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Briefing paper: House of Lords 

 

What does the House of Lords do? 

As Meg Russell outlined in her talk at Weekend 2, the House of Lords is less powerful than 

the House of Commons. Unlike the Commons, it cannot remove the government from 

office, and it can only delay, rather than veto, most bills. Although it can propose 

amendments to legislation, these must also be agreed by the Commons. Its primary function 

is therefore as a ‘revising’ chamber, asking the Commons to reconsider its plans.  

 

How are people appointed to the House of Lords? 

The vast majority of members of the House of Lords are appointed, rather than hereditary, 

peers. There are two key routes to appointment. Peers representing political parties are 

usually nominated by the party leaders and vetted by the House of Lords’ independent 

Appointments Commission. Members of the public or political parties can also suggest 

people for appointment as non-party-political peers; these suggestions are then reviewed 

by the Appointments Commission, which puts forward recommendations. In either case, the 

final say lies with the Prime Minister. 

The House of Lords also contains up to 92 hereditary peers (where eligibility for a seat in the 

Lords is passed down through a family), and up to 26 Church of England bishops and 

archbishops.  

 

What is the composition of the House of Lords?  

Unlike the House of Commons, the government of the day does not have a majority in the 

House of Lords. This is partly because of the large number of ‘crossbench’ peers, a grouping 

of independent members of the House of Lords who do not formally support any political 

party. At the moment, the largest groups in the House of Lords are:  

Group Number of peers 

Conservative 262 

Crossbench 189 

Labour 171 

Liberal Democrat 85 
 

What is the size of the House of Lords?  

At the time of writing, the House of Lords had 788 peers. However, this number fluctuates 

due to new appointments and the retirement or death of existing peers. There are no lower 

or upper limits to the number of people who can sit in the House of Lords.  

https://youtu.be/DO0ILKwANYQ
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The House of Lords has explored methods for reducing its size. These have involved 

encouraging peers to consider retirement, and asking governments to avoid making large 

numbers of appointments. 

 

How has the role and composition of the Lords changed over time? 

Once more powerful than the House of Commons, the role of the House of Lords has 

changed significantly over time. One major reform was the Parliament Act 1911. This 

removed the previous power of the House of Lords to veto bills, replacing it with the 

delaying power the Lords has today.  

The composition of the Lords has also changed dramatically. The House of Lords Act 1999 

reduced the size of the chamber by almost half and removed almost all hereditary peers. 

The 92 hereditary seats which remain today were a compromise to enable the reforms to 

pass.  

 

Are there any examples of the Lords changing government policy?  

It is very rare for peers to try to overrule legislation passed by the House of Commons as a 

whole. The Parliament Act 1911 removed the Lords’ power to veto most bills, and, by 

convention, the House of Lords does not try to block bills that were promised in the 

governing party’s manifesto. In addition, the unelected House of Lords generally defers to 

the Commons’ democratic mandate. In keeping with its function as a ‘revising’ chamber, the 

Lords is often most influential in suggesting amendments to legislation and asking the House 

of Commons to reconsider its proposals.  

Recent examples of such amendments that led to policy change include a dispute over cuts 

to tax credits in 2015: after the House of Lords voted against the Conservative government’s 

plans, they were eventually dropped. The Labour government faced similar challenges in 

2006 when the House of Lords repeatedly voted against compulsory ID cards. The 

government chose to delay the implementation of ID cards until after the 2010 election, 

which was won by the Conservatives, who scrapped them when in coalition with the Liberal 

Democrats.   

 

 


