Knowledge Organiser
Prime Minister and Executive
Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 2, Topic 3
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Executive
	The branch of government responsible for implementing law and policy, made up in the UK of the Prime Minister, Cabinet, government departments, and the civil service.

	Core executive
	A model of UK government that sees power as dispersed across a network of key institutions and individuals (the PM, Cabinet, No.10, the Treasury, senior civil servants) rather than concentrated in one office.

	Cabinet
	The senior group of ministers, chaired by the Prime Minister, that formally makes major government decisions and coordinates policy across departments.

	Cabinet collective responsibility
	The convention that all ministers must publicly support Cabinet decisions or resign, preserving a united government front.

	Individual ministerial responsibility
	The convention that ministers are accountable to Parliament for their own conduct and that of their department, and may be expected to resign over serious errors or personal misconduct.

	Patronage
	The Prime Minister's power to appoint, promote, demote, and dismiss ministers, and to make other public appointments, a key source of prime ministerial authority.

	Cabinet reshuffle
	A reorganisation of ministerial positions carried out by the Prime Minister, used to reward loyalty, remove underperformers, or manage party factions.

	Royal prerogative
	Historic executive powers exercised in practice by the Prime Minister and government (e.g. deploying the armed forces, negotiating treaties, appointing senior figures) without requiring a new Act of Parliament.

	Sofa government
	A critical term describing decision-making by a small, informal circle of trusted advisers around the Prime Minister, bypassing full Cabinet discussion, most associated with Tony Blair's premiership.

	Kitchen cabinet
	An informal group of close, trusted advisers (not necessarily Cabinet ministers) who exert significant influence over a Prime Minister's decisions.

	Special advisers (SpAds)
	Political appointees who advise ministers, distinct from politically neutral civil servants, whose growing number and influence has raised concerns about the politicisation of government.

	Civil service
	The permanent, politically neutral body of officials who implement government policy regardless of which party is in power, bound by principles of impartiality and anonymity.

	Cabinet committee
	A smaller group of ministers delegated to consider and decide on a specific policy area, reducing the workload of full Cabinet.

	Presidentialisation
	The theory that UK politics has become more personalised and leader-focused, with Prime Ministers increasingly behaving like presidential figures, campaigning and governing around their own image rather than the party or Cabinet.

	No. 10 / Prime Minister's Office
	The administrative and advisory support structure based at 10 Downing Street that assists the Prime Minister, including policy units and press/communications teams.

	Vote of no confidence
	A parliamentary vote that, if lost by the government, can force a general election or a change of government; also used within parties to remove a sitting Prime Minister as party leader.


2. Core Knowledge
Formal powers of the Prime Minister
· Patronage: appointing, promoting, demoting, and dismissing ministers; making senior public appointments (e.g. peerages, some senior civil service and judicial roles).
· Chairing Cabinet: setting the Cabinet agenda, summarising discussion, and steering decisions, giving significant control over what is (and is not) formally decided.
· Prerogative powers: exercised in the Prime Minister's name, including deploying the armed forces, negotiating treaties, and (historically) requesting the dissolution of Parliament.
· Party leadership: leading the governing party, shaping its policy direction and public image, and managing party discipline via the whips.
· Representing the UK: acting as the UK's principal voice in international summits and diplomacy.
Cabinet government vs prime ministerial government
· Cabinet government model: holds that key decisions should be made collectively by Cabinet, with the Prime Minister as ‘first among equals’ rather than a dominant figure.
· Prime ministerial government model: argues that real power has shifted decisively to the Prime Minister and their close advisers, with Cabinet increasingly used to ratify rather than make decisions (associated with the idea of ‘sofa government’ under Blair).
· Core executive model: a more nuanced view suggesting power is distributed across a network of key actors and institutions (PM, Cabinet, senior ministers, the Treasury, No.10, senior civil servants), with resources and dependency flowing in multiple directions rather than concentrated in one office.
Sources of prime ministerial power
· Institutional/formal sources: patronage, control of the Cabinet agenda, prerogative powers, and the support of No.10's growing policy and communications machinery.
· Personal/circumstantial sources: a large parliamentary majority, high personal popularity or a strong personal mandate, party unity, favourable economic conditions, and skilful media and presentational ability.
· Debate: the extent to which prime ministerial power depends more on personal and circumstantial factors than on the formal powers of the office is a central A Level debate — the same institutional powers produced very different levels of authority for different Prime Ministers.
Constraints on the Prime Minister
· Cabinet colleagues: senior ministers, particularly a powerful Chancellor, can constrain the PM, and Cabinet unity can quickly collapse into open rebellion or resignations.
· The parliamentary party: backbench rebellions, a small or non-existent majority, or a hostile party membership/1922 Committee (Conservatives) can severely limit a PM's authority, including the ability to trigger a leadership challenge.
· The civil service: as a permanent, expert bureaucracy, it can shape and slow the implementation of policy, regardless of ministers' wishes.
· External events and circumstances: economic crises, scandals, and unforeseen events (e.g. the Covid-19 pandemic, international crises) can rapidly strengthen or fatally undermine a Prime Minister's authority.
· The media and public opinion: sustained negative media coverage and falling personal approval ratings can erode a Prime Minister's authority even without a formal parliamentary defeat.
Case studies of varying prime ministerial power
· Margaret Thatcher (1979–1990): widely seen as dominant for most of her premiership, but ultimately forced from office by a loss of Cabinet and party support, illustrating the limits of even a historically powerful PM.
· Tony Blair (1997–2007): large majorities and personal popularity supported a highly personalised, ‘sofa government’ style, though authority was significantly damaged by the Iraq War.
· Theresa May (2016–2019): a loss of her Commons majority in the 2017 election left her a notably weakened PM, repeatedly unable to pass her Brexit deal.
· Boris Johnson (2019–2022): an 80-seat majority in 2019 briefly gave strong authority, but this collapsed amid scandal and loss of party confidence, leading to his resignation.
· Liz Truss (2022): an extremely short premiership, illustrating how quickly market and party confidence can collapse and remove a Prime Minister from office.
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research two Prime Ministers with very different levels of authority (e.g. Blair and May) and identify which institutional and personal/circumstantial factors best explain the difference.
· Data challenge: find each recent Prime Minister's Commons majority size and average approval rating during their time in office. Does a larger majority reliably predict greater prime ministerial power?
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes the UK Prime Minister has become a presidential figure.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the growing role of special advisers and No.10's policy unit connects to wider debates over the neutrality and influence of the civil service.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 30-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘Evaluate the extent to which the power of the Prime Minister depends more on circumstance than on institutional factors.’
· Comparative extension: research the resignation of a Prime Minister of your choice and evaluate which specific constraint (Cabinet, party, media, economic events) proved decisive in ending their premiership.
· Primary source analysis: read an extract from a memoir or biography of a recent Prime Minister (e.g. by a former adviser or the PM themselves) and identify what it reveals about how Cabinet or No.10 decision-making actually worked in practice.
4. Example Assessment Question
Evaluate the view that the power of the Prime Minister depends more on circumstance than on institutional factors. (30 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Clearly separate institutional/formal powers (patronage, prerogative, chairing Cabinet) from personal/circumstantial factors (majority size, popularity, economic conditions, party unity).
· Use specific, named Prime Ministers and events as evidence for both sides, rather than generalising about ‘the Prime Minister’ in the abstract.
· Consider the core executive model as a way of nuancing a simple institutional-vs-circumstantial framing.
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· The Prime Minister: The Office and its Holders since 1945 — Peter Hennessy
· Biographies of individual Prime Ministers by Anthony Seldon (e.g. on Blair, Cameron, May) for detailed case-study material
· The British Prime Minister in an Age of Upheaval — Michael Foley or similar texts on presidentialisation
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes analysing individual premierships and prime ministerial power
· The Political Party (Matt Forde) — interviews with former ministers and advisers
· Newscast (BBC) — regular analysis of the current Prime Minister's standing and constraints
Websites and organisations
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — detailed explainers and data on prime ministerial and Cabinet power
· UK in a Changing Europe (ukandeu.ac.uk) — analysis of recent premierships, especially around Brexit
· gov.uk — official information on the structure of No.10 and the Cabinet Office

