referrmg har <. “die prime minister’
standards advisor and being found to nct iion v _«en the ministerial code/
Siddiq still resigned. This demon<. . « $i «vedual responsibility in action CIS/
Labour’s sensitivity to uph- ' = F ‘Chethical standards led to her resignati

Had this not laen s -; qu*‘*”SIddlq may have kept her job. |

!

S

> N W——

s

p—

\\\\\

So, itisn't alﬁ%s easy to say when ministers should resign or be sacked,
departments is not always something they know about and can reahstlcal%
circumstances that we can broadly categorise into reasons why individual |
ministers resign.

i

1. Taking Responsibility for the Department

One reason, in essence the flip side of what has been
are departmental mistakes which cabinet ministers r
individual responsibility for. This, however, is rarer
individuals to suffer as a result of errors within the ¢
incident in 2011 is, therefore, quite symbolic of then
some occasions, though, ministers 7re forced to resig.
Sir Thomas Dugdale is t}wf “wh e pvant example of |
1954 because ot g g ,,umundmg a 700-acre spa.
Dorset. T 1. 4 aaa ‘been purchased by the goverr |
TeiCh »»t ¢ the Second World War, and it had pro1.
its owner. VO Mmlstry of Agriculture, whose minister was Dug
out to som 2&&@ se. Dugdale took the brunt of criticism and was forced tc
that ministers may be forced to resign under individual responsibility; hov

this is not a common occurrence.

Sir Thomas Dugdale.

2. Policy or Performance Failure

Another reason why ministers of the cabinet may be forced to resign inde;
executive is if there is a significant policy failure. Again, this is not a certai.
that it will be the minister who takes the fall as a result of the failureof a
good example is seen in the resignation of Foreign Secretary Lord Carring
opinion regarding the Falklands War. An example of performance failure
resignation is Estelle Morris, who resigned from her position as Educatior,
after it was judged by herself and her party that she wes more effective as
responsibility as a result of policy failure is, th - s'o,;, \:i)r .y sometimes enf

,i‘?

3. Personal Misconduct Persorwﬂ P *o et is a more expected reason wii
would be held individia™ ) = e ﬂﬂule and suffer the consequences separ(zé

comprommuf;““they run the risk of being forced to resign. Examples of thls |
numerous. Michael Fallon (left) resigned in 2017 following allegations of p.
harassment. This and other examples will be discussed in more detail later,
important is that personal misconduct is one of the instances when that inc
responsibility can be justified.
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4. Political Pressure
The final reason why a minister may be forced to take individual responsi
significant political pressure to which the government has to respond. Th
blame, and it is not a result of ministers breaking from the requirements o
professional lives. This could involve sustained pressure from the media
was forced to resign as prime minister following the Izn 12016 European
department responsibility, not due to the falh‘{w T “p ahcy he created,
misconduct, but because of the pressuzaia religi T om the public and me
of him voting against the outer e ¢ ":j referendum.

- "*’ s
Minister?@p . 1ﬁu*ifity in Coalition 2010-2015

s

\\\\\\\\\

e

.

sl

At one leve#iE agreement made by the Conservatives and Liberal Demo
coalition provided a clear foundation upon which all cabinet members COI%
collective responsibility. The agreement mapped out the broad policy dire.
programme in the main areas of government responsibility, including eco
constitutional reform and defence policy. Conservative and Liberal Demo:
members knew what their party leaders had negotiated. For instance, Dav
try to replace the Human Rights Act and Nick Clegg was not going to opyp.

L

education fees for students.

On the other hand, the coalition agreement covered several areas where the
and Liberal Democrat MPs were allowed to abstain but not vote against the
nuclear power and the introduction of a married couples’ tax allowance we |
understanding could take effect. a4

In the case of individual respov* f",l 1y ;;“ i.ere were cases where cabinet mi. |
in Parhament or the mzd™ v =y dactions they or their departments had o
\OV il gzOIl Theresa May, the Home Secretary, blamed [

the Health Minister, was heavxly attacked over the way | %
the NHS but never offered to resign. He was publicly backed by David Ca
moved from the post in a cabinet reshuffle in 2012.

A number of resignations by cabinet ministers were offered and accepted '
misconduct reasons which were bringing embarrassment to the governme
Democrat ministers David Laws (Treasury Secretary) in 2010 and Chris H
2012 together with Conservative ministers Liam Fox (Defence Secretary) i1
Whip) in 2012 and Maria Miller (Culture Secretary) in 2014.

The priority for David Cameron and Nick Clegg war eep the coalition
parliament and almost certainly led to the nri aé n s Ster taking a fairly le
conduct, especially where the causs v va \durtérent views held by the Cc.
Democrat Party memberq T ’cm 1 b€ seen when Liberal Democrat min'|

supported thegovz ~ v, - 'Lm which would allow the redrawing of const.
reduction - sber of MPs from 650 to 600 (see above). It can also be
Liberal De1§ 6“‘« t Business Secretary, was exposed by a newspaper public |
policies of the Conservative cabinet members and making very un-minist¢
was going to deal with the proposed takeover bid of BSkyB by the Murdo: |
normal circumstances he would have been under strong pressure to resigt

transferring his responsibilities for media affairs to another cabinet minist.
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David Cameron and Ministerial Responsibility 2015-2016

..

W&\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\W«\\\W\\\\\

Having won the 2015 General Election outright, David Cameron was free
another coalition. However, he quickly found that two new factors were %
interrelated. Firstly, the Conservative government was committed to hold
the UK’s membership of the EU, and the cabinet would almost certainly b
argument they would want to campaign on. Seco‘; o N *ameron had annql
election campaign that he would not be ccte ftin ae next election as the |
the candidates to succeed him wer 2« ?o 0 by in hlS cabinet and would ha
dynamics of governmeﬂt ) *j; T

By March %“a e1©§ had concluded his renegotiation on the terms of
announced\G@#®the promised in/out referendum (now known as the Brex%
place on 23+ June 2016. The government recommended that the country w
inside the EU. However, in order not to split his party, Cameron allowed ¢
in agreement to campaign to leave. This amounts to the suspension of coll
for this issue, which follows what Harold Wilson, the Labour prime minis
referendum on the same issue. It soon became clear that five full members
campaign to leave, and the other 16 campaigned to remain. Ministers outs
cabinet had a similar right to campaign against the government position.

On 18" March 2016 Iain Duncan Smith, the Secretary of State for Welfare ¢
Pensions, resigned from the government because he felt unable to support
publicly the strategy for balancing the budget, which he argued was being
on the backs of the most vulnerable and least we]L NN iodety However,
regarded Duncan Smith’s resignation as hcin *"Ca - by disagreements
surrounding the upcoming Brexit . { ¢ . yom. Meanwhﬂe, austerity polic

1 4 . 4 .‘w"
continued to be impleme= ~

A 4

5 ol .

On 23 Ju 1]99 W, viitain voted to leave the European Union in a referenc.
B . . . . . . .

"d Cameron’s resignation as prime minister. This resignatic.

§ s T

W

leading to 1\
type of ministerial responsibility — individual, because he had led the Rerm
collective, because he could not support a policy of leaving the EU.

Theresa May and Ministerial Responsibility, 20162019

Theresa May’s premiership provides us with many examples of ministeric
2017, Michael Fallon resigned as Defence Secretary over an incident of alle.
had taken place 15 years earlier. Inappropriate behaviour is clearly a persc
issue which is why it was an instance of individual responsibility.

Just a week later, Secretary for International Der e tPntl Patel resig,
under quite different circumstances after i: e1 et@ /that she had be holdi'
secret meetings with the Israeli « - ﬁl aewithout the knowledge of the
Foreign Office, Cabinet 5.7 . - fvixmstﬁ —an example of

individual 2 >

DN E

o
2o

The Home 3¥Cretary Amber Rudd was forced to resign in 2018, after being.
accused of misleading Parliament. This came during the fallout from
revelations that British citizens had been wrongly deported by the Home
Office, known as the Windrush scandal. In addition, the Defence Secretary
Gavin Williamson was publicly sacked after being accused of leaking
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classified information to newspapers. Both are further examples of indivi
the case of Williamson it is unusual for a member of cabinet to turn down
have to be publicly dismissed instead.

Brexit has given us numerous examples of resignations over collective res
normal times are relatively rare, particularly because m 5t ministers have
their position and will not abandon it easily. I:;w Ty ’f‘it,«» Foreign Secreta
Secretary David Davis both resrgned (o oouiiento the government’s p
2018, they were joined by Wor'.u %y _stons Secretary Esther McVey andy
Brexit department, Do i ¢ M{mf’ The leader of the House of Commons,
over the m n . 2009,

.

e

Including m(ﬁ:gjunior ministerial positions, Theresa May oversaw a recor
government during her three years as prime minister, demonstrating the (gg
have in maintaining unity and discipline when their own authority has be
was by the result of the 2017 general election).

.

Boris Johnson and Ministerial Responsibility, 2019-2022

Boris Johnson’s premiership was particularly turbulent in terms of resigne
Indeed, ministers began resigning in protest at Johnson’s leadership befor.
Minister! In total, six ministers resigned in anticipation of Boris Johnson bc
including the Chancellor Philip Hammond, the Justice Secretary David Ge
Development Secretary Rory Stewart, who was also a lezdership contende
considered to be on the Remain side of the Brevit .. «e within the Conse
chose to resign knowing that they wonlﬁ lise ‘i; u-positions anyway und¢
3 o Y y} o
In September 2019, the T x "o~ or'State for Work and Pensions Amber
a Nabmet and the Conservatrve Party in protest at

followed th® 1esrgnatron from a junior position of Johnson’s brother
Jo Johnson, two days earlier for similar reasons. Both could be seen as

examples of collective responsibility: they could not consent to decisions
being made by the Prime Minister.

More dramatically, the Chancellor of the Exchequer Sajid Javid resigned

in February 2020 during a cabinet reshuffle in which Johnson demanded
that Javid sack all of his advisers and replace them with advisers he had
selected, effectively handing control of the Treasury to the prime
minister’s office. Coming just weeks after a thumping general election
victory, the sudden resignation of such a senior men* - of government
for internal reasons is highly unusual, and co ad e y\» enasan example

of Johnson asserting his new-found rov ¢ wver ‘the Cabinet.

In May 2020, a govemmeﬁt 2GS } A urfed when it emer ged that the

Prime Ministezs k= '« er, “Dominic Cummings, had appeared to

have brok t . ronavirus lockdown measures by travelling across th.
absorbed ir\G@##& pressure for Cummings to resign, but both he and the Pr.
had acted appropriately and not broken the law. The decision to retain Cu_
resignation of Douglas Ross — a junior minister in the Scotland Office — wk
government’s position.

o
w&wﬂ
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A particularly contentious issue arose in November 2020, when
Home Secretary Priti Patel was found by an internal investigation
to have engaged in the bullying of civil servants in her
department, and thus breached the ministerial code — the
standards which ministers are expected to abide by. By
convention, breaching the ministerial code is a resignir- matter;
however, Johnson decided to reject the findine - A e port, and
allowed Patel to remain in post. As a RS Lot ;As Tﬁe standards
adviser himself who resigned .1 % « - /Iatel, due to the Prime
Minister publicly reast 1 "a “i.ctent conclusion from him.

In June 2021, footage leaked to the

media exposed the Health Secretary,
Matt Hancock, engaging in an affair with a staff
breaching the government’s own social dlstana%
The matter was particularly egregious as the H

for leading the government’s response to the pa%
subsequently forced to resign for personal miscc

In July 2022, the Deputy Chief Whip, Chris Pinc
sexual misconduct. Allegations that the Prime M
previous similar accusations against Pincher we
however, Johnson later accepted that he had bee

Health Secrefary Matf Hancock 4110 ations, but appointed Pin~her to the goverr.
- i

broke his own rules on social
distancing.

Johnson’s admis ic g’}‘i} e _A¢ was aware of the Pi
immediate resignations of Healtt. %« %e ) y 3ajid Javid and Chancellor Ris
that they had lost conflrk “+ j& lﬁ'rlme Minister after a series of
scandals. T‘“ ol O @wlgnatlons precipitated a wave of mass
resignatioi )\ Cabinet members and j junior ministers alike, all on
the ground é T no longer wishing to share collective responsibility for
the Prime Minister’s decisions. In total, 61 members of government
resigned in 24 hours — the largest number in British political history.
The resignations forced Johnson himself to resign, as he was no longer

able to fill government posts.

Johnson’s own resignation was on the basis that he had lost the
support of his MPs — so it was ultimately political pressure that
ousted him. But in the end Johnson’s resignation could also be said to
have been due to all three other types of individual responsibility we
have identified: performance failure, personal misconc:s/t and taking

responsibility for departmental failings. o EH
4 W -

?

Key Moments in M1n1ster1° el ,»mmhty 2022-2025

Liz Truss’s shaxt-I'v 0o emment of autumn 2022 was nevertheless ever.
responsib: ‘99 DN D bums resigned as Minister of State for Trade Policy
about ‘seri&@sconduct’ during the 2022 party conference. Kwasi Kwa
following the fallout from the mini budget — it could be argued that the pr |

ministerial responsibility here to try to shield herself from the political imj
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Suella Braverman left Truss’s government after sharing sensitive informa
using a personal email address — a failure of individual responsibility. Bu
over change, after becoming prime minister just a week later Rishi Sunak :

-

e

Sunak’s less than two-year innings also saw its fair share of examples. Ga
the government following bullying allegations (which » /strenuously den
resigned as Chancellor when Sunak’s ethics ac=7ji ei - ’fvx@ed that he had
with his tax affairs. The most importa=*. © m, L/or collective responsibili
when Robert Jenrick resignerq N ‘;jt”bunak s flagship Safety of Rwa
Bill did ‘not go far eny t"; -
T

In Februar’ Anneliese Dodds resigned over cuts to foreign aid in fav.
clear example of being unable to abide by collective responsibility. The mc

Starmer’s Labour government came in September when Angela Rayner re

= o
-

e

i
R

about her personal tax affairs, having reportedly failed to pay tax on purcl
major figure in the government, with her own mandate as elected deputy
her departure triggered both a cabinet reshuffle and a deputy leadership €
Rayner may be better off outside the struggling government, while some ¢
they are free of an antagonist and competitor in the government.

Talking Points

Do failures of individual responsibility do more damage than resig
responsibility? ~
e & -

Do resignations from their governmint ‘511" 8 damage a prime mi
sometimes help to remove 7.1 0¢ . css?
&

L

i
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3.3.1 The Power of the Prime Minister

Prime ministerial

v Be able fo justify whether you think the S (e} \ fpr.%ne ministerial or a
something in between. w 4

v Understand what makes <. 5 ‘e i nister predominant and how this af

v" Understand the I-..« ~ “roais as to whether the prime minister can no
be reasic = .

Learning Objectives

v Understand the various factors that affect the s='* on of ministers by

) s

e

e
‘2
L

v

-

A mode of government where the prime minister has

.

government dominate the cabinet.
Cabinet A mode of government where the cabinet has the m
government responsibility applies. The prime minister is no mor

cabinet ministers.

Presidentialisation

The process of the UK prime minister becoming incre
political system.

i
:
:

Predominant

o 4

. . ey . <
Describes a prime mni fer, .« uses resources and
potential g i ﬁ"éﬁ; “ure, becomes proactive.

Pre-eming

» G e

§ e

W . .. .
L T1o@s a prime minister who uses resources avai
basic level of power but remains similarly powerful

Personalised
leadership

.

When a prime minister has a strong public personal
aims and strategy.

Spatial leadership

When a prime minister does not work very closely 1
of the executive but keeps a small circle of advisers.
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Two Types of Government

We have seen that there are many parts to the executive of the UK govern
has tended to reside with either the prime minister or their cabinet.

Prime Ministerial Government

i

i

i

i

i

i

i

i

i

i
sl

A prime ministerial government is one where aic o ¥ 3 _utive is dominate
specifically concerned with the rel~*i 1 Wbem';een the prime minister
ministerial gover nment 1< A j:} ote cabmet is overlooked and is rare
prime ministeg , A4

o

B

b
i
e

#1 of the US you can read precisely what the role of the p
the other branches of government may do to scrutinise the executive.

You won’t read anything similar about the UK prime minister, because th.

over several centuries. At the beginning
of the eighteenth century, the first
minister was chief adviser to the king,
and as the nineteenth century
progressed, the role became associated
with the leaders of political parties who
were still constitutionally bound to
govern as part of the cabinet. The prime
minister was seen as ‘first among equals’,
and that is still the basic constitutional
position today, although the groveiln it )
executive power in gjenpr el A eda
range Of res sl . the role.
'LLomo -

Remember W# Constitutions have two
sides — theoretical and practical. From
the 1960s there were warnings that in

practice the prime minister was
becoming too powerful. Crossman and
others were talking about ‘prime
ministerial’ government — where the
prime minister seemed to be making all
the important policy decisions away
from the cabinet — and later Tony Benn
criticised the immense power said to be
exercised by the prime minister also at
the expense of the cabinet and even cf

§

Department for Work and Pensions
Ministry of Justice

HM Revenue and Customs

Ministry of Defence

Home Office

Scottish Government

Deparfment for Transport

Bus;" asone —nergy Department

o y E.Mronment Department

W
Department of Health and Social...

Cabinet Office

Attorney General's Office
Department for Education
Foreign Office

HM Land Registry

Welsh Government

UK Statistics Authority

National Crime Agency

Local Government Department
International Trade Department
HM Treasury

Culture Department

Ofsted

Food Standards Agency

| Ofgem

N .
Copiig ?th;:, _anda Markets Authority

¢

g National Archives

Parliament. W ol S8 Charity Commission
4 ‘o Office of Rail and Road

S w Ofqual

) Ofwat

Northern Ireland Office
Supreme Court

The number of civil servants in most gove
The total number of civil servants emp.
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Cabinet Government

In the UK we have cabinet government, wh
collectively within the cabinet, and not by i 1n
does not always happen, but the whole 1dea
suggests that there is some kmd of collaborat
and other ministers f:'”i n iea has not totally
the power otk ch, _echas weakened and

h ' 1 L eaed in the last century. The UK
- ‘l’;{,ﬁ‘i‘e way politically active, at some times

Government coat of arr s ¢ wa w,

s

.

e
1S .cT and the Cabinet

.,

So, we are in a position to say something about the real relationship betwe
prime ministers and the cabinet. We have seen where Thatcher’s occasion:
disregard for her colleagues” opinion led her, and how John Major attemp
a more collegiate style of government, with equally disastrous consequenc
Blair also tended to disregard his cabinet when it suited him, and again he
found himself back-tracking when the cabinet turned on him. Gordon Bro
discovered the same painful truth, while David Cameron, as the leader of
coalition government, had to be much more careful to listen to the opinion:
his colleagues, especially Nick Clegg, the leader of the Liberal Democrats.
Have you noticed a pattern here? Prime ministers seem to have more pow
over the Cabinet at times when they are popular with the electorate. This
been true in each of the cases we have looked at. Who. = prime minister is
voters, then the cabinet tends to increase in co A1 y jari’d can even force
the prime minister. This is evident frc ... m <xamples. By losing her par.
general election, Theresa M~ :150 1) ucfmmed her own credibility as a lea |
time as prime minis*e 5 1’5 ,ﬁqﬁgly trying to balance the conflicting interc
CaL et blmﬂarly, as his pubhc populanty er oded amid mgg

wh

i

-

.

s
_

Dominant Prime Ministers are By the Second World Wi

nothing new. David Lloyd been many prime minist
George had been the youngest .
member of the House of known personahtles, SO1

Commons in 1890 at 27 years .
old. He became a powerful Gladstone, LlOyd Georggv

Chancellor of the Exchequer in seemed to become more |

1908, and led the Liberalsina  oonstitutional role of “fir:
coalition government during

World War I. He was offen allow. Some people wer

accused of lgn'ormg'hls cabinet this. »1 t generally the pr

and of governing without

their advice. g\ ) “’i r;ment did not bec.
_ tie Second World War.

§ fw\
L

In the 1960s, Richard Cr¢.\ —. A g udbour cabinet minister, wrote a forew

‘The Engliskqaans 1 i A As we have seen, he referred to "prime minist

1aLiC increase in the prime minister’s use of the prerogativ:
cabinet. Thpecutlve had seen a dramatic rise in importance in the twen
needed to be made more speedily and as technology was beginning to prc.
was becoming more of a media personality in his own right. The truth, as |
collective cabinet government was becoming less important compared wit

elsewhere by the prime minister using other individual advisers.
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One area of special power being picked up was the prime minister’s
powers of patronage. In the 1980s, Tony Benn reasserted the danger of
prime ministerial power, particularly when accompanied by large
government majorities in Parliament. In 1985 he referred to ‘personal
rule in the very heart of our parliamentary democracy.” Other writers
such as Burch suggested that cabinets were no longer ¢ ted to the
difficulty of governing a modern state and the{w;a g {SSdeS are no
longer dealt with by the cabinet as a v;“ 5 = WL F Gl ns are sometimes
just as likely to be taken in corza s/~

‘A7
The problg m oo ) that the prime minister who led a party with a
large majoi o seats in the Commons would face a parliament that
seemed relatively powerless. Since the nineteenth century, there have
been only three successful votes of no confidence by Parliament against a

.

prime minister and his government — two in 1924 and one in 1979. In
addition, the power of the prime minister to put their supporters into the
House of Lords had long been an issue. As Chancellor of the Exchequer,
Lloyd George had threatened to do this in order to get the 1911

Parliament Act through Parliament. Add to this the prime minister’s
power as leader of the party, and the decline in the number of cabinet
meetings over the century, and we can sense a growing problem. By the 1¢
year was about 60, down from about 90 just after World War II. By the 199
and has hardly improved since.

There is also the issue of the constitution’s he .y fe ) nce on convention a.
prime minister’s power. Many comm .. 5 . 's mgfhhghted Boris Johnson a.
predecessors to d151ega1d O :erit 15,-4nd use the weight of his office an
constitutional norm=. . 1’} s Of this may be Johnson’s attempt to scrap
when an & 'LLg v 1 caterson — fell foul of their standards, or handing out
contravent! gsoﬁ°° a verdict reached by the House of Lords Appointments C

Modern prime ministers have also transformed the structure of the institu
within, in order to obtain greater control over the business of government
advisory units of his office and the Chancellor’s was interpreted as a direc.
influence over the Treasury, and led to the resignation of his first Chancel

It is clear that the power of the prime minister has grown in relation to the
times, the prime minister has been able to use institutional resources and «
as is evident in certain stages of the Thatcher and Blair governments. How
minister may appear secure, it should be noted that by-passing cabinet to
severe mistake. The obvious example of this was N iof support for Tk
cabinet following the poll tax riots of 1999. ’wﬂﬁ, s

L

i
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Case Study — Conservative Government 1979-1990
Margaret Thatcher is widely regarded as one of the most powerful
prime ministers in British history. Throughout her tenure, she frequently
ignored the cabinet and imprinted her own personal ideology —
Thatcherism. This was evidence of a prime ministerial government.
However, by 1990, many ministers in the cabinet were igruntled by
the fact they had been peripheral in the gover""\’ Al g snda. Many
who resigned had spoken out about Thar W r*'j. u‘ijI‘ICll role in the
cabinet. The Conservative IeadN “s v &l ion after her unpopular poll
tax showed the conseqier t@MU?|ng of the cabinet long term —

many of theraggtop i vy w"ppon of Thatcher and she was ousted
because c@:qmvef' lé'rhls evidence of a cabinet government?

Clearly, how much the prime minister is able to dominate the cabinet vari

dismissive of the ministers in her cabinet. Other prime ministers, such as J.
from her, were not dominant in this context. This variance is aresultof at
which will be described below.

Government majority

The size of the majority of the governing party, if indeed a majority is pres
is a big factor in how much the prime minister is able to dominate the cab:
In general, the bigger the majority, the more likely it is that a prime minist
government will unfold. In the 1997 General Electior 7" ay Blair's New
Labour won the greatest majority in the post— g (o ) fical era. With 418 s¢.
to the Conservatives’ 165, Blair was bt Mg rega1d among his own pe
This included members of ks :am \ :,.and there was more room to bypass
cabinet as it was more s “’h e He proceeded to ignore his cabinet
consistent 'LL L f) txemphﬁed a prime ministerial government, particu.
majority w) g«s*’f . Similarly, since Boris Johnson’s current majority in Par
Blair’s after the 2001 g general election, we can probably expectareturntoe
ministerial style.

On the other hand, David Cameron’s Coalition Government was not one i1,
highly personalised form of governing, and his cabinet held certain author
was unable to bypass them. The most obvious difference between these tw |
difference between the two. The Conservatives in 2010 did not achieve a w.
election and were, therefore, forced into coalition with the Liberal Democr:
majority of 79, which is not feeble by any means but is dwarfed by New La
Also, several members of the cabinet were Liberal Demorrats themselves, i
Minister Nick Clegg, and to bypass these member - » h time would
have posed serious problems for the unit> . P ucfonmg of the

government. For this reason, C . U< _overnment was a cabinet
government in which b=, ) " = dist among equals and cabinet
ministers vesg@iAnc . . o i déhsmn—makmg and events that took place.
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Electoral success

Government majorities are the result of another factor that
determines how far a prime minister can dominate the executive —
electoral performance. This is one reason why Thatcher and Blair
were so dominant over the cabinet as prime ministers. They each
transformed their party into the formidable electoral ma hine of the
time. Thatcher won three elections and her ler 72 si %Pa1med over
11 years. Her majority, importantly, VRTINS ite "owest after the first
general election she wonin 197 a vt therefore proved that she
could consistently im= 4 j\ wff’{amtam an impressive electoral
performar, ile 1 Sirdce. F01 this reason, she commanded greater
respect fro’ “abmet who for many years conceded the
dominance over them that she exerted.

Electoral success results in large majorities, which makes a prime

minister more powerful — but electoral success also means the prime minic
their party is strong; that is, the party is much more likely to keep a winnii
therefore, is happy to yield to the leader.

Policy success

The prime minister will always be judged on the basis of how well the gov
throughout its tenure, and this is inherently assessed by the success or fail |
successful the policy record, the more likely it is that the rest of the cabine

to policy. A failure of major policy could represent a '~ of faith in the cal |
power potential. gl ,,

L 4 i NR
Party unity " o s

This is usually a procii © 1:’ ‘ ,mevmg success in one or more of the factore
outlined af 'LL .
help if a priggs®
been successful while in office. This will mean the cabinet obstructs the
prime minister less in general. However, no matter what the circumstance
there are always factions within parties. Thatcher had to satisfy the ‘wets’

and ‘dries’ within her cabinet.

‘he 2ot some of it is down to circumstances. Indeed, it do¢:

finister has shown that they can perform electorally or ha.

However, perhaps the best example is Theresa May’s government betwee;

2016 and 2019. The main split between the Conservative Cabinet was

whether ministers are for a ‘soft’ or a ‘hard” Brexit. Philip Hammond, COPYRIGHT
Chancellor of the Exchequer, frequently spoke about integration and PROTECTED
cooperation with the European Union. Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson an:
Environment Secretary Michael Gove were two ( g Q 1ard Brexiteers.
This made the dominance of the executi*= 1i. fie i OF Theresa May. This
the cabinet with the knowled;zp “%6c ans would be dissatisfied and cat
imbalanced in some w27 - 4 % 8 xvndence that party unity, or lack of unity
minister’s g

9

i

a9
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Leadership vt‘YIg
The leadership of the prime minister is one of the key factors that influenc
the PM and the cabinet. There have been prime ministers since the Second
completely different leadership styles, both in the way they approach poli |
which their leadership is personalised.
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Political leadership concerns how a prime minister will deal with individ
within the government. The extent to which the prime minister can truly
depends on circumstances that have already been mentioned in part. Pub
important. This is often affected by policy success or electoral performanc
leadership refers to how far the prime minister can show their personal i
prime minister is the most publicly exposed political fi~ re in the UK and
opportunity to impose a very personal poh’ac;w FET Y é v hile in office. Th
‘Thatcherism” and “Blairism” are the QLS “N10US examples as they
leadership styles. This has sevr.ca 1 jtages and disadvantages, but wh
are able to dominate *t o ~¢ cwith th1s style of leadership.

i E

1

-

e

e

il

e

Political e

Perhaps the factor that is least within the prime minister’s control is the
extent to which external events shape their political control over the
cabinet. They may inherit a set of circumstances which affect their
ability to align the cabinet, for instance. Theresa May struggled because
of Brexit, with many members of her cabinet in fundamental
disagreement over how to tackle exiting the EU. This clearly put her at
a greater disadvantage and gave increased power to the cabinet.

Cabinet Office

There have been very recent changes to the power of the cabinet in
relation to the prime minister. Notably the Cabinet Office has been given 1
allowing for special advisers, a policy unit and a precss fice in the cabinef
cabinet more powerful in relation to the prim .z ’hw % 'r, though this chang
constitute the emergence of a cabinet 5.y Meertt.

& § o
Y W

Appomtw** ME \ JFs 0 the Cabinet

@ow 5 that means the pr1me minister is destmed to have a pow

One of the *
the cabinet. This may happen on a mass scale, known as a cabinet reshuffl
or to replace one member of the cabinet who may have been forced to
resign under individual responsibility. The prime minister, when they tak
office, chooses their whole cabinet.

However, this is not as straightforward as it sounds, nor does it guarantee
that the prime minister is indeed dominant over the cabinet. This is becau:
the prime minister must take a number of factors into account when
selecting the cabinet (see table below and on the next page).

L

i
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Factor ‘

Ideology

Explanation
While there is normally only one party in government, ther
within that party that must all be satisfied. The best way oi
ideological balance represented within the cabinet. Theresa
meticulously between different ideological factions and bo!
In stark contrast, Boris Johnson almes' « xclusively appoinic
wing of the party, and lar&l' Loy 8d other factions.

The past performar‘;, < otu.udal cabinet members concer:
expemse Eygar iy _nostly refers to ministers who may h
.ufe used to the pressure and scrutiny that cot
A mi)nd* was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer by

me’y ,f‘(

2200 that he had done a good job in David Cameron’s Cabinet it

Foreign Secretary. Expertise is usually within a specific dep
instance, was reappointed by May because of the knowled:
had been handling since 2014. Previous performance does :
ministers in relation to cabinet appointments.

Personal
performance

Unlike political performance, this relates to the personal co:
members. Michael Fallon, mentioned above, was kept on b
political expertise in defence, but at the end of 2017 resign¢:
harassment. This meant that May was forced to appoint an

Gender

The next few factors concern demographic representation. C.¢
when a prime minister is selecting their cabinet. Powerful go:
traditionally been held by men, and there has been a societal :
in government but in all aspects of British life. If the cabinet i«
represent the population, then thez» -« o 'd be half of each ge
September 2022 only eigh' of he 2 ,membels of the cabinet 1

Ethnic
minority,

Trad1t1onaﬂv eth 1 ) oty representation in government
there a» 5 *‘ _tchisis changing. 30% of Liz Truss’s Cabit

d UI people from an ethnic minority background, in
i Ld Home Secretary. That’s more than double the percentay;

| population who are from a minority ethnic background.

The final demographic factor that the prime minister might
their cabinet is age. The cabinet has traditionally been seer:
politicians and as exclusive and elitist in its favour of thosc
been a greater effort in recent times to lower the average a,
dipped below the age of 50.

Loyalty

If there has been a leadership election or challenge, or ther¢
unsuccessful general election, the prime minister may consi
to them personally as party leader. The prime minister cant
decisions solely on who is best suited for the job. Boris Joht
emphasis on loyalty in Cabinet as his public popularity was

Position on
major policy

Sometimes, beyond 1deology, the oy Hf government may
issue. For instance, There a fla\ - _Gto ensure that Brexite
adequately reprogpite Ld not undermined by her appoin

0%
Qt:&i"“ i

CoalitiNGe™

This i is 06 mrg actor that the prime minister must consi

s T adhe- paltv majority in Britain. However, in 201C,
L take thxs into account when selecting his cabinet, and thi:
whoever he liked. There were five Liberal Democrat cabing
Prime Minister Nick Clegg. For obvious reasons, Conservat
Cameron’s first choice, suggesting that his power of appoin
total control over the cabinet.
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Has Presidentialisation Occurred?

So, the power of the prime minister has increased over time, and we have
ministerial government in British politics. However, this is not to suggest
powerful in relation to the rest of the executive. One debate that has arise
prime minister can now be said to be presidential. While the prime minis
with the president inherently, there are some dlff” 2l e Wthh have ar
recent times. We will explore the main arq ' *n } ;fi and against the cas

prime minister has occurred. S j o
2
4 A 4

The Primezegni , *.ﬁfﬁéﬁ{lﬁ}el ________________
. Leade%yfes are becoming increasingly

personalised. This has become a desirable
trait of the prime minister and allows them to
carry out their goals effectively. Margaret
Thatcher and Tony Blair, for instance, were
able to establish personal ideologies named
after them. Other prime ministers have not
been considered as dominant because their
leadership has not been as personalised.
There is an increased pressure on prime

e

e

B

e

o

ministers to come across as leading figures in
the political system. TV debates have been
introduced in general elections, which
emphasise that the pressure is on leaders ., ©
more than ever. o e
*  Predominant prime minis’c;s ", .4bie leaders of presidential status. |
their party as we'l 5 "4 = wv1der status in the political system makes {
Ay s . dtilise their power to the full extent they are more
- ithin both Parliament and the executive. Thatcher and Bl
examples of prime ministers who were predominant in their nature. T
and personal resources to maximise their power.
® The prime minister is becoming separated from the rest of their party
British politics and has resulted in the prime minister at times being d
cabinet and the broader party. Tony Blair enjoyed electoral success be
ideologically and physically, away from the rest of his party. David C
the Conservative Party and in this sense created distance between hin.
Similarly, Boris Johnson was regarded as having distanced himself frc
government during the 2019 general election. All recent prime minist:
select few rather than the whole cabinet or party, and this is grounds
minister has branched away from the Ieglslatlve j >, < of the party, as ¢
e Aswe have discussed earlier in this chaptr ;4 “ir e mm1sters have an at
them that are not shared with MPgeg R odher ministers or members
but are not limited to, D fnéi; > suwers, the control over the deployme?’x
leadership and e s ﬂ. _40n. These are all powers that would be consi.
2, S - ;ocus now than ever before on the media capabilitie
for ex:Xgge® the US president is assessed based on their communicati
celebrity- style status, we have begun to see this with the prime minist.
Theresa May were deemed to have been good politicians before becor.
poor communication skills were highlighted upon taking up office. In |
propelled to office on the back of his entertaining media performance

In America, televis
' h presic.
;-

e
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The Prime Minister is not Presidential

*  While the power of the prime minister in relation to the cabinet
has increased in recent times, it cannot be said that the prime
minister controls their own branch in the same way that a
president controls the executive. The executive, of course, can in
the most difficult of times still hold a certain N 2% 1) L )/ over the
prime minister. Margaret Thatcher att 1 Ste. *J rfold a
presidential-style authoritv o= <« *h | xccutive, but this
backfired as it was ‘ef ) - fﬁl, ~wer own cabinet who ousted her
in 1990 4@ahi < heprime minister does not hold the same
autho%gr trieir own branch as a president does.

* Predon®®ant prime ministers may be considered presidential,

but this is down to circumstances. Pre-eminent prime ministers

are more common and are a more accurate representation of

British prime ministers. They utilise the institutional resources

available to them, and this does not make them presidential. &

They lead their party and the government, which is inherent to F

a prime minister, but usually they do not go beyond this role. |
Gordon Brown, David Cameron and Theresa May are all examples of |
Similarly, if these prime ministers are unable to control the agenda in
can be attached to them alone.

e Though the prime minister has several exclusive powers that are nota
senior ministers, this is not to say that they do not hee political powe:
the powers of the prime minister are minister ..’ X‘JV\ >rs. Ministers the
government departments and cwﬂ s« an e A 1ﬂCh means they are not

in a presidential system T’~ AT ) riold political weight and can ¢}

* Prime ministers m: 5 . «. .igmflcant electoral success to be consides;

ft L o offlce, as it is with a president. Thatcher and Blgz

t recent general elections have resulted in the largest |
This has resulted in weak executives, and weak prime ministers who
personalise their leadership.

e  Party support is not guaranteed. This may be true of a presidential sy
assurances of the nature of a lack of support. For instance, leadership
prime ministers may face in times of unpopularity, whereas a preside
This may not necessarily mean that another member of the party is of |
alternative, but may mean that the prime minister is subject to sustair
significant change. After the 2017 general election, Theresa May faced
cabinet and backbenchers, and was eventually ousted from her positic
Conservatives MPs — hardly a p1e51dent1a1 sy<fe :

e Itis worth pointing out that the prime m’ s >r A alike other minister:
government department. This = . « © ey (o not have the extent of at
area that cabinet minis! ’cm i ,‘urﬂy do.

i

i kmg Pomt

o
o
@0‘«“ v

Watch a TV debate for both the 2024 Harris and Trump US pre
UK general election. What similarities and differences can you
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3.3.2 The Powers of the Prime Minister
Dictate Events and Determine

L

Learning Obijectives 0 |
-y -
v" Gain a good understanding of at'= st ":.i prf;me minister and their p
and determine policy bef. & 9,
v' Gain a good unrl“ - {Elw of dt least one prime minister and their p
and deter:aii *i)c,,,maﬁj 1997.
v ol 'm:u{s how specific policies or events impacted the power

1 PUTlVe

.

8—r Key questions

1. How far are British prime ministers able to follow
the policy agenda that they want?
This chapter explores the ways in which prime
ministers since 1945 have attempted to implement
personal objectives through policy, and the success
or failure they have had in this.

2. To what extent can prime ministers prevent
circumstances that lead to their downfall? ’
This chapter will look at the ways that p1 f‘r‘hL J,J
ministers have left office and - * ﬁh 197 Could

have done anythinv ﬂf A ve “Asnis f1 om happening.

3. What 1Ad1v1dual events and policies that
have d “‘5"‘; tined prime ministers’ power?
This chapter will take an in-depth look at the main

policies and decisions that prime ministers took and
how this affected their ability to determine events.

What Do We Mean by Dictating Events and Determining

When questioning what the prime minister can do to lead the political age
quite referring to the difference between predominant and pre-eminent p1.
difference of the use of individual power resources that vve are most conce
exploring the extent to which prime ministers h e ket able to imprint th

rather than be reactive to events inside ¢z ¢ utl 1(’ 2, it control.
-
;M =y yf’ T

,,,,

,y

v
completely mfmhar with the specific 1mphcat10ns of events and policy for .
before and one after 1997 in order to answer an essay question on the subj
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Year Prime minister Party Reason |
Called an election 1
1945-1951 Clement Attlee Labour but the Conservatiy
and won based on &

1951-1955 | Winston Churchill | Conservatives | Failing health.
7 iiling health and ¢
1955-1957 Anthony Eden Conser: ¢ 7e ) | ‘gpélicy, to block the !
e /| within his own part
1957-1963 | Harold 35 % x| Conservatives | Eeonomie failures:
/ 4 unpopular because

Conservatives

Inherited a governn
be failing. Did bett:
general election.

1964-1970

Harold Wilson

Labour

Devaluing the poun
momentum from th
became unpopular.

1970-1974

Edward Heath

Conservatives

After a hung parliat
he was expected ta
reach a confidence ¢
from Northern Irela

1974-1976

Harold Wilson

Labour

Referendum over 1
Economic Commu

1976-1979

James Callaghan

Labour

1979-1990

Margaret Thatcher

1990-199 2

1997-2007

G o

WL orvaaves

-

His policy of pay r¢

~util he became gro

£l

A

Her controversial 1
to turn on her and |

Conservatives

Was seen as weak o
due to his leadershi
Thatcher’s.

Tony Blair

Labour

Did not recover fro
surrounded his dec
Irag, and ‘jumped b

2007-2010

Gordon Brown

Labour

He was blamed for
global economic cri:
skills made him ver
only election as PM.

2010-2016

David Cameron

Conservatives

Lost a referendum «
EU, and resigned th

2016-2019

Theresa May

Conservati‘;“a
o

.

Lost her party’s maj

¢ ection in 2017, ang
i s
~ 1 party over her Brexi

&

A series of scandals

i

2019-2022 Boris Tc” © A - Conservatives | dishonesty damaggex
" 2 frustrated his MPs,
Sep 2022 3‘199 ) ‘ FoH‘owing a controy
Liz Truss Conservatives | rapid loss of suppat

Oct 2022 .
confidence and her
Lost the 2024 electic
2022-2024 Rishi Sunak Conservatives | oo o cecy

party’s waning forit
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.

The Power of the Prime Minister and the Cabinet to Dic
Determine Policy: Before 1997

Harold Wilson

\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\

As the table above suggests, Harold Wilson had two spells as prime mini
Firstly, he was elected prime minister in 1964. Forfj‘\ N 2t few years, he e
relative success in being able to dictate event an.' - ecer mine policy. Beca%
public opinion of him was high. ]rv 1S [.,,dve’Ig{f unchallenged in imple
his personal agenda. ThlC L o % _Laajor reform to education, including %
particular fovg or ‘p;’; g d‘ésses having access to universities. In fact,

il

@&\\\\N&\

.

allocated 1 \at_on than defence by the Wilson Executive in its early te
Houses we\a#1t, social security was at the forefront of British politics, a
these contributed to a strongly socialist ideological agenda that represente
Wilson'’s political views before he entered office.

g

In terms of social reform, Wilson’s Government was able to introduce new
with the cultural movements that were taking place. This included helping
against ethnic minorities, relaxing of laws against homosexuality and the ¢
Overall, Wilson determined policy that reflected his socialist principles. H
influence economic policy. He inherited a large deficit, which was unusua
he had to fight off the devaluation of the pound year after year. By 1967, h |
longer. The devaluation of the pound was the turning of the tide of Wilsor
beginning of the end for Wilson and his cabinet.

Wilson then became prime minister for the secon ' e :)ur years after he
October 1974 General Election — the secc~c o, > yar after a hung parliar:
majority of three seats. This por A ih Aans for Wilson, who saw deep pa

significantly hrmt wha’r Dl executive were able to achieve. Unemp
the first tirz-@iath. . ad he was criticised for this sort of record. Howet

rimeé minister was due to his position on Europe.

The prospect of integration into the European Economic Community (EEC
before Wilson introduced an in/out referendum in 1975. He had, before be
opposed the idea of integration with Europe, and specifically with the EEC
from his own party, he was forced to hold a referendum, which resulted i1
membership and integration. This set the issue to rest for some time with |
result; the issue would be raised again following Thatcher’s 1988 ‘Bruges <

Margaret Thatcher

Margaret Thatcher is viewed as one of the most influeni
war period. She was also notable . bing the first won!
longest serving prlme mini 4 of /3 @ twentieth century
eventful tenure. *v' 4. ' . Faxfands War, the miners’ str'.
creating ¢ frm 25y “As we have discussed, Thatcher w.
sk Fod) i “tets of the UK - she had a highly personalis

) _,uerslrup She also had transformed a struggling Cons
‘ electoral machine.

Almost immediately after entering office, she set about dismantling the el¢
been ingrained in the British state as early as Clement Attlee’s Governmer
successful in bringing about a more free-market capitalist political system
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and imprinted a personal ideology, one concerned mainly with individua
famously quipped that there was ‘no such thing as society” and likened

-

Against the Keynesian economic approach of previous decades, this was
radical economic change, which meant a ‘smaller’ state, privatisation (mo
services into the private sector), deregulation (removing r restrlctlons on b%
increasing the flexibility of the labour market (in ==t - u ar the ability of e
employees), including constraints on the t-m 51“‘} *zades unions.

e

e

g

In the most radical level of =i 7afi. 1 ‘uri’; the UK has ever seen, Thatcher b
private mvestnrs, Al f’i\mCﬁmeetltlon would mean that they would
private bu s, L Ad ff\ese gains would be passed on to the consumer th
and lower | Gas, electricity and water were nationalised industries t%
Telecom (BT) was privatised and the initial offering, where more than 507
sale to the public, set a new record for the largest share issue in the world.

sl

Perhaps the most defining event involving the economy during Thatcher’s

strikes, which were a response to the Thatcher Government'’s colliery (coa

occurred in her second term, beginning in 1984 and not ending until the fc
140,000 miners at one time who were striking, and over 25 million labour «
strikes. Speculation suggests that Thatcher wanted to shut down the coal 1
environmental reasons. However, what is important is that this resulted ir.

Government and put it in a stronger position than it had been in initially.

This was characteristic of Thatcher’s ability to shape the nolitical sphere ai.
outcome of events. Cabinet reshuffles allowed he‘f A ,paces with Thatc
dominate the executive relatively unoppoc2d *’1\1 _an Tebbit, for instance,

as employment secretary as he St e case tor privatisation. She al
determined and uncomn .+ ~ n<;. mde1 ship style with the Falklands Wa1

contributed tagle.t < 1 fcuss: Thatcher won three general elections as p.
oo Ik the agenda in her favour.

Thatcher, though, is a great example of the fact that domination and contr.
not last forever. She stretched too far in attempting to determine policy co
growing discontent among her cabinet. Despite the fact she had filled her
with her ideologically, many had become frustrated with their lack of con: |
continued to keep her advisers closer than her cabinet. When unpopular
the poll tax, which sparked riots in 1990, a leadership election was called,
the cabinet was why she was unable to retain power.

L

i
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The Power of the Prime Minister and the Cabinet to Dic
Determine Policy: After 1997

Tony Blair

Tony Blair’s Labour Party in 1997 won the largest ma]orlfy in the post-wa
This, in the UK, gave him a mandate the likes of v ¢ fen Margaret
Thatcher did not possess. Blair, along wi*t. T1 5’"(;, ., 15 seen as one of the
prime ministers who was most ke 1§ ¢ » 2vmine the agenda of his
government. Like Thatr“ w\fyéd electoral success throughout his t

winning t@r, ) Nld”s in 1997, 2001 and 2005.

\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\

1

Blair himsei™® iprinted a highly personalised leadership style and ideology,
sign that he was able to control the agenda. His leadership style was one of
pragmatism, and his ideology was unprecedented — ‘New Labour’ would
provide policies that lay between the left and right. Principles of the free-ma
desire to bridge the gap of inequality throughout his time in office. It was a1
electorally formidable.

The prime minister changed the constitution more than any of his predece
modernise and democratise some outdated laws and practices within the .
time was relatively unchallenged. The most notable change, and one he w.
Good Friday Agreement, which brought peace between the UK and Nortt
been worked on for at least a decade beforehand). The F uman Rights Act
citizens against the state. The House of Lords Af M /romoved all but 92
of Lords, creating a party balance in the " i 5e . ne Constitutional Refor

eventual creation of a Sup1eme‘ N yv“ v.cit checked the power of the exe
the Bank of England ar.} - x . .d"'Way made for economic stability and
amendmerg ' A the constitution by Blair, and this is evidence t

agenda to" MO the very core of British politics.

As with Thatcher, however, unpopular policy was the reason for his eventue
the decision to join George W Bush'’s US forces in intervention in Iraq. This v
was not until it was discovered that the prime minister’s main reason for int.
imminent threat that Saddam Hussein posed with his weapons of mass dest:
been founded upon false intelligence, that the public, and his party, really be.

This is what Blair has ultimately been remembered for. Again, with such &
highlights that the prime minister cannot always control the agenda and ¢
Blair, like Thatcher, ignored his cabinet frequently, particularly as his lead
circle of advisers, though, who were with him for A ;fep, including his
who the two of them agreed would become f if. v fh:ilster

i

4 o
Y I
-~ & &

Talking Pn' PR

i

@;\2“"“ to influence the agenda?
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David Cameron

David Cameron faced many obstacles that those who
This was mostly because in 2010, the Conservative Pa
majority to form a government. They were forced to e
Democrats — the first in the post-war era — with a new
unity between the parties, Came~~ . ad five cabinet p

. o
Liberal Democrats and a r ot ‘¢ y | aborative style of le

: e
Cameron enjoyed some successz SE e coalition at times did not appe

his ability to control tha)€ > = i;x»agenda Indeed, the forming of a coali
office pow@t A Tk ministers have the right to exercise. Cabinet r

T e

e

e

P

Mel- -

occurred a Ity rate. He also kept a close circle of advisers, who he
for key dec®®1is. The ‘Quad’ — Cameron himself, George Osborne, Nick
operated together in times when decision-making was needed. This is re
held by Thatcher and Blair. He was able to imprint some of his own ideole
the Conservatism of old and adding a new, modern flavour. This is why a-
advocated, continued alongside key modernising legislation such as same
personally was in favour of, contrary to his party in general. It cannot be s
prime minister powerless in determining events in government.

SRR

However, there were certain restraints. Cameron was tied to keeping the ¢
the cabinet, for instance. This was not a formal limit, but Nick Clegg need¢
was to change anything about those members of the cabinet. He was critic
many times on the same issue, which was partly due to the tensions betwe¢.
to satisty and find balance within the government Cameron was also unal
legislation that was in the Liberal Democrat man‘.c . ;s 'ch as the AV refi

successful policy admitted by the Conqe i e o &1 increasing the incom
Cameron was in support of thic} "1 i P tural system would have benefi

shows he was unable tf‘ e j f'* R p()hcy all of the time.

The prime 'LL e1  On the 2015 General Election with a working majority,
this appear gaocl- trengthen his power in his role. However, the 2016 Brexit
referendum Cﬁanged everything. After campaigning for the case that Britain
should remain in the EU, and the resulting decision to leave, Cameron was f |

to resign from office after having lost the support of the public and his own |

Theresa May

Theresa May is a good example of a prime minister who had little ability t
events and determine policy during most of her time in office. Her rise to =
of the Conservative government came in the aftermath of the 2016 Brexit
referendum, with a power vacuum left after much of the leadership had b |
the Remain campaign. Although May had supported Remain herself, her
leadership campaign focused largely on her ab111tv 1. iver Brexit. This i
that even from the very beginning of her prer a¢: ‘b A 'she was responding |

events, rather than controlling therv v d
# ,,»‘

,,,,

e

slim one. Tg o SR\ Ot narrow parhamentary defeats, combined w1th .
polling in fof‘“t'he Conservatives relative to Labour, persuaded her tc
in 2017 by c#iing a general election and attempting to secure a more comf
was seen by many as a safe bet, with the Conservatives expected to benefi.
support since the referendum, the election was disastrous for May. A pooi
combined with a successful Labour campaign, led to May losing her party

much of her authority over her colleagues.
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Rather than giving her greater ability to dictate events and policy, the 2017
May to govern as a minority administration, with the support of the Dem
provided a number of extra constraints on her ability to govern, as passm
would now require the support of groups within Parliament with Vlrtuallﬁ
Throughout her premiership, May tried to carefully balance the mterests
Eurosceptics, who wanted Britain to withdraw from EU 1ns’amtlons entlr /
Britain to remain closely aligned with the EU (anf;, A *Eurosceptlcs w
belonging to); and the DUP, who wanted }To ‘he, - réland to have exactl
after Brexit. As May was unable =« 51, | ..h opposition parties, her gov
reliant on bringing these “,,} 2 fo ,,} mﬁtmg groups together.
L

e

|

e

I

Ultimatels va gmatﬂe to do so, and after a number of high-profile ca
throughou o 'she was challenged for the leadership of the Conservatl\g
Although she secured enough votes to stay on as prime minister, her flags:

bring her party together, and was rejected in the biggest parliamentary de%;
In response, opposition leader Jeremy Corbyn called a parliamentary vote
government, which she narrowly won with the support of DUP MPs. Thr¢
premiership, several members of her cabinet appeared to be positioning tt
and her ability to remove disloyal MPs from cabinet was severely constrai
full-scale rebellion among MPs. In this sense, cabinet members enjoyed a <
of freedom to express themselves how they wished, which further undern

After two more large parliamentary defeats of her flagship Brexit policy,
discussions with opposition MPs, Conservative MPs began attempting to .
prevented a second leadership challenge within 12 months. May responde.
minister. It can be said that prior to the 2017 gener: al @i ion, Theresa May

events rather than taking charge of them, wh' ¢« fe ‘e election her auth¢/
policy was largely gone, and her ro'e ac . . \confe snnply to manage party

Boris Johnson LA 4%

_______________________________________________________________________

Immediately following his ascension to Prir
be said to have taken a more drastic approa
managing party divisions, than his predece
expulsion of 21 pro-EU Conservative MPs f
2019, and his controversial decision to prorc
the same month, an action that was later de
1 Supreme Court. Rather than carefully balar
factions within the Conservatives, Johnson appointed a cabinet largely me
the right-wing of the party, and began to renegotiate a ‘harder’ Brexit deal

This hard-line approach to party discipline ensured a more unified party v

general election in December 2019. Johnson’s 2019 election campaign was

campaign in 2017; it focused singularly on the messe ' et Brexit Done’,

Leave supporters in traditionally Labour voti ./ Ar S ‘tuencies. As a resul’.

large majority of 80, and the UK suhs oy withdrew from the Europe&,}
> s

- i

,,,,

,y

experienced Chancellor in Rlshl Sunak, and as a result is likely to have be(:,%
over the direction of the Treasury. It was speculated that Javid —an arch T |
enthusiastic about Johnson’s ‘levelling up” agenda to reduce regional ineq
of public spending it would require.
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However, Johnson’s control over events didn’t last long after his general ele
2020 coronavirus pandemic crisis subsequently caused severe disruption to
political developments around the world. The government was unprepared
number of drastic emergency measures in order to ensure the health service
influx of patients. These included bans on social gatherings, the constructio
substantial financial support for those whose employment was affected.

el

S

\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\&\

i

The pandemic serves as a clear indication of hc v« {ii/} j;z & prime minister,
having recently won a general electior 1 se control of events in the face
Johnson was initially on the k2 < () s x«fén it came to coronavirus, and spe
anticipate the directio . 4 -t M.ud“"si,ls would take. The government was freq
lockdown re | e last minute, when they would have been more ef
political prd placed on the prime minister for miscalculation during the
would be expected however, given that the pandemic’s course was often ha'
up politicians around the world.

e

ce

e

Johnson’s control of events was also undermined by the emergence of a clea:
Sunak, which increased the pressure on his performance. To an even greater
chief adviser Dominic Cummings also undermined his control of events, as ¢
brief the media with negative insider information about the government tha

Johnson lost a considerable amount of control over events from November 2
minister attempted to change parliamentary rules to prevent an ally - Owen
from the House of Commons for improper lobbying. The scandal led to a hu
government was forced to U-turn on its position, angering Conservative MI|
that parties had been taking place in Downing Street ¢ +. g lockdown, infut:
minister’s denials that parties had taken place " ret ‘ Jor dlsproven underm

However, Johnson showed a n7 a1 1. ¢ ' sstrong determination to regain cont
period, f1equent1y mal Bk ea o }fohcy announcements or

e1 s chat were widely viewed as attempts to
“ 0.9' Y enda on from damaging stories. These attempts
were met with mixed success. For example, a major new asylum
policy was announced the day after the prime minister had
received a fine from police for attending a lockdown-breaching
party. The policy — in which refugees were to be deported to
Rwanda — was significant enough to take some of the pressure off

the prime minister. A less successful attempt to control the agenda
came in the wake of the publication of a damaging report on the
Downing Street parties. Johnson attempted to associate the leader
of the opposition, Keir Starmer, with disgraced children’s entertainer Jimmy
forced the prime minister into an apology and merely added to questions ab |

Johnsor.

The outbreak of war in Ukraine was one event "4 ?'2; “';hlch Johnson manay |
a strong supporter of President Volod* Sy ean“S,kyy, Johnson was instrun.
leaders to give Zelenskyy meo:s gut 7 1 o-and became the first world leader t
capital Kyiv. But althc i, 4 O 50 took charge of the Ukrainian crisis, it wa.
|5 ¢ wmals that were piling up — particularly as the war slipy

Ultimately, jO0nnson could be said to have regained some semblance of politi.
2022, despite political pressure that would have probably toppled most lead
showed greater initiative and maintained fewer boundaries than predeces:
the agenda, his chaotic leadership style also inflamed the controversies the |
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Keir Starmer

Keir Starmer’s Labour Party ousted the Conservatives in the 2024 general
election with a 172-seat majority, ending 14 years of consecutive
Conservative governance. Elected on the promise to change the UK and
reverse years of underinvestment and political instibility, Starmer’s
approach so far has apparently proven dlsappombt; LEUe > electorate, with
plunging personal approval ratings and with t € ’i dur Palty slumping to
third place in many opinion polls. ... ~ Jve

) > f;«f -
Starmer’s 5@1 o . Started off tight: in their first month Starmer

&&\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\&

G

removed t 5 1 .om seven MPs for supporting an SNP amendment to sc
the end of 2N they had promised to get rid of the cap, saying that fiscal con
He chose to avoid a larger rebellion looming on overall welfare reform, forc1r

ev%’i

Voting intention polling has taken a dive since taking office, from around 45
Labour in May 2024 to less than 20% in January 2026. With such a large majc
be able to obstruct Labour’s legislative agenda the same way the Conservati:
minority government. However, Labour MPs — given the government’s unp
incentives to be loyal to the government’s line.

Starmer’s ability to dictate events and determine policy has been largely con
global political conditions which Labour found themselves in when they toc
the September 2024 budget in which chancellor Rachel Rerves set about fillir,
public spending left by the previous government. 1.7, va noucing big incre

also set out tax rises to raise an additional - 91 H i ~mainly coming from bt

-
R

S

Much hke Johnson, Star=- . . xﬂfWéH to the global stage and has playe
: ; awularly around brldgmg the d1v1des between the E

against Russia (w1thout the United States if necessary) until a peace deal is ¢

But he continues to face an uncompromising media environment. Largely ri;
agenda that much of the television channels follow, and social media is large
who have found it expedient to be close to Trump’s very right-wing adminis
to be a major media and polling issue despite post-election net migration fig,

Starmer faces the mounting challenges of controlling his party and policy di:
unfriendly press and social media environment, and a right—wing insurgenc,
and other elements supported by the world’s richest =+ All of these factor:
other, and it is unclear to what extent the prob! . st h 1 from Starmer’s faull
political environment. As we write 2* "+« For 2026, Labour still has time
chart a more positive course s ’gﬁ\ > rurfent, but only time will tell how Star

up —and whether h- 1 °( ’i v'fm y - 1¢ads that recovery, or is ousted.

What1s the cause of Labour’s poor polling? Is Starmer’s leaderst
communication at fault — which is ultimately under his control (ox
Or is it down to factors that the prime minister can’t control well:
environment, a struggling economy, and relentless geopolitics?
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