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Background
1. Compassion in Politics is a cross-party think-tank working to put compassion, cooperation,
and inclusion at the heart of politics. 1 We do this in collaboration with the All-Party Group for
Compassionate Politics and the more than 50 parliamentarians who support our work.

2. We are very grateful to the Committee on Standards for the work you do to uphold and
improve standards in politics and for the opportunity to contribute to this important review.

Updated definitions within the Nolan Principles
3. We broadly support the proposed update to the definitions contained within the Nolan
Principles - especially the definition of “Honesty”.

Expanding the Nolan Principles
4. We agree with the premise of expanding the Nolan Principles - we argued in our previous
submission of the need to balance the more negative duties (instructing members not to do
certain things) with positive ones (requiring or encouraging them to behave in particular
ways).

5. However, we believe that the additional principle should be “Compassion”.

6. We established Compassion in Politics for two fundamental reasons.

7. Firstly, compassion sits at the very heart of democracy. Democracy functions on the basis of
a collective endeavour to support every individual and to understand and appreciate the views
of all. Democracy is an act of compassion.

8. Secondly, compassion sits as a core value embracing all the other values laid out in the Nolan
Principles. It speaks to the heart of what politics is for, reducing avoidable su�ering and
tackling injustice.

1 More here: https://www.compassioninpolitics.com/
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9. In addition, compassion is a trainable behaviour. Over the last thirty years there has been
substantial research into the neurophysiology, psychology, and social dimensions of
compassion and compassion training.2 If the Principles are to be lived and breathed it is
necessary for the Committee and parliamentary authorities to understand how they can each
be trained and cultivated.

Enforcing the Code
10. As we detailed in our previous submission, equally important to expanding on the
Principles will be creating processes through which to embed them in the culture of
parliamentary life. In this regard, we support the Committee’s recommendation on training
(more on which below) but would also recommend that the Committee consider the following
interventions:

- Creating “values days” when a particular value is celebrated and Members are invited
to debate how the processes in parliament can be improved to uphold that value;

- Conducting a routine survey of Members to understand whether they believe the values
are being upheld;

- Requiring that the individual parties in parliament have their own systems in place to
enforce the Code amongst their elected representatives.

Personal attacks
11. We support the proposal to introduce into the Code rules on Members’ behaviour on social
media and to allow for an investigative breach of the code should a Member use a social media
platform to subject anyone to abuse or personal attacks.

12. We also believe, however, that limiting this to social media platforms would be a mistake.
Members were very recently concerned by the allegations that government Whips were
resorting to threats, abuse, and bullying to coerce Members into supporting the prime
minister.

13. We recommend that the Committee establishes an open line of communication to any
Member who is being threatened in this way. Democracy functions on a mutually respectful
exchange of views - it founders when coercion and intimidation become the norm.

2 https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.586161
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Arbitrating on matters of truth and honesty
14. Truth and honesty are integral to a democracy.

15. In recent years, these values have come under sustained attack - an attack that
parliamentary safeguards have not withstood. Lies have been told but, as far as the public is
concerned, no politician or government o�cial has ever been held to account. Ministers refuse
to correct the record, dismiss allegations as “fake news” or the work of a bias media, and
deflect attention onto contentious issues which they know will grab attention. The recent
example - in which the prime minister levelled a false allegation against the Labour leader Sir
Keir Starmer - was a particularly egregious one. 3

16. This is having several harmful e�ects on the body politic.

17. Firstly, it is making honest and transparent policy-making extremely di�cult. It is hard to
make informed decisions based on unreliable statements or statistics.

18. Secondly, it is accelerating the trend towards abusive language in politics. When statements
do not need a factual basis they can become hyperbolic.

19. Thirdly, it is seriously eroding the public’s confidence. Not only are politicians the
least-trusted profession in the country but the public’s faith in politics is falling year-on-year. 4

This is limiting the public’s engagement in democracy, increasing the levels of animosity in
political discourse, and weakening the authority of the government.

20. When old systems are failing, we have to act.

21. We believe it would be both desirable and entirely practicable to establish a system for
arbitrating on matters of truth and honesty in politics. Such systems already exist to ensure
that, for example, businesses do not misrepresent a product or service.

22. We have developed, alongside Plaid Cymru, a proposed duty of candour for politicians that
would require that their statements are, to the best of their knowledge, truthful and honest.
The public and other Members’ would then be able to complain either to a parliamentary

4

https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2022-01/2022%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer%20FINAL
_Jan25.pdf

3

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/metropolitan-police-examines-death-threats-to-sir-keir-starmer-after-unpro
ven-savile-claims-br0nd67cv
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authority or the judiciary for alleged breaches of the duty. This is evidentially something that
the public believe is necessary: nearly 200,000 people have signed our petition calling for the
introduction of such a law.5 We believe it would be a powerful step in rebuilding the trust that
has been lost in the political process.

Conduct in the Chamber
23. We support the proposal to allow the Speaker to refer a matter of conduct in the Chamber
to the Commissioner. Events take place in the Chamber at great speed and it is simply
impossible for the Speaker to comprehend all that is said and done and make quick
judgements on matters that are contentious or sensitive.

24. We also recommend, and are supported by the public in this regard6, that booing, jeering,
and shouting in the Chamber be stopped. In no other area of adult life is it deemed acceptable
that individuals should be shouted at or booed as they voice their opinion. Other workplaces -
and most other parliaments - are capable of conducting their a�airs (including making
decisions of supreme importance) in an atmosphere of calm respect. If the Committee is to
introduce the value of Respect to the Nolan Principle it must surely address one of the primary
areas of disrespect in political life - the playground atmosphere of the Commons. It is worth
noting that neither the Scottish Parliament nor the Welsh Assembly allow such conduct.

Second jobs
25. We welcome the Committee’s recommendations on Members’ second jobs but would take it
further.

26. We do not believe that any MP should have secondary employment.

27. The work of an MP is indisputably full-time and the pay, relative to the population average,
more than su�cient. Any secondary employment risks taking their attention and commitment
away from public service and, most significantly, could compromise their independent
judgement.

28. It is also evidently a source of great concern to the public and we believe that, as a guiding
principle, reasonable steps must always be taken to improve the standing of Members in the
eyes of those they serve.

6 https://www.hu�ngtonpost.co.uk/entry/shouting-jeering-uk-parliament_uk_5f4d5380c5b6cf66b2bbac9e

5 https://www.change.org/p/uk-parliament-make-lying-in-politics-illegal
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The Ministerial Code
29. We support the recommendation from the Committee on Standards in Public Life to
establish an Independent Advisor for the purposes of investigating breaches of the Ministerial
Code.

Training
30. We wholeheartedly endorse the Committee’s recommendation on training.

31. We would also recommend that the context surrounding Members’ training be addressed.

32. Anecdotally we know that new Members often find it impossible to attend training when
they arrive at parliament because of the demands that they immediately face - contact from
constituents, the need to join Committees, the logistics of establishing an o�ce. Everything
should be done to remove these barriers so that all Members can attend introductory training.

33. Regarding the content of the training, we recommend that a programme of compassion
training be embedded in parliament.

34. A highly popular and successful Mindfulness programme has already been established for
parliamentarians7 but compassion training goes one step further - having cleared the mind, it
embeds compassion (for self and others) as a prime motive and value.

35. Cultivating compassion can help individuals overcome shame8 and trauma9; address
depression, anxiety, and stress10; improve interpersonal relations11; and increase happiness.12

Sta� who work for an organisation that is seen to value and promote compassion experience
more positive emotions, less anxiety13, and feel more committed to their work. 14

These are benefits that we believe must be shared with Members who, as aforementioned,
experience a range of psychological pressures while having to cultivate and sustain empathy
for one another and their constituents.

14 https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amj.2008.34789652

13 https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/images/uploads/Lilius-CompassionAtWork.pdf

12 https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-013-9368-z

11 10.1177/1754073919838609

10 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27664071/

9 https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/9/6/873/1669505

8 https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.23055

7 https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/story-so-far
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If you have any queries regarding this submission, please email
matt@compassioninpolitics.com
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