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Ending abuse in public life: Supporting councillors to 
prevent and handle abuse 

 

Executive summary  

Serving in public office is both a privilege and a responsibility. However, there is a 
growing issue of abuse and intimidation in public and political discourse that can 
have a negative impact on councillors, their families and local democracy. This is 
why the LGA commissioned Riber Consultants to work with councils and relevant 
partners to consider the best approaches to supporting councillors to prevent and 
manage abuse linked to their elected role. Through the project, researchers 
identified key challenges to supporting councillors with these issues, principles for 
councils to consider, and top tips and good practice case studies to help councils 
better support councillors prevent and handle abuse and intimidation. 

Challenges 

• Challenge 1: Councillors feel vulnerable to abuse and ill-equipped or 
supported to handle abuse, harassment, and intimidation. Councillors are 
informed of their risk but have limited knowledge of tools for effective conflict 
resolution and aftercare. 

• Challenge 2: Lack of clear process around reporting instances of abuse, 
harassment and intimidation to the council. Councillors don't know who to turn 
to when an incident occurs.  There is limited understanding about the role and 
help that supporting officers can provide. 

• Challenge 3: There is uneven engagement and response from the police to 
abuse and harassment of councillors. Some police forces are sympathetic, 
some others are not or consider low-risk abuse as something insignificant. 
There is limited advice tailored for elected officers in local politics and in 
occasions, a lack of understanding of why they need special measures  

Principles for support agencies 

Based on workshops and follow up interviews with council officers, we propose some 
guiding principles to help councils navigate these challenges:  

1. Zero-tolerance approach to abuse: Establish and enforce a strict policy that 
clearly outlines expectations for interactions and promotes respectful debate. 

2. Clarity of process and responsibility: Clearly define the process for raising 
concerns and assign responsible individuals within the council to provide 
support to councillors. 

3. Relationships with local police: Proactively develop strong relationships with 
the police to enhance coordination and foster mutual understanding of abuse 
affecting councillors and the role of police in addressing it. 
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4. Tailored risk assessments: Consider individual councillors' needs and 
proactively identify risks through dynamic and periodic risk assessments. 

5. Prioritise councillor wellbeing: Recognise and consider how you council can 
support councillor wellbeing and address the negative impacts of personal 
attacks and hurtful commentaries 

Recommendations 

For this project, researchers used the framework of agency, whereby councillors, 
councils, police and local agencies have specific powers, resources and spheres of 
influence that they can affect. Through this framing, they also identified barriers to 
addressing abuse and intimidation which originate outside this sphere. In brief these 
issues included the management of harmful content online, the capacity and 
expectation of the police to respond to abuse against elected members, and the 
normalisation of abuse leading to poor standards of political and public discourse. 
In response to these challenges, the LGA has developed three recommendations for 
central government, regulators and police forces across England to consider. 

• Recommendation 1: The Government and Ofcom should take steps to 
ensure that harmful and abusive behaviour does not continue unrestricted 
online, including developing clear guidance for social media and other online 
service providers on their obligations to mitigate the risks of online abuse and 
how this may be best achieved; and that the experience of elected members 
is considered in any new Ofcom guidance mandated by the Online Safety Bill. 

• Recommendation 2: The Government should work with the police to set out 
clear and consistent guidance on the role of policing in addressing abuse, 
intimidation and harassment of elected members. This should include expert 
capacity to monitor crime associated with elected members and act as a 
single point of contact for both councils and councillors. 

• Recommendation 3: The Government should widen the scope of the 
Defending Democracy Programme to explicitly include the safety, security and 
wellbeing of locally elected politicians, rather than focusing solely on national 
politicians and foreign interference. 

 

Introduction and background 
Abuse of elected members is unacceptable and there is evidence that these 
experiences are forcing good councillors out of local politics and deterring others 
from running for election. In 2022, the LGA found that seven out of 10 councillors 
had experienced abuse from the public in the previous year. Further research by the 
LGA in 2022, reinforced concerns that abuse in public life and public discourse is 
becoming normalised and seriously impacting civic life and local democracy. 

The LGA has been working for some time to build a better understanding of the 
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issue of abuse and intimidation of elected members and what individuals, local 
organisations and national government can do to reverse this trend. This project is 
part of a series of projects looking at what can be done to prevent abuse and 
address it when it occurs and focuses on what local agencies including councils and 
police can do to prevent and address abuse perpetrated against councillors. Other 
resources in this series include the Debate Not Hate: The impact of abuse on local 
democracy report and the Councillor guide to handling abuse and intimidation. 

Project background 
The project is based on the premise that individuals and organisations have various 
spheres of influence within specific structures and different levels of autonomy and 
agency. Here agency refers to the capacity of individuals to act independently and 
make choices, while structure pertains to the broader social systems and institutions 
that shape individual behaviour and limit agency. There is an inherent tension 
between agency and structure as individual actions are influenced by and impacted 
by the structures in which they sit. This particularly relevant to discussions about 
councillors as they occupy an unusual position, neither volunteer nor employee, they 
have both more agency by sitting slightly outside usual employment frameworks, but 
also benefit from fewer legal protections. 

In this paradigm, there have been efforts to maximise on this agency and upskill 
councillors to manage their own environments, mitigate risks and build resilience. 
However, councillors only have the power and autonomy to impact their own actions. 
Beyond a councillor's circle of influence, other organisations in the local area may 
have the power, resources and, in some cases, the responsibility to respond to 
abuse, intimidation and threats aimed at locally elected members. For example, 
councils alongside political parties provide the primary support mechanism for 
councillors locally, with officers acting as points of contact for day-to-day business 
and providing specialist advice and information. However, councils also have limited 
powers, resources, and their own specific sphere of influence. Only with the 
coordinated input from other statutory and non-statutory parties, such as the police, 
media providers, and social media providers can we hope to address abuse and 
intimidation against councillors and other elected members. Further still there are 
some issues that require national, social or systemic change and which local 
organisations cannot address in isolation. 

Throughout this project and this report, the authors have used abuse, intimidation 
and public intimidation to refer to "words and/or behaviour intended or likely to block, 
influence or deter participation in public debate or causing alarm or distress which 
could lead to an individual wanting to withdraw from public life".[1] This could include 
a range of behaviours, a summary of which is set out in Appendix A. 

Project methodology 
Through this project the LGA aimed to take a step beyond existing research 

https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/debate-not-hate-impact-abuse-local-democracy
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/debate-not-hate-impact-abuse-local-democracy
https://ukc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?new=1&ui=en-us&rs=en-gb&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Flgadigital.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2FEXT-LGA-Supportforcouncillorswithabuseandintimidationproject%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2Ffeeb5abbe81e49498ba3361798057808&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=8f9b4a09-23f2-44d8-b481-0fcfb3d41288.0&uih=teams&uiembed=1&wdlcid=en-us&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=e735e24b-8a88-4f58-a49c-4dcf84fff075&usid=e735e24b-8a88-4f58-a49c-4dcf84fff075&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=UnifiedUiHostTeams&muv=v1&accloop=1&sdr=6&scnd=1&sat=1&rat=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&halh=1&hch=1&hmh=1&hsh=1&hwfh=1&hsth=1&sih=1&unh=1&onw=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.office.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=TEAMS-ELECTRON.teamsSdk.openFilePreview&wdhostclicktime=1679480071299&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn1
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evidencing the prevalence and severity of this issue and set out possible local and 
national mitigations and solutions to abuse against councillors. To support this aim, 
researchers engaged with a range of resources and individuals who supporting 
councillors, have experience of handling issues of abuse and intimidation more 
generally, or have lived experience of these issues. 

This was delivered through two distinct research phases. The first phase was 
delivered through primary and secondary research and aimed to identify the 
challenges and barriers deterring councils, the police and other agencies providing 
better support to councillors. The second phase was delivered through primary 
research workshops and looked to generate and develop solutions to the identified 
barriers. This was supported by the expertise of a project steering group drawn from 
a range of organisations with a substantive interest in the project. 

 

Phase 1: Challenges and barriers identification 

Detailed methodology: 

Ecosystem mapping and stakeholder interviews 

The issue of harassment, abuse and intimidation is a global issue, affecting all 
societies to varying degrees across the globe. As such there are many organisations 
and individuals interested in this issue. The purpose of the ecosystem mapping was 
to understand what expert organisations exist primarily in the UK, but also across the 
whole, how they approach abuse and intimidation issue and how this could apply to 
the local government sector. 

In the UK there is significant interest in the topic of harassment, abuse and 
intimidation has increased significantly in recent years. Many organisations focus on 
women's rights and violence against women in politics; few are directed at other 
underrepresented minority groups or at politicians more generally. We identified 
approximately 60 key stakeholders working on the topic (full list at Appendix D) and 
prioritised a selection for detailed interviews. 

Using a semi-structured interview method, we conducted 20 in-depth interviews with 
stakeholders from a range of backgrounds, including the public sector, the police, 
legal, social media and third sector organisations. The interviews focus on advice for 
people in public life, interventions that work well, problems with implementation and 
what change is needed to address the issue of abuse against people in public life. 

Literature review 

To better understand what tailored support there is for councillors, we conducted a 
systematic search of documents offering support and guidelines published by a 
random selection of 50 councils. The aim was to identify public approaches to 



Appendix A 

handling abuse and intimidation of elected people, including councillor support 
packages, guidance on personal safety, zero-tolerance policies and other relevant 
content. In one fifth of the councils, we were unable to identify support aimed at 
supporting councillors with abuse or intimidation or personal safety. However, this 
does not necessarily mean that councils do not have these resources available to 
councillors. In many councils reviewed there was comprehensive or supportive 
guidance. Good practice identified from this exercise has been incorporated into this 
report. 

Focus groups 

As part of this phase, we hosted two focus groups, one for councillors dealing with 
abuse and intimidation and one for council officers with a role supporting councillors. 
The aim was to identify the barriers and challenges to providing councillors with 
better support around abuse and intimidation from each perspective. The focus 
groups were similarly structured and explored key issues around prevention, 
support, responses, and aftercare. Fourteen councillors attended the councillor 
workshop and 11 officers from a range of specialisms attended the officer workshop. 
Attendees came from a diverse range of authorities types with different political 
control across the variety of English regions. 

Findings 

Changing dynamics 

Abuse and intimidation in public life have emerged as escalating concerns over the 
past few decades. According to a study by Collignon and Rudig (2020), in 2019, 49 
per cent of parliamentary candidates reported experiencing some form of 
harassment, abuse, or intimidation during their campaigns.1 This represents an 11-
percentage point increase compared to 2017. Some officers reported that they felt 
that rising abuse levels in public discourse could be a result of anti-politics sentiment 
and proliferation of conspiracy theories online, which sometimes present as 
unfounded allegations of bias and corruption, and other abusive behaviours. 

However, this change has been gradual, is not well evidenced in local government 
and has not always presented in the same way in different places creating a 
variability of responses linked to differential experiences. For example, an increase 
in support provided by councils has frequently been tied to severe national incidents 
or localised threats. In regions where such issues have not been prevalent or high 
profile, councils and other agencies may not have kept pace with increasing risks 
associated with the role of elected members. 

Council officers and councillors have reported that abuse, intimidation, and 

 
1 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1467-923X.12855  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1467-923X.12855


Appendix A 

harassment faced by elected members can have a detrimental impact on democratic 
representation, particularly where underrepresented groups in local and national 
politics receive higher volumes and more aggressive forms of abuse. For example, 
research analysing the effects of abuse on women's campaign strategies revealed a 
damaging link where women who experience intimidation tend to moderate their 
campaigning strategies and see undermined their chances of electoral success 
(Collignon and Rüdig, 2021)2. 

Criminal thresholds and the legal framework 

Councillors are elected officials and therefore are open to wider public scrutiny and 
criticism than officers and private citizens. This can make it challenging to identify the 
point when legitimate criticism becomes abuse, harassment and intimidation. 

Serious incidents, such as physical assaults and credible threats to life and limb, will 
clearly meet the threshold for police intervention. These events will general fit neatly 
into the existing legal framework, which primarily concentrates on individual cases 
that involve a solitary victim and a lone perpetrator. It is understood that the risk of 
physical violence towards councillors is low in the England and most incidents may 
not constitute an immediate emergency but may nevertheless be criminal. Serious 
crimes like hate crime, stalking, and harassment have robust definitions, charging 
thresholds and legal consequences. However, many councillors have reported that 
they feel the threshold for police to record and investigate incidents against them is 
higher than ordinary citizens, because of their elected role. 

While the law is relatively clear for some crimes, the same cannot be said for more 
frequent yet equally damaging forms of abuse, as online abuse and misinformation. 
The current legal framework inadequately addresses the cumulative or escalating 
impact of such abuse, as well as cases involving multiple perpetrators. This lack of 
clarity and understanding creates a grey area, which has significant implications for 
establishing clear reporting thresholds to the police and leaves victims without the 
necessary support or options for redress.  

Additionally, it is not against the law to be unpleasant and in the process of 
determining if abusive speech is criminal, police must balance several 
considerations, including freedom of expression and journalistic expression. Abuse 
may not meet this threshold and yet still have a profoundly negatively impact on 
councillors and their families, particularly if it is repeated. Here it is also imperative to 
consider what additional vulnerabilities or aggravating factors there may be. For 
example, this is evidence that some groups with protected characteristics may 
receive higher volumes and more vitriolic abuse, particularly racist, homophobic and 
misogynistic abuse. Police should consider this in their assessment of risk and 
impact. 

 
2 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17457289.2021.1968413  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17457289.2021.1968413
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Capacity and awareness of the relevant agencies 

Local agencies such as the council, the police and political parties all have a role is 
supporting councillors to ensure their safety and protect them as integral to the local 
democratic system. However, there are capacity issues across the whole of the 
public sector and there isn't consistent awareness of the issues of abuse against 
politicians across all areas. This can lead to councillors falling between the gaps 
between different organisations and feeling that all partners have abdicated 
responsibility for their safety. 

This can play out in terms of prevention and response to abuse. Councils and police 
both hold valuable intelligence about their local areas and sharing this information 
allows for risks to be identified ahead of time and mitigated against before they 
become an issue. Capacity and structures to allow this information sharing to take 
place are therefore vital. 

Police often face challenges due to limited resources and training. They must 
prioritise their resources and have many specific statutory duties that draw on their 
resources. This can hinder their ability to respond to lower-level incidents of 
harassment, abuse, and intimidation promptly or effectively. Operational separation 
between different police forces means there is significant variation across different 
regions, leading to inconsistent experiences for councillors who seek support and 
protection. Persistent issues revolve around the reporting process itself, including 
informal approaches, inconsistencies, and uncertainty regarding what will be 
investigated and what won't. 

Lack of clear guidance on how to deal with vulnerable persons 

Councillors engage with resident from all walks of life in their role, including 
vulnerable people seeking assistance. Councillors should always consider whether 
they are the most appropriate person to be supporting an individual and where it 
would be more appropriate to direct them to an officer at the council. In the case of 
vulnerable people, this could mean referring to the safeguarding team at the council 
who are trained and resources to provide specific support. Councillors are often 
reluctant to disengage with residents even if they are abusive, particularly if they 
consider the resident to be vulnerable – clear processes for referral and ensuring 
vulnerable people are appropriately supported through the council can help reassure 
councillors that they have done the best thing for the resident and disengage 
personally if necessary. 

In extreme cases where an individual who is vulnerable due to mental health 
problems appears to be displaying fixated behaviour, such as harassment, stalking 
or threatening behaviour towards public figures the Fixated Threat Assessment 
Centre can help to assess the situation. The Centre is a joint police and mental 
health unit established in 2006 to assess and manage the risk to politicians, 
members of the British Royal Family and other public figures from obsessive 
individuals. It is unclear whether this support extends to local politicians. The Centre 

https://www.beh-mht.nhs.uk/services/fixated-threat-assessment-centre-ftac/297
https://www.beh-mht.nhs.uk/services/fixated-threat-assessment-centre-ftac/297
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receives around 1000 referrals a year, half of which are assessed as low risk and are 
referred to local health services. 

Standards of political discourse 

Politicians have a significant role in shaping public discourse, and their words and 
actions can have a powerful impact on society. As representatives of their local 
communities, councillors are dedicated to improving the lives of their residents 
through the development of better services and positive changes at the local level. 
Citizens have high expectations of their elected members, and councillors should 
strive to meet these expectations with integrity and professionalism. The council 
must also have a Code of Conduct to help councillors model best conduct, balance 
their behaviour, understand the expectations of their role and indicate the kind of 
conduct that could lead to action being taken against them. The LGA has developed 
a Model Councillor Code of Conduct, in association with key partners and after 
extensive consultation with the sector, as part of its work to support all tiers of local 
government to aspire to high standards of leadership and performance. At the same 
time, councillors deserve to be treated with respect by officers, fellow elected 
members, and the public at large.  

Challenges 
Based on the initial research phase, we developed three specific challenges that 
councils face in providing adequate support to their councillors with abuse and 
intimidation issues. These challenges then formed the basis of the phase two 
solution identification and development exercises. 

Challenge 1: Councillors feel vulnerable to abuse and ill-equipped or 
supported to handle abuse, harassment, and intimidation 

The public nature of their role councillors may be susceptible to verbal, psychological 
and physical abuse and intimidation from various sources, including members of the 
public. A central part of their role is engaging with local residents, and they often are 
involved with making difficult local decisions about local services. These decisions 
can be a catalyst for community disputes, personal disagreements and can escalate 
into heated confrontations. Councillors are generally aware of the risks associated 
with their role due to their experience campaigning and engaging with residents. 
However, without specific training and support, they may not possess the necessary 
skills to confidently identify risky situations, diffuse potentially volatile situations and 
de-escalate tensions, and ensure a positive outcome. Concerns about the risk of 
these challenging engagements can deter candidates and councillors from meeting 
and engaging with the residents they represent as much as they would wish. 

Furthermore, councillors may also struggle to manage the aftermath of individual or 
ongoing incidents. For example, there may be practical concerns about the safety of 
their home, travel and council activities and they may need to make different 

https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/civility-public-life-resources-councillors/councillor-conduct
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arrangements to usual. This can be overwhelming, as can the need to engage with 
various agencies, such as the council, their political party and the police to handle 
serious abuse and put in place safety mitigations. The emotional impact, effort to 
seeking support and potentially counselling can be difficult if this support isn't readily 
available through the council or political party. 

Challenge 2: Lack of clear process around reporting abuse, harassment and 
intimidation to the council results in councillors not knowing who to turn to 
when an incident occurs 

Council officers play a vital role in supporting councillors with a range of needs 
associated with their elected role. This includes how councillors engage with the 
public on council matters and supporting councillors to deal with abuse, harassment, 
and intimidation they might experience. However, the council's role in protecting 
councillors' wellbeing is not set out in statute and therefore the thresholds and levels 
of support can be variable and are not well-understood by councillors. As a result, 
councillors may be unclear as to who they should contact in the council and what 
evidence they should collect of abuse. This is especially problematic when they 
experience low-level abuse that may not necessarily be a police matter but that 
requires to be logged and properly documented in case it escalates further. 

Challenge 3: There is inconsistent engagement and response from the police 
to abuse and harassment of councillors 

The diversity among police forces, including differences in resources and training, 
results in variable responses and levels of support provided to councillors based on 
geographical location. This discrepancy is influenced by differing understanding 
regarding the public role of councillors, leading to inconsistent engagement from the 
police and a lack of tailored safety advice. Consequently, we found inconsistencies 
in reporting procedures, which makes it difficult to develop effective interventions to 
prevent abuse, harassment, and intimidation of councillors. We also found that the 
differences in levels of engagement and support between police forces contribute to 
underreporting, leaving councillors feeling isolated and unable to fulfil their 
responsibilities effectively. To address this challenge, it is vital to foster positive 
relationships between the council and the police, underpinned by comprehensive 
training. Additionally, police forces need to establish a consistent understanding of 
when and how to intervene, ensuring that councillors receive the necessary support 
and protection they require.  

Phase 2: Solution identification and development phase 
During this phase of the research project, we used a bottom-up approach to identify 
best practice that already exists in councils and local police forces and develop new 
solutions to support councillors with abuse and intimidation from the public. 
We used an iterative and agile methodology to identifying and develop solution to the 
three challenges identified in the first phase of the research at two workshops with 
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council officers and other relevant experts. The approximately 60 attendees were 
drawn from a range of types of councils from across urban and rural areas in 
England. From these sessions, researchers developed a range of good practice 
case studies and suggested practice which councils and their local partners may find 
helpful.  

Findings 
The methodology employed in this project resulted in several key findings, which we 
would propose as guiding principles. 

1) Zero-tolerance approach to abuse: establish and enforce a strict policy 
that sets clear expectations for interactions and promoting respectful 
debate 

Normalisation of abuse and intimidation in public and political discourse is a well-
established growing issue with demonstrable negative impacts on local democracy.3 
Democratic institutions may therefore need to respond to this rising issue and set 
expectations for interactions between the public and councillors, as many already do 
with staff. 

Setting out a zero-tolerance approach to abuse could include a range of actions, 
such as ensuring that all relevant policies about managing negative interactions 
between the public and council staff also reflect councillor engagement with the 
public. Councils can also set expectations by highlighting respectful debate and 
engagement principles through digital and physical marketing materials aimed at 
those who engage regularly with staff and councillors. 

Finally, there is evidence that many councillors consider their residents right to 
engage with their elected representative as sacrosanct and are reluctant to 
disengage, take officer advice or report incidents to the police even if the 
engagement is unhealthy, abusive or even threatening. In addition, councillors unlike 
staff are not obliged to comply with employment policies in the same way 
employees. However, setting expectations and thresholds of what is acceptable 
communication with councillors from the outset may help them identify unacceptable 
behaviour and disengage from or refer abusive residents on to officers when 
appropriate. 

2) Clarity of process and responsibility: Clearly define the process for 
raising concerns and assign responsible persons who are well equipped 
and located in the council to provide councillors with support 

Clarity of process was highlighted as a key challenge by councillors and officers 
alike. Councillors have consistently raised concerns about not knowing where to go 

 
3 https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/debate-not-hate-impact-abuse-local-democracy  

https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/debate-not-hate-impact-abuse-local-democracy
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for support in their councils. However, we found evidence that this is an issue that 
varies from place to place and in some areas, there is a clear and formalised 
process for raising concerns, either through a single point of contact individual or 
department. 

This may be a symptom of the way abuse and intimidation of councillor presents 
locally. For example, we found that councils that had robust and embedded 
arrangements for supporting councillors with abuse and intimidation had often been 
galvanised into action by a local high-profile event or national event that have 
caused them to reflect on their local arrangements. While other areas were less 
prepared because they had historically not experienced these issues. 

Setting out who is responsible for supporting councillors with abuse and intimidation 
within the functions of the council and ensuring they are appropriately skilled and 
resourced is critical to ensuring that appropriate support is embedded into the 
activities of the council. In addition, clearly setting out the kinds of support the council 
will provide, how and in what circumstances the support will be provides, and who 
councillors should go to day-to-day and in the event of an out-of-hours concern or 
emergency in clear processes and procedures can help to ensure officers know what 
to do consistently when councillors ask for support and help councillors feel well-
supported in their role. 

3) Relationships with local police: Proactively foster strong relationships 
with police to improve coordination and advance mutual understanding 
of abuse affecting councillors and the police role in addressing it. 

Many councils have excellent relationships with their local police forces working 
together on a range of local issues, from anti-social behaviour to licensing. However, 
we hear often that police do not always engage with the issues of abuse and 
harassment that affect councillors. In particular, some councillors have expressed 
the belief that police did not take appropriate actions to record and investigate 
potential crimes against them because they were councillors. 

We must be clear here that police forces must balance a range of considerations 
including the severity of the infraction and threat level, as well as capacity and 
available resources when responding to crime in their local area. In addition, through 
the process of this research we heard that police response is varied across different 
areas and that there are excellent examples of police taking action to deal with 
serious risk and incidents involving councillors. 

Contributors to this research were clear that a strong relationship with the local 
police force was critical to ensuring that the police understood the specific 
experiences and challenges that elected members experience and to setting 
expectations with elected members as to when it is appropriate for police to get 
involved. 



Appendix A 

4) Tailored risk assessments: Consider the needs of individual councillors 
and proactively identify risks through dynamic and periodic risk 
assessments 

At the centre of this support should be the needs of members. Some council officers 
said that because they didn't have many reports of abuse and intimidation incidents, 
they had assumed it wasn't an issue for their members. However, once they began 
proactively asking members about their experiences, they found this wasn't the case. 
On the other hand, some councillors do not agree that abuse and intimidation is an 
issue for them personally or in their area and will feel that support offered by officers 
is paternalistic and not a good use of public money. Officers should be alive to these 
views, but not assume that this feeling in one member reflects the views of others. 
Many councils have taken the approach of regularly surveying councillors on their 
training and support needs, this can help officers to tailor the support to the genuine 
needs of members and keep track of the changing issues in their local area. 

As mentioned earlier, some councils had been prompted to put in place better 
support and protections by a particular incident or local tensions, but without 
sustained focus and attention to issues of councillor safety, good practice sometimes 
diminished with the threat. Some officers reflected that they recognised this 
challenge in their own area and were keen to reinvigorate their efforts. Other said 
they had recognised the role of the council in monitoring local tensions and ensuring 
these factors were played into a dynamic risk assessment of risks against staff and 
elected members alike. Council officers also have valuable information and a range 
of skills, such as health and safety, communications, community engagement and 
legal, that can help to identify and mitigate risks of everyday councillor activities, like 
engaging with the public and safely visiting locations in the local area. 

5) Prioritise councillor wellbeing: Recognise and consider how your 
council can support councillor wellbeing and address the negative 
impacts of personal attacks and hurtful commentaries 

Many officers commented that councillor wellbeing is a much bigger consideration 
now than ever before. The expectations of the public, ability to critique on social 
media and a tendency towards blame culture against public figures has resulted in 
high-profile local and national politicians being very exposed to hurtful public 
commentaries. 

While it is absolutely right that councillors should be held to account for their actions 
as part of their role, many are now finding public abuse crossed the line into 
unnecessarily personal attacks and this can deter people from standing for election 
or re-election and seeking leadership positions. This is detrimental to democracy and 
at the extreme can lead to councillors feeling anxious and depressed. Beyond 
actions to support councillors manage their online engagement and protect them 
from real treats, many councils are now considering what more they can do to 
support councillor resilience and wellbeing. This can take a range of forms from 
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informal buddying to counselling via employee assistance programmes. 

Tops tips and case studies 
The principles are designed to help councils to consider how best to provide support 
for their councillors in their local context. As part of both phases of the project, we 
collected ideas and good practice case studies to illustrate the range of activities 
councils are doing to support their members. We have divided these by theme of 
prevention and support, incident management and aftercare, but some examples will 
apply equally across all areas. 

Prevention and support 

Understanding needs and coordination 

As mentioned in the principles, it's vital to understand the needs of individual 
councillors as they will not be homogenous across the country or even in the same 
council. Engaging well with members can also help with uptake of training and 
support, as their input can help ensure the offer will be most relevant to them. 

There are several ways a council can achieve this engagement and a combination of 
approaches may be most appropriate. For example: 

• Establishing a small working group of councillors to identify gaps in support 
and share intelligence about common experiences 

• Doing regular surveys of members to understand what incidents affect them 
and what aspects they particularly struggle with 

• Create open door or drop-in opportunities for individual councillors to speak to 
staff about concerns 

• Establish a wellbeing or councillor safety champion(s) who can collect 
information from the range of members at the council and pass this 
information on to staff 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case study box: 

Leeds City Council: Councillor safety champions 

Experienced councillors are generally confident within their community role, and 
sometimes safety considerations can be overlooked or deprioritised against open 
community engagement. Prioritising safety training and information relating to 
councillor safety can be a challenge. 

Leeds City Council recognised that not all councillors were prioritising safety and 
established a 'Councillor Safety Champion' role, which the Deputy Leader of the 
council filled, to provide leadership at a senior level. 

The Champion's role is to establish and maintain strong strategic links with relevant 

https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/leeds-city-council-councillor-safety-champions
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emergency services leading to the implementation of stronger safety processes. The 
Champion also provides a very effective point of escalation for councillors if an 
incident has occurred. Finally, the Champion is the figurehead for the regular 
bulletins and updates produced by council officers on councillor safety; this confers 
importance on the message and helps councillors prioritise the important. 

Before this arrangement, councillor safety was an add-on or a 'nice to have' rather 
than an essential component of the councillor role. Creating the role of Councillor 
Safety Champion has raised the profile of councillor safety issues for officers and 
councillors and created better two-way engagement. As a result, councillors are 
more informed about risks and mitigations; they have a conduit to feed intelligence 
back to relevant officers, and they know their safety is being considered seriously by 
the council. 

The engagement and receipt of key training information and guidance have 
increased councillors' proactivity in taking preventative measures to work more 
safely in the local community. 

The approach is supported at the most senior level within the council and is given 
the resources required to continue regular communication and engagements. The 
Council Safety Champion ensures councillor safety remains a high priority and 
provides a conduit for strategic engagement with local emergency services. 

Leeds City Council has identified how important strong leadership is in driving 
forward a priority. Regular communication can help improve a safety provision, which 
can help councillors represent their communities more safely. However, it is the 
senior leadership promoting this agenda that encourages councillors to prioritise 
their own safety and take on board the information and advice provided to them. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Many councils have been slowly increasing their action on these issues over the last 
few years, others have recently begun programmes of work to proactively consider 
their approach to council safety and wellbeing. Many have chosen to create an 
internal staff working group including the various departments that have relevant 
expertise. This could include officers such as: 

• Monitoring officer 
• Head of legal if not the monitoring officer 
• Democratic services 
• Heads of political group offices 
• Health and safety  
• Community safety 
• Communications 
• Community engagement 
• Human resources 

With expertise from a wide range of department innovative solutions can be brought 
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forward. For example, one council use their Anti-Social Behaviour reporting system 
to record abuse against councillors. Police colleagues have access to this system 
which means that police can assess the reports, provide advice and note any 
patterns of abuse that might develop into harassment or other crimes. Leeds City 
Council use their existing assets, such as their 24-hour CCTV centre, to ensure 
councillors can call for assistance through lone worker devices when they are out in 
their communities visiting residents. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case-study: 

London Borough of Hounslow: Case study on cross-organisational practitioner 
working group 

Hounslow Councill is taking steps to address harassment affecting it’s elected 
members. Following the passing of the motion the council is now working on setting 
up a cross-organisational working group with expert representatives from democratic 
services, legal, health and safety, and other relevant departments. The purpose of 
the group will be to use the various expertise to identify emerging issues and gaps in 
support and develop solutions that will help to prevent and deal with these issues 
when they arise. The group will also work towards creating a hub space on the 
intranet where members can access all the necessary information in one place, 
including access to counselling through the employee assistance scheme.  
The council is also considering providing training on emotional intelligence and softer 
skills to help members pre-empt, navigate and deescalate tensions when challenging 
issues create passionate responses in the community. Furthermore, the council is 
encouraging and facilitating respectful and civil conversations about sensitive issues, 
such as misogyny, between its elected members. 
The group will also consider what the council can do to prevent abuse against 
councillors and when the council should step in actively protect members. For 
example, it is sometimes appropriate for the council’s legal department to take over 
communications when correspondence is abusive and vexatious and to write an 
official letter informing the resident that the correspondence is no longer appropriate. 
This is an important step to explore all avenues before taking any further action.-------
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Policies and guidance 

Policies and guidance can support councillors to understand new aspects of their 
role, including elements of risk, and how the council can support them to navigate 
any issues they encounter. Councils may wish to consider if they need new policies 
to set what support is available or whether councillors can be incorporated into 
existing policies. Key policies could include: 

• Vexatious complainants' policies 
• Lone-worker policies and/or personal safety policies 
• Receipt of threat policies 
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• Social media policies 

Where a policy isn't appropriate, guidance and good practice examples can support 
councillors to make informed decisions. The LGA has a Councillor guide to handling 
abuse and intimidation, which includes comprehensive social media guidance. 
However, some councils have developed their own guidance tailored to local 
circumstances: 

• Blaby District Council guide - Personal Safety Guidance for Councillors  
• Bradford Metropolitan District Council - Guide to Personal Safety for 

Councillors  

Training 

Councillors are usually provided with a lot of information and possibly training when 
they first become a councillor. However, it's important to repeat key training often to 
ensure councillors are well equipped throughout their term. Common options for 
training around abuse and intimidations include: 

• Personal safety and risk assessment 
• Social media training and digital citizenship 
• General communications and healthy debate 
• Emotional intelligence 
• Conflict de-escalation 
• Code of conduct 

The LGA provides training and e-learning on some of these topics that are free for 
councillors in England. Councillors can access all learning options through the 
Civility in public life hub. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case study box: 

Durham County Council: Using social media safely 

The council has developed a comprehensive social media toolkit that guides 
councillors on social media use. The toolkit includes a section that advises 
councillors on how to manage comments, protect accounts, and reduce the risk of 
harassment or abuse online. The council recently updated the toolkit in accordance 
with the civility and respect guide on social media, published by the civility and 
respect project in consultation with the SLCC, NALC, OVW and County 
Associations, ensuring that it is comprehensive and accessible to all councillors.   
  
The toolkit is presented as part of the council’s training on social media which is 
made up of a theoretical and practical session. The first part of the training is 
conducted by the legal team and sets out how to communicate and use social media 
positively and in line with the council's code of conduct. The following practical 
sessions are conducted by the communications team and cover how to set up and 
use social media accounts and keep them technically safe. The council's 

https://www.local.gov.uk/councillors-guide-handling-harassment-abuse-and-intimidation
https://www.local.gov.uk/councillors-guide-handling-harassment-abuse-and-intimidation
https://w3.blaby.gov.uk/decision-making/documents/s39158/Personal%20Safety%20for%20Councillors%20-%20GUIDANCE%20V2.pdf
https://www.bradford.gov.uk/hands/documents/Safety%20Guidance%20and%20Information/Personal%20Safety%20Councillors%202021.pdf
https://www.bradford.gov.uk/hands/documents/Safety%20Guidance%20and%20Information/Personal%20Safety%20Councillors%202021.pdf
https://www.google.com/search?q=civility+in+public+life&rlz=1C1GCEB_enGB891GB891&oq=&aqs=chrome.1.69i59l3j0i131i433i512j69i60l3j69i65.2114j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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communication team engage with social media providers when they are aware of 
offensive posts and request their removal when necessary.  
  
This approach helps the council to strike the balance between promoting a safe and 
respectful online environment for councillors and residents alike.   
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case study box: 

Gloucestershire County Council: Improving councillor personal safety through 
training and development 

Gloucestershire County Council provides services to a predominantly rural 
community in the South West of England. The geographic region is vast and varied, 
spanning from part of the Cotswold Hills to the valley of the River Severn and 
encompassing the Forest of Dean. 

This varied rural setting presents unique safety challenges. The Department for 
Environment, Food & Rural Affairs recently stated that "rangers in protected 
landscapes have observed increased visitor numbers and an increase in anti-social 
and hostile behaviour". Councillors are also affected by this increased risk profile, as 
their activities often take place in remote settings far from CCTV coverage, foot 
traffic and mobile telephone signal. The council identified that mobile communication 
is not an effective way to support councillor safety because of the rural setting, and 
other techniques would need to be considered. 

A range of safety guidance is available to councillors and councils published by the 
Local Government Association (LGA) and the Local Government Information Unit. 
However, not all the advice was applicable in a rural setting. So instead, the council 
designed a training package tailored to the local environment. The training session 
was delivered directly to councillors and recorded and shared publicly. This allowed 
councillors who could not attend the event access to the same information as their 
colleagues and is a helpful reference resource for current and future councillors. 

The training video coordinated specialist advice with local knowledge and was 
introduced by the Cabinet Member for Safety to demonstrate the commitment to 
creating a safe environment. 

The council identified that, owing to the very real threat of councillors working alone 
and being out of range of communication networks, an enhanced level of safety 
competence was required. The training video provided in-depth advice on how 
councillors can carry out preventative actions to ensure they are in the safest 
environment while carrying out their activities. 

The training also provides practical examples of situations where incidents occurred, 
identifies actions that led to the exposure to danger, and reviews how the 
organisation and individuals have learnt from previous experience. These examples 
help increase councillors' understanding of how risky situations can develop and 
preventative measures to reduce or mitigate these risks. 

https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/gloucestershire-county-council-improving-councillor-personal-safety-through-training
https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/gloucestershire-county-council-improving-councillor-personal-safety-through-training
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The council publishes a regular newsletter called 'Members Matter' to communicate 
councillor safety and security updates. The newsletter covers training updates, 
changes to local arrangements, learning from recent incidents, and highlights current 
issues that councillors may need to be aware of. This helps maintain and refresh 
councillor safety awareness, ensuring safety remains a priority. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Technology 

Some councils are now providing a range of technological solutions to councillors to 
mitigate against safety risks associated with their councillor role and to help handle 
some lower-level abuse. 

Some examples of useful technological solutions: 

• Councillors have been provided with personal safety alarms, panic alarms or 
apps on their phone through which they can silently call for assistance. There 
are a range of options available for this and in some areas mobile options will 
not function due to poor signal 

• Some councils will provide councillors with a separate phone for council 
work, allowing them to keep their personal and council numbers separate. 
This can help councillor to disconnect and set time boundaries when they will 
respond to council business. Similarly, councillors can use a dual sim to have 
two phone numbers routed to one phone. This allows the convenience of 
carrying only one phone, but also allows the council to disable one number 
when they do not want to receive calls and to filter incoming calls depending 
on which number is being used. 

• Profanity filters are now commonly available. Councils could support 
councillors to set profanity filters on their council emails addresses. However, 
careful consideration should be given to what happens to the blocked emails. 
Blocked emails could contain a threat to life, and it's therefore important that 
someone checks the content of the email. 

• Councillors engage with residents in a variety of ways and occasionally this 
might mean hosting online, rather than in-person, ward surgeries. If there are 
any concerns about threats or abuse against a councillor, virtual meetings 
can help them to control their environment more easily, while also fulfilling 
their democratic functions. Providing access to zoom accounts and additional 
strategies like asking participants to pre-register, monitoring or disabling the 
chat function and setting expectations about conduct in the meeting can help 
to reduce the likelihood of abusive incidents. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case-study box: 

Cardiff Council: Councillor safety lone-worker devices 

https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/cardiff-council-councillor-safety-lone-working-devices
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Working alone can make a councillor vulnerable to, and increase the likelihood of, 
violent or aggressive incidents. Many councillors felt they were unable to call for help 
under these circumstances. The council identified this as a gap in the support for 
councillors and that, without additional support, councillors weren't always 
comfortable engaging within community environments. 

Cardiff Council developed a range of lone working solutions for councillors in 
collaboration with a commercial organisation. There are two solutions to choose from 
depending on the risk profile of the councillor. Both solutions are supplemented with 
a bespoke suite of training. 

The first solution is a smartphone app that registers the councillor's location, 
estimated meeting time and provides a notification either to the councillor's selected 
contact or to the police in an emergency. When activated, the app also records the 
conversation making the transcript readily available to the authorities, allowing the 
emergency services to assess what level of response is needed. In addition, the 
recording can provide valuable evidence if further action is required. 

The second solution is a discreet physical lone working device, which is easier to 
access in an emergency than the smartphone app. The device is installed behind an 
ID card on a lanyard. The device acts similarly to the app and sends a location to a 
security monitoring station when activated. Officers at the monitoring station can 
listen in and mobilise a response if appropriate. Councillors receive training on how 
to use the lone working devices to ensure they have the core competencies to use 
them effectively. 

Cardiff Council identified that the devices in isolation would not provide the required 
level of cover needed to support councillors during their day-to-day activities. All 
councillors were offered a suite of training to raise awareness of personal safety 
measures and suggest preventative actions to avoid confrontational situations, 
including tactics for de-escalation. 

The complete package of training and personal safety devices, alongside an 
understanding of the expected level of response from the council, means that 
councillors feel confident in managing the risks of working with the public and what to 
do in the event of an emergency. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Risk assessment and mitigation 

Risk assessments are a key part of a preventative approach to councillor safety and 
something that council officers will be very familiar with in relation to risk assessing 
council events and council buildings. However, as part of their role, councillors will 
often hold ward surgeries, meet people in public places, travel to and from meetings 
and may even visit resident's homes in their role as a councillor. It's important that 
these situations are also risk assessed and mitigations put in place to make these 
interactions as safe as possible. There are several approaches to this, which depend 
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on the available resources and the level of risk associated with the individual 
councillor. 

Risk assessment options range from simply supporting councillors to make their own 
risk assessments of their activities through templates and light touch guidance. 
However, if the level of risk is higher, it may be necessary to support councillors 
more directly by offering officer support to make risk assessment and mitigation 
proposals for a range of activities and locations, including the councillor's home. 

 

Case-study box: 

Leeds City Council: Venue risk assessment to support councillor safety 

Leeds City Council is a metropolitan district council with a diverse, vibrant, and 
engaged community. The City of Leeds is predicted to have economic growth of 25 
per cent over the next ten years. This growth will bring significant change to the local 
areas and will likely stimulate a range of opinions from residents. 

Change can be difficult to manage, and councils will want to engage residents to 
ensure that they have a say in the plans for the future of their area. Councillors have 
their role to play in this and anticipated that these conversations might be heated on 
occasion and play out at ward surgeries and other council events. 

Leeds City Council provides venues to councillors and has a vast and varied 
property portfolio. However, identifying safe premises to hold public events or 
surgeries, often in the evening, can be difficult. Accessibility for all members of the 
community is also a key consideration. 

The design and layout of the premises can contribute to the safety of everyone 
present preventing a cramped environment, ensuring good lighting, safe access to 
arrive and leave the venue, and a comfortable environment can help prevent 
tensions from running high. However, although the council provides the venues, 
surgeries are administrated by the councillors, and so they must have the necessary 
skills and understanding to use the venue safely. 

The council's Health and Safety Team supports councillors to assess the suitability 
of the venues they use for ward surgeries. This process involves a premises risk 
assessment using the skills and competencies of officers the council already has at 
their disposal. 

The Risk Assessment Team visits each location and considers: 

• the entrances and exits 
• premises security features 
• preferred seating arrangements and set up 
• comfort settings, including heating/cooling and lighting levels 
• equipment available to councillors (chairs, tables and so on) 
• parking and walkways 

https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/leeds-city-council-venue-risk-assessments-support-councillor-safety
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• phone signal. 

The risk assessment provides valuable information on safely conducting public 
meetings in that specific environment, even including a suggested seating plan and 
guidance on what equipment to use. In addition, the reports are available to 
councillors, allowing them to make an informed decision about where and how they 
hold their surgeries. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In addition, officers may be able to provide information to councillors to help them 
assess risk related to individuals, rather than locations. For example, if a councillor is 
planning to visit a resident they haven't engaged with before, they may wish to check 
that the person isn't flagged on the councils potentially violent persons register. 
Council officers may be able to provide advice as to whether visiting is advised or 
not, without providing specific information about the individual. Some police forces 
have also provided this kind of check previously and can give advice on whether to 
visit or not, again without providing personal or confidential information. 

If the threat is deemed to be viable, then the police may also be able to provide 
home security and other safety advice, such as better lighting, ring doorbells, 
separating post-boxes from the main home and may flag a home address for priority 
response by the police. 

 

Case-study box: 

Telford and Wrekin Council case study: A risk-based approach to councillor safety 

Telford and Wrekin Council has been working to establish a baseline of support for 
councillors over the last few years. Initially this took the form of personal safety 
training and the provision of a lone worker alarm system in line with the offer for staff 
at the council. The StaySafe app is available to all councillors and includes panic 
alarm functionality as well as mechanisms to programme in meetings and check-in 
points to support councillors in alerting someone if they are in difficulty. The council 
also support councillors with risk assessments and tips for holding ward surgeries 
safely. 

The council stepped up the support available in response to the inquiry and other 
incidents and took a risk-based approach to councillor safety. In the first instance, 
security was provided for high-risk council meetings and other events and security of 
council buildings was enhanced. The council did an exercise with the police to risk 
assess each councillor and designate them into high, medium and low risk bands. 
Depending on the level of risk, the councillors were offered a police assessment of 
their home security and CCTV, video doorbells or personal safety advice and 
signage to deter anyone for attempting to gain entry into the home. 

General advice from the police helped councillors put in place mitigations where they 
considered it necessary, for example separating the letter box from the house to 

https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/telford-and-wrekin-council-risk-based-approach-councillor-safety?check_logged_in=1
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reduce the risk of harmful things being posted into the home. The police have also 
been key in placing high-priority markers for police response on some councillors 
home and removing councillors number plates from the DVLA website to make them 
less early to identify and track. 

 

Engaging with the police 

Information sharing between the police and councils is key for various reasons. 
However, councillor safety is one among many priorities that police must balance 
against available capacity, and that's why it is key to proactively engage with the 
police and create environments where information can be shared in both directions 
and where potential issues can be flagged and addressed early. Contributors to this 
project suggested several ways this council be achieved. 

• Having a senior police officer responsible for liaising with the council as an 
organisation was key for intelligence sharing, particularly around identifying 
increasing community tensions or trigger issues that the council or specific 
councillors might be involved with. Having this connection could also help 
progress investigations where the officers dealing lacked the expertise to 
factors in the added risk dimensions associated with being an elected 
councillor. 

• Creating strong connections between neighbourhood policing teams and their 
local councils and councillors helped provide soft support at events where the 
council didn't have a formal presence. This could include local neighbourhood 
patrols including ward surgery location on surgery days and flagging 
councillors home addresses for urgent response if a risk had been identified. 

• Having police attend candidate election briefings and councillor induction 
events can help to improve mutual understanding of each other's roles and 
what councillors can reasonably expect police to be involved with. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case-study box: 

Kirklees Council: Collaboration with police and political parties to embed safety on 
daily activities 

Kirklees Council took a practical approach to dealing with abuse and intimidation of 
candidates and councillors focusing on engaging more with the police on these 
issues. First, the council established a specific named point of contact within the 
local police force. Ongoing contact with this officer meant they developed a good 
understand needs and concerns of councillors. This helps to streamline the reporting 
process for councillors who experience harassment or abuse. 
Second, they now involve discussion of the role of the police in members' induction. 
This allows the council to proactively approach the issue of harassment and 
intimidation by setting out a clear understanding of the enforcement role of police 
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and the role of the council in the early induction of new councillors. This can help to 
ensure that councillors are aware of the support and resources available to them and 
where to access support if they experience any form of abuse or harassment. 
Some lessons learned:  Not all councillor and candidates will experience abuse 
and intimidation, but it's key for them to be aware of these issues so they can be 
properly prepared to manage them if they do happen. Engaging with the police 
regularly can help to develop a long-term sustainable relationship. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Managing councillor information 

Councillors are representatives of their local communities and engage regularly with 
their residents. In the past it was usual for councillors to have their home address 
published on the ballot paper when they were running for election, on the council 
website and on the register of pecuniary interests. Since 2019 councillors have had 
the option to put their local authority areas on their ballot paper rather than their full 
address. However, they may still then have to declare the address on the public 
register of the interests and some councils still put home addresses up on the 
website, although this is becoming increasingly rare. 

Councillors may apply to their monitoring officer for a dispensation not to declare 
their full address if they believe it is a sensitive interest where disclosing the interest 
could lead to the member, or a person connected to them, being subject to violence 
or intimidation. However, the threshold for this is not set out in guidance or in law, 
although a letter to council leaders from the then Minister for Local Government, 
Rishi Sunak MP, encouraged monitoring officers to "look sympathetically at such 
requests where there are legitimate concerns of abuse or intimidation". 

Some candidates and councillors prefer to have their information available to the 
public to ensure transparency and accessibility. However, increasingly councillors 
are reporting that had they known the abuse they would experience they would have 
requested to withhold that information. Being open throughout the election process 
about the options and potential risks of publishing personal information may help 
councillors make informed decisions. 

Setting expectations 

Many councillors find it very difficult to disengage from residents, even if the 
communication has become abuse and continued engagement is unlikely to have a 
positive outcome for the resident or the councillor. Proactive actions to set out how 
councillors will engage with their residents can help to set expectations before the 
interaction begins and provides councillors with a clear policy and guidelines as to 
when they should disengage. This could be practical information in the first instance, 
for example, setting out response times and opening hours and indicating that 
casework should be sent via email. However, councillors can extend this principle to 
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specific that abuse will not be tolerated. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case study box: 

LGA: Digital citizenship rules of engagement 

The LGA published Digital citizenship guidance for councillors which includes 
infographics setting out the Rules of engagement. These rules set out clearly what 
was welcome, including debate and disagreement, but that abuse, threats, false 
information, and discriminatory language or statements would result in a cessation in 
engagement and being blocked if on social media. These rules were intended for 
online communication, but could be amended for other medium of communication, 
including in person engagement. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

This approach has been adopted by other organisations that engage with the public. 
For example, Transport for London often engage with residents and believe in 
setting expectations as to how a meeting should be conducted ahead of time. To 
support the aim of having a mutual conducive meeting, they use a Terms of 
Attendance document to set out their expectations for the meeting, which the chair of 
the meeting must acknowledge and agree to challenge. This agreement means that 
if a meeting becomes abusive or inappropriate, TfL staff reserve the right to 
terminate the meeting. Template terms of attendance for councillors to set 
expectations ahead of ward surgeries or home visitors. In addition, template 
responses explaining that abusive communications will not be responded to and 
setting out corrective actions would help councillors reset communications and 
enforce rules of engagement. 

Managing public narratives 

Research by the LGA found that sometimes there are particular trigger events or 
decisions that are a catalyst for abuse, harassment and intimidation. Sometimes 
these are unexpected, but often the council is aware of that a decision is contentious 
before it is made. This prior knowledge presents an opportunity to provide proactive 
support to councillors to help them manage any negative impacts that arise following 
an event or decision. Communications officers are responsible for responding to 
requests for information from the public and the media and will often prepare for 
enquiries following significant council or local events. 

Providing this advanced warning of potentially contentious issues and providing 
factual briefing to councillors can help them to weather social media storms and 
ensure that information does not become distorted. Advice about how to suspend 
comments, report abuse on social media, and tips for responding in a productive and 
safe way can also help councillors online. 

https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/civility-public-life-resources-councillors/handling-abuse-and-0
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Behaviour and conduct 

Councillors are leaders of their local community and engage with other elected 
members to make decisions that impact their residents. In doing so they must act in 
accordance with the Seven principles of public life, often called the "Nolan 
principles": 

• Selflessness 
• Integrity 
• Objectivity 
• Accountability 
• Openness 
• Honesty Leadership 
• Leadership 

Under the heading of leadership, the principles are clear that, holders of public office 
should treat others with respect and challenge poor behaviour wherever it occurs. 

Councils are required to have a councillor code of conduct in place based on these 
principles and this should be the basis for instructing councillors on the standards 
and conduct expected of them. Councils should try to ensure that the code of 
conduct and any associated training support their councillors to display the best 
behaviours and encourages high standards of respectful debate and conduct. This 
could mean regular training on the code, reviewing the code to ensure it is fit for 
purpose, and developing a shared understand across political groups and members 
of the value of high standards. In addition, councils can consider tools to reduce 
reliance on the code of conduct, for example local resolutions protocols that are 
widely used in Welsh councils. 

Councillors may also benefit from resources aimed at generally raising the quality of 
online communication and reducing abuse and misinformation. This could include 
councillors committing to using good digital citizenship techniques as set out in the 
LGA Digital citizenship guide. 

Incident management 

Support and reporting mechanisms 

Council officers support councillors with many aspects of their role, guiding them 
through the processes of the council, providing support with case work and 
information the councillor requires. However, when it comes to reporting abuse and 
intimidation councillors need to be clear where to go to find information and who they 
should contact and in what circumstances. 

Council should try to ensure that all the information councillors need is in one place 
and easily accessible. For example, the London Borough of Hounslow is developing 
a 'one-stop-shop' space on the council intranet where councillors will be able to 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life/the-7-principles-of-public-life--2
https://www.ombudsman.wales/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Model-Local-Resolution-Protocol-for-Community-and-Town-Councils.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/civility-public-life-resources-councillors/handling-abuse-and-0


Appendix A 

access all the relevant information. 

Many councils have a single point of contact for councillors, although the responsible 
individual or function in the council varies from council to council. This variation is to 
be expected, but the crucial point is that councillors know who to go to and that the 
function available is able to cope with workday and out-of-hours issues. 

This can be a lot of expectation to place on one individual, and some officers 
suggested having a team as the SPoC with a responsible senior manager balanced 
the need for 24-hour support with clarity of responsibility. 

Councils should also establish a clear and simple method for reporting incidents 
which allows easy analysis so that trends and repeated harassment can be 
identified. Again councils have a range of ways to manage this: 

• One council use their Anti-Social Behaviour system to record abuse against 
councillors 

• Other use simple forms and shareable documents on SharePoint 
• Other use other case management systems to record data 

Triage 

It can be challenging to determine when criticism crosses the line into abuse and 
when councillors should report this to the council or to the police. They should be 
encouraged to report if they are in any doubt and obviously if they are in fear for their 
safety, they should call 999. 

Councils should be prepared and have plans in place to deal with the receipt of 
threats so that officers can respond quicky and reassure the councillor. This could 
include basic actions, like being absolutely clear where and how councillors can 
report a threat, securing as much information as possible about the threat, informing 
the police, checking in with the individual involved, updating them regularly on what 
is going on, and being very clear about the role of the police as compared to that of 
the council. 

For lower-level abuse, some councils have taken innovative approaches of using a 
committee to review abuse received by councillors and determining whether this has 
crossed the line and warrants an official response from the council. This removed the 
responsibility for determining thresholds from the individual experiencing the abuse 
and creates a level of consistency as to how abuse against councillors is dealt with. 

Informal and legal actions 

If a resident or other individual has crossed the line from legitimate criticism to abuse 
in a way that may not be criminal but is harmful to the councillor and which the 
council agrees warrants a response, there are some actions a council could take: 

• The council leader or monitoring officer could send a letter to the individual 
setting out why the behaviour is unacceptable and requesting that they desist 



Appendix A 

from further abuse 
• The council could put in place a single point of contact for the individual where 

they would be asked not to contact the council again, but communicate with a 
senior officer instead 

• In multi-councillor wards, the other councillors might agree to take over 
communications with the individual, allowing the victim of the abuse to 
disengage 

In extreme circumstances, where an individual continues to abuse an individual, their 
actions could constitute a criminal offence such as harassment or stalking and a 
criminal or civil case could be pursued, and an injunction could be placed on an 
individual instructing them to desist. However, criminal cases must pass a high 
threshold for prosecution and civil cases are extremely expensive, may not be 
successful, and can have unintended consequences. For example, the extreme case 
of Robert Pickthall who took his own life rather than accepting a prison sentence for 
breaching an injunction which prevented him from harassing councillors and officers 
at Cheshire West and Chester Council (case law: Cheshire West and Chester 
Council v Pickthall). 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case study box: 

Durham County Council: Reporting abuse and establishing productive relationships 
with the police 

Durham Council has a strong commitment to protecting councillors from abuse, 
harassment, and intimidation and takes threats against councillors very seriously.  
The council's approach to dealing with harassment or abuse of councillors is 
proportionate to the level of threat using the expertise of the council’s legal and 
health and safety teams to decide how to proceed. This is supported by engagement 
with the police as appropriate to address serious incidents and provide essential 
advice and support depending on the severity of the situation. 
For example, the council’s Monitoring Officer, meets regularly with the Deputy chief 
constable. This provides an opportunity to flag concerns and share intelligence. In 
the meetings they discuss any issues related to councillor’s experiences of 
harassment or threats of violence, and the police provide advice and guidance. The 
police are very responsive to issues that need to be reported in between meetings.  
Councillors are encouraged to report all incidents of abuse, harassment and 
intimidation to Members Services even if it is considered to be minor or low level. All 
such incidents are logged internally and where appropriate with the police. This 
helps track incidents and identify patterns of behaviour which may pass the threshold 
for police action.  
Member services in consultation with health and safety team assess the level of 
threat using a predetermined process.  
Where the risk is low, the incidents will be logged and appropriate advice given to 
the councillor (e.g. how to amend social media settings/re-direct or block emails). In 

http://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/QB/2015/2141.html
http://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/QB/2015/2141.html
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more serious cases, which do not meet the threshold for police action, the council 
will consider whether to take action e.g. writing to the individual and/or seeking an 
injunction. In serious of cases of abuse harassment and intimidation, the police will 
take appropriate action. 
Where it is considered that an individual’s behaviour threatens the immediate safety 
of councillors or staff, a decision may be taken to place that individual on the 
Potentially Violent Persons Register. Such behaviour includes conscious, deliberate 
or malicious acts of violent, aggressive or abusive behaviour towards council 
employees or councillors. It is possible for those who interact with the public to check 
whether someone they are due to meet is on the register and what mitigations are in 
place.  
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Aftercare and resilience 

Peer support 

Councillors have a unique position as elected members and do not fit into the usual 
managerial structures of a council. However, following an incident they may want to 
speak to someone who understands their position, such as a buddy, a mentor or 
specific member who has taken responsibility for welfare issues. This works 
differently in each council, but key examples include: 

• Wellbeing champion – this could be a senior member who has taken 
responsibility for the wellbeing of councillors across the council or there could 
be wellbeing champions in each political group catering to their own members 

• Wellbeing cafés –parish councils in Cornwall have set up wellbeing cafes 
designed to allow members to come together in an informal space to discuss 
concerns, share experiences and solutions 

• For independent councillors who sit outside formalised political parties, there 
can be an additional challenge. However, independent councillors may make 
informal arrangements with other councillors to provide valuable peer support 
improving wellbeing and reducing stressed caused by independent working 

• Finally, councillors struggling to find peer support within their authority, can 
request support through the four LGA Political Group Offices. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case study:  

Eastleigh Borough Council: Independent network support councillor safety 

While carrying out their daily activities, you would expect independent councillors to 
encounter similar situations to other councillors. However, their unaffiliated status 
can mean that the risks associated with those situations are subtly different. For 
example, some independents believe they are less at risk of confrontations with the 

https://www.local.gov.uk/about/our-meetings-and-leadership/political-composition/political-groups
https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/eastleigh-borough-council-independent-network-supporting-councillor-safety
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public because they are not associated with wider party policies or decisions – they 
are only responsible for their own words and actions. 

On the other hand, independent councillors do not have the wider support network of 
political parties. This lack of support structure can lead to an individual approach with 
little or no peer or other support, leading to a range of additional risks. In this context, 
independent councillors may feel vulnerable and concerned about their welfare, 
leading to reduced engagement with residents. 

The independent councillors on the council created an 'Indy Group' network, which 
encourages dialogue, support, and collaboration between members. 

This network meets regularly and, alongside other items, discusses issues relating to 
councillor safety. The forum provides the space and opportunity for councillors to 
share their knowledge of issues, local incidents, workshop solutions to safety issues, 
and work as a support network to consider health and wellbeing. 

The Indy Group has been successful in implementing a number of measures to 
improve personal safety, including: 

• Attending each other's ward surgeries and other events to reduce instances of 
lone working. 

• Providing a lone working service to independent councillors, ensuring 
schedules and locations are shared and introducing a 'buddy' system where 
calls are made before and after meetings to reduce risks of lone working. 

• Providing a helpful exit to tricky situations: if a situation is escalating, the 
councillor can send a discreet message requesting a call, and another 
member of the network will call the councillor, providing a reason to exit the 
meeting and offering support in the event the emergency services need to be 
called. 

• Providing a valuable support network which is essential to increasing 
wellbeing and reducing stress caused by independent working. 

The Indy Group network has provided independent councillors with a range of 
benefits. The network is a semi-formal space allowing independent councillors to 
access and provide peer support in an inclusive environment. This collaborative 
approach has provided independent councillors with the tools to mitigate the unique 
risks associated with their role and improve the working environment and wellbeing 
of colleagues on the council. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Formal support 

Although peer support is an important aspect of aftercare and building resilience, 
there may also be a need for more formalised support from someone with specific 
skills, such as a mental health first aider or counsellor. Mental health first aiders are 
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becoming more common and this may be helpful training for councillors and officers 
in political group offices. Some councils have also allowed councillors access to their 
employee assistance programmes so they have equal access to counselling support. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Case-study box: 

Middlesborough Council: Wellbeing support for councillors 

The number of people having a work-related stress illness has been rising year-on-
year, which can have a long-term impact on employees. Although councillors aren't 
employees, they are often exposed to high-stress environments where the level of 
personal challenge can be high. Councillors are also expected to display good 
conduct and behaviour at all times and should respond correctly when dealing with 
the members of the public. 

Balancing these requirements while also dealing with incidents of abuse or 
intimidation from the public can have a negative impact on councillors' mental health 
and lead to burnout or disillusionment with their council role. 

Middlesbrough Council identified the risk of lone working and personal safety within 
their councillor community and explored ways to provide more support, focusing on 
wellbeing and post-incident aftercare.  

The council has a robust health and wellbeing package offered to council colleagues, 
which was extended to councillors. In addition, the council expanded and amended 
the offer to consider the councillors' unique place within the overall council services 
which:  

• provides councillors with free of charge access to mental health professionals 
through a therapy network. This is available to councillors to help them 
process and recover if an incident occurs. It can also be accessed as a 
preventative measure if councillors feel they need support. 

• offers 1-2-1 space for private discussions, operating an open and transparent 
atmosphere. This can provide an environment to decompress, work out a 
preventative approach to emerging issues and contribute to the wider 
collaborative working environment on these issues. 

• provides wellbeing and mental health training to councillors. This provides 
valuable tips, tools, and tricks to support an individual within a pressurised 
environment, ensuring councillors are resilient and prepared for their activities 
in the community. 

A councillor's role is unique; their place in the community means that the decisions 
they make and sometimes even their personal lives are under significant scrutiny. 
This can lead to personal attacks of character, harassment, intimidation, and even 
physical violence and confrontation on rare occasions. This can negatively impact 
the councillor and their family and friends. 

Middlesbrough Council's approach acknowledges this challenging context and the 

https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/wellbeing-support-councillors-middlesbrough-council
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consequent impacts on mental health and wellbeing. Councillors know what support 
is available and how to access it – this clear support structure helps to build 
individual resilience and provides councillors with the tools to handle the range of 
challenging situations they may encounter. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Conclusion – what barriers remain? 
Councillors’ experiences of abuse and intimidation vary, and some councils may 
experience more issues that others. However, there is clear evidence that abuse of 
politicians is on the rise across the board and that issues can arise and escalate very 
quickly. Councils would therefore be prudent to anticipate issues that may occur in 
the future and prepare to respond to abuse from members of the public. Additionally, 
this variation of experience means that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to 
follow, but the general principles we have set out in this report may help councils to 
consider the level of support their members require and how best to provide this 
support. 

Councillors, political parties, councils and local police all have a role to play in 
preventing and dealing with abuse targeted against councillors. However, there is 
also a limit to their power, resources and responsibility to handle these issues and 
some things they will not be able to influence. 

The behaviour of the public can be influenced and managed but cannot be entirely 
mitigated against. In addition, it is not against the law to be unpleasant or abusive 
and for the purposes of protecting freedom of speech the threshold for criminality is 
high. However, there are some environments where abusive speech and behaviour 
has the capacity to cause particular personal and democratic damage – notably 
online, particularly on social media. Cumulative derogatory and abusive comments, 
which are easily facilitated by online environments, can have a serious impact on 
individuals and their families, while online misinformation and disinformation can be 
impossible to contain and may in fact impact the integrity of local democracy itself. 

Engagement with police and the variability of police response to abuse against 
councillors and others in public life was a common theme in this research. Most 
feedback indicated that the police can be relied on to deal with serious threats to life 
and violent crime. This is reassuring, but the perception that less serious or 
immediately threatening crimes are taken much less seriously and in many cases 
are not addressed at all is pervasive. 

The role of the police is to maintain law and order in local areas by protected the 
public and their property, including preventing crime and reducing the fear of crime. 
However, we have heard from many sources that the police are not resourced to 
deal with all crime and this manifests as reports of crimes not being recorded or 
investigated. This is aggravated by a lack of understanding of the role that 
councillors fulfil and the associated risks. Within this research we have set of various 
options for improving relationships with the police and improve the mutual 
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understanding of the role of councillors and the police, however, more is needed to 
improve consistency and outcomes. 

Finally, councillors are a central part of our democratic system. Residents have high 
expectations of councillors and entrust them to make decisions that affect their lives. 
It is therefore vital that councillors are held accountable for their actions and display 
appropriate behaviours for leaders and representatives of their council. The vast 
majority of councillors strive to uphold these standards, understanding the individual 
and collective responsibility associated with their role. However, this is not 
universally the case. It is important that political parties and their members set the 
example of proper conduct and councils have the appropriate processes and powers 
to deal with breaches of the code of conduct. 
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