
Boris Johnson
On 9 July 2019, Boris Johnson — then secretary of state for foreign 
and commonwealth affairs — resigned, citing that he could not 
‘in good conscience’ support the deal with the EU that was agreed 
by the prime minister. Three days after the cabinet had met at 
Chequers to agree on a Brexit strategy, Johnson, along with Brexit 
secretary David Davis, resigned his cabinet post in opposition to 
the agreement.

Priti Patel
As international development secretary, Priti Patel held meetings 
with Israeli officials — including Israeli prime minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu — without Theresa May’s authorisation. The meetings, 
up to a dozen in number, took place while Patel was on a ‘private 
holiday’. In a following meeting with Theresa May, Patel was 
‘reminded of her responsibilities’. Patel issued a public apology, but 
this did not stem the tide of revelations about her contacts with 
Israel, including those not disclosed during her meeting with the 
prime minister. On 8 November, at a further meeting with the PM, 
Priti Patel resigned from her cabinet position.

In 2022, the Conservative 
government has the largest 
Commons majority since 2001. 
However, the high turnover of 
ministers since 2017 has resulted 
in a relatively inexperienced 
cabinet, potentially limiting the 
ability of the government to 
function effectively and to deliver 
its election manifesto promises.

The behaviour of ministers and the stability of the cabinet are guided by two conventions:

The doctrine of individual ministerial responsibility means that ministers are responsible not 
just for their own actions but for those of their ministries too. It requires ministers to ensure that 
they and their ministries are free from waste, misconduct and dishonesty. In theory, since ministers 
are responsible for everything that happens in their ministries, even if they have no knowledge of it 
at the time, they are required to relinquish their posts if wrongdoing is exposed.

The doctrine of collective cabinet responsibility means that ministers are required to provide 
public support and approval for cabinet decisions. Collective cabinet responsibility is seen as 
a central constitutional lever of UK politics, as it permits full discussion and debate within the 
cabinet and strong unity and direction once a decision has been taken. If ministers cannot support 
decisions made in cabinet, they must resign. If they refuse to resign, they can be sacked.

While the ministerial code is used by the Cabinet Office to clarify what 
ministers, advisers and civil servants should or should not do while in 
office, there is no formal method of enforcing either convention.

Sajid Javid
Tensions between 10 Downing Street and the Treasury had been high 
for several months, with the prime minister’s chief adviser Dominic 
Cummings relieving one of chancellor Javid’s aides, Sonia Khan, 
without informing the chancellor in November 2019. 

While the prime minister stated in public that he backed the 
chancellor, by February 2020 relations broke down over Johnson’s 
demand that Javid could only retain his position on the condition 
that he fire all of his advisers at the Treasury, replacing them with 
individuals selected by 10 Downing Street. Javid explained to the 
media that ‘no self-respecting minister would accept those terms’, 
resigning on 13 February and becoming the first chancellor in 
50 years not to have delivered any budget.

Matt Hancock
On 25 June, The Sun newspaper published CCTV pictures of Hancock 
and his aide Gina Coladangelo kissing. Hancock resigned the 
following day. His resignation was called for by Conservative Party 
colleagues, Labour MPs and the pressure group Covid-19 Bereaved 
Families for Justice. Hancock admitted that he had broken Covid-19 
social distancing guidelines and his resignation letter stated:

‘I understand the enormous sacrifices that everybody in this 
country has made, that you have made, and those of us who 
make these rules have got to stick by them and that’s why I 
have got to resign.’

Research and discuss the following: 

1 Consider whether the examples in the boxes below relate to 
individual ministerial responsibility, collective cabinet responsibility or 
another reason. Explain your reasoning.

2 How important are individual ministerial responsibility and 
collective cabinet responsibility in maintaining cabinet discipline in 
UK politics today?

3 When might a prime minister be reluctant to enforce the 
conventions of individual ministerial responsibility and collective 
cabinet responsibility?
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There have been a number of high-profile ministerial 
resignations in recent years. What causes them?
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