
Stronger action needed on ethical governance

The latest Audit Commission self-assessment survey reveals that, although councils 

are generally managing the ethical agenda well, there are a number of areas that require

stronger action. 

Key findings

• Most councils actively encourage high standards.

• Members generally demonstrate high standards of behaviour.

• Leaders and chief executives are proving themselves positive role models 

in many councils.

• Roles, responsibilities, relationships and ethical frameworks are not always clearly

understood.

• Standards committees make a difference, but they don’t always explain widely what 

they do, the issues they are addressing and the progress they are making.

• Members and officers often hold divergent views on ethical governance issues.

• Communication, training, guidance and information are critical areas and often need 

more of a focus.

Survey background

The self-assessment survey was created by the Audit Commission in conjunction with the

Standards Board for England and the Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA). It is 

one element of the four-part Ethical Governance Diagnostic toolkit which also includes a full

diagnostic, a light-touch health check (provided by the IDeA) and workshops.

The survey aims to:

• help councils assess and then drive up their ethical governance arrangements 

and procedures

• help councils better understand the key ethical governance issues they are now facing

• highlight areas to focus on in future
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Widespread response

Up to the end of July 2007, the survey questionnaire was completed by 3,998 individual

council members and senior officers from 44 councils across the country. In all, over 170

councils have used at least one part of the toolkit.

Although the survey findings are encouraging, they also pinpoint areas where further work 

and clarity is needed. In particular the findings suggest that some members and officers could

be helped to develop a better understanding of ethical governance. For example, one in five

senior officers replied ‘don’t know’ when asked if their council has a standards committee. 

There are also differences between members’ and officers’ perceptions. To take just one

example, members are far more likely than officers to think that communication between 

them and officers is open. 

Findings overview

High standards and good behaviour

The findings show there is a firm foundation on which to build, but there is clearly room 

to improve.

• Most members and officers (84% and 76% respectively) say their council’s efforts to drive

up ethical standards are encouraging appropriate behaviour.

• Around nine in ten members report that members ‘always or usually’:

– show respect to and treat fairly all people who use council services (90%)

– show respect to and treat all officers fairly and do not discriminate unlawfully (89%)

– use public funds, council property and facilities responsibly (90%)

• Around eight in ten members and seven in ten officers consider the leader of the council 

a positive role model for ethical behaviour (78% and 73% respectively). Similar proportions

say the same of their chief executive. 

Roles, responsibilities and relationships

The survey shows that greater communication about the ethical framework and a wider

understanding of each other’s roles would strengthen working relationships between officers

and members. 
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• The vast majority of members (92%) believe that they understand their role and

responsibilities under the ethical framework. However, fewer than three-quarters of officers

(72%) say they understand their role in this area.

• One in five officers (21%) think the guidelines members have on their personal conduct are

not clear, whereas almost all members (91%) are positive about the guidance they receive.

• While nearly all (96%) members are aware of the members’ Code of Conduct, only just over

three-quarters (79%) of senior officers are similarly aware. 

• Officers and members differ in their perceptions of the degree of open communication 

and trust between them. Over three-quarters of members (78%) believe member/officer

communication is open. That compares to just two-thirds of officers (64%).

• Members are also far more positive (70%) than officers (51%) about the levels of trust 

that exist between members and officers.

• More appropriate training, guidance and information could provide a solution. For example,

less than seven in ten members (69%) and four in ten senior officers (39%) think members

receive appropriate training on issues of conduct. 

• Officers would also benefit from further clarity about their own ethical responsibilities. 

For example, over a third (36%) of the officers surveyed were not absolutely sure what 

to do if they became aware of conduct by a member that could result in failure to comply

with the council’s member Code of Conduct. 

Communication, clarity and culture

There is much work to be done in raising awareness of standards committees. Significant

opportunities exist for improvement, particularly in explaining their role. The survey plainly

illustrates that standards committees should raise their profile by communicating their work

and their progress.

• While the majority (85%) of members are sure their organisation has a standards committee,

only half of the senior officers surveyed (52%) are sure there is one in their organisation.

• Members are more likely to think their standards committee operates effectively (77%), 

than officers (47%). More members (68%) think their standards committee makes a positive

difference to the ethical environment in the council than officers (45%).

• A large proportion (45%) of senior officers do not know if their standards committee

operates effectively or whether it makes a positive difference to the ethical environment 

in their council. 
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Other findings in the important area of communications include:

• more than eight in ten members (80%) say the importance of high ethical standards is

communicated to them. Yet more than one-third of officers (35%) don’t know if this is so

• well over half (57%) of members say the importance of high ethical standards is

communicated to local communities, but nearly a third (29%) of officers do not know 

if this is so

• more than half of officers (53%) say they ‘don’t know’ whether or not the public can easily

access the register of members’ interests

• nearly one third of members (29%) don’t know if their council has a whistle blowing policy

compared to just over a tenth (11%) of officers

• less than two-thirds (60%) of members have received training, guidance or information 

on equalities or human rights legislation

Yet encouragingly:

• the majority of members and officers (78% and 83% respectively) agree that their council’s

complaints system is clear

Moving forward

The survey has highlighted key areas that councils actively need to address to improve

ethical behaviour and meet fully the ethical agenda. 

Councils that have used the toolkit have found that it helps to expose the ethical governance

issues they are facing and that it provides clarity about what to do next. 

Individual councils can use these results as a starting point for reflection, dialogue and action.

Among the most crucial questions for individuals in local government are:

• what do these survey results mean for our council?

• how do we compare with the overall picture?

• what are our strengths and weaknesses?

• what training and improvements can we make?

• how do we ensure effective communication about the importance of the ethical agenda?

Councils have the tools for success and must now ensure they use them.
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Further information

For further information on the Ethical Governance Toolkit, please contact: 

Alison Kelly

Strategy Advisor, Governance and Accountability 

Audit Commission 

1st floor, Millbank Tower, London SW1P 4HQ 

E: a-kelly@audit-commission.gov.uk 

M: 07759 723 943

T: 0844 798 2211

Vanessa Walker 

Principal Consultant 

IDeA 

Layden House, Turnmill Street, London EC1M 5LG, 

E: vanessa.walker@idea.gov.uk 

T: 020 7296 6811

Dr Gary Hickey

Research and Practice Manager

The Standards Board for England 

Fourth Floor, Griffin House, 40 Lever Street, Manchester, M1 1BB 

E: gary.hickey@standardsboard.gov.uk 

T: 0161 817 5416

What’s the score? 5



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
    /Arial-Black
    /Arial-BlackItalic
    /Arial-BoldItalicMT
    /Arial-BoldMT
    /Arial-ItalicMT
    /ArialMT
    /ArialNarrow
    /ArialNarrow-Bold
    /ArialNarrow-BoldItalic
    /ArialNarrow-Italic
    /ArialUnicodeMS
    /CenturyGothic
    /CenturyGothic-Bold
    /CenturyGothic-BoldItalic
    /CenturyGothic-Italic
    /CourierNewPS-BoldItalicMT
    /CourierNewPS-BoldMT
    /CourierNewPS-ItalicMT
    /CourierNewPSMT
    /Georgia
    /Georgia-Bold
    /Georgia-BoldItalic
    /Georgia-Italic
    /Impact
    /LucidaConsole
    /Tahoma
    /Tahoma-Bold
    /TimesNewRomanMT-ExtraBold
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPSMT
    /Trebuchet-BoldItalic
    /TrebuchetMS
    /TrebuchetMS-Bold
    /TrebuchetMS-Italic
    /Verdana
    /Verdana-Bold
    /Verdana-BoldItalic
    /Verdana-Italic
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 100
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 100
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 5.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Setting: 100dpi JPEG Medium, all fonts embedded, colour unchanged.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


	APPENDIX 4: 


