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1 Executive Summary 

Standards committee members and monitoring officers are ultimately very positive 

about the local filter and feel it has óbedded inô well. They welcome the chance to take 

local ownership of investigations, and the opportunity to have greater knowledge and 

control of the investigation process. However, there are some concerns, particularly 

over the cost of resourcing investigations. Despite some initial reluctance to discuss 

streamlining the investigative process (for fear it would equate to ócutting cornersô) 

there are a number of suggestions as to how it could be streamlined. In particular, they 

would like to be able to differentiate between minor breaches and more serious 

breaches of the code. Here the aim is to develop a minor breach route that would allow 

less serious breaches to be dealt with swiftly (and therefore more cost effectively). One 

idea is for a óno fault, but offence causedô recognition of an issue. 

The vast majority of stakeholders feel that the public will not have noticed any change 

in behaviour that may have taken place. Although stakeholders are able to contribute 

ideas as to what might help raise awareness, it is worth noting that some stakeholders 

do question why the profile of the local standards committee should be raised. 

Councillors fear unfounded allegations would be made, whilst monitoring officers fear 

the rising costs associated with an increased number of investigations. 

Many stakeholders would like to see more advice and guidance relating to the 

prejudicial interest issue, particularly (but not exclusively) aimed at those at the parish 

council level. Standards committee members would also like to receive: more 

information on other standards committee practices; more guidance on sanctions and 

proportionality; more guidance for dual-hatted members. Monitoring officers also 

request: more guidance specifically for parish councillors; more guidance on 

mediation; more advice on the overlap with Freedom of Information and Data 

Protection legislation and disclosure generally in the context of Local Assessment.  

The majority of standards committee members receive óthe Bulletinô, and most feel that 

it is short, snappy and interesting. The credit card sized pocket version of the code of 

conduct is also endorsed, and there is a request for all councillors to be issued with a 

hard copy of this pocket guide. The Bulletin and ócredit card codeô are not perceived as 

ótypicalô SfE communications however. They perceive SfE communication to consist of 

lengthy, verbose documents. They would like more concise information; all say they 

would prefer a larger number of short fact sheets to fewer, lengthier documents. There 

are few regular users of the SfE website in our sample, and many appear unaware of 

the existence of the online case studies. There is a clear need to better promote the 

existing online fact sheets. 

It is important to state that, regardless of the format of communications, most 

standards committee members, backbenchers and parish councillors would like 

communications to be filtered by their monitoring officer or town clerk. They do not 

want to simply be communicated with per se; though they are open to receiving 

information that is of specific relevance to them. 

In terms of format, stakeholders request that the really important information (by which 

most mean updates on the code and any illuminating case studies) be provided as a 
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hard copy. If a hard copy is provided, perhaps attached to the council meeting agenda, 

there is a view that all attendees will formally read the documentation and consider it 

óimportantô. 

It is also worth noting that some standards committee members would like to hear 

more about the role of SfE before they judge how SfE could support them best. 

Crucially, they feel distant from SfE and do not perceive SfE to have a strong and 

credible role. They feel the need to understand more about how SfE contributes to 

their work before they pass meaningful judgements as to the information, advice and 

guidance that would be most useful to them. 

Backbenchers and parish councillors do not perceive the annual assembly as relevant 

to them. When asked how the event could be made more relevant to them, they are 

unsure why SfE would want to target them. They do not perceive a need to make the 

event relevant to parish councillors. Some standards committee members and 

monitoring officers have attended the annual assembly, and most who have attended 

found it a useful experience. Some suggest that the event could be made more 

accessible by holding a series of regional events rather than a single national event.  

There is positive feedback on the monitoring officer helpline, with some comments 

suggesting that the service callers receive has improved over the past 12 months. 

Monitoring officers welcome the development of peer and local/regional networks, 

though there is some suggestion that a number of authorities may already have some 

form of networking in place. There is a request that SfE provide content for delivery at 

any such networking event. Monitoring officers envisage that the networking would 

involve face to face meetings, supported by an online network that they could access 

in between meetings.  

Parish councillors and backbenchers have an awareness of the role of Standards for 

England (SfE) and a ópatchyô awareness of their local standards committees. They do, 

however, feel remote from SfE. Most parish councillors appreciate that it is very 

important that they have a full understanding of the legislation as it applies to them, but 

they do not feel that it is so important to have a full understanding of SfE. It appears 

the lower level of satisfaction amongst parish councillors is due to a combination of the 

following: a lack of contact with SfE; resentment that their behaviour can be monitored 

by an outside agency; a sense of indifference towards the code; a frustration with the 

elements of the code that they perceive as unclear.  

When asked what actions might help SfE better meet the needs of parish councillors 

many suggest a higher level of engagement. Crucially, the engagement needs to focus 

upon issues that are of interest and relevance to parish councillors themselves. 

Communication should avoid talking about SfE as an organisation and focus upon the 

implementation of the code as it applies to parish councillors (for example, via relevant 

case studies in a bulletin-style document).  

Most respondents find it difficult to judge whether member behaviour has improved 

over recent years. Where they do decide that behaviour has changed, they point to a 

range of potential drivers of change. An awareness of the code of conduct, and the 

presence of standards committee members in internal meetings, are mentioned as 

potential drivers of behaviour. Other drivers are essentially political, such as the point 
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in the political cycle/whether parties are jostling to position themselves for elections 

and the political composition of the council. 

This piece of research follows a quantitative survey undertaken with the same key 

target groups. The topic areas covered in the focus groups stem from issues that 

emerged from the survey as requiring further exploration.  The qualitative findings 

complement and, in many ways, reflect the quantitative data. The common themes 

include, for example, the lack of profile of local standards committees. 
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2 Introduction 

2.1 Background and Method 

This report summarises the findings of the qualitative phase of the consultation carried 

out with a range of stakeholders in July-August 2009. 

Nine focus groups were completed, with the sample structured as follows: 

Session 

Number 
Methodology 

Stakeholder 

status 
Location 

Number of 

respondents 

1 Focus group (online) Monitoring officers Mix 8 

2 
Focus group (face to 

face) 

Standards committee 

members 
Bristol 6 

3 
Focus group (face to 

face) 

Standards committee 

members 
Birmingham 9 

4 
Focus group (face to 

face) 

Standards committee 

members 
Luton 9 

5 
Focus group (face to 

face) 

Standards committee 

members 
York 6 

6 
Focus group (face to 

face) 
Backbenchers London 9 

7 
Focus group (face to 

face) 
Parish councillors Lancs. 8 

8 
Focus group (face to 

face) 
Parish councillors Telford 8 

9 
Focus group (face to 

face) 
Parish councillors Waverley 3 

 

A small number of supplementary telephone depth interviews were completed with 

councillors in the Waverly area. 

Interviews were completed by experienced BMG moderators Rachel Featherstone, 

Kathryn Waghorn and Sarah Robinson.  

All respondents were offered a £15 cash payment to cover travel expenses. 

All focus groups were audio recorded for subsequent analysis.  

2.2 Format of this report 

The reportôs structure broadly follows that of the topic guides. Within each section the 

findings are generalised across all stakeholder groups. However, where differences do 

emerge by stakeholder group, these differences are specifically stated. 
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2.3 Note on the interpretation of qualitative research and data 

A focus group is a small, informal discussion group made up by members of the public 

and led (moderated) by a professional researcher.  A typical focus group is made up of 

around eight carefully recruited people (respondents) who are brought together for an 

hour and a half to discuss a particular subject nominated by the client.  The group 

membersô different views and experiences combine to create a unique and useful 

conversation.    

Focus groups can provide understanding of what people think, need, want and care 

about ï and can explore the reasons behind those views.  The researcher guides the 

group through a series of topics (agreed beforehand with the client), but in a less 

structured way than with a quantitative (survey) questionnaire.   

Findings may emerge from focus groups which the researcher and client had not 

previously considered; these can be identified and explored.  It is the moderatorôs job 

to ensure that all of the clientôs questions are answered and that every respondent has 

an opportunity to express his or her point of view. 

It should be remembered that focus group participants may hold views that are based 

on incorrect information.  It is the moderatorôs role to explore and report participantsô 

perceptions ï not necessarily to correct any misunderstanding or incorrect 

perceptions. 

When interpreting the findings from focus groups, it is important to note that they are 

not based on quantitative statistical evidence.  The findings are based on a small 

sample, which is designed to cover a cross-section of residents, but this should not be 

confused with statistical representativeness. 

It should be borne in mind that there is a tendency for group discussions to induce 

participants to express critical views.  This report should be read with these notes of 

caution in mind. 
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3 Awareness and perceptions of Standards for England 

3.1  Awareness of the role of Standards for England 

All stakeholders are aware of the legislative role of Standards for England (SfE). They 

say that SfE sets óthe rulesô (via the code of conduct) and revises those standards as 

necessary. 

"Just really a body set up to oversee councillorsô behaviour and what they 

do." (Backbencher, London) 

ñTo set the standards for councillors...So that we are whiter than white and 

look whiter than white." (Parish Councillor, Waverley) 

Fewer stakeholders perceive SfE to have a broader role as a proactive provider of 

advice and guidance. It is most likely to be standards committee members who talk 

about SfE having a wider remit in terms of the provision of advice and guidance. (N.B. 

Monitoring officers were not asked this question.) 

"The board also monitors whatôs going on around the committees around the 

country and circulates good practice, offers guidance, that sort of thing.  

Support, in other words."(Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

ñI do know their remit and I think they're actually of a very high professional 

standard, the quality of their work is exceptionally high. I think that the 

limitations are actually in terms of delivery, it's not in terms of the product it's 

the delivery and I sympathise with them because it's a general problem that 

everyone would have in trying to [deliver] training to councillors.ò 

(Backbencher, London) 

Some standards committee members feel that internal awareness of the local 

standards committees is slowly rising, perhaps due in part to the local filter.  

3.1.1 Do parish councillors feel it is important to fully understand SfEôs role?  

Most parish councillors appreciate that it is very important that they have a full 

understanding of the legislation as it applies to them. However, they do not feel that it 

is so important to have a full understanding of the role of SfE as an organisation. The 

key issue for them is that they understand their obligations in terms of the code, so as 

to avoid either over-stepping the mark themselves and/or making vexatious complaints 

against others.  

"As long as the chairman and the clerk and hopefully every member has been 

through the training, they understand what the legislation is about, they 

understand exactly what their responsibilities are both in committee meetings 

and outside, which is covered by the statute.  ......The fact that Standards for 

England is there as an overall overseeing body, the fact that we need to know 
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exactly how they function and what the function is, I donôt think thatôs as 

important as understanding the legislation itself." (Parish councillor, Lancs.) 

Parish councillors are particularly keen to gain the fullest possible understanding of the 

prejudicial interest issue. 

ñIf the public talk to you, what is your future role is in future meetings, do you 

declare an interest, because they have talked to you.ò (Parish councillor, 

Waverley) 

However, in one group there is a view that, though it is very important to have an 

understanding of the code as it applies to them, parish councillors are not (for the most 

part) taking decisions at a high enough level for the code to impact significantly: 

ñItôs not the tiny parish council that makes decisions on planning, itôs the 

borough councils so you know, all youôre doing is passing your opinions 

across, arenôt you?...It's not that  important is it, because we just voice our 

opinions and then itôs the borough councils that make the decision...ò (Parish 

councillor, Lancs.) 

This sense of indifference is also alluded to in the online group with monitoring officers: 

ñDistrict Members are more aware of the impact of the code and the need to 

consider their behaviours than previously, but this has not necessarily made 

any difference within the Parishes who see the code as out of proportion to 

what they do.ò (Monitoring officer) 

3.2 Awareness of the role of the local Standards Committee  

Backbenchers and parish councillors often have ópatchyô awareness of the role of the 

local Standards Committee. Most are aware of the principle that the local committees 

now undertake to investigate allegations. However, they are less clear on the detail of 

the new arrangements. For example, they may be unsure of what the committees do 

when there are no investigations underway. They may, for instance, perceive that the 

standards committee meet only when there is an investigation under way.  

"I think I am completely unaware of how it is working out." (Parish councillor, 

Waverley) 

"Golly.  No, Iôd have to think about what the committees doéhaving never sat 

on one."(Parish councillor, Waverley) 

Some say that they have never seen an agenda for a standards committee meeting, 

and hence there is a sense that meetings are a relatively óclosedô and private affair. 

Some are aware that the investigations process is independent (perhaps mentioning 

that the Chair is independent). There can be some confusion, though, surrounding 

exactly how independent the investigations are in practice. In the backbenchers group, 
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stakeholders think they may be required to put their case to the opposition (if they 

were answering an allegation made against them personally). 

3.2.1 Awareness of recent investigations/perceptions of the outcomes 

Most backbenchers and some parish councillors have a vague awareness of recent 

investigations.  

Amongst standards committee members, understandably, there is a general 

reluctance to discuss the nature of specific local cases in such a public forum.  

However, across all groups, there is mention of a range of different investigations 

including: the prejudicial interest issue; councillors using inappropriate language; 

councillors bullying officers and councillors releasing sensitive information to the 

media.  

There is a perception that investigations are often trivial, and indeed that the 

framework is used as a political tool. Many respondents feel that, where allegations 

are made, it tends to be one party making allegations against another (whereas any 

allegations against a member of their own party would be dealt with by the party). 

ñA lot of them were petty, well seemed it anyway." (Standards committee 

member, York) 

In relation to the outcomes, there is concern over how standards and sanctions are 

being applied across the country. 

ñItôs incredibly different from one place to anotheréone committee can be 

entirely different to the standards being applied somewhere else in the 

country. ñ(Standards committee member, York) 

3.3 Sources of information driving perceptions of SfE 

In the past backbenchers and parish councillors have tended to hear about SfE 

through word of mouth, usually when a local councillor is caught up in an investigation.  

ñ... [The] only time you really hear about it is on the rare occasions you know 

that somebody's been reported to them [and we are all] awaiting agog to find 

out what's happening.ò (Backbencher, London) 

Some also mention having received information from member services as a new 

councillor, and/or receiving a yearly report from their standards committee Chair. 

ñWe do have a report to council once a year from our Standards Committee 

Chair, but again it's independent, so she does give quite detailed reports.ò 

(Backbencher, London) 

A few mention the code itself. One parish councillor carries a credit card sized code of 

conduct in her filofax. Another had been on a walk-about with a monitoring officer to 

hand out copies of the code to other parish councillors. Others talk about the 

experience of signing to say that they would abide by the code.  
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ñI think it was when there was a Code of Conduct introduced for Parish 

Councillors that I first became aware of it which was, what would that be, six 

or seven, seven years go.  And I have been a Parish Councillor but it was 

only when that, we had to sign it all that I became aware, whether it existed 

before I donôt know." (Standards committee member [reflecting on her 

experience as a parish councillor], York) 

Standards committee members are heavily dependent upon their monitoring officers 

for information about SfE. The vast majority of standards committee members have a 

great relationship with their monitoring officer and are very satisfied with the current 

arrangement. They are heavily reliant on their monitoring officer to interpret SfE 

documentation on their behalf. Though as the quote below illustrates, a few standards 

committee members are aware that there may be some disadvantage to their reliance 

on their monitoring officer as a sole source of information. 

ñMuch of the information we get through comes from the monitoring officer. 

Now that has advantages because he is able to distil the information that 

comes through, but it has disadvantages because we maybe rely on it too 

much without making the effort to find out.ò (Standards committee member, 

Luton) 

A small number of stakeholders, often standards committee members, have also 

attended the annual assembly. (Views on the annual assembly are discussed in detail 

in section 6.4.) 

3.4 Possible reasons why parish councillors are less satisfied with SfE  

Parish councillors were asked to reflect upon why the survey data shows that parish 

councillors have a lower level of satisfaction with SfE as compared to other 

stakeholder groups. 

Some parish councillors are not sure how to answer this question, as they have so 

little contact with SfE in the first place. They have had so little contact that they have 

not ever felt satisfied or dissatisfied with the organisation. One parish councillor talks 

about the sense of being óone step removedô from the local standards committee due 

to being a parish rather than a district councillor. It is important to note that many 

parish councillors perceive their local standards committee as being the local SfE 

ópresenceô, and as such the fact that they feel removed from their local standards 

committee makes them feel, in turn, distanced from SfE. 

"Weôve never had any dealings with the Standards Board." (Parish councillor, 

Telford) 

Others suggest that perhaps parish councillors dislike the idea that their behaviour is 

being monitored, because they feel that they know their ópatchô best and are therefore 

in a better position to understand what the area needs.  

ñThey resent being monitored by the standards boardé [it] takes away from 

the spontaneity of doing the job.  We know the local area and we know the 
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people...Particularly the people who have been a parish councillor for years 

and who have had the code imposed on them.ò (Parish councillor, Waverley) 

ñI think thatôs when in planning, particularly, councillors feel that their 

experience of their local area is what theyôre there to speak about and speak 

on and then sometimes the standards board says that if you live next door to 

somewhere, you canôt speak on [it]. So people that have been councillors for 

a long time are resistant to that.  They want to use their knowledge.ò (Parish 

councillor, Waverley) 

In contrast, as previously stated, in one group there is a real sense of indifference 

towards the code. The perception is that parish councillors are not really affected by 

the code, as they are not believed to be operating at a sufficiently high level of decision 

making. 

Others focus upon dissatisfaction with what they perceive to be the ógrey areasô of the 

code. The prejudicial interest issue in particular causes problems. One parish 

councillor explains how she feels that standards should be black and white by 

definition, and she would like clarification of the code.  

ñAnd as each time we get an answer [from our clerk on behalf of SfE] that 

isnôt definitive, it actually discourages you from making another query or 

complaint...Because thatôs what you think, oh well, itôs not worth them 

worrying about, is kind of the feeling you get from that answer.  Why did I ever 

bother?ò (Parish councillor, Waverley) 

The prejudicial interest issue is believed to be more salient at parish level given the 

smaller neighbourhood areas involved.  

ñItôs very difficult to discern what is chatting in the pub or in the street about a 

tree or a planning application and what is lobbying.ò (Parish councillor, 

Waverley) 

Furthermore, the code can present issues with regards to twin-hatters: 

ñAnd also thereôs a lot of grant-giving going on and thatôs probably another 

problem why local councillors get frustrated. They belong to so many local 

organisations and theyôre all kind of intertwined with each other. One of them 

will come in and ask for a grant and everyone is declaring an interest, and 

theyôre all going, ówell itôs ridiculous, you know, weôre local peopleôéour role is 

to be interested in all these particular organisations.ò (Parish councillor, 

Waverley) 

Although the nature of the parish councillor role appears to clash with the SfE 

framework, by no means does this dissatisfaction extend across all parish councillors. 

However it very likely does account for part of the statistical differences seen in overall 
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satisfaction levels (whereby 37% of town or parish members were óveryô or ófairlyô 

satisfied with the work of SfE).1 

ñI probably just put it at about 30% of councillors get frustrated, 30% probably 

donôt feel strongly one way or another and 30% think jolly good job [the code] 

is there.ò (Parish councillor, Waverley) 

When asked what actions might help SfE better meet the needs of parish councillors 

many suggest a higher level of engagement. Crucially, the engagement needs to focus 

upon issues that are of interest and relevance to parish councillors themselves. In 

other words, communication should avoid talking about SfE as an organisation and 

focus upon the implementation of the code as it applies to parish councillors. For 

example, stakeholders say they would welcome summaries of case studies in a 

document in the style of óthe Bulletinô. They would be interested in reading about the 

allegations surrounding the actions of other parish councillors, and the details of any 

sanctions.  

It is worth noting that one parish councillor also alludes to the need for SfE to assess 

what actions can be taken to avoid the code being used as a political tool. 

ñWhat they do need to look at very carefully is the, the way political parties 

are using the system thatôs been introduced for political purposes because 

thatôs not what was intended.ò (Parish councillor, Waverley) 

3.5 General levels of satisfaction with SfE 

Although SfE are particularly interested in understanding the reasons why parish 

councillors are less satisfied, other stakeholders were also asked about their general 

level of satisfaction with SfE. Like many parish councillors, backbenchers and 

standards committee members feel that they are too distant from SfE to talk in an 

informed way about how satisfied they are with the organisation. 

 ñI canôt say whether I am satisfied, I virtually know nothing about them, thatôs 

the way I feel about the Standards Council.ò (Standards committee member, 

York) 

ñI think we take it for granted really that they're doing a job by letting the 

members of our standards committee knowéand that they're being kept up to 

date all the time on standards that are required.ò (Backbencher, London) 

ñI mean it could be one man and his dog or it could be 50 strong, I have no 

idea.ò (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

                                                
1
 Source: BMG postal survey conducted January-March 2009; 775 completed questionnaires returned 

from town or parish councils 
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Perhaps surprisingly, the vast majority of stakeholders (with the exception of 

monitoring officers who were not asked this question) feel distant from SfE.  They 

perceive distance because they do not come into direct contact with SfE on a regular 

basis. For example, parish councillors may perceive that backbenchers at the district 

level are more involved with SfE than they are. However, backbenchers say that their 

training on the code is delivered by member services not SfE, so it is most probably 

the standards committee members who are closest to SfE. Yet when we speak to 

standards committee members, they explain that the monitoring officer who deals with 

SfE.  

Despite saying that there is a distance, many stakeholders do not feel2 the distance to 

be an issue. Standards committee members in particular are happy with the status quo 

because they perceive that information provided by SfE is often ólong windedô and they 

would prefer their monitoring officer to decipher it on their behalf.  Some standards 

committee members are of the view that a distance from SfE is positive because it 

may mean that local councillors have been reasonably well behaved. They also feel 

that the distance is part of the natural process as local authorities have taken 

ownership of cases. 

 ñThe body has changed and itôs stepped back, instead of applying standards 

it now gives guidance and asks local authorities to undertake the application 

of those standards or guidelines, so I think ódistant but recedingô thatôs how to 

describe them.ò (Standards committee member, York) 

It is worth noting that discussions with standards committee members concerning both 

the role of SfE and their general level of satisfaction with SfE leads some standards 

committee members to question the new role of SfE. Many are unclear as to what SfE 

delivers now that the organisation is no longer leading on case work.  

ñI think that perhaps they should still be remote, but not as remote...I can't 

ever remember actually being involved with them (laughs), I mean we just, 

you know we get a bulletin from them once every now and then I believe and 

there's some guidelinesò (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

There is a need for SfE to clearly communicate its remit [2]:  

ñDo we think perhaps the Standards for England, now that theyôve lost Wales 

[and all this other work has devolved] are kind of looking for something to fill 

the gap?...theyôve got the same amount of money, theyôve got a lot less work, 

if a chunk of the money had been [distributed] to the councils then it would 

                                                

2 Please note that these quotes are representative of standards committee members representing all political parties 

and indeed independent members also. 
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have been more balanced. But they're probably thinking now somebody will 

be looking over their shoulder saying óyouôve got all this money, you must 

have a lot more time, what are you doing?ôò (Standards committee member, 

Bristol) 

 ñIt's only a personal point, but I just feel that it's a bit unfair that they don't 

have a role. I mean if you have some standards there is a role about best 

practice and dissemination of informationéthe question is whether you need 

a quango to do itéSo I still feel there is a role, but it's a couple of people in 

an office somewhere, you know.ò (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

Despite the lack of clarity over the role of SfE, some standards committee members do 

go on to suggest possible future roles for SfE: 

 As a provider of hands-on advice and guidance for standards committees. 

ñThey have to be proactiveéthey have to move towards a position where 

[they are] trying to ensure that all Standards Committee are operating on the 

same level. [This all involves them intervening] when they feel the Standards 

Committee is not performing as well as they should. And maybe they should 

congratulate the committees when they think they are doing a good jobéJust 

sitting in an office in Manchester and sending out lots of paperwork is not 

really [enough].ò (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

ñI think you do need a standards board.  I don't care whether itôs in 

Manchester, Glasgow, Birmingham or wherever but I think you do need a 

central point of contact.  I think Roy said that they keep an eye on whatôs 

going on around the country.  They do.  But they take very much a 

generalistic view, in my experience, and they donôt perhaps pay enough 

regard to local circumstances.ò (Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

 As a guardian of the independence of independent members. For example, they 

suggest the SfE could regulate the selection of independent members as there is 

a concern that the current system is open to abuse. SfE could also intervene if 

there are any concerns raised in relation to the performance of independent 

members. 

 As a recruiter and trainer of local investigators (as there is reportedly a dearth of 

local investigators in certain areas). 

 As the investigator of more serious allegations. 

ñAnd the role of the board is less than it used to beébut there is the facility to 

refer the more serious matters that need an independent look at to the board.ò 

(Standards committee member, Birmingham) 
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4 Standards of behaviour 

4.1 Perceptions of whether behaviour has changed and what drives 

change 

Views are mixed as to whether behaviour has improved over recent years or not.  

Some feel that behaviour has not improved at all. They feel that the behaviour of 

councillors will always be varied and colourful due to the mix of different temperaments 

and the nature of the egos involved. 

Others suggest that perhaps behaviour has improved somewhat. Typically those who 

feel that behaviour has improved slightly point to a perceived improvement in the 

language used at full council meetings; some also say that officer-councillor 

relationships have improved. 

ñMember to officer behaviour has improved a bit. We have a problem with 

really only a small handful of members.ò (Monitoring officer) 

The number of cases dealt with by local standards committees is not perceived to be a 

reliable measure of behavioural change, due to the feeling that many allegations are 

politically motivated.  

A range of factors are suggested as drivers of behavioural change: 

 The fact that the standards are now in place and councillors should be abiding by 

the code. 

ñAwareness of the local complaints system - very negative reaction at first; 

raised awareness about the importance of ethical standards in delivering 

services; raised awareness of acceptable boundaries and the potential impact 

on others.ò (Monitoring officer) 

 The presence of standards committee members at meetings. A few standards 

committee members report having seen others checking their presence at the 

meeting before making certain statements. The implication being that members 

have self censored language used. 

 The particular intake of councillors in any new term. Here there is a view that 

ultimately the standards of behaviour seen is dependent upon the particular 

combinations of personalities voted into office. (The implication being that 

behaviour can deteriorate as well as improve.) 

 The cyclical nature of local government: 

ñThe particular point in the political process... For example, one explains how 

behaviour can be cyclical as councillors may have been well behaved mid-

term but then behaviour may spiral downwards as parties jostle for position 

ahead of a local election.ò (Backbencher, London) 
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ñElectoral cycle is a major factor if politicians feel a change of party in power 

is possible. LA performance and dealing with underperformance in particular 

both at political and officer level can put a strain on membersô desire to 

behave well.ò (Monitoring officer) 

 The actual political make up of the council: 

ñI wonder if it depends on the complexion of the council, because the first 10 

years I was a councillor we were a hung counciléof course behaviour then 

was very bad, and also it depended on the ability and the quality of the 

Mayor. But now in our authority we've got a huge majority of one party, 

there's 44 of them and there's only 18 of the other party. The minority group 

feel they're never going to get anywhere so they might as well shut up and 

behave themselves and say nothing.ò (Backbencher, London) 

 The level of remuneration associated with the post of councillor. The suggestion 

here is that behaviour may have improved over recent years due to rises in 

remuneration. Newer councillors may be more financially dependent upon the 

allowance than previous generations of councillors have been, leading to better 

behaviour. 

ñI think the fact that our allowances have gone up so enormously, I mean ours 

has gone up by 48% with the idea of encouraging more younger and ethnic 

minority groups to join and femaleséon the whole the existing councillors 

want to stay councillors because they're enjoying this big allowance now. So I 

think they know that they donôt want to be not elected next time or thrown out 

by their own party.ò (Backbencher, London) 

 The presence of the public at full council meetings (and/or the knowledge that 

meetings are being transmitted via web cam). 

 The extent to which local government is able to devolve decision making powers 

to backbenchers. Here backbenchers make the point that they no longer have the 

power that they used to, which can lead to poor language at full council meetings 

as this forum provides their only chance to speak out and make their point. 

Naturally tempers run high under these circumstances.  

ñThe only time you get a chance you get to express yourself is in full council... 

I am not justifying it, but I think that may be a contributory factor as to why 

back benchers feel that they need to put some input into it rather than sit 

there quietly and just accept what is going on.ò (Standards committee 

member, Luton) 
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However, the contrasting view is that behaviour at meetings is generally much 

improved as a result of devolution ï suggesting that different councils are 

seeing different effects: 

ñMy impression is that standards of behaviour in the full council meetings and 

committee meetings generally over ten years have tended to improve, partly 

because of at least partial awareness of the standards that should be 

operating and perhaps also because the councillors, the number of set piece 

debates in councils has diminished with the introduction of the executive 

systeméa lot of decisions can hardly be questioned, a lot of important 

decisions really never come to debate at full council, hence the opportunity for 

very heated debate is different.ò (Standards committee member, Luton) 

In the monitoring officers group, one expresses the view that parish councillor 

behaviour has not improved at the same pace as that of district councillors: 

ñGenerally I think however behaviours overall around respect/declarations of 

interest have improved at District level, but I am not convinced parish 

members necessarily have the same thought processes - a lot also depends 

on whether they have a good Clerk.ò (Monitoring officer) 

However, there is a perception that there is potential for training to make a real 

difference at parish level.  

ñFeel for new unitary and previous county things not changed a great deal, 

members know how to behave and if they do not they do it intentionally and 

no amount of training or code will stop that. It is the parishes where the 

improvement can and will worképroactive training/and working with them to 

enforce the importance of the code but ultimately reminding them why they 

are councillors  i.e. not to moan and tittle tattle about each other but to give 

good service to the parish. I think sometimes they actually do not understand 

that is their role!!!ò (Monitoring officer) 

Despite feeling that training can be very beneficial for parish councillors, monitoring 

officers report encountering difficulties with delivery. 

ñ[Trying to get parishes to take up training] thatôs the million dollar question. 

We have jointly advertised it with our local association of local councils who 

have promoted it for us, we have offered several venues and several dates 

across the district, we have offered to go out to individual parishes, but we 

have as yet only managed 35% across the district parishes. We find 

workshops provide better feedback, and they like case studies with particular 

emphasis on parish matters, but long standing members seem to feel they 

don't need any training, and whilst we may get the Clerks on board, the 

frequency of their meetings does make it difficult to get complete 

engagement.ò (Monitoring officer) 
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4.2 Views on whether the public have noticed a behavioural change 

The vast majority of stakeholders feel that the public will not have noticed any change 

in member behaviour that may have taken place. They explain that generally the public 

are not particularly interested in the workings of local councils, and point to the very 

low numbers attending council meetings. 

ñIt seems we only receive complaints from politicians. The public donôt seem 

that engagedò ñI would echo the point about complaints coming mostly from 

other politicians. We have only had 1 out of 15 from a member of the public.ò 

(Monitoring officers) 

However, despite stakeholdersô belief that the public will not have noticed any change 

in behaviour, some stakeholders say that the public may think that they have noticed a 

decline in standards of behaviour. This is due to the MPsô expenses scandal. Some 

stakeholders explain how members of the public often confuse local councillors with 

MPsô. This confusion reportedly leads to some members of the public assuming that 

councillors are part of the same expenses scandal. 

ñI don't think the public notice unless there is a really controversial issue that 

comes to light. The media attention around MPs expenses does not help at a 

local level either.ò (Monitoring officer) 

4.2.1 Views on why standards committees have a low public profile 

As previously stated, the low profile of standards committees with the general public is 

believed to be a natural consequence of the low level of public involvement in the 

operations of their local council. 

ñI think 99% of the public would not know...very, very few people ever turn up 

at the council meetings. All within the context of public not knowing much 

about councillors full stop.ò (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

"The average person in the street doesnôt know of the standards board or the 

standards committee or the code of conduct or many other things exist at all." 

(Standards committee member, Birmingham)  

ñYou have to have very naughty councillors I would think for the public to be 

jumping up and down about it...even if they did, the media would be more 

interested in the councillor than in the standards board.ò (Parish councillor, 

Waverley) 

4.2.2 Views on what might help raise the profile of standards committees 

A few standards committee members feel that public awareness may be rising through 

the local press coverage that local standards committees receive at the conclusion of 

an investigation.  
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In one group, standards committee members talk about the particularly positive spin 

that one local councillor managed to put upon his being reported to the local standards 

committee: 

ñ[The member under investigation] actually wrote to the Standards Committee 

and thanked them for [their] help, and he asked for the press to be there and 

he made a big report é and he was actually praising the Standards 

Committee....All publicity is good publicity.ò (Standards committee member, 

Luton) 

Although the above case may well be helpful in raising the profile of the local 

standards committees, it does also illustrate how the local framework can also be used 

by individuals as a political tool. 

Some standards committee members talk about leaflets that they have produced, 

designed to inform the public what actions they can take if they wish to complain about 

a councillorôs behaviour. Some standards committee members say these leaflets have 

been placed in local libraries and other public buildings, however they are unsure 

whether or not the public will have actually read the leaflets. 

One monitoring officer explains how his authority is producing an awareness raising 

magazine, but does not feel this is the best way forward... 

ñAt the end of day it is really necessary to raise public awareness, [but] all 

these may do is simply make [the] public think yet more bureaucracy etc. I 

think it is best simply to ensure if someone wishes to complain they can easily 

access information to do this and then ensure the process is explained to 

themò (Monitoring officer) 

Regardless of whether the public have read any local literature, there is a sense that, 

(following the MP expensesô scandal) standards are a óhot topicô. It is therefore 

considered to be the ideal time to tap into the public interest. 

ñ...there is a window of opportunity which the media have an interest in ethics 

and standards and whatôs going on in Westminster and I think we need to 

keep that.ò (Standards committee member, York) 

ñSfE could try a national publicity campaign to highlight the work of Standards 

Committees.ò (Monitoring officer) 

As such, some stakeholders suggest filming a documentary about local councillors 

would be worthwhile. They envisage the programme would entertain whilst also 

highlighting the crucial point that local councillorsô remuneration is very different to that 

of MPsô and hence vindicate local councillors in the eyes of the public. 

ñThere is an ideal opportunity isnôt there, off the back of the scandal at 

Westminster for Standards for England to have taken this, I agree we donôt 

want an advert on television every other day, but something like the 

Westminster scandal may well have triggered the opportunity for the 

Standards for England to have started to publicise what members of the 
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public can do about standards of behaviour of local Councillors, because it is 

topical. In another six months, twelve months it wonôt be topical.ò (Standards 

committee member, Luton) 

ñI think that it would be no bad thing for people out there to be aware that we 

are governed by this quite strict code of conduct particularly in the light of 

MPsô expenses and all that kind of stuff, that they can still claim however 

many thousands it is without any receipts and that kind of stuff. To be able to 

say look, we are accountable on many, many levels for our behaviour, so 

weôre not in that same kind of bracket.ò (Backbencher, London) 

Although stakeholders are able to contribute ideas as to what might help raise 

awareness, it is worth noting that some backbenchers and parish councillors do 

question why the profile of the local standards committee should be raised. Typically, 

they see no benefits to raising awareness. The underlying fear is that the number of 

complaints may rise. Backbenchers and parish councillors suspect that the public 

would make unfounded or uninformed allegations, which could be very damaging. 

They explain that members of the public would make allegations without fully 

understanding the structure of local government. For example, they foresee complaints 

from local residents that councillors have ultimately been unable to help due to their 

lower levels of decision making powers. They say that local residents would ótake this 

personallyô and lodge a formal complaint. They point out that serial complainers would 

also emerge.  

ñWhy would you want to [raise the profile of standards committees with the 

public?ò (Parish councillor, Lancs.) 

Some standards committee members and monitoring officers are also concerned 

about the principle of raising public awareness, as they are also unsure that there 

would be the time and money to investigate allegations if they were to see a rise in the 

number of complaints received. 

4.3 Would stakeholders welcome advice/guidance on dealing with the 

media/public? 

The vast majority of stakeholders do not feel that it would be particularly useful to have 

advice and guidance on how to deal with the public on standards issues.   

Backbenchers and most parish councillors do not perceive that they are in a position 

where they will need to discuss standards directly with the public and/or media. 

Typically, they envisage that, if an allegation were made, it would be the responsibility 

of their standards committee (or monitoring officer/town clerk) to issue a public and/or 

press statement. They cannot conceive of any occasion where they would personally 

have such high profile involvement in such a public discussion about standards. 

ñbecause youôre a member of the council and your first duty is to not speak 

out of turn, really, without referring to the clerk and checking whatôs what.ò  

(Parish councillor, Waverley) 
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A few parish councillors are more concerned that they may, at some point, need to talk 

to the public about standards. These parish councillors feel that a small number of the 

general public are well informed and may well use the threat of the standards 

committee as a weapon. Therefore they say that it would be useful to have some basic 

advice and guidance. They suggest that this takes the form of a simple factsheet 

covering advice on óthings to bear in mind when making a statementô. 

Like many parish councillors and backbenchers, some standards committee members 

are themselves doubtful that they would have the need to discuss standards with the 

general public/media. These standards committee members tend to say they assume 

their Chair would issue any such statement. Consequently, they wonder if the Chair 

alone would welcome some advice and guidance. However, the Chair may in turn feel 

that their local authorityôs media team would be more likely to handle the request for 

information. 

ñI get the impression probably quite rightly that it is better put through the 

press office with the authority, they will be able to or should with their 

experience be able to spot any manholes we are about to fall into.ò 

(Standards committee member, Luton) 

Another view expressed by some standards committee members is that perhaps some 

advice and guidance for ordinary standards committee members would be helpful, as 

the Chair is not always involved in the adjudication panel. They can foresee an 

occasion where the press will want to speak directly with a member of an adjudication 

panel. However, they believe that the advice and guidance offered would need to be 

tailored to the local context. Consequently, they would like any advice and guidance 

offered to come from within their authority. 

4.4 Would stakeholders like more advice/guidance on prejudicial 

interests? 

Many stakeholders would like to see more advice and guidance relating to the 

prejudicial interest issue. This issue is still deemed a problem area for many 

stakeholders, particularly (but not exclusively) those at the parish council level. As 

discussed in section 3.5, when parish councillors were asked about the possible 

reasons for their lower levels of satisfaction, some did raise the prejudicial interest 

issue spontaneously. 

ñCertainly from a Parish Council point of view, they do find it quite confusing. 

They are never sure where they have got a prejudicial or financial interest and 

then they never know whether they can then stand and speak. I think a lot of 

them go down the line of óI have declared an interest, I will go out and take 

the safe routeô which is a shame sometimes because they could probably be 

quite useful to the discussionò (Standards committee member, Luton) 

ñI think it is a big probleméthereôs a very grey area in there and a lot of 

people will put down that as prejudicial just so as theyôre coveredò (Standards 

committee member, Birmingham) 
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Crucially they would like to remove this ógreyô area whereby it is left up to individual 

councillorôs conscience to decide: 

ñThere are issues of conflict of interest which sit in the middle which would be 

part of peopleôs conscience and there is no clear guidance on those, and it 

would be that well you can go along if you feel that it's not a conflict of 

interest, and nobodyôs going to challenge you and say ówell actually you were 

there and your sister-in-law has got a contract with that firmô etcé.I personally 

would like somebody, you know,[If I] had one of these middle issues for the 

Chair to actually say ówell Bob you cannot sit today, go awayô [but] there's no 

way that the Chair on a planning committee can debar somebody from the 

committee because of a supposed conflict of interest, he can only appeal to 

their better nature, do you see where I'm coming from?ò (Standards 

committee member, Bristol) 

Case study style examples based upon real-life scenarios may be a useful format for 

guidance notes to take: 

ñThey could say that within the last year weôve had 5 cases of personal 

interest or whatever it is that have come to light or misbehaviour in a council 

meeting, whatever it is, if we know what has happened, we donôt have to 

know the result but at least we will think more carefully about ourselves, 

perhaps,ò (Parish councillor, Waverley) 
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5 The local filter 

5.1 Awareness and understanding of the local filter  

(N.B. this question was asked of backbenchers and parish councillors only.) 

As previously detailed in section 3.2, awareness of the local standards committees is 

ópatchyô amongst backbenchers and parish councillors.  

5.1.1 Views on why standards committees have low profiles internally  

(N.B. This question was asked of monitoring officers and standards committee 

members only.) 

One theory that emerges is the view that standards (though very important) are simply 

not as dynamic and exciting as other committees (for example, Planning). Some 

standards committee members say that they knew very little about standards before 

they joined the committee. 

ñit is not an area that a great deal of councillors tend to be particularly 

interested in, so it is not particularly difficult if you want to get on the 

Standards Committee, it is not like the Planning Committee where you have 

to fight opposition off, you can generally involve yourself [in standards] if you 

so desireò (Standards committee member, Luton) 

When asked what actions they are taking internally to raise their profile, some 

standards committee members say that it is not necessary to actively promote their 

committee. They feel that ultimately committees will be self-promoting. For example, 

they are gradually finding that they are being asked to comment on whole council 

documents (i.e. others within the council have realised the value of the standards 

committee and are seeking out their contributions). As such, they do not feel that 

advice and guidance from SfE is required/necessary. 

ñI do think the members, there could be many more ways that you could raise 

this so at the beginning of every meeting, just as an example because one of 

the things you should have that we donôt do, is we donôt have good house 

keeping because we donôt say if the fire alarm goes off what to do or anything 

like that, so as part of that preamble to a meeting, whoever is chairing or 

facilitating that meeting could just say, and I also remind you that there is a 

Code of Conduct and please be aware of that.ò (Standards committee 

member, York) 

Views are mixed as to whether they would welcome advice and guidance from SfE. In 

one group, standards committee members laugh at the idea that they might need this 

type of advice and guidance, and simply say ñstop trying to find a role for SfEò. 

When asked about the internal actions taken to raise their standards committeeôs 

profile, monitoring officers often talk about occasional articles in the council magazine 

and/or their annual report.  
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ñTry [to] get stuff reported in the Councils paper, web, press. Council 

passively supportiveò (Monitoring officer) 

ñHave work plan and have submitted annual reports over the past 2 years 

although this year was the first year at which the Independent Chair was 

permitted to deliver the report to council, which is progress I guess!ò 

(Monitoring officer) 

One monitoring officer is also working on a promotional magazine: 

ñJust about to promote magazine on the work of standards committee, to all 

parish councillors, public through libraries etc, and all senior officers, we have 

annual work plan and report to council annually ï [the] Chair presents this.ò 

(Monitoring officer) 

5.2 Views on whether the local approach is an improvement and why 

All stakeholders welcome the local approach as an improvement, for a range of 

reasons. Firstly, they feel that decisions are best taken at a local level. Standards 

committee members particularly welcome the sense of ownership of the cases. They 

perceived that previously the case ódisappeared offô to the Standards Board and they 

had no control over the process.  

ñI am positive about the fact that it has gone to the local level and thatôs 

because I think that allows us some flexibility at the local level to interpret the 

guidance and rules.ò (Standards committee member, York) 

"I think they probably have more of an understanding of the local issues, the 

local monitoring officers, they're aware of the quirks of Shropshire.ò (Parish 

councillor, Telford) 

ñ[I] think matters can be resolved a lot quicker and cleaner; felt before with the 

[Standards] Board it was over bureaucratic and locally we had absolutely no 

control, also better because [it is] local, [because] standards committee have 

a better feel for local politics whereby [the] Standards Boards and its 

investigators were far too objective and didnôt feel as if they had any 

understanding of the local dynamics.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñThere has been more local ownership which has helped and members are 

now aware that the Standards Committee will take strong action if necessary.ò 

(Monitoring officer) 

There is a belief that the local filter will allow faster decision making: 

"they took so long to do it, which is why I'm very pleased that theyôve 

introduced of course the local committees, and I think that's been a great 

development, and I'm pretty glad that the Standards Board has done." (Parish 

councillor, Telford) 
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Monitoring officers observe that, since relinquishing case work, it seems SfE have had 

more time to devote to the development of advice and guidance. They feel that the 

recent guidance has been very useful. 

ñStandards for England seem to be able to devote far more resources to 

guidance the website is excellent.ò (Monitoring officers) 

Monitoring officers also comment that Independent Members are now able to engage 

more fully in their role. 

Where stakeholders express any negative views, most are referring to the increased 

cost/workload for the authority and/or the possibility that an investigation could become 

too ólocalô: 

ñI think one of the dangers with being local is it might be too local. There 

might be some people on the committees or whatever who know the people 

in York remotely or by reputation, and that theoretically could influence their 

decision that they are making on the recommendations.ò (Standards 

committee member, York) 

ñI would like to go to a neighbouring authority and borrow their committee for 

a night - completely independent.ò (Standards committee member, 

Birmingham) 

ñIf someone pulled me up I'd rather go into a room and explain why I'd said 

what I did to people I didnôt know [rather] than three members of the 

opposition party glaring at me.ò (Backbencher, London) 

 ñI still feel there is a bit of an issue about perception of the Council being 

seen to be deciding whether to investigate itself.ò (Monitoring officer) 

 ñ[Drawbacks to the local filter are that the] member [is] alerted too early; 

members can feel uncomfortable about judging other members; danger that 

there is a perception of bias amongst committee members either for or 

against subject member; considerable additional workload.ò (Monitoring 

officer) 

 ñIôve got costings. If we go forward to a breach, and if we held it in three 

months, they're costing three to six thousand each one. Weôve had an awful 

lot [of breaches of the code in relation to councillors at parish level].ò 

(Standards committee member, Bristol) 

 ñThe main impact from my point of view is on resourcing the standards 

committee process and any subsequent investigations. Whilst we have had 

relatively few complaints, arranging meetings and associated paperwork is 

additional to what we had before.ò (Monitoring officer) 
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In order to address the cost concerns, some standards committee members return to 

the idea that the SfE budget could be cut and the funds re-distributed across local 

councils to help fund the new framework. 

Monitoring officers also talk about the possible inconsistencies across England in 

terms of the way that the framework is applied. 

However, on balance, all stakeholders feel that the local filter is a better way of 

working, than the more centralised system previously in place. 

5.3 Perceived impact of the local filter  

5.3.1 How well has the local filter embedded? 

Most standards committee members feel that the approach has bedded in well.  

ñI am sure we are saying we think its working well because we think itôs 

working well here. Potentially if there was a massive upsurge in complaints 

for one reason, whatever reason, then it might not be working very well, we 

might then be making a very different response.ò (Standards committee 

member, York) 

Monitoring officers are generally positive about the way in which their authorities have 

responded to the local filter: 

ñOur authority undertook the pilot on local investigations and found that a 

useful starting point. The standards committee has risen to the challenge and 

has adopted and set up its local processes. What we struggle with, however, 

is in considering the KLOE around use of resources and looking at ideas for 

promoting ethical governance and good standards, and seeing the outcomes 

of that work.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñStandards committee has taken on the challenge of the new system with 

enthusiasm and has engaged with training and taken it seriously. Overall I 

think that the IM's particularly are pleased that they feel that they have a more 

significant role than [before].ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñThe Standards Committee has been pro-active in working on member 

behaviour but this had started before the local assessment system came in. 

Apart from setting up the apparatus for assessments, hearings etc I don't 

think it has made much difference in this respect.ò (Monitoring officer) 

When the same question was asked of backbenchers and parish councillors, some 

feel that the code is now working better as the prejudicial interest issue is now clearer. 

(Although, as stated in section 4.4, there is a widespread belief that the code could be 

clarified further.) 
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5.3.2 How has the local filter impacted upon working relationships within their 

authorities 

The table below summarises the reported impact upon the various working 

relationships within the council.  It can be seen that in most cases there is very little 

change reported. The key change appears to be the development of a closer 

relationship between the monitoring officers and standards committee members. 

Table 1: Changes in working relationships within the council 

 
Monitoring officers on the 

relationship with... 

Standards committee 

members on the relationship 

with... 

Backbenchers on 

the relationship 

with... 

    

Monitoring 

officers 
 

Some say the relationship is now 

closer 
No change     

Standards 

committee 

members 

Some say the relationship is 

now closer 
 No change     

Backbenchers No change 

Little change (aside from SC 

members having a high profile 

with Backbenchers following 

decisions) 

     

The Executive 

Little change (though it can be 

difficult to keep the Exec 

informed ówithout politicising 

the processô) 

No change No change     

    

There is a sense that some standards committee members feel that they became 

slightly notorious amongst backbenchers following decisions made on individual 

cases: 

ñ[Respondent A]: I think people are more aware of you now as you make 

judgements, I mean I certainly think when you made a certain judgement not 

very long ago your profile went up considerably...(Laughter)...[Respondent B]: 

They want to know who made the judgement...(Laughter)...[Respondent C]: 

They know who I am now!ò (Standards committee members, Bristol) 

5.3.3 How streamlined is the process and could it be further streamlined? 

Most standards committee members feel that the process is reasonably well 

streamlined as it stands. A few do not like the term óstreamlinedô as they fear that it 

could imply ócutting cornersô. 

ñgenerally working ok, would be nice to streamline more but then what 

elements would we miss out and it will be those elements which members will 

say they want in, generally when you explain the process to members they do 

calm down and accept for now this is the best of a very difficult and complex 

process.ò (Monitoring officer) 
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However, when prompted, some do suggest that the process could be further 

streamlined by addressing the need for óall possible breaches of the codeô to be 

investigated. 

ñAnd sometimes I canôt understand why we have to investigate something 

which isépatently obvious that itôs trivial and itôs nonsense but we still have to 

investigate it.  And itôs very upsetting for people to be investigated." 

(Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

ñYouôre not even allowed to make a phone call to try to find out just a little bit 

about what happened." (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

ñThe other thing is, a good example [was when] a complaint came in, very 

brief, lacking in detail, and it would have been nice to be able to make some 

sort of preliminary enquiry to establish the background and what it was all 

about and we canôt do that.ò (Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

One suggestion from standards committee members is that perhaps it should be óall 

possible serious breaches of the codeô that must be investigated rather than óall 

possible breaches of the codeô.  

The monitoring officers request a minor breach route: 

ñA minor breach route would help.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñA minor breach route I agree would be good. Possibly within monitoring 

officer discretion so as not to convene an assessment sub committee which in 

my view could not conclude investigation.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñThe procedure is just too long to deal quickly with minor breaches when 

some sort of óno fault but offence causedô recognition of an issue could flush it 

out and put it behind. The procedure currently gives a long winded ówinner 

takes allô outcome which does nothing to move things forward positively.ò 

(Monitoring officer) 

Monitoring officers also suggest making some changes to the meetings held and the 

arrangements for holding meetings: 

ñThe process feels very bureaucratic but I suppose it has to be. I would like to 

see the "consideration meeting" removed so that a finding of breach by the 

investigator lead to a hearing and a finding of no breach meant no hearing.ò 

ñCould we get rid of the need to treat some of the meetings which will be held 

in private anyway as committee meetings with rules relating to notice etc 

which delay things?ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñWhy do we have to call a meeting just to decide how to respond to a report?ò 

(Monitoring officer) 
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Another view is that the code itself is becoming too restrictive, leading to a higher 

number of allegations: 

  "Theyôve over-egged everything, well you canôt even read The Sun without 

being flagged upò (Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

5.4 Perceptions of communications received in relation to the local 

filter  

(N.B. These questions were asked of monitoring officers and standards committee 

members only.) 

5.4.1 Which communications were most fundamental to the local filter? 

Standards committee members feel that it was communications received from the 

monitoring officers that were the most helpful to preparations for the local filter. There 

is little awareness of specific materials originating from SfE (possibly because 

monitoring officers are re-writing SfE documents and tailoring them to their own 

standards committees before passing them on?). 

In one group the most useful communication was a óthick set of case studiesô. Others 

talk about a óflowchartô (or óchecklistô, as it is called within some authorities) that they 

use to work through the actions that they need to take. 

5.4.2 Would stakeholders welcome any further advice/guidance on the local filter? 

Though not strictly advice and guidance related, one suggestion is that it would be 

helpful if SfE could address the dearth of local investigators. One group of standards 

committee members report that an investigator may need to work on numerous cases 

simultaneously. They would like SfE to lead on the recruitment and training of more 

investigators, and suggest targeting retired police officers and detectives. The 

monitoring officers also raise this same point: 

ñIt would be helpful if the SfE could provide help procure investigators (and 

pay for them!)ò (Monitoring officer) 

Monitoring officers also request the following clarification: 

ñéclarification of the position of a subject member prior to assessment 

hearing. In a case that was not investigated locally (it was referred to the 

Standards Board) I had the problem of the allegation (made by a member of 

the public) getting into the press and the member demanding to know details 

of what he was accused of (although I think he really knew!) and I was trying 

to hold the position that he could not be given a summary until the 

assessment panel had met - it was not a very satisfactory position.ò 

(Monitoring officer) 
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5.5 Views on networking opportunities for parish councillors  

Parish councillors do not feel that they would have the time to attend networking 

events dedicated to standards issues. They do not feel that they could prioritise 

standards over the many other issues that they deal with.  

Parish councillors are only interested in the framework as it applies to them. They are 

interested in reading case studies of the real-life situations that other parish councillors 

have found themselves in. Given their lack of time, parish councillors would like to 

receive the case studies as printed materials to read through in their own time, rather 

than making any form of commitment to taking part in networking. 

It is worth noting, however, that the issue of networking arises spontaneously in a 

couple of the groups with standards committee members. Committee members are 

interested in forming links with other standards committees in order to learn more 

about the practices of other authorities and share information. Some also feel that it 

would be useful to forge links so that they could outsource an investigation, if there 

were a particular need for a specific investigation to be seen to be independent. 
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6 Communication 

6.1 Views on current SfE communications (and suggested 

improvements) 

The majority of standards committee members receive óthe Bulletinô, and most feel that 

it is short, snappy and interesting. It is perceived to be useful and informative. 

Standards committee members particularly like the case studies and information on 

new policies. Some receive óthe Bulletinô via email; others read it because it is attached 

to the minutes or meeting agendas. One suggests that it could be improved if it were in 

black and white for easier printing and/or photocopying. 

Another piece of communications that is endorsed is the credit card sized pocket 

version of the code of conduct. It is well-liked for its handy size and simple guidance, 

acting as a useful reminder of the code. 

ñItôs a bit like the Ten Commandments, instead of carrying a great Bible, if you 

can have it on a little bit of paper.ò (Standards committee member, York) 

ñI just thought that was good because it was brief, to the point, and it didnôt 

get so complicated that I was going to be scared and put it away [or] end up 

binning it, and I think little pocket guides like that are a much better way 

because you get everything thatôs really going to affect you as a councillor ... 

[if a specific situation arises where the pocket guide is not enough], well thatôs 

not going to happen to every councillor and there is stuff on the website that 

you can probably go and find more details.ò (Backbencher, London) 

There is a request for all councillors to be issued with a copy of this pocket guide. 

There is some awareness that it is available electronically, but they feel that it would 

be useful for all councillors to be issued with a hard copy. 

óThe Bulletinô and ócredit card codeô not perceived as ótypicalô SfE communications. 

There is a sense amongst many standards committee members that SfE 

communications are usually lengthy, verbose documents. This perception often arises 

due to their experiences of reading the guidelines. Many state that their monitoring 

officer is their ótranslatorô of SfE text. Consequently, they request more concise 

information: 

ñMore concise form of information rather than volumes to read because I find 

you get involved in too many things, either too many things or nothing at all.  

Brief, chunky bits of information, easy to digest, quick to understand.ò 

(Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

"Use everyday language, if they did that the amount that comes out wouldnôt 

be so hard work." (Standards committee member, York) 

 ñThings that are too long.  Well the most recent guidelines really, trying to be 

too precise about the guidance and giving too much information and 
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consequently then making it more confusing because the information is too 

much, trying to interpret precisely between the two. So you might get two 

paragraphs about a particular thingéthen you have to interpret between the 

two paragraphs and read into it rather than it being clear and precise [as to] 

exactly what they are saying.ò (Standards committee member, York) 

Parish councillors were shown óthe Standardô during the course of the discussion. They 

had not seen the publication previously. In one of the three groups the Standard 

appealed to them. They liked the ójuicy gossipô style of some of the text (they 

particularly noted the mention of the councillors who were a married couple). They also 

liked the fact that óthe Standardô highlights the existence of the SfE website, as they 

had not really thought about visiting the website. 

ñPresumably if you go onto the website and you have a queryéyou can 

actually look [it up] yourself before you mention it to the clerk because there 

are some times where it is sensitive and you donôt want to put the cat among 

the pigeons unnecessarilyéOr flag up someoneôs name and seem to be 

mischief-making and occasion it can be quite useful to make your own 

inroads, canôt it?  So yes, I think thatôs very useful.ò (Parish councillor, 

Waverley) 

In the other two parish councillor groups, they felt that they do not have sufficient time 

to read regular publications such as óthe Standardô. They simply wanted to receive 

case study style examples of the real life situations that other parish councillors have 

found themselves in. 

6.2 Views on the current SfE website (and suggested improvements) 

Standards committee members were not regular users of the SfE website; most say 

that they visit perhaps a few times a year.  

ñIôve looked at it but I donôt go into it regularly.  I did it this year when I first 

came on board to try and get my heard around everything." (Standards 

committee member, Birmingham) 

ñTo be honest it's better in my opinion to look at your local guidance because 

at the end of the day thatôs specifically tailored for the local situation.ò 

(Standards committee member, Bristol) 

The parish councillors and backbenchers interviewed were not regular users of the 

website either. 

ñIt never crossed my mind [to visit the SfE website], I suppose it is because I 

havenôt had any reason to.  We are made aware of our rights and duties and 

we just get on with it.ò (Parish councillor, Waverley) 

However, there are a few suggested improvements: 
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 Heavily promote any simple and easy to read guidance that is posted to the site, 

as many expect that the SfE website will be a collection of lengthy and verbose 

documents ñthat we would not plough throughò; and 

 Enlarge the font size used on the site. 

 ñSeriously that struck me on the website, it's the font size, I mean it's the 

smallest Iôve ever seen on a website.ò (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

Parish councillors were asked about other websites that they use within their role as a 

councillor. The NALC website is described as a website that is óstraight to the pointô, 

with a great deal of accessible information.  

6.3 What communications would they like to receive from SfE? 

It is important to state that, regardless of the format of communications, most 

standards committee members, backbenchers and parish councillors would like 

communications to be filtered by their monitoring officer or town clerk. They do not 

want to simply be communicated with per se; though they are open to receiving 

information that is of specific relevance to them. 

 ñThereôs so much correspondenceéwhen it comes to me, Iôve got to 

download it, it has to go onto the hard drive on my laptop, which is getting 

very full.ò (Parish councillor, Waverley) 

ñWe get masses of this, you know, masses of paper to read through the post 

and when you do this, Iôm retired now so itôs not so bad, I can sit down after 

my breakfast and read all this stuff, and it puts me back to sleep again.ò 

(Parish councillor, Waverley) 

ñThe amount of paperwork that probably comes through most peopleôs homes 

is absolutely massive, weôve already got to spend a fair bit of time deciding do 

we download this or just delete it, and you're sitting there going through one 

after the other, thirty, forty, fifty perhaps at a time, and the more that's going, if 

you're going to add more to it it's just going to turn people off.ò (Parish 

councillor, Telford) 

In terms of format, stakeholders request that the really important information (by which 

most mean updates on the code and any illuminating case studies) be provided as a 

hard copy. There is a perception that important information is not always read if it is 

simply emailed round to everyone. If a hard copy is provided, perhaps attached to the 

council meeting agenda, there is a view that all attendees will formally read the 

documentation and consider it óimportantô. 

ñI also think that when you just email everyone and itôs all newsy, it also 

becomes optional and not important and [you think] óoh, just another emailô.  

Whereas if  itôs attached to the minutes of your policy and management 

committee, or your full council committee meetingéAnd this would be [for 

example] your quarterly standards update and it would be minuted that 
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councillors had read it and therefore it becomes an item on the minutes, itôs 

formalépeople then understand how important it is.ò (Parish councillor, 

Waverley) 

ñI think all the factual stuff should be probably printed but the [less important] 

information stuff could be emailed.ò (Parish councillor, Lancs.) 

When asked whether they would prefer long documents or short fact sheets, all 

answer that short fact sheets are far more useful. 

"Just very simple bullet points as to what the main things are so that even if 

they donôt read through the whole thing theyôve got a rough idea of how they 

are meant to behave.ò (Standards committee member, York) 

As most are not regular users of the website, it is unsurprising that there is little 

apparent awareness of any existing fact sheets. It therefore seems that most 

stakeholder groups are not sufficiently heavy users of the website to have noticed the 

fact sheets. For example, one standards committee member in Bristol requests a 

prejudicial interest fact sheet as he feels this would be really helpful to councillors. 

Clearly there is a need to more overtly promote the existing website content. 

It is also worth noting that, following on from earlier points made by some standards 

committee members about the role and value of SfE as an organisation, some 

standards committee members would like to hear more about the role of SfE before 

they judge how SfE could support them best. These stakeholders are able to 

contribute to discussions about, for example, their preferred formats for various types 

of communications. However, crucially, they do not currently understand the remit of 

SfE. They feel the need to understand more about how SfE is contributing to their work 

before they pass meaningful judgements as to the information, advice and guidance 

that would be most useful to them. 

ñI mean as long as youôve got someone laying down the legislation and the 

guidelines under which we operate, I mean basically the Standards Board or 

Standards for England could pack up tomorrow and we would just all carry on 

functioning....I don't mean make them feel that they're doing a useful by keep 

sending out lots of paper, but really they're not affecting the way we operate 

as a Standards Committee in any way,ò (Standards committee member, 

Bristol) 

6.3.1 Topic areas where they would like to receive more advice/guidance 

Parish councillors request: 

  More case studies of real life allegations made against other parish councillors. 

 Greater clarity in relation to the prejudicial interest issue. 

Backbenchers also request: 

 Information about what their local standards committee actually does.  
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 Information on whether SfE can provide any advice and guidance in relation to 

differences of opinion within their own political party, for example if they feel 

bullied within their own party if they have a different political stance or viewpoint 

to that of the party whip.  

 ñAlso when our allowances were increased I said that I wanted to abstain on 

it because I felt it was inappropriate to give ourselves a 48% increase, but I 

was threatened with a fate worse than death if I didnôt vote with the 

party...and it is these internal things which really the Standards Board For 

England can't help you with it because if you [did make an allegation] they'd 

just become a closed shop, they'd say óoh we wouldnôt behave like that.ôò 

(Backbencher, London) 

Standards committee members request: 

 More information on other standards committee practices. 

 More guidance on sanctions and proportionality.  

 More guidance for dual-hatted members. 

 More information on the prejudicial interest issue. 

Monitoring officers request: 

 More information on other standards committee practices. 

 More advice on overlap with Freedom of Information and Data Protection 

legislation; and disclosure generally in the context of Local Assessment.  

 More guidance for dual- hatted members. 

 More guidance specifically for parish members. 

ñMainly around "close associate" - everyone in a parish knows everyone else 

- and it causes a lot of confusion - also around dispensations for parishes, 

and perhaps planning as well.ò (Monitoring officer) 

 More guidance on sanctions. 

 Further case study examples: 

ñI would find case examples on difficult issues helpful, maybe a summary of 

the law and the issues to be considered and Standards Board policy, practice 

and current thinking. Am thinking of areas like complaints concerning political 

leaflets and when is a councillor not a councillor (even though everyone 

thinks they are!)ò (Monitoring officer) 

 More guidance on mediation. 
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6.3.2 Case studies: perceptions of why there is such high demand and format 

preferences 

The vast majority of stakeholders welcome the concept of case study examples that 

illustrate situations that have arisen in local authorities, with details of how the code of 

conduct was breached and any relevant sanctions. It seems that case studies provide 

an accessible insight into the real-life application of the code. Backbenchers and 

parish councillors are interested in the context of the various breaches of the code, in 

order to broaden their own understanding of their responsibilities under the code.  

Naturally, standards committee members are interested from a slightly different 

perspective. 

ñOutlines cases that have been dealt with elsewhere that you can benefit from 

the experience of another authority dealing with something.ò (Standards 

committee member, Birmingham) 

ñItôs illuminating to see what a high threshold actually has to be triggered 

before youôre in breach of the code of conduct." (Standards committee 

member, Birmingham) 

Monitoring officers feel that case studies are a really useful training stimulus. 

In relation to preferred format, standards committee members suggest that they be 

incorporated into the Bulletin. One suggestion is that an outline of the case study could 

go into the Bulletin, along with a signpost as to where on the website case studies can 

be accessed. Those who were particularly interested in a specific case could then 

access much greater detail by visiting the website. 

"So if you had say half a dozen cases three times a year so you could give 

you a perspective of what  Is happening around the country and what youôre 

involved in." (Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

Monitoring officers would welcome an improved search function in relation to the 

online case studies: 

ñCase reports are very useful for training and for use as reference. Access via 

web would be best and would help if the searching functionality was 

improved.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñYes case examples and better searching capability particularly on the APE 

website.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñI would like greater flexibility to search by different criteria such as type of 

breach. The existing search facility doesn't seem to function well because it 

often returns nil results to searches.ò (Monitoring officer) 

As previously stated, parish councillors request that the case studies be provided by 

the clerk, perhaps attached to the full council meeting agenda three or four times a 
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year. They say that if case studies were in hard copy format and actually present at the 

meeting, they would be formally read by all. 

6.4 Views on the annual assembly in Birmingham 

Backbenchers and parish councillors do not perceive the annual assembly as relevant 

to them. They imagine that the event is targeted at standards committee members 

only. They cannot see themselves having the time and/or funds to attend such an 

event. Typically they feel that, though standards are very important, they are unable to 

prioritise standards to such an extent. When asked how the event could be made more 

relevant to them, they are unsure why SfE would want to target them.  

When asked if the assembly could be replaced by another event with greater 

relevance to them, backbenchers and parish councillors again wonder why SfE wants 

to target them specifically. They do not perceive a need to make the event relevant to 

parish councillors. 

Some standards committee members and monitoring officers have attended the 

annual assembly, and most who have attended found it a useful experience: 

ñI found it quite useful when I went to the Standards Conference last year that 

quite a few things that had been a bit woolly before suddenly made sense. I 

wonôt say all the conference made sense, but certain parts did. I found that 

easier. I think the bulletins then became clearer after that as well.ò (Standards 

committee member, Luton) 

ñIt has got practical workshops that give you a taster of whatôs going on 

elsewhere in the country and you are able to see application of things and it 

has also got very overviews, giving you can overview of something... It was 

very good. ñ(Standards committee member, York) 

ñThe conference was very well run; it was very useful. It is about the only 

contact I have generally directly with the standards regulators.ò (Standards 

Committee member, Luton) 

"Itôs very professionally doneé Good speakers, good breakout sessions.  If 

Iôve got a criticism at all, itôs that they try to do too much in too short a time." 

(Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

ñI think itôs a very useful event and has become an established fixture in the 

calendar. I found that the IM's think it is very useful as it is an opportunity to 

network with others. Also useful for elected members in trying to get across 

the value of the Standards Framework within local government.ò (Monitoring 

officer) 

ñUseful in ensuring I am up to date with standards issues, and also learning 

from best practice through the workshop sessions [and] breakout groups.ò 

(Monitoring officer) 
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There was very little criticism. One or two standards committee members said that 

they would have preferred a weekend conference due to their Monday to Friday work 

commitments. One standards committee member had had a negative experience of 

one of the group sessions: 

ñLast year certainly one of the group sessions, I actually wrote that it was a 

waste of time, it was one about Parish Councils and I think, well I can say to 

you what I said on my report to the Standards Board, é [it] was a shame 

because there were a lot of people there and it was a very well filled session, 

but it missed the point and my colleague who went to one of the other ones é 

the others were absolutely fantastic, so it was just the luck of the draw.ò 

(Standards Committee member, Luton) 

Those standards committee members who have not attended the event often cite a 

lack of funds as the reason why they have not been. They feel attendance can be 

expensive, particularly if a long journey and overnight accommodation are required.  

 ñWe are doing all the work for them that [SfE] used to do so they should have 

some surplus money somewhere.ò (Standards committee member, York) 

Some suggest that the event could be made more accessible by holding a series of 

regional events rather than a single national event.  

ñIt is not possible for all of us to go to the conference and this is why in the 

past we have suggested that there might be regional events at which the 

Standards Board are represented so that we can all get to know them a little 

bit better and about what they do.ò (Standards committee member, Luton) 

ñLast one was good, timely and very useful but it must cost the earth and I 

think it's time for a complete re think.ò (Monitoring officer) 

In one standards committee group, stakeholders explain how their region has already 

set up its own independent membersô group. They hold their own conference for their 

region, saving on travel and accommodation costs. They suggest that SfE could 

sponsor other regions so that they could set up similar regional groups. 

However, other standards committee members are less keen on regional events as 

they feel that regional events do not offer the same calibre of networking opportunities. 

6.5 Why are stakeholders still requesting more information? 

When asked why stakeholders are requesting more information despite SfE increasing 

the amount of information they provide, the following observations were made by 

respondents: 

 Stakeholders may be saying that they would like more information simply 

because the existing information is not reaching them (perhaps, for example, 

because few appear to be regular users of the SfE website). 

 Stakeholders are keen to receive relevant information rather than more 

information per se. For example, as previously stated, parish councillors would 
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like access to case study summaries of allegations made and any actions taken 

against other parish councillors. 

 Given that many perceive that SfE information is often lengthy and verbose, 

perhaps stakeholders are actually asking for greater clarity of existing 

information: 

ñMaybe they're not quite hitting the nail on the head when they're providing 

information so people are really saying they need more clarification (of the 

information) provided.ò (Standards committee member, Bristol) 

 Stakeholders do not always understand SfEôs remit, which may mean that they 

tend to say they would like more information simply because they do not fully 

understand what SfE do (i.e. it may be a natural response to say óyesô to more 

information under those circumstances).  This would therefore imply that it would 

be helpful to provide information about SfEôs role and remit. 

6.6 Timeliness of communications 

Standards committee members feel that it is important to have certain communications 

on time, such as guidelines for case work. 

ñWell there are deadlines, arenôt there?  There are timed deadlines that we 

have to work to as committee members when things come in.  And you have 

to do it by so many days, so many weeks.  When things go up to the 

standards board, you can be waiting what seems like an eternity - 8 months, 

12 months - for them to get back.  Now I appreciate they might be very, very 

busy, have a big workload or something or even when the monitoring officers 

have asked for advice, weôve sometimes gone a couple of meetings where a 

member have said, you know, have they come back to us on this yet?  And 

they havenôt.ò (Standards committee member, Birmingham) 

Standards committee members often say they would not be interested in seeing a draft 

copy of a document; they would want to wait and see the final version once the 

guidance has been finalised. They see little point in them studying a document only for 

there to be subsequent changes. They would far rather wait until the document is 

approved.  

However, a few standards committee members do show some interest in seeing an 

early version of the documentation if SfE is actually requesting feedback from 

standards committees on the document.  

Monitoring officers are more interested in seeing draft copies of documentation, but not 

if the process risks becoming confused with many different versions of guidance. One 

suggestion is that monitoring officers could opt to receive early drafts if they so wish. 

ñI think if the SfE is to continue to operate it should let us know whatôs coming 

out and when - drafts may be useful in ensuing final guidance is correct, but 

may add delay and cause confusion with different versions flying around. If 
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there is new legislation and procedures required then it is important that we 

know when these will be provided.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñSight of the planned work programme would be useful, as would early 

drafts.ò (Monitoring officer) 

6.7 Should the training on the code be mandatory? 

Most standards committee members and monitoring officers would ideally like to see 

training on the code made mandatory, although some are unsure as to how that would 

work in practice. They say that training on the code is mandatory in that it is part of the 

induction of new councillors. Aside from intervention from SfE, they are unsure of what 

further steps could be taken to ensure new councillors attend training. Backbenchers 

and parish councillors also say that it might help if training on the code were 

mandatory, as currently there is poor attendance at many of the training and/or 

induction sessions set up for councillors. They suggest a refresher course for longer 

serving councillors also. 

"So where there is the grounds of ignorance, really, that defence doesnôt 

stand up anymore because theyôre all fully trained." (Standards committee 

member, Birmingham) 

ñTraining on the Code should be made mandatory. In my authority the 

members who most need it are the ones who do not attend.ò (Monitoring 

officer) 

ñYes [training] should be made mandatory, we are trying to get council to 

agree this and if members donôt attend then some form of sanction but difficult 

to get buy in , think will achieve in the end but would be so much simpler if 

was national directive.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñAs a new MO, I am staggered at the low baseline of knowledge in relation to 

the code. I would support mandatory training and am planning to bring this in 

after the local election. But if this were a national requirement then there 

could be an automatic sanction.ò (Monitoring officer) 

However, one standards committee member explains how their standards committee 

have asserted themselves with regards to the importance of attending training on the 

code: 

"The year before the last incident with that particular councillor I had written to 

all the group leaders and said that [should] the councillors who do not 

undertake the training find themselves in breach of the code, we may well 

consider it to be an aggravating feature [that they did not attend training]." 

(Standards committee member, Luton) 

One monitoring officer states that his authority has already made training mandatory: 
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ñWe have made training on the code mandatory for all our District Council 

members - it helps raise awareness early on of the requirements of the code.ò 

(Monitoring officer) 

6.8 Monitoring officersô views on the helpline 

There is positive feedback on the helpline, with some comments suggesting that the 

service callers receive has improved over the past 12 months. 

ñInitially I found the help line to be unhelpful - but over the last 12 months the 

experience has been very good.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñInitially advice was unclear and conflicted, depended on who you talked to. 

Now the access is very good, advice is as clear as possible and the attitude is 

supportive.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñHave used it recently and found it responsive and helpful - top marks.ò 

(Monitoring officer) 

ñLogged call, contact within 24hrs, spoke to member of legal team on an 

interests point and got clear concise advice (which agreed with my view!)ò 

(Monitoring officer) 

ñI have used the MO helpline and found it very usefulò (Monitoring officer) 

One monitoring officer was unaware of the helpline, perhaps indicating a need for 

more awareness raising publicity. 

ñI didn't know that there was one! Now I do know I will try it.ò (Monitoring 

officer) 

6.9 Monitoring officersô views on networking  

Monitoring officers welcome the development of peer and local/regional networks. 

ñYes I would definitely find that very helpful. I have had to forage my own way 

and find my own MO mentor in another authority. ACSeS is helpful but not all 

MOs are members.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñI would find a network of authorities dealing with similar issues very helpful, 

particularly to talk through and try out different approaches, and maybe 

provide an informal view on performance improvement over time.ò (Monitoring 

officer) 

There is some suggestion that a number of authorities may already have some form of 

networking in place. 

ñWe already have some networking established to a certain extent. We have 

a county wide Monitoring Officersô group, and also a joint standards 
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committee chairs/MO group that meets twice yearly to discuss standards 

issues.ò (Monitoring officer) 

ñThe MO within the County set it up. The SfE have talked to one of the 

sessions when the revised code came out. We need to regularise the 

meetings/agendas but they are useful. Advantages are that we have a clear 

picture of what is happening across the county, the MO are able to offer each 

other mutual support, the Chairs, etc, get to know one another and can share 

isssues, concerns. Disadvantages, travelling because we live in such a huge 

County and itôs difficult getting everyone together sometimes. Depends what 

SfE set up was, but at moment would probably prefer to improve and continue 

what we already have.ò (Monitoring officer) 

There is a request that SfE provide content for delivery at any such networking event. 

ñIt would be helpful for SfE to provide content/speakers for networking 

events.ò (Monitoring officer) 

Monitoring officers envisage that the networking would involve face to face meetings; 

however there could also be an online network that they could access in between 

meetings. They say that they would be prepared to travel up to one hour/one and a 

half hours to attend a face to face meeting. 
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7 Appendices 

The focus groups lasted 1.5 hrs, and the topic guides included numerous issues to 

discuss within that timeframe. Given the very tight timeframes involved, SfE indictaed 

which questions within each topic guide were the ópriority areasô. Within each guide, 

the priority questions are highlighted in yellow text. In some cases text is also crossed-

through. The crossed-through questions were those questions that SfE deemed the 

least important. 

7.1 Topic guide used with parish councillors 

 

Standards for England ï Parish Councillors  

Topic guide (90 mins) N.B. This topic guide covers many of the same issues as the 2007 
guide. However, in order to focus more specifically upon the website and other issues 
highlighted this time, some 2007 questions that we consider either unlikely to have changed 
or of less relevance in 2009 have been removed. 

 

INTRODUCTION AND WARM UP  10 MINUTES 

 Welcome and thank you for taking part in the group  

 Moderator name, independent researcher from BMG Research  

 Project commissioned by Standards for England (whom you will have previously 

known as Standards Board for England).  
 Participants a re all parish/town councillors based across the local area.   
 The aim of the research is to explore parish councillorsô views on Standards for 

England and in particular the way in which it communicates with you.  SfE is 

particularly keen to look at construc tive ways of improving how they 

communicate with parish councillors.  
 We are also consulting separately with Monitoring Officers, backbench councillors 

and members of Standards Committees.  
 In particular, we want to look further  at some of  the issues arising  from a postal 

survey undertaken by BMG early this year ï which you may have taken part in  

 SFE will use the findings of the research to help improve the a dvice and guidance 

they provide and other policy development.  

 EXPLAIN CONFIDENTIALITY AND MICROPHONE AND SEEK PERMISSION TO 

RECORD. 

 First of all, perhaps you could each tell me a bit about yourselfé? 

 Your first name  

 Name of your parish council  

 Political party represented (if any)  

 Length of time as a parish councillor  

 Any special responsibilities held?  

 Whether or not a member of local standar ds committee now or previously  

AWARENESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF SFE 15 MINUTES 

 Since the local standards framework was introduced, do you now feel you 

know more about the role of the local standards committee?  

 To what ext ent do you feel it is important for parish councilors to have:  



Appendices 

46 

 

 A full understanding of Standards for Englandôs role? 

 A good working relationship with Standards for England?  

 Awareness of the outcomes of recent investigations locally/nationally  

 Would you say  you personally have a full understanding of Standards for 

Englandôs role? Why/why not? 

 Would you say you personally have a good working relationship with Standards 

for England? Why/why not?  

 Would you say that you are aware of the outcomes of recent invest igations 

locally? What about nationally?  

 Overall, how satisfied are you with the work of  Standards  for England ?   

 Why do you say that?  

 How satisfied are you with your local standards committee?  

 Where have your views on Standards for England come from? (Ben chmark 

against 07) First hand experience/read something/hearsay?  

 And what has formed your impressions of your local standards committee?  

 What sort of investigations, if any, have been conducted locally?   

 What has been the impact of these?  

 In the survey t hat BMG completed earlier this year, we found that town and 

parish members had lower scores in terms of their level of satisfaction with SFE, 

as compared to other stakeholder groups.  

 Can you think of any reasons why town and parish members may be 

less sat isfied?  

 Do you feel that you perhaps have less need for SFE/less need to 

interact with SFE? (so perhaps parish members are less satisfied 

simply because they have less contact)  

 Or  do you feel that the lower satisfaction is perhaps due to 

something that the  SFE are not doing? If so, how could they better 

engage parish members?  

 (If not already arisen) can you think of any reasons why parish 

members would be more resistant to the code (as this is something 

else highlighted in our survey)?  

 Is there anything tha t SFE could do to better meet the needs of parish 

members? What?  

STANDARDS OF BEHAVIOUR 10 MINUTES 

 Has the behaviour of elected members and parish councilors changed in recent 

years?  Why?  

 IF THEY FEEL BEHAVIOUR HAS IMPROVED/WORSENED ï in what areas?  

 What  makes you feel behaviour has improved/worsened?   

 What evidence/examples can you give?  

 And why do you think behaviour has improved (or worsened)?  Prompt  

 Better awareness of rules of behaviour  

 What has led to this, e.g. is it the support and guidance tha t has 

helped build awareness, or simply the time lapsed since the Code 

of Conduct was introduced?  

 Fear of being caught/threat of sanctions  

 Have poorly behaved councilors left?  

 Recent focus on dignity in the workplace  

 SFE investigating fewer cases  

 Framewor k now operating at a local level  

 Do you think  the public have noticed an improvement in member behaviour, since 

the framework ówent localô, or    not?  

 What are the factors behind this do you think?  

 Would you personally benefit from advice on how to deal with local media or 

the public on standards issues? EXPLORE  

 Has the Code helped or hindered you in your role?  



Appendices 

47 

 

 Explore prejudicial interest issue -  is it hampering debate? is more guidance 

required?  

 The 2009 quantitative survey suggested that not all stand ards committees ha ve  a 

high profile  (both internally and externally) . Why do you think that is? What else 

could they do? Is there anything you think SfE could do to help raise their 

profiles?  

THE STANDARDS FRAMEWORK ï GENERAL DISCUSSION AND IMPACT OF 
CHANGES   15 MINUTES 

 What do you know about the local filter ï which started in May 2008?  

 How do you feel about this?  

 How has the framework going local affected your parish?  

 Does your standards committee have a high profile locally?  

 What are the pros and cons o f conducting investigations locally?  

 Do you feel that taking  a local approach is a better way of working? Why/why 

not?  

 How well has the local approach óbedded inô within your parish? Why?  

 Any ideas as to what could help the new local approach become more f irmly 

embedded into local government?  

 Is there any information or support that the SFE could provide to help with 

this process? What?  

 SfE are interested in your views on whether it would be helpful for there to be 

more networking opportunities, where you c ould meet with others to discuss the 

local framework and application of the code and learn more about how it is 

relevant to parish council lors. What do you think about the value of developing 

peer and County/ local/regional networks?   

 Do you currently have  any experience of peer/local/regional networks?  

 What sort of advice would you like to be able to get?  

 Should there be a way of talking to authorities whoôve had experience of 

similar issues?  

 Should they share training?  

 Should networks be virtual or face t o face?  

[Background:  we want to test their feelings towards supporting getting information 

directly from their county associations. This may relate to region al meetings that they 

may have]  

COMMUNICATION 40 MINUTES  

 What sort of communication, if any, do yo u receive from Standards for England?   

o Is this written/email/phone/personal contact?   

o Is it advice, guidance, or something else?  

o How regularly do you hear from the SFE? 

 And what experience do you have of contacting them directly, if any? (Please 

describe  this and the impression it made on you)  

 Does the information you receive from them come direct from Standards for 

England, or via your Monitoring Officer?  

 What are your views on the current communication you receive?  SHOW 

EXAMPLES OF CURRENT PUBLICATIONS  

 Is it satisfactory ? 

 If not, how could it be improved?  

 Do you get the right amount of information from Standards for England ?  Or too 

much/too little?  EXPLORE  (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Would you like to receive more regular communication from Standa rds for 

England ? How regular?  

 What would you like to receive?  
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 News on the current work of the Standards for England  

 Events  

 News from the parish sector  

 News on the standards framework  

 Something else?  

 How would you like to receive the information? Why?  

 Would  you prefer information direct from SFE, or via another source, such as 

your Monitoring Officer, clerk, or another body (NALC or County 

Associations)? Why? (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Prompt (if not arisen) printed material (pros, cons?); email (pros,  cons?)  

 What information should Standards for England send via email? Why is email 

the most suitable format?  

 What information should Standards for England send as printed materials? 

Why is print the most suitable format?  

 What information do you feel counci lors should access via the SfE website (i.e. 

information that should be available as a resource for councilors to access for 

themselves as and when needed)?  

 What more advice and guidance would you like to receive from Standards for 

England? (are there any  gaps in your current knowledge of the ethical 

framework? Any areas that where your understanding of the framework is not as 

complete as you would like?)  

 e.g. bullying, interests, chairing, pressures on MOs. Other examples from the 

quant survey: good pract ice, sanctions guidance and alternative action, more 

guidance for dual -hatted members, information on how to deal with public 

perceptions locally and information on other authoritiesô standards 

committeesô practices.  

 What format would you like to receive this information in? (NB Currently SfE 

assume that they want less detailed information. Is this assumption correct?)  

 

 Have you visited the SFE website?  

 (If yes) what prompted you to visit the website?  

 What were your views on the website?  

 Has anyone notice d any recent changes to the website?  EXPLORE  

 Any suggestions as to how the website could be further improved?  

 (If no) have you considered visiting the website? Why/why not?  

 Do you use any other websites in relation to your role as councilor?  What do you 

like/dislike about them?  

 

 Have you attended Standards for Englandôs Annual Assembly in Birmingham? 

 What do you think about it? Is it relevant to you?  

 Do you think it should be replaced with a different sort of event? If so, what?  

 What sort of topic areas w ould you like the Assembly to cover, so it will be 

relevant to you in the future?  

SUMMING UP  5 MINUTES 

 SUM UP MAIN FINDINGS OF GROUP  

 Any other comments?  

 THANK AND CLOSE  
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7.2 Topic guide used with backbenchers 

Standards for England ïBackbench Councillors  

Topic guide (90 mins) N.B. This topic guide covers many of the same issues as the 2007 
guide. However, in order to focus more specifically upon the website and other issues 
highlighted this time, some 2007 questions that we consider either unlikely to have changed 
or of less relevance in 2009 have been removed. 

 

INTRODUCTION AND WARM UP  10 MINUTES 

 Welcome and thank you for taking part in the group  

 Moderator name; independent researcher from BMG Research  

 Project commissioned by Standards for England (whom you will have previously 

known as Standards Board for England).  

 The aim of this part of the research is to explore councillorsô views on the 
Standards for England , and in particular the way in which Standards for England  

communicates with you.   
 We are also co nsulting separately with parish councillors, monitoring officers and 

members of Standards Committees.  
 In particular, we want to look further at some of  the issues arising from a postal 

survey undertaken by BMG early this year ï which you may have taken par t in.  

 SFE will use the findings of the research to help improve the advice and guidance 

they provide  and other policy development .  

 EXPLAIN CONFIDENTIALITY AND MICROPHONE AND SEEK PERMISSION TO 

RECORD. 

 First of all, perhaps you could each tell me a bit abou t yourselfé? 

 Your first name  

 Your authority name  

 Political party represented  

 Length of time as a councillor  

 Any special responsibilities held?  

AWARENESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF STANDARDS FOR ENGLAND 10 MINUTES 

 What comes to mind when you think about Standards f or England?  

 How close or distant do you feel about it?  

 What do you know about the role of Standards for England ? (Benchmark changes 

since 2007)  

 Do you feel you know more about your local standards committee? What is 

the role of the local standards committ ee?  

 Overall, how satisfied are you with the work of Standards  for England ?   

 Why do you say that?  

 Again, what about your local standards committee?  

 Where have your views on Standards for England  come from?  First hand 

experience/read something/hearsay?  (B enchmark changes since 2007)  

 And how have your impressions been formed of your local standards 

committee?  

 What sort of investigations, if any, have been conducted locally?   

 What has been the impact of these?  
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STANDARDS OF BEHAVIOUR  10 MINUTES 

 Has the be haviour of elected members and parish councillors changed in recent 

years?  Why?  

 IF THEY FEEL BEHAVIOUR HAS IMPROVED/WORSENED ï in what areas?  

 What makes you feel behaviour has improved/worsened?   

 What evidence/examples can you give?  

 And why do you think  behaviour has improved (or worsened)?  Prompt  

 Better awareness of rules of behaviour  

 What has led to this, e.g. is it the support and guidance that has 

helped build awareness, or simply the time lapsed since the Code 

of Conduct was introduced?  

 Fear of be ing caught/threat of sanctions  

 Have poorly behaved councilors left?  

 Recent focus on dignity in the workplace  

 SFE investigating fewer cases  

 Framework now operating at a local level  

 Would you imagine the public have noticed an improvement in member 

behaviour , since the framework ówent localô, or not?  

 What are the factors behind this do you think?  

 Would you personally benefit from advice on how to deal with local media or 

the public on standards issues? EXPLORE 

 Has the Code helped or hindered you in your rol e?  

 Explore prejudicial interest issue -  is it hampering debate ? is more guidance 

required?  

THE STANDARDS FRAMEWORK ï GENERAL DISCUSSION AND IMPACT OF 
CHANGES  15 MINUTES 

 What do you know about the standards framework going local  ï which started in 

May 200 8? 

 Do you feel that taking a local approach is a better way of working? Why/why 

not?  

 How satisfied are you with the work of your standards committee?  

 Do you know how  your standards committee responded to their greater 

responsibilities for the local standar ds framework?  

 Is there any information or support the SFE could provide to help with this 

process? What?  

 How has the framework going local affected your authority?  

 Does your standards committee have a high profile?  

 What are the pros and cons of conductin g investigations locally?  

 How do you imagine the changes have affectedé  

 Monitoring Officers? (and how have the changes affected your own 

relationship with monitoring officers, as councillors?)  

 Standards Committee Members? (and how have the changes affecte d your 

own relationship with standards co mmittee members, as councillors ?)  

 The Cabinet/Executive members? (and how have the changes affected your 

own relationship w ith the Cabinet, as councillors?)  

 Do you consider the process laid out by the current framew ork in terms of 

reporting breaches, considering and referring cases and reaching outcomes to be 

sufficiently streamlined? More or less than before? How do you feel it could be 

more streamlined?  

 The 2009 quantitative survey suggested that not all standards committees have  a 

high profile with the public (both internally and externally). Why do you think that 

is? What else could they do? Is there anything you think SfE could do to help 

raise their profiles?  

 Why do think the public have less confidence in accou ntability mechanisms, when 

compared to other stakeholders?   
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COMMUNICATION  40 MINUTES 

 Formats/Channels  

 What do you need and want from Sf E publications?  

 What do you think of Standards for England publications?  

 How useful are they  

 How could these be improved  to help you more?  

 What do you think of the SfE website?  

 Again, how useful is it?  

 Has anyone noticed any recent changes to the website? EXPLORE  

 How could it be improved to help you more?  

 What would make you more likely to visit the website/visit it more 

regularly?  

 Do you use any other websites in relation to your role?  Which ones?  What do 

you like/dislike about them?  

 And what experience do you have of contacting them directly, if any? (Please 

describe this and the impression it made on you)  

 Does the info rmation you receive from them come direct from Standards for 

England, or via your Monitoring Officer?  

 Would you prefer information direct from SFE, or via your Monitoring Officer? 

Why? (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Do you get the right amount of informa tion from Standards for England?  Or too 

much/too little?  EXPLORE (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Topics/Areas of Advice  

 What more advice and guidance would you like to receive from Standards for 

England? (Are there any gaps in your current knowledge of the ethical 

framework? Any areas that where your understanding of the framework is not as 

complete as you would like?)  

 Prompt examples from the quant survey: good practice, sanctions guidance 

and alternative action, more guidance for dual -hatted members, information 

on how to deal with public perceptions locally and information on other 

authoritiesô standards committeesô practices.  

 Our postal survey suggests that there is still massive demand for case law 

examples. Why do you think that this is? How do yo u ideally want to access these 

(many are available on the web)  

 How do you feel about training on the Code of Conduct? If this was made 

mandatory, what effect do you think it would have?  

 Based upon what you have seen so far, how would you describe the advi ce and 

guidance Standards for England produces?   

 PROBE FORMAT, CONCISENESS, RELEVANCE, CLARITY, USEFULNESS OF 

PUBLICATIONS (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Structure/style  

 In terms of clarity, how could the publications be improved? (Language/style?  

Subj ect matter?  Structure?)  

 Would you prefer a small number of long detailed documents, or a large number 

of short factsheets dealing with one issue at a time?  (benchmark ï changes since 

2007)  

 Could the publications be improved in any other ways?  EXPLORE  

 EXPLORE LIKES ABOUT ANY EXAMPLES OF CLEAR COMMUNICATION WHICH 

RESPONDENTS HAVE BROUGHT TO THE GROUP.  What could SFE learn from 

these?  

 Conferences  

 Have you attended Standards for Englandôs Annual Assembly in Birmingham? 

 What do you think about it? Is it rele vant to you?  

 Do you think it should be replaced with a different sort of event? If so, what?  

 What sort of topic areas would you like the Assembly to cover, so it will be 

relevant to you in the future?  
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 SFE have increased the amount of information that they provide over recent 

years. However, in our most recent research, we have found that many 

stakeholders are still seeking more information . Any views on why this might be?   

  (Timeliness of Communications) Standards for England , as you know, produces 

various pieces of written guidance and documentation. Do you feel that it is 

important for Standards  for England  to set out /let you know  when certain pieces 

of (for example guidance) will be produced?  

  

 Examples of occasions when it is very important that they set out clearly 

when documents will be provided  

 Examples of occasions when it is less important that they set out clearly w hen 

documents will be provided  

SUMMING UP  5 MINUTES 

 To what extent do you think SFE meets the needs of councillors?  Why do you say 

tha t? What about the specifc needs of London councillors/ London Backbench 

councillors?  

 What, if anything, would you like Standards for England to do (or improve) to 

better meet the needs of people in your roles?  

 SUM UP MAIN FINDINGS OF GROUP  

 Any other comme nts?  

 THANK AND CLOSE  
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7.3 Topic guide used with standards committee members 

          Standards Committee Members  

Topic guide (90 mins) N.B. This topic guide covers many of the same issues as the 2007 
guide. However, in order to focus more specifically upon the website and other issues 
highlighted this time, some 2007 questions that we consider either unlikely to have changed 
or of less relevance in 2009 have been removed. 

INTRODUCTION AND WARM UP  10 MINS 

 Welcome and thank you for taking part in the group  

 Mode rator name, independent researcher from BMG Research  

 Project commissioned by the Standards for England (whom you will have 

previously known as Standards Board for England). Participants are all members 

of Standards Committees (local authority/park/fire/poli ce)  

 We are also consulting separately with parish councillors, Monitoring Officers and 

backbench councillors.  
 The aim of this part of the research is to explore Standards Committee membersô 

experience and perceptions of Standards for England, its communica tions and the 

Code of Conduct.   
 In particular, we want to look further at some of  the issues arising from a postal 

survey undertaken by BMG early this year ï which you may have taken part in  

 SfE will use the findings of the research to help improve the a dvice and guidance 

they provide and policy development  

 EXPLAIN CONFIDENTIALITY AND MICROPHONE AND SEEK PERMISSION TO 

RECORD. 

 First of all, perhaps you could each tell me a bit about yourselfé? 

 Your first name  

 Which Standards Committee you serve on  

 Your rol e on the Standards Committee  

 Length of time you have stood on the Standards Committee  

 How you came to join the Standards Committee ï particular interest in ethics?  

AWARENESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF SFE 10 MINS 

 What comes to mind when you think about Standards f or England?  

 How close or distant do you feel about it?  

 To what extent overall are you satisfied with the work of the Standards for 

England?  Why do you say that?  

 Where have your perceptions of SfE come from? First hand experience/read 

something/hearsay?  

 What sort of investigations, if any, have been conducted locally?  What has been 

the impact of these?  

STANDARDS OF BEHAVIOUR 1O MINS 

 Has the behaviour of elected members changed in recent years?  Why?  

 IF THEY FEEL BEHAVIOUR HAS IMPROVED/WORSENED ï in what ar eas?  

 What makes you feel behaviour has improved/worsened?  

 What evidence/examples can you give?  

 What factors have brought about/contributed to this change? Eg  

 Better awareness of rules of behaviour  

 What has led to this, e.g. is it the support and guidanc e that has 

helped build awareness, or simply the time lapsed since the Code 

of Conduct was introduced?  

 Fear of being caught/threat of sanctions  
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 Have poorly behaved councilors left?  

 Recent focus on dignity in the workplace  

 SFE investigating fewer cases  

 Framework now operating at a local level  

 Do you feel the public have noticed an improvement in member behaviour since 

the framework went local, or not?   

 What are the factors behind this do you think?  

 Would you personally benefit from advice on how to deal w ith local 

media or the public on standards issues? What sort of 

advice/guidance?  

 What are your views on the prejudicial interest issue -  is it hampering deb ate? is 

more guidance required?  

THE STANDARDS FRAMEWORK ï GENERAL DISCUSSION AND IMPACT OF 
CHANGES 2O MINS 

 Overall, what has been the impact of the standards framework going local? (in 

May 2008)  

 Do you feel that taking a local approach is a better way of working? Why/why 

not?  

 How has your standards committee responded to their greater responsibilities f or 

the local standards framework?  

 Is there any information or support the SFE could provide to help with this 

process? What?  

 What are the  pros and cons of conducting investigations locally?  

 Which communications were most fundamental to your preparation fo r the 

changes?  

 How have the changes affected the relationship between SC Members and 

Mon itoring Officers ? 

 How have the changes affected the relationship between SC Members  and 

Councillors ? 

 Cabinet vs Backbenchers?  

 Do you consider the process laid out by th e current framework in terms of 

reporting breaches, considering and referring cases and reaching outcomes to be 

sufficiently streamlined? More or less than before? How do you feel it could be 

more streamlined?  

 The 2009 quantitative survey suggested that no t all standards committees have  a 

high profile with the public (both internally and externally). Why do you think that 

is? What else could they do? Is there anything you think SfE could do to help 

raise their profiles?  

 Why do think the public have less con fidence in accountability mechanisms, when 

compared to other stakeholders?  

 What do you do to promote the work of standards committee and the ethical 

framework within the authority?  

 Do you have support on this from the rest of the council?  

 Would they like to know more about good practice on promoting your 

standards c ommi tte e within the council?   

COMMUNICATION 40 MINS 

 Formats/Channels  

 What do you need and want from SFE publications?  

 What do you think of Standards for England publications?  

 How useful are they  

 How could these be improved to help you more?  

 What do you think of the SfE website?  

 How useful is it?  

 Has anyone noticed any recent changes to the website? EXPLORE  



Appendices 

55 

 

 How could it be improved to help you more?  

 What would make you more likely to visit the web site/visit it more 

regularly?  

 Do you use any other websites in relation to your role?  Which ones?  What do 

you like/dislike about them?  

 And what experience do you have of contacting them directly, if any? (Please 

describe this and the impression it made on you)  

 Does the information you receive from them come direct from Standards for 

England, or via your Monitoring Officer?  

 Would you prefer information direct from SFE, or via your Monitoring Officer? 

Why? (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Do you get the ri ght amount of information from Standards for England?  Or too 

much/too little?  EXPLORE (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Topics/Areas of Advice  

 What more advice and guidance would you like to receive from Standards for 

England? (Are there any gaps in your current knowledge of the ethical 

framework? Any areas that where your understanding of the framework is not as 

complete as you would like?)  

 Prompt examples from the quant survey: good practice, sanctions guidance 

and alternative action, more guidance for dual -hatted members, information 

on how to deal with public perceptions locally and information on other 

authoritiesô standards committeesô practices.  

 Our postal survey suggests that there is still massive demand for case law 

examples. Why do you think th at this is? How do you ideally want to access these 

(many are available on the web)  

 Can we explore what you mean by ñcase law examplesò? Why do you think 

that this is? How do you ideally want to access these (many are available on 

the web)  

 What sort of cas e related examples would you like?  

 Are you interested in examples of decisions others have mad e? 

 How do you feel about training on the Code of Conduct? If this was made 

mandatory, what effect do you think it would have?  EXPLORE 

 Based upon what you have se en so far, how would you describe the advice and 

guidance Standards for England  produces?   

 PROBE FORMAT, CONCISENESS, RELEVANCE, CLARITY, USEFULNESS OF 

PUBLICATIONS  (benchmark ï changes since 2007)  

 Structure/style  

 In terms of clarity, how could the public ations be improved? (Language/style?  

Subject matter?  Structure?)  

 Would you prefer a small number of long detailed documents, or a large number 

of short factsheets dealing with one issue at a time?  (benchmark ï changes since 

2007)  

 Could the publications b e improved in any other ways?  EXPLORE  

 EXPLORE LIKES ABOUT ANY EXAMPLES OF CLEAR COMMUNICATION WHICH 

RESPONDENTS HAVE BROUGHT TO THE GROUP.  What could SFE learn from 

these?  

 Conferences   

 Have you attended Standards for Englandôs Annual Assembly in Birmingham?  

 What do you think about it? Is it relevant to you?  

 Do you think it should be replaced with a different sort of event? If so, what?  

 What sort of topic areas would you like the Assembly to cover, so it will be 

relevant to you in the future?  

 SFE have incr eased the amount of information that they provide over recent 

years. However, in our most recent research, we have found that many 

stakeholders are still seeking more information . Any views on why this might be?   

 (Timeliness of Communications)  Standards fo r England , as you know, produces 

various pieces of written guidance and documentation. Do you feel that it is 
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important for Standards for England to set out/let you know when certain pieces 

of (for example guidance) will be produced?  

 Would it be helpful t o have draft guidance early, and then for SfE to issue the 

final version a few months later?  
 Examples of occasion s when it is very important that they set out clearly 

when documents will be provided  

 Examples of occasions when it is less important that they  set out clearly when 

documents w ill be provided  

SUMMING UP  5 MINS 

 To what extent do you think SFE meets the needs of Standards Committee 

members?  Why do you say that?  

 What, if anything, would you like Standards for England to do (or improve) to 

better meet the needs of members of Standards Committees?  

 SUM UP MAIN FINDINGS OF GROUP  

 Any other comments?  

 THANK AND CLOSE  
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7.4 Topic guide used with monitoring officers 

 

Online group with Monitoring Officers  

Topic guide (90 mins ï 2 hours) N.B. This topic guide covers many of the same issues as 
the 2007 guide. However, in order to focus more specifically upon the website and other 
issues highlighted this time, some 2007 questions that we consider either unlikely to have 
changed or of less relevance in 2009 have been removed. 

INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to this online focus group.  I am XXX, a senior researcher from BMG 

Research.  I will be leading todayôs discussion with assistance from my colleague, 

XXX. As I explained in my email, this project has been  commissioned by Standards 

for England (whom you will have previously known as Standards Board for England) . 

All participants are monitoring officers from across England.  The aim of the research 

is to explore your experience and perceptions of Standards for England, its 

communications and the Code of Conduct.  In particular, we want to look further at 

some of  the issues arising from a postal survey undertaken by BMG early this year ï 

which you may have taken part in.  

We are also consulting separately (face - to - face) with St andards Committee 

members, backbench councillors and parish councillors on the same kinds of issues.  

Standards for England will use the findings of the research to help improve the advice 

and guidance they provide. Please be assured that anything you say w ill be treated in 

the strictest confidence. Nothing will be reported with your name or your authority 

name.  

The chat will be informal and will last no more than two hours.  When the session is 

finished we will analyse a transcript of the discussion, in ord er to help us produce a 

report on the findings.  

We will be asking a series of questions ï you donôt have to answer every one, just 

type in your comments as and when you want to. You are also very welcome to 

respond to the comments of the other participants , at any time.  However, it is really 

important that you keep your chat on the subject that we are asking you about.  

Our questions will appear in red text.  Your posts will appear in black text.   This 

should make it easier for everyone to distinguish ques tions and answers.  

All of our questions will be preceded by question number.  Please put this question 

number at the start of your answer, so we know which question you are answering.  

If you have a technical problem at any point, please call our IT support  colleague, 

Mohammed Shafiq, on 0121 333 6006.  

Does anyone have any questions before we start?  
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PLEASE NOTE: WHERE APPROPRIATE, MODERATORS WILL PROBE IN AS MUCH 
DETAIL AS POSSIBLE 

WARM UP 

Q1.   First of all, perhaps you could each tell everyone a bit about yourselfé?  

 Your authority name (ONLY IF YOU ARE HAPPY TO REVEAL THIS) OR  

 The type of authority you work for (eg large, rural, county in the south of 

England)  

 How long you have held the post of Monitoring Officer What sort of 

investigations, if any, have b een conducted locally? What has been the 

impact of these investigations on you and your authority?  

STANDARDS OF BEHAVIOUR 

Q2.  Has the behaviour of elected members and parish councillors changed in 

recent years?  Why?  

Q3 . IF YOU FEEL BEHAVIOUR HAS IMPROVE D/WORSENED ï in what areas?  

Q4.   What makes you feel behaviour has improved/worsened?   

 What evidence/examples can you give?  

Q5.   What factors have brought about/contributed to this change?   

 Better awareness of rules of behaviour  

o What has led to this, e .g. is it the support and guidance that 

has helped build awareness, or simply the time lapsed since the 

Code of Conduct was introduced?  

 Fear of being caught/threat of sanctions  

 Have poorly behaved councillors left?  

 Recent focus on dignity in the workplace  

 SfE investigating fewer cases  

 Framework now operating at a local level  

Q6.  Would you imagine the public have noticed an improvement in member 

behaviour, since the framework ówent localô, or not?  

Å What are the factors behind this do you think?  

Å Would you p ersonally benefit from advice on how to deal with local 

media or the public on standards issues? What sort of 

advice/guidance?  

Å What are your views on the prejudicial interest issue -  is it hampering 

deb ate? is more guidance required?  

THE STANDARDS FRAMEWORK ï GENERAL DISCUSSION AND IMPACT OF 
CHANGES 

Q7.  Overall, what has been the impact of the standards framework going 

local? (in May 2008)  
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Q8.  Do you feel that taking a local approach is a better way of working? 

Why/why not?  

Q9.  How has your standards commi ttee responded to their greater 

responsibilities for the local standards framework?  

Q10.  Is there any information or support the SfE could provide to help with this 

process? What?  

Q11.  What are the pros and cons of the way allegations are assessed?  

Q12.  How have the changes affected the relationship between Monitoring 

Officers and Councillors?  

Å Cabinet vs Backbenchers?  

Q13.  How have the changes affected the relationship between Monitoring 

Officers and SC Members?  

Q14.  Do you consider the process laid out by  the current framework in terms of 

reporting breaches, considering and referring cases and reaching 

outcomes to be sufficiently streamlined? More or less than before? How do 

you feel it could be more streamlined?  

Q15.  The 2009 quantitative survey suggested  that not all standards committees 

have a high profile with the public (both internally and externally). Why do 

you think that is? What else could they do? Is there anything you think SfE 

could do to help raise their profiles?  

COMMUNICATION 

Q16 . Have you u sed the MO helpline?  

 How useful was it? How could it be improved?  

Q17.  What more advice and guidance would you like to receive from Standards 

for England? (are there any gaps in your current knowledge?)  

 Examples from the quant survey are: good practice, s anctions 

guidance and alternative action, more guidance for dual -hatted 

members, information on how to deal with public perceptions locally 

and information on other authoritiesô standards committeesô practices. 

 Would like more information on whether altern ative action 

works or doesnôt  

Q18.  Is there a demand for examples of cases and how they are resolved?  

 Are there any specific areas that you would like these to cover?  

 How would you ideally want to access these (many are available on the 

web)?  
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Q19.  Do you feel that there is a need for more training on mediation? Explore  

Our postal survey suggests that there is still massive demand for case law 

examples. Can we explore what you mean by ñcase law examplesò? Why 

do you think that this is? How do you ideally wa nt to access these (many 

are available on the web)  

o what sort of case related examples would you like?  

o Are you interested in examples of decisions others have made?  

Q20.  How do you feel about training on the Code of Conduct? If this was made 

mandatory, what  effect do you think it would have?   

Q21.  Have you attended Standards for Englandôs Annual Assembly in 

Birmingham?  

 What do you think about it? Is it relevant to you?  

 Do you think it should be replaced with a different sort of event? If so, 

what?  

 What sort  of topic areas would you like the Assembly to cover, so it will 

be relevant to you in the future?   

Q22.  Standards for England, as you know, produces various pieces of written 

guidance and documentation. Do you feel that it is important for 

Standards for E ngland to set out/let you know when certain pieces of (for 

example guidance) will be produced?  ````````Would it be helpful to have 

draft guidance early, and then for SfE to issue the final version a few 

months later?  

 Examples of occasions when it is very important that they set out 

clearly when documents will be provided  

 Examples of occasions when it is less important that they set out 

clearly w hen documents will be provided  

SUMMING UP 

 SUM UP MAIN FINDINGS OF GROUP  
 Any other comments?  
 THANK AND CLOSE  

 

As  discussed with Sarah on the 24 July : The focus group can not be 

extended, but we could explore some issues via email. I would suggest if we run 

out of time we ex plore the following two areas.  

1.Networks:  

SfE are interested in your views on whether it wo uld be helpful for there to be more 

networking opportunities, where you could perhaps share best practice with other 

monitoring officers and others.  What do you think about the value of developing peer 
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and local/regional networks?  

Á who do they talk to at p resent  

Á What sort of advice would they like from SfE  

Á Should there be a way fo talking to authorties whoôve experienced similar issues? 

Á Should they share training  

Á Should networks be virtual or face to face?  

Á How far would they travel?  

 

2.Promoting the work of standards committee and the ethical framework:  

Á Do they promote the work of the standards committee and the ethical 

framework?  

Á Do they have support from the rest of the council?  

Á Would they like to know more about good practice?  
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Because people matter, we listen. 

With some 20 yearsô experience, BMG Research has 
established a strong reputation for delivering high quality 
research and consultancy. 

Our business is about understanding people; because they 
matter. Finding out what they really need; from the type of 
information they use to the type of services they require. In 
short, finding out about the kind of world people want to live in 
tomorrow. 

BMG serves both the social public sector and the commercial 
private sector, providing market and customer insight which is 
vital in the development of plans, the support of campaigns 
and the evaluation of performance. 

Innovation and development is very much at the heart of our 
business, and considerable attention is paid to the utilisation of 
technologies such as portals and information systems to 
ensure that market and customer intelligence is widely shared.  


