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Is the convention of ministerial 
responsibility still important? 
This article should be read alongside ‘Ministerial resignations’ (pp. 16–17). 

The concept of ministerial responsibility has always been a core feature of the political landscape in 
the UK. However, the workings of ministerial responsibility appear to have changed in recent years. 
Resignations have not always taken place when they would previously have been expected to 
happen, and the convention has also been suspended at key points in recent political debates. 

Definitions 
Collective responsibility 
This is the understanding that if a minister disagrees with a decision taken by the prime minister, or 
the cabinet as a whole, then once this decision has been made the only course of action is for the 
minister to resign. This is based upon convention, rather than a particular rule or law, and ensures that 
while free debate can take place within a cabinet meeting, or with the prime minister, that any 
decision, once made, is supported by all cabinet ministers. As this is a convention, however, it can be 
set aside at the discretion of the prime minister. Collective responsibility was formally set aside during 
the EU referendum campaign to allow government ministers to campaign to remain in, or to leave, the 
European Union, without risk of sanction. Before this, in October 2016, collective responsibility was 
suspended over the debate regarding the introduction of a third runaway at Heathrow Airport. 
Individual responsibility 
There are two strands to individual responsibility. One relates to the probity of the individual minister 
and the second to their work as a minister. For the first strand, this means that if a minister is revealed 
to have acted inappropriately in their professional or personal lives then they should resign. There is, 
however, some ambiguity over what constitutes a resignation issue. The second strand means that 
individual ministers have responsibility over the department they oversee. Therefore, any failings of 
the department are the responsibility of the minister in charge, and they should then resign if these 
failings are considered to be serious enough. 

Both elements of ministerial responsibility are set out in the ministerial code, which is published by the 
Cabinet Office, and which sets out the roles, responsibilities and expectations of government 
ministers. This applies across both Houses of Parliament. 
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Ministerial resignations in numbers 

• Under David Cameron when he was prime minister in the coalition government: 17 in total, 
including former party leader Iain Duncan Smith. 

• Under Theresa May: she faced 60 resignations, 42 of which were due to the nature of the 
Brexit negotiations. This was a record number of ministerial resignations since 1900. 

• Under Boris Johnson, before the 2019 election: 4, including the prime minister’s brother, Jo 
Johnson. 

• Under Boris Johnson, since the 2019 election: 17, including Sajid Javid when chancellor of the 
exchequer. 

The evolution of ministerial responsibility 
Following the suspension of collective responsibility for the duration of the EU referendum campaign, 
once the referendum had taken place there was an expectation by the then new prime minister, 
Theresa May, that collective responsibility would be restored. However, attempts to resolve what 
Brexit actually meant resulted in a significant increase in the number of ministers resigning following 
the referendum. Forty two ministers resigned as a result of collective responsibility and disagreement 
with the nature of the Brexit negotiations. This made May’s attempt to govern virtually impossible and 
ultimately the number of resignations had a significant impact on her decision to resign as prime 
minister. At the same time, May also had several ministers who voted against the government but did 
not resign as a result of these votes. In effect, collective responsibility broke down as it was both too 
effective and ineffective. This means that collective responsibility had a far greater impact on May’s 
premiership than on any other PM. However, this does not necessarily mean that collective 
responsibility has changed in the long term but rather that the implications of the process of leaving 
the European Union on the workings of the UK system have been significant. It remains to be seen 
whether, following the UK’s withdrawal, the principle of collective responsibility returns to working in 
the way it had previously done. 

Individual responsibility has also changed in recent years. This has largely been because ministers no 
longer consistently resign in situations where they would previously have done so. For example, 
following the exam grading crisis in summer 2020, Gavin Williamson — then secretary of state for 
education — did not resign. Instead, the chief executive of Ofqual resigned, as did the permanent 
secretary at the Department of Education. These non-elected officials followed the convention of 
taking responsibility for the workings of their departments but the secretary of state did not, possibly 
because these resignations had taken place and he felt his was not needed. 

In contrast, Amber Rudd did resign as Home Secretary in 2018, for having ‘inadvertently misled the 
Home Affairs Select Committee’ over issues connected to Windrush and immigration. A further shift in 
individual responsibility is that the resignations of ministers does not seem to have the same long-term 
impact on the political career of the would-be minister as it may once have done. Priti Patel returned to 
government as home secretary in July 2019, following her resignation as international development 
secretary in November 2017 for breaching the ministerial code. 
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Research task 
1. For each of the three prime ministers that you are studying, find two examples of ministerial 

resignations. Aim to choose one minister who resigned for a matter of collective responsibility 
and one for individual responsibility. 

2. Are there any variations in the reasons why ministers have resigned over the period you are 
studying? 

3. Draw a graph showing the number of ministers who have resigned since 1997. What does this 
show you about the changing nature of ministerial resignations? 
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