
C O M M I T T E E  O N  S T A N D A R D S  I N  P U B L I C  L I F E

Survey of public attitudes

Survey of public attitudes tow
ards conduct in public life 2008

towards conduct in public life 2008

Prepared for the Committee on Standards in 
Public Life by Bruce Hayward, Tim Brunwin, 
Claire Bassett, David Elston and Helen Lambert
BMRB Social Research

The Committee on Standards in Public Life
35 Great Smith Street
London SW1P 3BQ

Tel:  +44 (0)20 7276 2595
Fax: +44 (0)20 7276 2585

Internet: www.public-standards.gov.uk
Email: Standards.evidence@gtnet.gov.uk

BMRB Social Research
Ealing Gateway
26-30 Uxbridge Road
London
W5 2BP

Tel: +44 (0)20 8566 5000
Fax: +44 (0)20 8579 9208

Internet: www.brmb.co.uk
Email: web@bmrb.co.uk

Part of BMRB International Limited Prepared by: BMRB Social Research
Telephone: 020 8433 4000 Email: bruce.hayward@bmrb.co.uk
Part of BMRB Limited (British Market Research Bureau)  BMRB/BH/45106-794

BMRB/BH/EM/TB/451151646H

BMRB International is ISO9001 accredited, 

and is certified as working to the requirements 

of MRQSA/BS7911 market research 

quality standards

November 2008



i

CONTENTS

Foreword by Chairman of the Committee, Sir Christopher Kelly 1

Introduction 2

Key fi ndings 7

Executive summary 10

1 Overall perceptions of standards in public life 15

2 Trust in public offi ce holders to tell the truth 21

3 Expectations and perceptions of national politicians 25

4 MPs and voting in Parliament 37

5 Public offi ce holders and accountability 45

6 Trust in the electoral system 50

7 Exposure and attitudes to political news coverage 54

8 Experience of unfairness in recruitment 63

9 Attitudes in Wales 66

10 Attitudes in Scotland 78

11 Attitudes in Northern Ireland 91

Appendices 104

The political context and possible infl uences on public opinion 104

Technical appendix 112

Survey_of_public.indd   iSurvey_of_public.indd   i 3/11/08   17:19:283/11/08   17:19:28



ii

Survey of public attitudes towards conduct in public life 2008

BMRB is ISO9001:2000 and ISO 20252 accredited. 

BMRB is also a member of the London Remade environment scheme and 

is working with the Woodland Trust to offset the paper used in the course of our business.

Printed on 100 per cent recycled paper

Survey_of_public.indd   iiSurvey_of_public.indd   ii 3/11/08   17:19:293/11/08   17:19:29



1

Foreword by Chairman of the Committee, Sir Christopher Kelly

FOREWORD BY CHAIRMAN OF THE 
COMMITTEE, SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY

I am delighted to publish this report on the 
Committee’s third biennial national survey into 
public attitudes towards conduct in public life. 
It was commissioned by the Committee and 
carried out by BMRB Social Research.

This third survey offers the opportunity to assess 
public attitudes, expectations and perceptions 
about the behaviour of those in public life 
against the baseline data established in 2004 
and again in 2006.

This report contains some important new 
information compared to the previous two 
surveys. For the fi rst time there are separate 
chapters on Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales so that we are able to make comparisons 
between the different jurisdictions. We have 
also included new questions on two specifi c 
areas. The fi rst relates to the integrity of the 
electoral system, about which the Committee 
made a number of recommendations in its 
eleventh report. The second covers the role 
of the media in the public’s perceptions of 
standards in public life.

Overall the survey tends to show that people’s 
perceptions of standards in public life have been 
fairly stable over the three surveys. But there 
remain some worrying trends. For example, 41 
per cent of respondents thought that standards 
had deteriorated over the past few years 
compared to only 30 per cent in both 2004 and 
2006. People are also less satisfi ed with the way 
in which government ministers perform their jobs 
with only 38 per cent thinking that all or most 
government ministers do not use their power for 
their own gain compared to 49 per cent in 2006.

The public continue to show high levels 
of confi dence in the honesty of front-line 
professionals such as doctors and teachers. 
National politicians whether MPs or ministers 
continue to languish near the bottom, along 
with estate agents and tabloid journalists. 
However, this year we have used a new measure 
which allows respondents to say how much 
they trust offi ce holders to tell the truth, rather 
than simply whether or not they trust them to 
do so. This greater discrimination suggests a 
more positive assessment overall with 44 per 
cent saying that they would trust government 
ministers a lot or a fair amount to tell the truth. 
The corresponding fi gure for MPs is 45 per cent.

In the Committee’s recent report on the 
Electoral Commission we made a number of 
recommendations to improve the integrity 
of the electoral system. A large majority 
of respondents to the survey expressed an 
overall preference for the system of individual 
registration currently operating in Northern 
Ireland rather than the current system of 
household registration in Great Britain. 

The changes to the ethical culture over the last 
14 years have, I believe, put in place greater 
transparency and accountability. Ultimately, 
however, it is the duty of all public servants to 
ensure that their behaviour is of the highest 
standard and that they consider how their own 
and their organisations’ behaviour matches up 
to the expectations placed upon them by the 
public. What they can be sure of is that the 
public has clear and strong views about the 
standards that those in positions of public trust 
should be meeting and that it matters greatly 
that those standards are met.

I would like to thank the Committee’s Research 
Advisory Board under the chairmanship of 
Dr Mark Philp and the team at BMRB led by 
Bruce Hayward for their hard work producing 
this report. I should also like to thank all those 
members of the public who gave of their time 
to respond to the detailed and comprehensive 
questionnaire.

Christopher Kelly
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Survey of public attitudes towards conduct in public life 2008

INTRODUCTION

This report presents the fi ndings of a national 
survey of public attitudes towards the standards 
of conduct of public offi ce holders in the United 
Kingdom (UK). The survey was commissioned 
by the Committee on Standards in Public 
Life as the third part of a long-term study to 
track public opinion about standards in public 
life. The survey was carried out in 2007/08 by 
BMRB Social Research. BMRB also conducted 
the benchmark survey across Great Britain 
in 2003/04, while Ipsos MORI carried out the 
second survey across the UK in 2005/06. The 
Scottish Government, the Welsh Assembly 
Government and the Northern Ireland Executive 
provided fi nancial contributions to enable this 
survey to be conducted on a UK-wide basis. 

Background and objectives

The Committee on Standards in Public Life was 
set up in October 1994 by the Prime Minister, 
the Rt Hon John Major MP. Its original terms of 
reference were:

‘To examine current concerns about standards 
of conduct of all holders of public offi ce, 
including arrangements relating to fi nancial 
and commercial activities, and make 
recommendations as to any changes in present 
arrangements which might be required to 
ensure the highest standards in public life.’

The terms of reference cover a range of 
categories of public offi ce holder, encompassing 
elected and appointed public offi ce holders at 
national and local level.

On 12 November 1997 the terms of reference 
were extended by the Prime Minister, the Rt 
Hon Tony Blair MP: ‘To review issues in relation 
to the funding of political parties, and to make 
recommendations as to any changes in present 
arrangements’.

In its First Report in 1995, the Committee drew 
up the Seven Principles of Public Life, as a 
statement of the values ‘inherent in the ethic 
of public service’. These Principles have been 
central to each of the Committee’s subsequent 
reports, which have covered most of the major 
groups of public offi ce holders. The Seven 
Principles, which are intended to apply to 
all public offi ces, are: Selfl essness, Integrity, 
Objectivity, Accountability, Openness, Honesty 
and Leadership. The scope of each Principle, as 
it relates to the conduct of public offi ce holders, 
is defi ned by a short explanatory statement. The 
Seven Principles have been widely adopted by 
public institutions, and are broadly in line with 
the most common ethical principles adopted in 
the 29 OECD countries.

In 2001, it was decided that the Committee 
should undertake research in order to explore 
whether the Principles refl ected the general 
public’s priorities in relation to the conduct 
of public offi ce holders, and to gauge public 
opinion on how well public offi ce holders 
measured up to the Principles. A benchmark 
survey was carried out in 2003/04 across Great 
Britain by BMRB, and a second survey in 2005/06 
across the UK by Ipsos MORI. This 2007/08 study 
is the third survey in this series and is designed 
as a follow-up to the two previous surveys. 
In 2005/06, a separate sample of people in 
Northern Ireland was included in the survey 
for the fi rst time and the size of the survey 
sample in Scotland was increased to enable 
disaggregated results of public attitudes in 
these countries. In 2007/08, the size of the 
survey sample was also increased in Wales, 
so, for the fi rst time, public attitudes can be 
compared across each of England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.

This report compares fi ndings from the 2007/08 
survey in Great Britain with those from the 
2005/06 and 2003/04 surveys. It also offers 
comparisons between the four countries of 
the UK.
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Introduction

The main aims and objectives of the third survey 
remain unchanged from the previous two 
surveys, these being to track:

1.  What the public sees as acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviour on the part of elected 
and appointed holders of public offi ce.

2.  How far the public believes that the 
behaviour of holders of public offi ce is, for 
the most part, acceptable or unacceptable.

3.  How far the public believes that holders of 
public offi ce are effectively held responsible 
and accountable for their conduct.

In addition to addressing these long-standing 
objectives the 2008 survey also included new 
objectives concerning people’s attitudes and 
preferences in relation to electoral registration 
systems, their experiences of recruitment 
processes and their usage and attitudes in 
relation to coverage of politics in the media.

The eleventh report of the Committee on 
Standards in Public Life, published in January 
2007,1 focused on reform of The Electoral 
Commission. The Committee’s inquiry took place 
against a backdrop of continuing public concerns 
about the arrangements for voter registration 
and the link between postal voting on demand 
and a number of high-profi le legal cases of 
electoral fraud. One of the recommendations 
that the Committee made in the report was 
that ‘A decision should be made and legislation 
developed to implement a system of individual 
voter registration immediately following the next 
General Election or by 2010 at the latest’.

In the light of this focus on the electoral 
system, it was decided to include a section of 
questions in the 2008 survey examining people’s 
perceptions of the current system of electoral 
registration and voting in their own country, 
and, specifi cally, to explore their views on the 
pros and cons of individual voter registration, 
as currently practised in Northern Ireland, and 
household registration, as practised across 
Great Britain.

Since the Committee fi rst embarked on this 
programme of research in 2002, it has been 
interested in understanding what infl uences 
people’s judgements of the conduct of public 
offi ce holders, and specifi cally in understanding 
how external infl uences such as the media 

1 http://www.public-standards.gov.uk/11thinquiry.aspx

might have a bearing on the views expressed by 
respondents. In order to provide further insight 
into these issues, new questions were included 
in the survey to explore people’s exposure to 
political news in the media and their attitudes 
towards the media’s coverage of this news.

Previous surveys in this series have examined 
the issue of fairness in public sector recruitment 
through general questions designed to 
explore the importance that people attach to 
principles such as merit, fairness and effi ciency 
in relation to recruitment for public sector 
appointments; their views on acceptable 
and unacceptable behaviour in recruitment 
situations; and their perceptions of how widely 
the principle of selection on merit is upheld 
in public life in Britain. Both the 2004 and 
2006 surveys identifi ed a widespread belief 
that proper procedures were frequently not 
used when recruiting people to public offi ce. 
In 2008 it was decided to introduce a new 
set of questions exploring people’s actual 
experiences of recruitment, and particularly of 
any unfairness in recruitment. It was felt that 
grounding the research on this issue in people’s 
actual experiences, rather than in their general 
perceptions, would provide a more accurate 
and meaningful measure of unfair recruitment 
practices in the public sector.

Methodology

The questionnaire for the survey was 
largely based on the 2003/04 and 2005/06 
questionnaires, with further refi nements made 
by the research team at BMRB in consultation 
with the Committee’s Research Advisory Board. 
Table A (overleaf) shows how the behavioural 
attributes asked about in the questionnaire 
correspond to the Seven Principles of Conduct.

In order to better refl ect the effects of 
devolution, several of the questions asked 
on the previous surveys were extended to 
cover elected members in the devolved 
administrations. The additional boost to 
the Wales sample also allowed a number of 
questions to be added that were specifi cally 
tailored for Welsh respondents. As noted above, 
new questions were introduced to examine 
preferences for individual and household 
electoral registration systems and personal 
experience of unfairness in recruitment, and 
to explore exposure to politics in the media 
and perceptions of media coverage of political 
issues. In order to keep the questionnaire length 
to 30 minutes, certain other questions were 
identifi ed for deletion. 
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