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single MP who is there to represent them. On the plus side, however, it makes it more
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Topic 2: Electoral systems

Topic 2: Electoral systems

The role of elections in a democracy

What purposes do elections serve?

Elections serve three broad and overlapping purposes within a liberal democracy.

(1) Political recruitment: they give citizens an opportunity to elect those
individuals who will act as their representatives until the next election.
(2) Accountability: they provide a means by which citizens can hold individual :
representatives and the government of the day accountable for their actions and
conduct in office. Give an example of voters
(3) Legitimisation: they play a role in legitimising the government by providing the : \ithin a constituency using
winners with an electoral mandate — be it a personal mandate for an individual : an election to hold an
MP or a broader mandate for the party that wins enough seats to secure control individual MP to account
of the parliament or assembly in question. { for his or her actions.

What is an electoral system?

A range of are used in the UK and elsewhere. Either
a set of rules under which
votes are translated into @
(1) Majoritarian systems: those that require the winner to secure a majority, | seatsin a legislature, ora
e.g. either the simple majority (simple plurality) required under first-past-the-post | mechanism by which an
(FPTP) or the absolute (overall) majority required under systems such as alternative individual is elected to

Electoral systems can be divided into three broad types:

vote (AV) and supplementary vote (SV). + servein a specific post.
(2) Proportional systems: those that attempt to distribute seats in broad pro-
portion to votes cast, e.g. list systems and single transferable vote (STV).
(3) Hybrid systems: those systems that combine a majoritarian and a proportional Remember that
element, e.g. FPTP top-up or AV+. i commentators prefer
i to use the term ‘simple
UK electoral systems el sysitsh &

i opposed to ‘majoritarian
At one time virtually all UK-based elections, whether for the Westminster Parliament, system’ when referring to

local government or UK elections to the European Parliament, were conducted under | EpTP, This is because the
FPTP. Since 1997, however, the situation has changed markedly. system does not require
® Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly elections take place under a hybrid : the winning candidate
additional member system (AMS) known as first-past-the-post top-up. The Greater : to secure an absolute
London Assembly’s 25 members are also elected under an AMS system. { majority of votes within a
e In Northern Ireland, elections to local government, the Northern Ireland Assembly given constituency.
and the European Parliament take place under STV, as have Scottish local elections

since 2007. :

e Since 1999, UK elections to the European Parliament have taken place under a QOISR AP
closed regional party list system. i Identify one reason why

e The London Mayor and a number of other directly elected mayors around the UK | STV has been employed in
(e.g. in Hartlepool) are elected under SV. ¢ Northern Ireland.
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Content guidance

An electoral system

in which voters rank
candidates in order of
preference. This makes it
possible for an individual
ballot to be transferred to

another candidate in the
event that the voter’s first
choice is not elected, oris
elected without need of
their support.

Try to use the figures
provided here for the
2005 general election
alongside figures from

2010 as a way of illustrating

the inconsistencies
inherent under FPTP. For
example, while the Labour
Party secured a 65-seat
Commons majority in
2005 with just 35.29%

of the popular vote, the
Conservatives fell 20 seats

short of an overall majority

in 2010, despite polling
36.1%.
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First-past-the-post (FPTP)

FPTP is not a . Instead, voters are given a single vote which is
not transferable. Votes are then counted, with the candidate securing the largest
number of votes winning. A candidate need only secure one vote more than their
nearest rival (i.e. a simple majority, or ‘simple plurality’), even where this will often be
less than 50% of the total number of votes cast for all candidates.

In the UK, FPTP normally operates on the basis of single-member constituencies:
that is, where one individual is elected to represent one geographical area. In a
parliamentary election this area would be called a constituency. At the time of the
2010 general election there were 650 such single-member constituencies. In a local
election the area represented would normally be referred to as a ward. In some local
elections, seats may be given to more than one candidate (e.g. the two securing the
most votes across the ward).

Note that where a vacancy occurs, as a result of the death or resignation of the
incumbent, a by-election is held in the affected constituency/ward under the same
FPTP electoral system.

FPTP and the mandate

One supposed purpose of elections is to grant those elected to government a mandate
to govern. However, FPTP rarely results in a government that can claim the support
of more than 50% of those who voted, yet alone 50% of the eligible voters. The last
time the winning party in the general election won more than 50% of votes cast was
1935. Indeed, in 2005, Labour polled only 9.5 million votes — 35.2% of votes cast (the
lowest share of the vote ever recorded for a winning party at a UK general election)
and only 21.6% of the electorate (another record low).

FPTP and the popular vote

FPTP only requires a candidate to secure a simple plurality of votes in order to win,
rather than achieving an absolute majority. This process inevitably results in large
numbers of wasted votes — those votes that make no real difference to the outcome
as they are cast either for a losing candidate or for one who has already secured
enough votes to win the contest. In Liverpool Walton in 2010, for example, 29,440 of
the 34,332 votes cast were wasted.

It is also possible to win more votes nationally under FPTP (i.e. a higher share of the
popular vote) and yet win fewer seats, by winning some seats by large margins and
losing others by small margins. In the general elections of 1950, 1951 and February
1974, the winning party gained fewer votes nationally than the party that ended up
forming the official opposition. Such results further reduce the legitimacy of the
government.

Another feature of FPTPis that victory in a general election depends disproportionately
on the actions of undecided or floating voters in a number of key marginal
constituencies. Given that a candidate only needs a majority of one vote to win a seat,
there is little point in parties campaigning in safe seats such as Liverpool Walton,
which in 2010 had a Labour majority of 19,818 votes. It makes far more sense to

AQA AS Government & Politics

@ 31M2/11 3:44 PM






