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viii  Executive Summary 

Executive Summary 

Over the last three years, a Constitution Unit team has conducted detailed research into public attitudes 
to democracy in the UK. This has comprised two large-scale surveys of the UK population, conducted in 
summer 2021 and summer 2022, and the Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK, which met over six 
weekends in late 2021. Previous reports have set out the ýndings of each part of the project. This ýnal report 
pulls these ýndings together, supplementing them with extensive new analysis. It also reþects on policy 
implications.

Chapter 1 examines perceptions of how democracy is performing in the UK at present . It ýnds high 
levels of dissatisfaction: most people want to see signiýcant change. Both survey respondents and citizensô 
assembly members felt inadequately represented in the corridors of power, and that politics lacks honesty 
and integrity. Conýdence in politicians was especially low. Such views were shared widely across the 
population, though somewhat less so among those who voted Leave in the 2016 Brexit referendum or 
Conservative in the 2019 general election. 

Chapter 2 looks at attitudes towards democracy in the round . The overwhelming majority of people in the 
UK support democracy – though for most this is contingent on democracy delivering effective government. 
At the time of the research, support for ‘strongman’ leadership was lower than in some other recent studies. 
Research participants said that democracy should be representative of the public and responsive to their 
wishes. They wanted honest, serious political discourse, and said that people should have the information to 
make their own decisions. They valued freedoms of thought and speech. There is some variation between 
more ‘populist’ and more ‘liberal’ conceptions of democracy, but the population as a whole is not polarised on 
these matters.

Chapters 3–6 examine three central themes: standards in public life (Chapter 3); roles of core state 
institutions (Chapters 4 and 5); and the roles of the public (Chapter 6).

Chapter 3, on standards in public life , shows a strong desire for politicians to be honest, own up to 
mistakes, and act within the rules. Honesty is seen as requiring more than just not lying: people are very 
exercised by spin and dissembling too. Participants wanted independent regulators to be able to investigate 
allegations of wrongdoing. They thought that stronger action than at present is needed where wrongdoing is 
demonstrated. They rejected the view that holding politicians to account should be left solely to voters.

Chapter 4 focuses on government and parliament. People expect parliament to play a strong role in policy-
making, as it represents everyone, rather than just those who voted for the governing party. Both survey 
respondents and citizens’ assembly members thought it should play a stronger role than at present, having 
greater control over its agenda and timetable, and scrutinising all changes to the law. They wanted MPs to be 
more responsive to and representative of the public at large. There was signiýcant support for reforming the 
system by which MPs are elected. Respondents were divided on whether they wanted an elected, appointed, 
or mixed second chamber, but there was wide support for reforming the current system of appointments to 
the House of Lords. The principle of a neutral, permanent civil service was widely endorsed. 

Chapter 5 turns to the law and courts . There was wide support for the rule of law and the protection of 
human rights – particularly core democratic rights such as the freedom of speech. Most people wanted the 
courts to have a role in protecting human rights, including by intervening where new laws might violate such 
rights. This applied across a wide range of claimed rights. Support for the courts’ role weakened somewhat 
when reference was made to the Human Rights Act, the European Convention on Human Rights, or the 
European Court of Human Rights. But most respondents still thought the courts should at least be able to 
send a law back to parliament for reconsideration. There was also wide agreement that the courts should 
adjudicate disputes over the powers of the executive.

Chapter 6 explores attitudes to the role of the public . Though there were strong expectations around 
responsiveness to public opinion, most survey respondents did not want to take part in politics more 
than they already did. Assembly members proposed steps to enable public participation, including better 
education, information provision, and media coverage. There was strong support for freedom of speech; 
views on freedoms of association and protest were somewhat more muted or mixed. Assembly members 
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wanted a greater role for petitions. Views on referendums were more ambivalent. Members of the citizens’ 
assembly strongly endorsed greater use of such assemblies, though only to inform debate and advise elected 
representatives; survey respondents backed the same view more mutedly.

Chapter 7 considers whether people care about political processes , rather than just outcomes. Survey 
respondents said that the health of democracy in the UK mattered to them as much as issues such as housing, 
crime, and immigration, though less than the cost of living or the NHS.

Chapter 8 summarises the ýndings, places them in context, and reþects on implications for policy-makers. 
It focuses on three key themes: the need to uphold ethical standards in public life; the value of checks and 
balances; and ways of enabling effective public participation. 

•	 Fostering greater honesty in political discourse requires not just politicians and campaigners, but also those 
in the media, to reþect on their responsibilities. Regulatory processes could also be strengthened, and 
several proposals for this are already on the table. 

•	 Likewise, proposals exist to give MPs greater control over their agenda, improve legislative scrutiny, and 
reform appointments to the Lords. Any moves to weaken the BBC’s impartiality, the neutrality of the civil 
service, or the ability of the courts to check abuses would not ýnd public favour. 

•	 Enabling effective and widespread public participation is hard. Areas for further consideration include 
improved education, better media coverage, and greater used of deliberative processes such as citizens’ 
assemblies.
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Introduction
Public attitudes to our democratic system matter. Democracy works best when many people are actively 
involved; but people are less likely to take part if they feel the system does not represent them or serve 
their needs. Effective policy-making often requires careful trade-offs and compromises among competing 
considerations; but that is harder if the individuals and institutions at the heart of politics are not trusted to act 
in the public interest. 

Over the last three years, a team at the Constitution Unit, funded by the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC), has therefore conducted detailed research into the state of public attitudes towards the 
democratic system in the UK. The project – called Democracy in the UK after Brexit – has examined attitudes 
to the system as a whole and to its various components parts. It has also explored what roles people think 
should be played by different elements of the system – including parliament, government, courts, and the 
public ï and how these should be conýgured. We have asked about perceptions of how these components 
currently work, how they should work, and how they might be reformed. For each of these elements, the 
project has sought to uncover attitudes of the public at large and how these views vary across different parts 
of the population. We have also sought to compare what people say in response to survey questions with 
what they say once they have had a chance to learn and think about the issues and discuss them in some 
depth. The project thus provides an exceptionally rich and varied set of insights into public perceptions on 
these vital matters.

The 

 of about about asked thesecomponents howcomponents of We
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MPs should perform, how they think the House of Commons should be composed and its members elected, 
and what views they have on the role and composition of the House of Lords. It also brieþy addresses 
attitudes to the civil service. Chapter 5 turns to the law and the courts: what people think of the rule of law 
and, particularly, of human rights, and what role they think the courts should play. Chapter 6 focuses on the 
public. It highlights two features of public attitudes that may be in tension: people want the system to be 
responsive to their needs and wishes; but most people don’t particularly want to have to take part actively 
themselves. The chapter then examines public views on how wider engagement in politics might be enabled. 
It explores attitudes to the media, to core democratic liberties, and to mechanisms for participation, such as 
petitions, referendums, and citizens’ assemblies.

Chapter 7 steps back from the detail again to consider the broad question of whether people actually care 
about political processes. It is often said that the public care about outcomes, not how those outcomes are 
produced. The chapter considers the evidence on whether that is really true. 

Chapters 8 draws out conclusions. It summarises the projectôs ýndings, asks what weight such evidence 
should carry in debates about democratic reform, and, ýnally, sets out what we believe the key implications 
to be.

The evidence in the report conýrms that many people in the UK feel deeply disillusioned with the state 
of politics today. Trust in politics and politicians has long been low, but it has been further battered by the 
divisive debates and weaknesses of leadership seen in recent years. People do care greatly about how 
politics is conducted. While they may not have much interest in the details of particular institutions, they are 
affronted by what they see as low moral standards in politics. They think that those in public life are too often 
dishonest, disrespectful of the wider public, and insufýciently motivated by pursuit of the public good.  
In contrast to some previous research ýndings, the evidence here indicates little support for óstrongmanô 
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Chapter 1. Views on How UK 
Democracy is Performing
A crucial starting question concerns how people view the performance of democracy in the UK today. 
This chapter ýrst examines attitudes to the working of UK democracy as a whole, drawing on two survey 
questions and evidence from the Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK. The second section focuses 
particularly on attitudes to politicians and other key actors within the democratic system. Most people view 
politics primarily through actors and events, rather than through formal procedures or institutions. And, as 
this report shows, their concerns about the state of democracy focus primarily on perceived behaviours and 
ethical standards among those in public life. So understanding how people think about key actors is crucial. 
The two ýnal sections of the chapter then examine how perceptions of the systemôs current working vary 
across the population and the underlying drivers of these views. 

The chapter identiýes high levels of dissatisfaction with the health of the UKôs democratic system.  
Most people see politics as distant and dominated by a self-serving elite who lack integrity. These concerns 
are shared widely across society.

Perceptions of the UK’s democratic system
The surveys conducted for this project included two questions about views on how the UK’s democratic 
system as a whole was working. One of these, included in both surveys, asked respondents how satisýed 
they were with the way democracy works in the United Kingdom. The ýndings from the ýrst survey, in 
summer 2021, were perhaps reassuring: though few people (only 7% of respondents) said they were ‘very 
satisýedô, an absolute majority (54%) described themselves as either óvery satisýedô or ófairly satisýedô. Views 
turned markedly more negative between the two surveys, however. By the second, in summer 2022, those 
saying they were very or fairly satisýed had dropped to 38%, while those saying they were "  r óvery sa  Unit
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We feel insecure about the way democracy the UK is working at the moment and question the 
strength of our democratic system to withstand attempts to rewrite fundamental principles of the 
British constitution without consultation with the people.
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These patterns 
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Figure 1.5. Trust in political actors in the UK

Question: To what extent do you trust or distrust each of the following to act in the best interests of 
people in the UK?

�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\�������������±�������-�X�O�\���������������D�Q�G���V�X�U�Y�H�\���������������$�X�J�X�V�W���±�������6�H�S�W�H�P�E�H�U������������

 
The second survey also revealed, speciýcally, that most people have a very low opinion of politiciansô ethical 
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This concern about politiciansô ethical standards is clearly reþected in the statements from citizensô assembly 
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What drives these perceptions?
The preceding analysis suggests that concerns about democracy in the UK are not much associated 
with where a person lives, how old they are, or their formal educational qualiýcations. Another way of 
thinking about underlying drivers for people’s perceptions is to ask what people have in mind when they 
think about politics and the political system. As our previous reports have pointed out, most people do 
not ordinarily think about political institutions or abstract questions such as the features of a healthy 
democracy. So what is in their minds when they are asked to consider such questions? 

Analysis of the citizens’ assembly transcripts helps to examine this issue. As might be expected, 
members often looked at the democratic system through the lens of recent events, or of prominent 
political ýgures. The events that were mentioned most were Brexit (cited 104 times in the transcripts that 
we analysed) and the Covid-19 pandemic (102 times). Brexit came up in many contexts. Most references 
related to the referendum, with some members welcoming it as an opportunity for all voters to have a 
say on equal terms, while others criticised aspects of the process. Points were also made about the roles 
of parliament and the courts following the referendum, and the way in which the debate had left lasting 
divisions in society. Covid was similarly mentioned in a variety of contexts. Members recognised the 
scale of the interventions in people’s lives that politicians had decided on during the pandemic period. 
Some mentioned that this highlighted a need for checks and balances, so that liberties could not be taken 
away too easily. Others emphasised that speed of action had been vital, and that strongly consultative 
processes would have backýred. Breaches in lockdown rules ï particularly by Dominic Cummings and 
Matt Hancock – were also a recurring theme. The Partygate affair began to emerge shortly before the 
assemblyôs ýnal weekend, and was frequently mentioned on those last two days.

Some earlier events were also repeatedly highlighted, though far less often than either Brexit or Covid. 
Those from recent years included the 2014 Scottish independence referendum, the 2011 voting system 
referendum, the 2009 expenses scandal, and the military actions in Afghanistan and Iraq after 9/11. 
References to the Second World War and Nazism were not uncommon, and some members brought  
up the subject of Magna Carta on several occasions. 

Turning to the people who were mentioned, the most oft-cited person was, unsurprisingly, the Prime 
Minister of the day, Boris Johnson (mentioned 56 times in the sampled analysed transcripts). Further 
illustrating the salience of Covid and of concerns around ‘one rule for them, another for everyone else’, 
the second most frequently mentioned person was Matt Hancock (41 references). David Cameron 
came third, mentioned 35 times, as the person who led the 2010–15 coalition government, initiated the 
Brexit process, and resigned as soon as the referendum result was announced – which some assembly 
members regarded as a dereliction of duty. Several aspects of his ýnancial affairs were also sharply 
criticised. Others receiving signiýcant numbers of mentions included (in descending order) Rupert 
Murdoch (23 mentions), Queen Elizabeth and Tony Blair (cited 17 times each), Marcus Rashford (14), 
Vladimir Putin (11), and Theresa May (10). Priti Patel was the most mentioned Cabinet minister of the 
day, with eight references. Reþecting the state of public consciousness in late 2021, Keir Starmer had 
barely registered with members, being mentioned only twice. 

As the references to Vladimir Putin indicate, assembly members sometimes referred to international 
examples. Outside the UK, the United States was by far the most frequently mentioned country, coming 
up 39 times in the analysed transcripts. It was sometimes cited positively: for its system of checks and 
balances, for high public knowledge of the Constitution, and for the strict separation between the state 
and religion. But references were much more commonly negative: there were concerns that unduly 
strong checks and balances can lead to gridlock, that a written constitution can hand excessive power 
to the courts, that money carries too much power, that basic voting rights are under threat, that the norm 
of following the rules has been weakened, and that political debate has become very polarised. Russia 
and China were the next most frequently mentioned countries, on nine and six instances respectively, 
while individual assembly members brought up examples from a range of other places. The EU received 
signiýcant attention too, being mentioned 27 times.  

This analysis provides evidence of the frames through which assembly members viewed the various 
aspects of the democratic system that they discussed. Their dominant political memories were of 
the processes around Brexit and Covid-19 – the latter including various scandals, culminating in the 
Partygate affair that broke shortly before the assembly concluded. How far current perceptions of 
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democracy have been caused by experiences of Brexit and Covid is not possible to determine – that would 
require equivalent evidence also from before these developments took place. But understanding these 
frames is useful for interpreting the views expressed, both here and in later chapters.

Conclusion
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Chapter 2. Views on How 
Democracy Should Work
A further useful step is to consider how people think about democracy as a whole. The ýrst section of this 
chapter examines whether people in the UK support democracy and key features that democracy implies – 
such as that leaders are subject to the rule of law and constrained by parliament. The second section considers 
what people’s priorities for the democratic system are: what do they see as being the key components of 
democracy or the key principles that the democratic system should uphold? The third section ties this thinking 
back to the UK in particular, by investigating what changes people think would make democracy in this country 
better or worse.

Do people value democracy?
Survey 1 asked respondents whether they thought democracy was the best form of government. As Figure 
2.1 shows, the responses were overwhelmingly positive: only 3% said that it was not. At the same time, most 
respondents’ support was contingent: they thought democracy was good so long as it delivered effective 
government. Only around a third said that ‘democracy is always the best form of government’.

Figure 2.1. Support for democracy



Chapter 2. Views on How Democracy Should Work  15

agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, our survey in 2022 found agreement at only 29%. That clearly 
raises important questions about why there is such a difference. 

One possible explanation is that opinion shifted dramatically over time. The Hansard survey was conducted 
in late 2018, amidst Theresa May’s battles with parliament over her Brexit deal. At that moment, many 
people may just have wanted someone to push a settlement through. By contrast, our 2022 survey was 
conducted at the height of concerns that the Prime Minister of the day had not followed the rules and 
had subsequently misled parliament, potentially lodging thoughts about the shortcomings of strongman 
leadership. But there are other possible explanations relating to how the surveys were conducted. Perhaps 
most plausibly, the Hansard survey asked the question towards the end of a list of mostly negatively worded 
statements that respondents were asked to express a view on, such as ‘Britain is in decline’ and ‘Britain’s 
system of government is rigged to advantage the rich and powerful’. Ours was a standalone question 
that immediately followed one asking ‘To what extent do you agree or disagree that the people, and not 
politicians, should take our most important policy decisions?’ These contexts may have put respondents in 
very different frames of mind. 

Figure 2.2. Views on a ‘strongman’ leader

Question: To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with this statement: Britain/The UK 
needs a strong leader willing to break the rules.

 

 
�1�R�W�H�����7�K�H���V�W�D�W�H�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���W�K�H���+�D�Q�V�D�U�G���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q���V�W�D�U�W�H�G���µ�%�U�L�W�D�L�Q���Q�H�H�G�V�«�¶�����7�K�H���V�W�D�W�H�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���R�X�U���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�����E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���R�X�U��
�8�.���Z�L�G�H���U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���*�%���Z�L�G�H���V�D�P�S�O�H�����V�W�D�U�W�H�G���µ�7�K�H���8�.���Q�H�H�G�V�«�¶�����+�D�Q�V�D�U�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H���R�S�W�L�R�Q�V���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���µ�V�R�P�H�Z�K�D�W�¶���Z�K�H�U�H��
�L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H�G�����R�X�U�V�����W�R���P�D�L�Q�W�D�L�Q���F�R�Q�V�L�V�W�H�Q�F�\���D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���V�X�U�Y�H�\�����G�L�G���Q�R�W��
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Figure 2.4. Views on empowering government

Question: Which comes closer to your view?

 

�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\���������������$�X�J�X�V�W���±�������6�H�S�W�H�P�E�H�U������������

 
The second alternative to democracy that we asked about was technocracy: the idea that government is best 
done by people with technical expertise rather than by politicians. Survey 2 included two questions on this, 
both shown in Figure 2.5. The ýrst mentioned óexpertsô in general terms; the second speciýed a group with a 
particular form of expertise – namely, businesspeople. The responses suggest greater support for experts in 
general than for businesspeople, ýtting the patterns regarding trust seen in Chapter 1. Readiness to accept 
technocratic decision-making appears somewhat higher than support for strongman leadership, though 
caution is needed here, as the questions are not directly comparable. Large numbers of respondents chose 
either the ‘I agree/disagree with both’ option or the ‘Don’t know’ option, however, suggesting that many did 
not have a clear or strong view.

Figure 2.5. Views on empowering experts or businesspeople

Question: Which comes closer to your view?

 
�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\���������������$�X�J�X�V�W���±�������6�H�S�W�H�P�E�H�U������������
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Looking across the evidence presented in this section, we can say that the overwhelming majority of people 
support the principle of democracy, and that support for ‘strongman’ leadership may be lower than some other 
evidence gathered several years ago suggested. On the other hand, much of that support for democracy is 
contingent on performance, and substantial minorities do ýnd the idea of an unconstrained leader attractive. 
There is also some support for technocracy, though it would be valuable to investigate further what people 
actually meant when answering these questions as they did.

How do people conceive of democracy?
Beyond the broad dispositions towards democracy examined in the previous section, the next question 
to ask concerns how people conceive of democracy. What do they see as the core elements of a healthy 
democracy? How do they think democracy ought to function? Much is written about alternative models of 
democracy: liberal versus populist, for example, or representative versus direct versus deliberative.  
What sorts of model are people in the UK attracted to?

Some hints on this have already come from the analysis in Chapter 1 of the statements drawn up by members 
of the citizensô assembly. Each of those statements had two parts. Chapter 1 quoted the ýrst part of each, 
relating to how members felt about ‘democracy in the UK today’. The second part addressed what a ‘good’ 
democracy would look like. The main theme that emerged from these second elements was the view that a 
good democracy would be representative of the public and responsive to their wishes. Statements reþecting 
this theme highlighted a variety of aspects:

In a ‘good’ UK democracy those we elect to represent us would prioritise representing the people that 
voted for them and the issues that are important to their constituency.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy citizens and politicians would be open minded, and minority opinions listened 
to and acknowledged. There would be a stronger relationship between elected representatives and 
their constituents – with both being responsible for this!

In a ‘good’ UK democracy there would be fair, equal and proportionate representation in government, 
so that it represents the public as a whole. We should all experience the same version of democracy 
and be able to see ourselves within it.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy there would be better connection and engagement between people and their 
elected representatives, and governments would be brave enough to listen to the recommendations of 
a Citizens’ Assembly.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy the people, and their welfare, would be at the forefront of all policy, laws and 
decision making.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy there would be new political parties which are changing with the times, a 
spending cap on campaign funding, and an opportunity to explore proportional representation to enable 
the better inclusion of everyone’s views in parliament.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy, where the system is working as it should, we the public would have better 
mechanisms to allow our voices to count. We would also be well informed and better able to identify 
what issues to push forward and conýdent in the belief that, by acting, we could get change to happen.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy we would have a representative system where elected members display 
respect for the core elements of our democracy and the people’s right to choose.

The second theme identiýed in Chapter 1 ï that politicians should act with honesty and integrity ï also came 
through strongly:

In a ‘good’ UK democracy, we would want evidence of honesty and integrity in politics, backed up by 
investigative journalism and a balanced media that is able to challenge and scrutinise government and 
ensure the public are well informed.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy the people in power would have integrity.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy the system would be open, honest and transparent and there would be a 
culture of respect. Politicians would lead by example and be accountable for their actions.

In a ‘good’ UK democracy we would see integrity and accountability demonstrated at all levels of 
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The citizens’ assembly provides two further sources of information regarding general conceptions of 
democracy. First, besides the statements set out above, the assembly’s members also developed a set of 
principles that they thought should underpin a ‘good’ democracy in the UK. They began working on these 
at the ýrst weekend, continued to reþect on them over subsequent weekends, and ýnalised   the on
atcontinuedsubsequent
at
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Box 2.1. Principles of a ‘good’ democracy (Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK)

% support among  
members

1. Honesty in politics
é so that the public can trust their elected representatives and have conýdence and faith  
in the democratic system									           98%

2. Freedom of thought and speech
… so that divergent views are welcomed and recognised in the public domain and there is  
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Second, we can analyse the transcripts from the discussion sessions within the assembly to see which 
features of democracy members referred to most often. Figure 2.7 shows the results of such analysis, in 
which comments made by assembly members in the course of their deliberations have been categorised 
so as to capture the ideas they contained about how democracy should function (see the appendix for 
information on the coding p
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Fourth, assembly members were very concerned about protecting rights and freedoms: 378 comments 
were categorised as relating to this value, while only 10 mentioned concerns that protections of rights and 
freedoms can sometimes be taken too far. In discussing these matters, members focused mainly on basic 
democratic rights, such as rights of speech and protest, the right to vote, and the right not to be imprisoned 
without trial – though there were exceptions to that:

When Magna Carta was sealed by King John in 1215, that in combination with the Bill of Rights 
which came along in 1688/89, actually lays down what our constitutional rights are. Obviously 
we have constitutional responsibilities, and the responsibility most fundamentally is that we don’t 
harm anybody. And that all makes perfect sense to me.

The government never should have the ability to take away the right of people to vote. […] 
Women’s rights and everything and the right to vote should never, ever be taken away.

Basic human rights – you know, freedom of speech has always been protected, you know.  
We’re a free country, we can say, even if people don’t like it, you can still say it.

When they were trying to get migrants to prove their status before they could get medical 
treatment. Like those rights aren’t fundamentally protected. They, they can be eroded and taken 
away. […] They are still human beings so they still deserve medical treatment and the same 
rights as any other human being on this planet.





26  Chapter 2. Views on How Democracy Should Work 

Figure 2.9. Options for democracy

Question: Which comes closer to your view?
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Statistical analysis makes it possible to identify patterns in these responses, both across the questions 
and among the respondents. Figure 2.10 shows the results of what in technical terms is called Graded 
Response Model analysis. Such analysis does three things. First, it identiýes how responses across the 
questions tended to line up, such that people who gave a particular answer to one question tended also 
to give particular answers to other questions. Second, it shows how strong that alignment was. Third, 
it allows us to examine how perspectives varied across different parts of the population. This analysis 
is more complex than any other part of the report. But it yields considerable insights, and the following 
paragraphs take readers through it step by step.
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Figure 2.10. Conceptions of democracy
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that, while the economic and cultural divides have been analysed for decades and repeatedly been found to 
play a role in voting patterns, we have evidence on conceptions of democracy only from one rather unusual 
election. There is no guarantee these same differences will persist over time.

How could UK democracy be improved?
Much of the preceding evidence carries implications for how people think democracy in the UK could be 
improved. They would like it to be more representative of and responsive to public opinion. They would like 
political discourse to be honest, serious, and based on information. They would like those in public life to act 
with integrity and to pursue the public good. 
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Figure 2.11. Options for democratic reform

Question: How much better or worse would democracy in the UK work if …?
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Chapter 3. Standards in Public Life
As the preceding chapters have shown, members of the public in the UK are particularly concerned about 
standards of behaviour among those in public life. They think politicians have low ethical standards – that 
politicians are dishonest and self-serving. They want politicians who are honest, have integrity, act within the 
rules, and pursue the public good. It is striking that the statements about a good democracy developed by 
members of the citizens’ assembly and quoted in Chapter 2 touched upon every one of the seven so-called 
‘Nolan principles’ that were developed in the 1990s to guide action in public life (see Box 3.1). Beyond the 
concrete evidence set out above, our own experience in running the citizens’ assembly and engaging with 
the members was that no other subject raised passions to the same extent as this one.

Box 3.1. The seven principles of public life  

�6�R�X�U�F�H�����&�R�P�P�L�W�W�H�H���R�Q���6�W�D�Q�G�D�U�G�V���L�Q���3�X�E�O�L�F���/�L�I�H�����µThe Seven Principles of Public Life�¶�����������0�D�U�F�K���������������D�V���X�S�G�D�W�H�G��
�1�R�Y�H�P�E�H�U������������

 
This chapter begins by examining public expectations regarding standards in public life in further detail.  
It then focuses speciýcally on honesty ï a value that came up again and again in the research as a strong 
priority. Finally, the chapter explores public views on the mechanisms through which standards in public life 
should be upheld.

Public expectations on standards
Our surveys asked respondents about the characteristics that they thought politicians should embody.  
The list of characteristics that we offered was wide-ranging, including moral standards, but also items such 
as ‘getting things done’, ‘having had a job outside politics’, and ‘being inspiring’. Figure 3.1, reproduced from 
our ýrst report, shows the ýndings from survey 1. As is evident, óbeing honestô came out top, closely followed 
by ‘owning up when they make mistakes’. The focus on representation and responsiveness that the previous 
chapter highlighted was also evident again here, with ‘being in touch with ordinary people’ coming third. 
Mirroring the question about components of democracy discussed in Chapter 2, these values came well 
ahead of ógetting things doneô. Survey 2 repeated this question and reached very similar ýndings, but with 
the order of the ýrst two items reversed.
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Figure 3.1. Preferences for politicians’ characteristics

Question: Is it more important for a politician to [A] or to [B]?
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Building on this ýnding, the surveys also asked respondents to imagine a future Prime Minister having to 
choose between acting with integrity or delivering on outcomes. Respondents were randomly assigned 
different versions of the question, containing different forms of integrity and delivery. Our ýrst report set out 
the ýndings from survey 1. Here we report those from survey 2, where the wording was slightly altered to 
take account of concerns that the initial phrasing may have generated inadvertent biases.

As Figure 3.3 shows (and as was also the case in survey 1), respondents placed three of the four forms of 
integrity – acting honestly, acting within the law, and acting transparently – ahead of delivery. Only with the 
fourth form of integrity – honouring promises – did more respondents favour the delivery option. Of the four 
forms of integrity, óacting honestlyô ranked highest. For ease of interpretation, this ýgure presents the results 
for the four forms of integrity while aggregating across the various forms of delivery.

Figure 3.3. Integrity versus delivery, by forms of integrity

Question: Please imagine that a future Prime Minister has to choose between [INTEGRITY] and 
[DELIVERY]. Which should they choose?
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Honesty
The evidence highlighted so far has repeatedly identiýed honesty as a key value for many people. It was 
backed by 98% of citizens’ assembly members as a core democratic principle, and was also mentioned in 
many of the statements about democracy that members wrote. In the surveys, it ranked ýrst among a diverse 
array of politician characteristics and ýrst among an equally wide set of possible changes to how democracy 
works. Survey respondents gave it greater priority than policy delivery, or than the values of transparency, 
following the rules, or honouring promises. 

But what do people mean by ‘honesty’? Valuable illumination comes from the citizens’ assembly. The most 
widely agreed democratic principle among assembly members was:

Honesty in politics

é so that the public can trust their elected representatives and have conýdence and faith in the 
democratic system

Principle 1; see Box 2.1

As was set out in the assembly’s report, members prioritised honesty as most important because they 
believed it had a knock-on effect for all of the other principles. Beyond an almost-universal call for politicians 
to ónot lieô, members in their discussions identiýed key features of what honesty in politics would look like 
that they felt were lacking at present. These included: apologising for mistakes; declaring conþicts of interest; 
admitting when you don’t know the facts; not relying on optimistic spin; and dealing truthfully with the public 
even when the news is bad (e.g., about taxes going up).

This is signiýcant because it highlights that people see honesty as about much more than not telling outright 
lies. Politicians who evade questions or offer partial spin are also seen by most people as dishonest.

These ýndings are corroborated by the answers to several questions in survey 2. Respondents were 
randomly assigned to one of three questions that sought to elucidate different aspects of the issue. One of 
these explored whether people saw a difference between spinning and lying. As Figure 3.5 shows, most said 
the two were equivalent.

Figure 3.5. Lying versus spinning

Question: Sometimes, politicians are accused of lying outright. At other times, they are said to 
‘spin’ issues in a way that is misleading but not strictly false. Which of the following statements 
comes closer to your view?
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stronger enforcement was needed (see Figure 3.8). It should be acknowledged that the wording of the 
question could be read as implying that politicians who do not act with integrity currently go unpunished.  
It therefore may be felt to have nudged respondents towards this answer. Nevertheless, the overwhelming 
majority choosing it tells a meaningful story. Supporters of change included 78% of 2016 Leave voters, 87% 
of Remain voters, 80% of 2019 Conservative voters, and 83% of Labour voters.

Figure 3.8. Views on punishing politicians who act without integrity

Question: Which comes closer to your view?
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The survey then asked two speciýc questions about how to reform the integrity system: one on investigations 
into alleged misconduct, the other on who should decide a minister’s fate when failure had been 
demonstrated. In the ýrst (see Figure 3.9), a clear majority said that an independent regulator should be able 
to launch an investigation themselves, whatever the nature of the alleged wrongdoing. Around twice as many 
took this view as held that such matters should be left to the Prime Minister or to parliament. It was the most 
favoured option even among Conservatives, who, understandably, were more likely at that time than other 
respondents to support prime ministerial authority. 

Figure 3.9. Investigating allegations of ministerial failure

Question: Please imagine there are allegations that a minister in government has [FAILURE]. 
Which, if any, of the following do you think should happen?
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Recommendation 6.4, against just 4% who disagreed or strongly disagreed. On the reworded Resolution 
6, 68% agreed or strongly agreed, while 4% disagreed or strongly disagreed (and a large proportion – 28% 
– said that they didn’t know or that they neither agreed nor disagreed). Thus, while the assembly members 
became more informed about current realities and different policy options, the evidence does not suggest 
that they became unrepresentative of underlying public attitudes. 

Conclusion
People in the UK care deeply about the standards of behaviour displayed by those in public life.  
They want politicians to be honest, to act with integrity, and to pursue the public interest, and they feel 
that many politicians fall far short of these standards at present. They think that systems for enforcing high 
standards should be tough on demonstrated wrongdoing. Most people think enforcement mechanisms are 
inadequate at present. In particular, at the time the research was conducted in 2021 and 2022, conýdence 
in the system was being undermined by a perception that leading politicians – especially the Prime Minister 
at the time, Boris Johnson – had lied regularly but faced no consequences. Most people did not know about 
existing enforcement mechanisms; so far as they could see, action was either not being taken, or moving far 
too slowly. 

At the same time, many people, particularly after deliberation, recognise that there are some quandaries in 
how to design a system of enhanced enforcement: on the one hand, they think that the role of independent 
regulators should be bolstered; on the other hand, they do not want to empower unelected ofýcials at 
the expense of voters. They see no danger to the second of those values from enhancing the powers of 
regulators to investigate allegations of wrongdoing and thereby provide transparency. Whether they think 
that regulators, judges, or other independent actors should also have powers to levy sanctions depends in 
part on the nature of the wrongdoing that has been identiýed. On matters such as bullying or corruption, they 
think politicians should be subject to the same rules as everyone else. When it comes to poor ministerial 
performance, they are more inclined to think that elected politicians should decide the appropriate sanctions. 
But they are clear that, where the latter approach is taken, politicians do need to take their enforcement 
role seriously. Otherwise, as citizensô assembly members warned, public conýdence may require that more 
decisions be removed from politicians’ hands.

Across all of this evidence, survey respondents and citizens’ assembly members clearly rejected the view, 
expressed by some politicians, that, in a democracy, the ballot box should provide the sole mechanism 
by which the elected are held to account. Indeed, in our conversations with assembly members, some 
expressed rage at the idea that they should have to use their precious vote – available only once every four 
or ýve years ï to deliver a verdict on a politician whose misbehaviour was evident. They wanted mechanisms 
to exist for such cases to be dealt with swiftly, so they could concentrate at the ballot box on the core  
policy choices.
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Chapter 4. Government  
and Parliament
The government and parliament lie at the heart of the representative system, in the UK as in other modern 
democracies. This chapter therefore explores public attitudes to these institutions. The ýrst section looks at 
views on the appropriate distribution of power between government and parliament. Do people believe that 
leaders need substantial freedom to craft and implement coherent policy agendas, or that parliament needs a 
greater role to ensure that proposals are subject to detailed scrutiny and all voices have a chance to inþuence 
outcomes? The next three sections then focus on the House of Commons: on the role of MPs, the composition 
of the chamber, and the voting system through which MPs are elected. The subsequent section turns to the 
House of Lords, examining views on its role and composition. The ýnal section looks brieþy at arrangements 
within the executive branch: particularly, the role of the civil service.

It is important to emphasise again that most people do not have detailed knowledge of current institutional 
arrangements. When they respond to questions about those arrangements, they are not responding to 
the longstanding debates about possible democratic reforms that may be familiar to many of the people 
who read this report. Rather, their responses reþect their basic instincts as to how the country should be 
governed. Members of the citizens’ assembly clearly had much greater knowledge by the time they drew their 
conclusions, but, even there, we should not exaggerate the depth of understanding gained within the limited 
time that was available. 

Even if the responses primarily reþect broad instincts, a clear overarching message emerges. This reiterates 
the them/Ac
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Figure 4.1. The strength of government and parliament

Question: Which comes closer to your view?
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The relationship between government and parliament was the ýrst concrete issue examined by the 
citizens’ assembly. In their overarching resolution on the topic, most assembly members, like most survey 
respondents, saw a need to strengthen parliament. Indeed, the majority for this view after deliberation was 
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Box 4.1. Citizens’ assembly recommendations: government and parliament 

 
Resolution 1

We believe that parliament needs to be able to play a stronger role in scrutinising the actions of government. 
Collectively, it represents the voice of the electorate as a whole, whereas not everyone voted for the government.

Supported by 92%

Recommendation 1.1: When signiýcant new policies are announced by the government there should be an 
opportunity for full parliamentary scrutiny before decisions are made. 

Supported by 96%

Recommendation 1.2: While there needs to be scope for the opposition to question policies proposed by a 
democratically elected government, and for MPs to scrutinise details, when a policy was clearly laid out in 
their manifesto the government should not be unduly blocked or delayed in implementing it.

Supported by 92%

Recommendation 1.3: In the interest of transparency, but subject to the need to maintain security, there 
should be a public record of the expert advice given to the government to inform their policy decisions so 
that membershe governmifesto the government should not be unduly blocked or delayed ic receeiEMC Tcxmoctasiked or demifesto ,-1.5
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Survey questions and the deliberations of the citizensô
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These various ýndings suggest that most people are attracted to the idea that policy-makers should work 
together to ýnd the best solutions. This ýts the evidence from the citizensô assembly statements set out in 
Chapters 1 and 2: people want politicians to work constructively in the public interest. One of the assembly’s 
agreed principles was: 

Power sharing …

so that the interests of all are taken into account and decisions are made for the ‘good of 	  
the people’ as a whole.

(Principle 13; see Box 2.1)

It also ýts with the assemblyôs Recommendation 1.6: members did not want MPs to be bound by the party whip 
on matters that had not been ‘key manifesto pledges’. Yet, while most people want MPs to perform such a 
deliberative role, they do not trust them to do so in pursuit of the public interest rather than their own interests. 
As seen in Chapter 1, trust in politicians is very low; most people feel the political world is unrepresentative of 
them and unresponsive to their wishes. 

Many MPs see the trustee model of representation as sacrosanct, and work hard to embody its demands in 
their work. But successful trusteeship requires trust, which is lacking. Without it, most members of the public 
cleave strongly to a delegate model of representation.

s. �Y � ���E�R�V�[ �Z�K�L�S   �Z�V   ���E�R�X�Q�G �Z�K�L�S 
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Several of the statements about a ógoodô
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Figure 4.10. Views on what the voting system should do

Question: Which of the following is it more important for the voting system used in general 
elections to do? 
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Figure 4.14. Attitudes to the civil service

Question: Do you think that unelected senior ofýcials who advise government ministers should be 
people who are neutral and permanent government employees, or do you think they should be 
people who are appointed by the government of the day?
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Conclusion
The evidence set out in this chapter reinforces the conclusions reached in previous ones. Most members of 
the public in the UK are sceptical towards the concentration of power in the hands of a few ministers, and 
prefer to see strong checks and balances – provided by parliament, and also by the impartial civil service. 
They certainly do not want such arrangements to be taken too far: there is also a desire for governments 
to be able to implement their manifesto commitments without undue constraint. But the desire for checks 
and balances appears to have two bases. The ýrst is negative: the low trust in politicians that we saw in 
Chapter 1. If you do not trust those in power to act with integrity, you are likely to want them to be subject to 
limits. The other driver is more positive: a recognition that the UK contains many people with diverse views, 
and a belief that policy-makers should take account of such views when making policy. These themes are 
examined further in Chapter 8.

More speciýcally, there is public support for giving parliament greater control over its agenda and timetable, 
and for empowering backbenchers to push issues up the agenda and introduce legislation. There is also 
a strong belief that the government should not be able to make laws without the full scrutiny of parliament. 
Most people want MPs to be more responsive to public opinion than they are perceived to be at present. 
Many people are very open to the idea of electoral reform – though supporters of the status quo have 
arguments that also resonate with the public. There is near-universal concern about the current system for 
appointments to the House of Lords. Many people back at least an elected element in the second chamber, 
but there is substantial support for the inclusion of appointed experts as well. The principle of a neutral and 
permanent civil service is widely backed.

9
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Chapter 5. Law and the Courts
Some of the most divisive constitutional debates of recent years have focused on the proper role of law and 
the courts. Almost all politicians pay at least lip service to the rule of law, and for most it is a fundamental 
and unshakable principle; but some have appeared at times to regard it as dispensable when it has posed a 
barrier to their preferred course. Equally, while rights or liberties are highly esteemed on all sides, there are 
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A prioritisation of rights is evident in the survey responses as well. For example, that ‘all citizens have equal 
political rights’ was among the highest ranked components of democracy shown in Figure 2.8. Still, there are 
two caveats to that. First, the list of components of democracy in Figure 2.8 includes several rights-related 
elements that received lower priority: that ‘people are free to organise or join pressure groups’, ‘people are 
free to take part in protests and demonstrations’, and ‘people are free to join or organise political parties’.  
As emphasised in Chapter 2, low prioritisation does not necessarily mean respondents thought these 
features of democracy undesirable, only that they ranked them as less important than others. Still, the 
differences are meaningful and striking. 

Second, in another question, an option phrased speciýcally in terms of óthe rights of minoritiesô attracted 
rather lower support, as shown in Figure 5.1. Among those who were prepared to choose between following 
the will of the majority and protecting the rights of minorities, twice as many opted for the former as the latter. 
Fully half of all respondents avoided choosing at all, many of them presumably hoping that it is possible to 
achieve both.

Figure 5.1. Majority will versus minority rights

Question: Which comes closer to your view?
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Further evidence on attitudes to rights protection is bound up with evidence on attitudes to the role of the 
courts, which is explored in the next section. 

The role of the courts
We have already seen several pieces of evidence regarding public attitudes to the role of the courts.  
Figure 1.5 showed that trust in ‘the court system’ is markedly higher than trust in politicians, and Figure 1.6 
indicated much more favourable perceptions of judges’ ethical standards than of the standards of either 
politicians or businesspeople. In Figure 3.10, it was seen that many people think judges should have a role in 
deciding the consequences of ministerial wrongdoing. 

As was noted in Chapter 2, members of the citizens’ assembly wrestled with competing instincts as to what 
role judges should play. In their initial discussions, they formulated a principle for good democracy according to 
which no unelected bodies should make policy decisions. There was a clear view that unelected bodies may be 
unrepresentative or biased towards the perspectives of the already powerful, and therefore lack the legitimacy 
to make such decisions. But support for this principle weakened as the assembly continued, as members 
considered the roles of expert advice, direct citizen participation, independent regulators, and judges. Their 
concerns over the behaviour and motivations of many politicians caused them to want to place constraints upon 
those politicians. Reþecting this shift in thinking, the text of the original principle was amended by members 
during the assemblyôs ý
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Even so, many members continued to ýnd this ýnal text problematic: 70% of members backed it in the ýnal 
vote, but 30% did not. This compares to over 90% support for most of the other principles.

When they examined the role of the courts speciýcally, assembly members came to a strong overall view 
that courts should play a central role in upholding rights. At the same time, their doubts about empowering 
unelected actors prompted them to specify constraints on that role. Their overarching resolution and speciýc 
recommendations are set out in Box 5.1. The resolution, agreed by 92% of members who voted, stated that 
courts have an important role in protecting ‘basic rights and core democratic principles’. Recommendations 
7.1 and 7.2 speciýed that courts should be able to overturn laws that violated ólegally recognised human 
rights’ or ‘basic democratic rights’, and Recommendation 7.4 again emphasised ‘basic democratic freedoms 
such as the publicôs right to protest and freedom of speechô. But the recommendations also speciýed limits: 
the power to overturn laws should not extend beyond these recognised rights (Recommendation 7.1), and 
such powers ‘should be used sparingly’ to avoid being ‘governed by the courts rather than the people we 
elect to represent usô (Recommendation 7.3). The ýnal two recommendations related to ideas for limiting 
court powers that had been þoated by ministers around the time of the assemblyôs deliberations, which most 
assembly members thought unjustiýed.

Box 5.1. Citizens’ assembly recommendations: the role of the courts 

 
Resolution 7

We believe that there is an important role for the courts to play in limiting the laws that can be passed by 
government when they are seen to challenge basic rights and core democratic principles.

Supported by 92%

Recommendation 7.1: Courts should be able to overturn laws that are judged as violating legally 
recognised human rights. Otherwise they should not have the power to override the sovereignty of 
parliament.

Supported by 86%

Recommendation 7.2: The basic features of our democracy that protect the public’s constitutional rights 
to participate and be represented should be hard for any government or parliament to change, and courts 
should be able to overturn, or require modiýcations to, laws that challenge these basic democratic rights.

Supported by 90%

Recommendation 7.3: If the courts were to be given wider scope to challenge unfair laws and ask 
parliament to think again (beyond legally protected human rights) that power should be used sparingly. 
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The surveys also included two detailed questions about the role of the courts, one of which focused on their 
role in rights protection. We varied several elements of the question between respondents, making it possible 
to see how stated attitudes were affected by which rights were at stake, what the legal source of those rights 
was, and which courts were potentially involved in decision-making. Figure 5.2 shows the overall results, 
while Figures 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5 show how the responses were affected by the three dimensions of variation.

As indicated in Figure 5.2, only a small minority of respondents thought the courts should have no role in 
rights protection. A large majority thought that courts should be able to require parliament to think again 
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Figure 5.4. The courts and human rights: variation by legal origin

Question: Please imagine the government has proposed a new law and parliament has approved 
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Figure 5.5. The courts and human rights: variation by court

Question: Please imagine the government has proposed a new law and parliament has approved 
it. Some people believe that this law violates [RIGHT]. Should [THE COURTS] be able to decide 
whether people’s legal rights have been violated as claimed?
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Figure 5.7. Courts and determining the powers of government: impact of question 
wording

Question: Please imagine there is a dispute over whether the government has the legal authority 
to decide a particular matter on its own or whether it needs parliament’s approval. How should this 
dispute be settled? 
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A ýnal piece of evidence relates to the reactions of survey respondents to the recommendations of the  
assembly relating to the role of the courts. Survey 2 included questions about two of those recommendations 
(Recommendations 7.1 and 7.2, stating that courts should be able to overturn laws found to violate human 
or democratic rights). Absolute majorities stated agreement with both: 54% agreed or strongly agreed with 
Recommendation 7.1; 65% did so with Recommendation 7.2. Only 12% in the ýrst case and 6% in the second 
either disagreed or strongly disagreed. Again, an instinct in favour of a strong role for the courts in checking 
politicians’ freedom is evident.

ConclusionConclusion
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Chapter 6. The Roles of the Public
We learned while running the Citizensô Assembly on Democracy in the UK how hard many people ýnd it to talk 
about government, parliament, law, and the courts: for many, these are distant and rather alien abstractions of 
which they are only dimly aware. That is much less the case when considering the roles of the public. As was 
the case when looking at standards of ethical behaviour in public life, this was a topic that most people could 
relate to personally. 

This chapter begins, in the ýrst two sections, by highlighting the potential tension mentioned in the Introduction: 
on the one hand, most people think the democratic system is insufýciently responsive to public wishes and 
interests; on the other hand, few people participate very actively in politics or want to increase their participation. 
We suggest that it is wrong to think that such patterns necessarily reþect public inconsistency: there are important 
barriers to effective public participation that ought to be addressed. The subsequent sections therefore explore 
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Similar views were evident in the surveys. For example, Figure 2.6 showed that, when respondents were 
asked who, if anyone, should have more power in the political system, the most popular of a range of options 
was ‘voters in general’. And, as Figure 6.1 shows, an overwhelming majority of respondents thought that 
people like them had either ósomewhat too littleô or ófar too littleô inþuence over how the UK is governed.

�)�L�J�X�U�H �������� �,�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H �R�Y�H�U �K�R�Z �W�K�H �8�. �L�V �J�R�Y�H�U�Q�H�G

Question: How much inþuence do you think people like you have on how the UK is governed?

 
 
 

�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\�������������±�������-�X�O�\������������

Attitudes to taking part
Notwithstanding their desire for a democracy that is responsive to public wishes, most survey respondents 
indicated that they had not recently taken part in political activities beyond voting or signing a petition (Figure 
6.2). Indeed, fewer than half (43%) of respondents said they had participated in any of the activities listed 
other than those two. Furthermore, as Figure 6.3 shows, most said that they did not want to take part more.

Figure 6.2. Reported participation in politics

Question: Which of the following have you done in the past ýve years? Please choose as many as apply.

�
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�L�V�V�X�H���D�Q�G���F�R�P�H���X�S���Z�L�W�K���U�H�F�R�P�P�H�Q�G�D�W�L�R�Q�V�¶��
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Figure 6.3. Preferences for taking part in politics

Question: To what extent, if at all, would you ideally like to get involved in politics more than  
you are? 

 

�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\���������������$�X�J�X�V�W���±�������6�H�S�W�H�P�E�H�U������������

When asked about why they did not get more involved, the greatest number of respondents said that they 
felt they didn’t know enough to do so (Figure 6.4). Many also said they didn’t like how politics works, or didn’t 
think they could make a difference. There were few marked differences between different groups, though 
Labour voters were slightly more likely than Conservatives to cite a dislike for how politics works.

Figure 6.4. Reasons for not getting involved in politics

Question: What are the main reasons you don’t get involved in politics more?
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As for what form people would want participation to take, respondents were asked which forms they thought 
should have more impact in an ideal democracy (Figure 6.5). They favoured mechanisms involving broadly 
representative participation by all – referendums and elections – and more deliberative mechanisms, such 
as consultations and citizens’ assemblies. They did not want donations to yield an impact. They were 
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Recommendation 2.4: Information on what is happening in parliament and government should be freely 
available to all in a form that is concise, factual, accessible, and unbiased. More work is needed so that 
people know where to look, and can quickly ýnd the information they want.

Supported by 95%

Recommendation 2.5: We need a strong, independent media, supported by enhanced regulation, to 
ensure the fair and balanced reporting of political issues and increased public access to reliable fact-
checking services.

Supported by 97%

Recommendation 2.6: To allow for effective public participation in political debate and scrutiny, freedom 
of speech and the right to protest need to be protected.

Supported by 95%

Recommendation 2.7: The people elected to represent the public in parliament need to be more diverse 
and more closely represent the make-up of the UK population so that people can recognise themselves 
and their interests within the representative system.

Supported by 83%

Recommendation 2.8: Ministers need to be knowledgeable in the ýeld they are appointed to so that the 
public can be conýdent that the decisions they are recommending are responsible and evidence-based.

Supported by 93% 

Recommendation 2.8 – arguing that ministers should be knowledgeable about the area of their 
responsibilities ï reþected a recurring theme in both the assembly and the surveys: that people valued 
expertise, and a process of policy-making based on careful examination of evidence and options. But they 
perceived that the current process is based on partisan point-scoring. Assembly members thought people 
would be more willing to take part in politics if issues were discussed sensibly. Similar concerns also relate 
to Recommendation 1.3 (see Chapter 3), which called for publication of the advice given to ministers, to 
enhance public conýdence that policy decisions are evidence-based.

Three of these recommendations were put to respondents in survey 2. Reactions to Recommendation 2.7 
(that parliament should be more diverse and representative) were discussed in Chapter 4. Recommendation 
2.4 (calling for factual and accessible information on what is happening in parliament and government) 
received overwhelming backing: 78% agreed or strongly agreed with it, while just 2% disagreed or strongly 
disagreed. Recommendation 2.2 (better education about politics for young people and lifelong learners) 
was also strongly supported, by 57% to 8%. This conýrms that the desire for better information and better 
education about political matters was not simply a product of participation in a deliberative forum where the 
value of informed decision-making was highlighted; it appears also to be the preference of the public at large. 

The role of the media
Most people experience politics largely through the media, and it is important therefore to examine how 
they see the media and what role they think the media ought to play. As set out in the preceding section, 
members of the citizens’ assembly regarded strong, independent media as essential, but also had grave 
concerns about what they saw as media bias and poor quality information. Similarly, survey 2 found that one 
of the most widely supported changes to the functioning of the system was if ‘media reporting of politics was 
more factual and less based on opinion’: 73% thought this would improve how democracy works, against just 
3% who thought it would make things worse (Figure 2.11).

Survey 1 included a question designed to elicit attitudes to the principle of impartial broadcasting. This 
described a hypothetical candidate for the role of Chair of the BBC and asked whether respondents 
thought this person suitable for the job. Several aspects of the description were varied, but the important 
one concerned previous statements attributed to the candidate: that the BBC should be neutral in its 
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political reporting, more critical of the government, or less critical of the government. As shown in Figure 
6.6, respondents were much more likely to think the candidate suitable if they had backed the principle 
of impartiality than in either alternative scenario. In addition, far more respondents thought it might be 
appropriate for an incoming Chair to wish the BBC to be more critical of the government than would welcome 
a less critical approach. These responses ýt the general pattern of favouring strong checks and balances.

Figure 6.6. Views on impartial broadcasting

Question: The UK government has the power to appoint the Chair of the BBC. Imagine that the 
preferred candidate … has previously said that [POLICY]. Do you think this person could be a 
suitable candidate to be Chair of the BBC?
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�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\�������������±�������-�X�O�\������������

 
It is clear from the evidence here and in the previous section that most people think democracy ought to be 
founded on high-quality public discussion rooted in hard facts and evidence. Yet many politicians, journalists, 
and others may look at such attitudes wryly, pointing out that information such as this does exist, but few 
people choose to access it – and that, if mainstream media outlets adopted this approach, they would soon 
see their audiences shrink. It may be that we know what is good for us, but don’t like it when it is offered 
to us. Yet there is an evident public desire to bridge that gap, and it is the job of those wanting to improve 
democracy to work out how that might be done. The concluding Chapter 8 returns to this theme.

Freedoms of speech, association, and protest
The project yielded several strands of evidence regarding attitudes to core democratic freedoms, such 
as freedom of speech, association, and protest. These suggested strong support for free speech, while 
attachment to other freedoms was somewhat more muted or equivocal. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, that ‘all citizens have equal political rights’ was one of the components of 
democracy that survey respondents regarded as most important, closely followed by ‘people are free to 
express their political views openly’. But freedoms to join or organise pressure groups or political parties,  
and the freedom to take part in protests and demonstrations ranked much lower (see Figure 2.8). 

In another of the questions reported in Chapter 2, respondents were asked how much better or worse they 
thought democracy in the UK would work if (among a range of possible changes) ‘people were more free 
to take part in protests, even if that causes disruption for others’. As shown in Figure 2.11, 35% thought this 
would make democracy work a lot or a bit better, while 13% thought it would make things a lot or a bit worse. 
This question elicited a sharper divergence of opinion between supporters of different political parties than 
any other in either survey: just 7% of 2019 Conservative voters thought more freedom for protests would 
make democracy better, while 50% thought this would make it worse; among Labour voters, the equivalent 
ýgures were 59% who thought democracy would be improved and 6% who thought it would be harmed.
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the central events in UK politics over the past decade, many people have developed clear views on whether 
they welcome such votes or not. 

It might initially be expected that views would differ between respondents who voted Leave in the 2016 Brexit 
referendum and those who voted Remain. But Figure 6.7 shows only a moderate divergence between these 
groups in their attitudes to referendums. Hansard Society research found that, immediately following the 
2016 ballot, Brexit supporters were overwhelmingly favourable to referendums, while opponents of Brexit 
were much more ambivalent (Hansard Society 2017: 23). But such reactions appear not to have left a lasting 
legacy of sharply differing views.

Figure 6.7. Attitudes to referendums in general

Question: Which comes closer to your view?

�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\���������������$�X�J�X�V�W���±�������6�H�S�W�H�P�E�H�U������������

 
Despite these results, other evidence from the project indicates that many people feel ambivalent about 
referendums, and some are actively hostile. That hostility was visible in the list of possible democratic 
reforms shown in Figure 2.11: as many respondents to survey 2 thought holding more referendums would 
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Question: Please imagine that the UK is deciding [ISSUE]. Do you think this should be decided…
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�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\�������������±�������-�X�O�\������������

The views on referendums expressed by the members of the citizens’ assembly were very similar to those 
offered by survey respondents. They too saw referendums as an important tool for public participation, but 
one that should be used only sparingly. Their overarching resolution and speciýc recommendations on the 
issue are shown in Box 6.3. 
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Box 6.3. Citizens’ assembly recommendations: referendums  

 
Resolution 4

We believe that referendums are an important tool for direct democracy that can add to a good 
democracy in the UK by handing important decisions back to the people.

Supported by 83%
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The speciýc recommendations in this area focused on when and how deliberative processes might be used. 
Recommendation 5.1 suggested they might be particularly valuable on issues that are important but divisive. 
Recommendations 5.4–5.6 proposed several particular contexts in which they could be deployed. 

Recommendations 5.2 and 5.3 were perhaps most illuminating. Recommendation 5.3 insisted that processes 
such as citizens’ assemblies should be taken seriously in government and parliament, with a guarantee 
that their results be made public and lead to debate in parliament. At the same time, Recommendation 
5.2 said that assembly recommendations should not be binding on decision-makers, ‘as that would be 
undemocratic since the members are not elected’. In developing these recommendations, members built 
on their underpinning principles for democracy, set out in Chapter 2 (Box 2.1). Principle 16 held that those 
elected to represent the public must ultimately be responsible for the decisions taken. But Principles 10 and 
11 emphasised the importance of evidence and expertise in decision-making, while Principle 13 focused on 
the value of coming together to examine issues and develop solutions that work for society as a whole.

The assembly’s Recommendation 5.1 hinted at a concern that citizens’ assemblies are not yet widely known 
or trusted by the public at large. This appeared to be reþected in survey responses. Both surveys included 
a question that explained what a citizens’ assembly is and then asked whether respondents thought this a 
good idea. As Figure 6.9 shows, a (bare) majority said that it was, and opposition was low; but around a third 
of respondents were unsure, presumably in many cases reþecting unfamiliarity with the concept. 

Figure 6.9. Attitudes to citizens’ assemblies

Question: One possible way to resolve a difýcult political issue is to get a group of ordinary people 
together in what’s called a ‘Citizens’ Assembly’. 

In this approach, a group of people are selected by lottery, in much the same way as for jury 
service. Organisers try to make sure people of different ages, genders, ethnicities, class 
backgrounds and political views are represented. These people are given information about the 
issue and hear different arguments. They get to ask questions, think about the evidence, and 
discuss different views among themselves. Then they vote on what they think and their conclusions 
are made public. 

To what extent would you support or oppose having this kind of Citizens’ Assembly become part of 
how the UK decides difýcult political issues?

�6�R�X�U�F�H�����6�X�U�Y�H�\���������������$�X�J�X�V�W���±�������6�H�S�W�H�P�E�H�U������������

 
Similar uncertainty was evident when two of the assembly’s recommendations relating to citizens’ 
assemblies were put to survey respondents. On Recommendation 5.1 (calling for the use of deliberative 
processes on divisive issues), 49% expressed agreement and only 13% disagreement, but 38% said either 
that they neither agreed nor disagreed or that they didnôt know ï
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Conclusion
A fundamental driver of current dissatisfaction with the state of politics is a perception that the democratic 
system is insufýciently responsive to public wishes and interests. At the same time, few people have much 
enthusiasm for engaging in politics as it is currently practised: they don’t feel that they know enough about 
politics to get more involved; they don’t like how politics works; and they don’t think their participation 
would make much difference. There is therefore support for measures that would address these concerns. 
Such measures include some of those discussed in previous chapters – above all, enhancing standards of 
ethical behaviour in public life. They also include improving education about politics and making accurate, 
trustworthy, impartial information about political matters more readily accessible, through the media and 
other channels. There is overwhelming public support for free speech, while views on freedoms of protest 
and association are more mixed.

The ýnal three sections of this chapter examined attitudes to petitions, referendums, and deliberative 
processes such as citizens’ assemblies. There is considerable support among the public for all of these, but 
in each case there referendumref  fto
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Figure 7.1. Issues that matter to people

Question: When thinking about politics today, would you say that issues around [A] or around [B] 
are more important to you?
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Another way of getting at what matters to people, rather than asking directly, is to ask a range of questions 
and see what makes a difference to the responses. In this case, we described the policy platforms of two 
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There was some variation in these proportions across questions, suggesting respondents had clearer views on 
some matters than on others. Stability was greatest for the choice between the statement that ‘Once a decision 
has been agreed on democratically, people should accept it and move on, even if they disagree with it’ and the 
alternative that ‘In a democracy, it is good if people continue campaigning against decisions that they disagree 
with, even after a decision has been madeô. Of those who chose the ýrst option in survey 1, 75% chose it again 
in survey 2; for the second option, the proportion was 67%. This trade-off question related to a choice that 
became highly salient in the years before the survey was conducted – whether the result of the 2016 Brexit 
referendum should be treated as ýnal ï which likely explains the high stability. By contrast, stability was lowest 
for the choice between the statements ‘Judges have an important role in ensuring that elected politicians operate 
within the rules’ and ‘Elected politicians must themselves be responsible for ensuring that they act within the 
rules’: here, only 63% and 45% of respondents (respectively) maintained their original choice.  
This appears therefore be an issue where people’s views are less certain.
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Chapter 8. Implications for 
Democratic Reform
This concluding chapter does four things. First, it summarises the ýndings of previous chapters, outlining 
what the research indicates about public attitudes to democracy and the democratic system in the UK. 
Second, it places these ýndings in context, highlighting again the circumstances in which the research was 
conducted, and reþecting on how far the ýndings are likely to represent long-term patterns versus short-term 
responses to particular events. In doing so, it identiýes points on which further research will be desirable in 
the future. Third, the chapter returns to the question raised in the Introduction – of whether and in what ways 
the public attitudes revealed through this project’s research might matter. Finally, it considers the implications 
of the research ýndings. What should be done in light of what we have learnt? What reforms, if any, should 
be introduced? In what ways, if any, should politicians and others alter their behaviour?

�7�K�H �¿�Q�G�L�Q�J�V �R�I �W�K�H �U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K
The results set out in the report show that most survey respondents and citizens’ assembly members were 
deeply dissatisýed with the state of democracy in the UK. Above all, they wanted politics and politicians to 
be honest, to be responsive to and representative of the public, and to serve the public interest. The claim 
that people do not care about political processes is wrong. While it is undoubtedly true that issues such 
as economic well-being (summed up by ongoing concerns over the cost of living) and the quality of public 
services mattered to respondents more, the widespread feeling that the political world treats members of 
the public with contempt ran deep. Even if they shift relatively few votes in the end, such perceptions can 
corrode public conýdence in the system and, particularly, in politicians. As argued below, that is bad for 
democracy and for effective policy-making. By fuelling negative perceptions of politicians, it also harms 
politicians personally.

In thinking about possible reforms to the democratic system, participants often faced two conþicting priorities. 
On the one hand, they wanted voters to be in charge. They therefore thought that those who make important 
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Regarding public participation, many survey respondents and citizens’ assembly members were again 
somewhat conþicted. On the one hand, they wanted the system to be responsive to public wishes and 
interests. But, on the other, their distaste for and disillusionment with current politics meant that few had much 
appetite to become actively involved themselves. Nevertheless, as just noted, they supported mechanisms 
such as petitions, referendums, and citizens’ assemblies. They also wanted barriers to effective participation 
to be lowered, through better education about politics and through the provision of accurate, trustworthy 
information about political matters.

The ýndings indicated the presence of some divergences of opinion on these matters across different groups 
within the population. Those who voted for the Conservatives in the 2019 general election and (to a lesser 
extent) those who voted Leave in the Brexit referendum of 2016 tended to be more favourable towards 
concentrating power in the hands of the executive than were others – who voted for Remain or for other 
parties. The former groups also expressed somewhat more ‘populist’ ideas about democracy as a whole, 
being more favourable to speedy decision-making by elected leaders, whereas the latter exhibited more 
‘liberal’ views that emphasised deliberation, inclusion, and checks and balances. But such differences were 
not as great as might have been expected, and should not be exaggerated. The evidence suggested that the 
public in the UK do not hold polarised visions of democracy. The basic patterns described in the preceding 
paragraphs applied to all or most groups.

�3�O�D�F�L�Q�J �W�K�H �¿�Q�G�L�Q�J�V �L�Q �F�R�Q�W�H�[�W
As the Introduction to the report indicated, the research for this study was conducted in relatively unusual 
circumstances. Most notably, the ýeldwork for the 2022 survey took place after the then Prime Minister ï Boris 
Johnson – had been forced to announce his resignation, because most of his colleagues (and most of the 
public) had concluded that his record of disregard for the truth rendered him unýt for ofýce. Those concerns 
had already been rising during the course of the Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK, which met 
between September and December 2021: the Owen Paterson affair and the ‘Partygate’ scandal both broke 
in this period. Even at the time of the ýrst survey, in July 2021, concerns over Johnsonôsᵠᴰᵰӏᶠ, took  his the theþ his
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were hard for them, but that they were willing to back the team view. Yet such moves would be possible 
only if the media did not pounce on such statements as evidence of indecision or splits. Developing such 
discourse is easier if there is a degree of public trust, and if people are sufýciently engaged to see simplistic 
or manipulative headlines for what they are. This creates a quandary: trust will grow only if behaviour is 
trustworthy; but trustworthy behaviour is easier if trust is already high. If the problem isn’t dealt with, however, 
it creates a risk: that untrustworthy politicians actively seek to proýt from the publicôs existing distrust, 
concluding that they can behave dishonestly, and consequently eroding trust further. Some fear that this  
has already happened in the UK.

Chapter 3 showed high public support for a role for regulators in helping to uphold standards. The clearest 
ýnding was a view that regulators should be able to investigate allegations of wrongdoing independently. 
That accords with the view of the Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL) and many other bodies. 
The most notable change that it implies from current arrangements is that the Prime Minister’s Independent 
Adviser on Ministers’ Interests should be able to launch investigations without requiring the Prime Minister’s 
prior authorisation. That would be a signiýcant change, but would clearly be insufýcient on its own to shift the 
dynamics substantially. CSPL has also suggested that other regulators should be strengthened by being put 
on a statutory basis.

Parliamentary regulators have taken several important steps in the period since the evidence in this report 
was collected. Notably, the high-proýle Privileges Committee investigation into Boris Johnson concluded 
and recommended signiýcant sanctions against the former Prime Minister; and the new Parliamentary 
Commissioner for Standards has taken a more public role, seeking to explain his responsibilities and 
approach, and thereby to foster public understanding of the system. The evidence we gathered suggests 
that such developments could have positive effects: at the time of the Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in 
the UK, many members’ perception was that wrongs were being committed, but that nothing was being done 
about them. Demonstrating that a robust system exists is therefore crucial for public conýdence. Polling on 
the Privileges Committee’s report indeed suggested that most people supported its conclusions (Peacock 
2023). Greater speed of action could also aid conýdence ï though this would clearly have to be balanced 
against the need to ensure fair treatment.

Turning to the role of checks and balances, public attitudes appear to chime with the views of most experts. 
Both survey respondents and members of the citizens’ assembly saw it as crucial for parliament – as the 
body that represents all points of view and all parts of the country – to play a central role in the policy 
process. Mechanisms for achieving this include giving MPs greater control over the parliamentary agenda, 
limiting the use of delegated legislation, strengthening public bill committees, and allowing a greater role 
for private members’ bills. In the wake of the expenses scandal in 2009, MPs recognised that restoring 
parliament’s reputation required demonstrating that the institution had a valuable role to play, and they 
pursued that through reforms including a strengthening of select committees. A similar attitude seems 
necessary today. Reform to the system of appointments to the House of Lords would, meanwhile, help 
reduce reputational damage to parliament.

At the same time, parliamentarians should understand that j  s o  wyae re   bi tc e `ellia   ]   tiat  wyld^ pans  w an  parliamentarc 
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Appendix: Project Details
The Democracy in the UK after Brexit research project is funded by the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC) as part of its Governance after Brexit research programme (grant number ES/V00462X/1).

Both surveys were conducted online by YouGov. Samples were representative of the UK voting-age 
population. The ýeldwork dates and sample sizes were:

•	 Survey 1: 23–29 July 2021; 6,432 respondents.

•	 Survey 2: 26 August and 5 September 2022; 4,105 respondents.

All respondents to the 2022 survey had also completed the survey in 2021, meaning that the views of the 
same group of people can be compared over time. The full survey questionnaires are available on the project 
website: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/research/deliberative-democracy/democracy-uk-after-brexit. 
Response datasets will be archived with the UK Data Service after the completion of the project.

The Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK met online over six weekends between September and 
December 2021. The assembly had 67 members, who were carefully recruited to be representative of the 
UK population in terms of factors such as gender, age, region, and political attitudes (Table A.1). The details 
of the recruitment process were set out in the assembly’s report (Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK 
2022: 14–15). 

The assembly’s agenda was determined by the research team, with adjustments over time in response to 
members’ interests. Meetings were designed and facilitated by Involve, the UK’s leading public participation 
charity. Members heard from and questioned a wide array of experts, and they discussed the issues in depth 
among themselves in small groups, gradually working towards conclusions at each stage. The assembly’s 
report summarises the content of the six weekends (Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK 2022: 
21–27). Recordings of all of the assembly’s plenary sessions are available on the project website.

Beyond the assembly’s own conclusions, this report includes the results of analysis of the discussions within 
the assembly. These discussions took place in small groups, each of which was aided by a facilitator. There 
were 11 groups at any time, whose membership rotated between weekends. A subset of group discussions 
were recorded and transcribed, and then analysed using a specially developed coding scheme. The coding 
covered all but the assemblyôs ýrst, introductory weekend: most    introduc    t

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/research/deliberative-democracy/democracy-uk-after-brexit
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Public disaffection with the state of democracy in the UK today is high. That matters, as it harms the 
effective working of the democratic system. Over the last three years, a team at the UCL Constitution Unit 
has therefore conducted detailed research into these public attitudes. Comprising two large-scale surveys 
of the UK population, and a Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK, the research has been designed 
both to provide a broad overview of public perceptions and to drill deeper into what people think when 
they have had a chance to reþect in detail. 

This ýnal report from the project draws together those three strands of research and sets out the ýndings. 
Contrary to what is sometimes said, the public in the UK do care about the health of the democratic 
system. They want politics to be honest and politicians to act with integrity in pursuit of the public interest. 
They perceive deýcits on all these points at present, and want action to address them. Given their 
low trust in politicians, they want a robust system of checks and balances, with parliament, the courts, 
regulators, civil servants, the media, and the public themselves all placing some limits on what holders  
of executive ofýce can do. They also want action to enable more effective public participation.

The reportôs last chapter reþects on the implications of these ýndings for policy-makers. Fostering greater 
honesty in political discourse requires politicians, campaigners, and those in the media to reþect on their 
responsibilities. Proposals already exist to strengthen parliament and regulators. Any moves to weaken 
the neutrality of the civil service, the ability of the courts to check abuses or the BBC’s impartiality would 
not find public favour. While enabling effective and widespread public participation is hard, areas for 
further consideration include improved education, media coverage that better enables understanding, 
and greater use of deliberative processes such as citizens’ assemblies.

About the Constitution Unit
The Constitution Unit is a research centre based in the UCL Department of Political Science. We conduct 
timely, rigorous, independent research into constitutional change and the reform of political institutions. 
Since our foundation in 1995, the Unitôs research has had signiýcant real-world impact, informing  
policy-makers engaged in such changes – both in the United Kingdom and around the world.

About the authors
Professor Alan Renwick is Deputy Director of the Constitution Unit and Principal Investigator for the 
Democracy in the UK after Brexit project. He is Professor of Democratic Politics at the UCL Department 
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Department of Political Science and Co-Investigator for the Democracy in the UK after Brexit project.

Professor Meg Russell FBA is Director of the Constitution Unit and Co-Investigator for the Democracy 
in the UK after Brexit project. She is Professor of British and Comparative Politics at the UCL Department 
of Political Science.

The Constitution Unit   
School of Public Policy   
University College London 
29-31 Tavistock Square
London WC1H 9QU

020 7679 4977  
constitution@ucl.ac.uk    
www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit

www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit

www.constitution-unit.com

@ConUnit_UCL

mailto:constitution%40ucl.ac.uk%20?subject=
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit
http://www.constitution-unit.com
https://twitter.com/conunit_ucl

	_Hlk149314224
	_Hlk149218837
	_Hlk142921944
	_Hlk90460332
	_Hlk142471020
	List of Figures

	List of Tables
	List of Boxes

	Executive Summary

	Introduction
	Report structure
	Research design and political context

	Chapter 1. Views on How UK Democracy is Performing
	Perceptions of the UK’s democratic system
	Perceptions of politicians
	Patterns across the population
	What drives these perceptions?
	Conclusion

	Chapter 2. Views on How Democracy Should Work
	Do people value democracy?
	How do people conceive of democracy?
	How could UK democracy be improved?
	Conclusion

	Chapter 3. Standards in Public Life
	Public expectations on standards

	Chapter 4. Government 
and Parliament
	Relations between government and parliament

	Chapter 5. Law and the Courts
	The rule of law and human rights

	Chapter 6. The Roles of the Public
	The importance of responsiveness
	Attitudes to taking part
	Enabling public engagement
	The role of the media
	Freedoms of speech, association, and protest
	Petitions

	Chapter 7. Do People Care about Political Process?
	Stated and revealed preferences about what matters to people
	Stability of answers
	Conclusion

	Chapter 8. Implications for Democratic Reform

	The findings of the research
	Placing the findings in context
	Do these views matter?
	So what should be done?

	References

	Appendix: Project Details


