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About this Revision Guide
This revision guide is designed for all students sitting exams in Edexcel A-Level Politics. 
It provides an overview of all content in the UK Politics topic in Component 1, including 
the key debates. There is also a range of exam-style essay questions and expert 
exam tips in each section.
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Democracy

However, because of the size and complexity of modern democratic societies, democracy is usually indirect: a form 
of democracy called representative democracy. This is where people elect representatives to make decisions on 
their behalf, such as MPs in the House of Commons.

Democracy is said to give governments legitimacy because they can claim a mandate (the authority to govern) because 
they have the support and consent of the public.

Political scientists also talk about the concept of a pluralist democracy: the existence of many groups and the 
recognition of many voices in society (for example a number of political parties and pressure groups).

The word democracy derives from the Greek words demos (of the people) and kratia (power/rule).
Direct democracy refers to the people making decisions themselves. This is sometimes thought of as “the 
purest form of democracy”, as practised in ancient Athens. Here citizens would vote on issues by a show 
of hands in a meeting. While this is impractical in modern democracies, there are still elements of direct 
democracy, such as a referendum.

Direct and representative democracy

Advantages of direct democracy

Advantages of representative democracy

Disadvantages of direct democracy

Disadvantages of representative democracy

• Purest form of democracy
• The people genuinely make the decisions
• Encourages full participation
• Decisions have legitimacy/popular consent

• Pluralist democracy – a range of views are   
 represented
• People with time and/or expertise make decisions
• Decision-makers are accountable to the public
• Citizens have a local representative through whom  
 they can raise concerns or seek redress

• Tyranny of the majority
• Minority views unrepresented
• Lacks pluralism
• The majority view is not always wise, moral, or legal

• Elitism: a political class has the power, rather than  
 the people
• Less participation – just periodic general elections  
 rather than decision-making
• Less clear that individual decisions have legitimacy, 
 a mandate, or popular consent

Models of representative democracy

Delegate 
model

Trustee 
model

This is the idea that representatives are given direct instructions from those whom they 
represent. While this is not the model used in UK politics, it can be argued that some MPs acted like 
delegates in the House of Commons when voting on issues relating to Brexit. Where their constituents 
had voted strongly for leaving the EU, some MPs who had previously supported Remain chose to 
vote in accordance with the majority view of their constituents.

Also known as the Burkean model, after the Conservative philosopher Edmund Burke. Burke famously 
said “your representative owes you, not his industry only, but his judgement; and he betrays, instead 
of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion.” By this he meant that MPs were duty bound to use 
their expertise and judgement when making decisions, not simply to do whatever is popular. This is the 
model used in the House of Commons where MPs are elected for up to five years and are then held 
accountable for their decisions at the next election.
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On the other hand, others argue that pressure groups restrict or undermine democracy, because:
 • Insider groups enjoy privileged access: the government is not a neutral arbiter
 • Power remains in the centre: the government will listen to groups with which they already agree
 • Pressure group participation is often ineffective. Although people might get involved – making donations 
  or signing petitions – it is not comparable with voting
 • Minority interest groups can wield too much influence, especially organisations that receive corporate money.  
  Governments may serve vested interests rather than the interests of the people as a result
 • As such, many suggest that the resulting system is not pluralistic, but instead empowers an unelected elite 
 • Rather than educating the public and politicians, pressure groups may spread disinformation

Lobbyists
In recent years there has been some controversy over the role of lobbyists in the UK political system. Like other groups 
we’ve considered, lobbyists seek to influence government and decision makers. These are companies that are paid to 
promote particular interests. While sometimes it is large, well-funded pressure groups that commission the services 
of professional lobbyists, often it is commercial interests.  To try and avoid some of the scandals that have emerged 
relating to lobbying in the past (so-called “cash for access” or “cash for influence”) politicians have to register their 
interests and there is now a register of lobbying groups in the UK, to try and prevent corruption or bribery.

Think Tanks
Think tanks are public policy research groups and perform a significant function in UK politics. They are often associated 
with a particular political party or movement and, as such, are often identified as left wing or right wing.

Right-wing or right-of-centre think tanks include: the Adam Smith Institute and the Centre for Social Justice, while 
left-wing or left-of centre think tanks include the Institute for Public Policy Research and Demos. These groups 
carry out research into various policy areas and seek to influence the policies of the political parties that are most 
strongly associated with them. They will sometimes investigate policy that might be seen as too radical by the political 
mainstream in order to start a public discussion about it.

Exam style questions

Evaluate the view that pressure groups are a vital part of the UK’s 
democratic process. (30 marks)

You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way.

Evaluate the view that pressure groups, lobbyists and think tanks have 
little impact on government decisions. (30 marks)

You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way.

Exam Hint  What’s your view? Pick a side.

Exam Hint  Make sure that all three types of organization are considered. You will need to make arguments 
about lobbyists and think tanks, not just pressure groups. These are often best made through contemporary
topical examples: keep an eye on the news! 
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POLITICAL PARTIES IN CONTEXT
A multi-party system?

Two-party system

Evidence of a two party system

Multi-party system

Evidence of a multi-party system

• Dominated by two established parties
• Adversarial system between government and official  
 opposition
• Regular competition for power through general  
 elections (e.g. every 4 or 5 years)
• Other parties exist and have a role, but have little  
 influence and are often seen as a “wasted vote”

• Only Conservative and Labour parties have a realistic  
 prospect of leading a government
• Parliament is arranged with a government and  
 opposition (a ‘government-in-waiting’)

• Several parties have a realistic chance of an   
 executive role (often in a coalition)
• Tend to find coalitions and power-sharing, with  
 parties seeking to work together
• Elections sometimes are more frequent as power- 
 sharing governments can be less stable 
• Smaller parties can do more than influence the 
 larger ones and can hope to get the chance to
 implement some of their policies themselves

• Coalition and Confidence and Supply arrangements  
 since 2010
• Significant influence of “minor” parties in the   
 devolved institutions
• The input of several parties to televised pre-election  
 “leaders’ debates”

The UK has a two-party, adversarial system. The first past the post (FPTP) voting system tends to maintain this, even 
when third parties are popular. For example, the SDP/Liberal Alliance polled 25% of the vote in 1983 but won just 23 
seats. A similar thing happened to UKIP in 2015, when it was the third-placed party in terms of votes (12.6%) but only 
won 1 seat. 

The SNP had a big breakthrough in 2015, (winning 56 of the 59 seats they contested). This is because their vote is 
concentrated whereas other small parties’ votes are dispersed. As such, the SNP is over-represented in the Commons, 
while others are under-represented.  Small parties can have a big influence (e.g. Liberal Democrats in the coalition; 
UKIP, SNP and DUP in recent years).

Factors Affecting Party Success
 • Leadership – parties with popular or admired leaders tend to do well. This does not always follow. “Cleggmania”  
  in 2010 did not translate into a breakthrough for the Liberal Democrats; James Callaghan was personally more  
  popular than Margaret Thatcher in 1979 but was defeated.
 • Image – this includes whether a party is seen as united, but also whether they’re seen as modern, relevant, 
  competent, on the people’s side, etc.
 • Influence of the media – the media can have a big impact on the previous two factors: opinions about leaders  
  are shaped by the media (e.g. the tabloid treatment of Ed Miliband in 2015) and also filter the party image. The  
  party backed by the Sun newspaper has won every general election since 1979. 
 • Funding – parties need financial stability to be able to afford to employ organisers and fund a modern election  
  campaign. 
 • Organisation – even with popular leaders and an appealing image, parties need effective organisation, especially  
  locally and on-the-ground, for them to select effective candidates, run effective campaigns, and deliver the votes  
  on polling day.
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Exam style questions

Evaluate the view that the UK government should make more use 
of referendums. (30 marks)

You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way.

Evaluate the view that referendums undermine representative 
democracy in the UK. (30 marks)

You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way.

Exam Hint  It is important to use contemporary examples in these answers, but you must try and remain 
focused on the question and answer what is asked. The temptation to be sidetracked onto the rights and 
wrongs of Brexit should be resisted!

VOTING BEHAVIOUR
Psephologists are interested in what influences who people vote for (and whether they vote). These factors 
can be divided into short-term factors (such as events and personalities) and long-term factors, that would 
explain voting patterns over a long period of time. These tend to be what are termed sociological factors, 
e.g. class, ethnicity, gender, age.

Long-term factors
Peter Pulzer wrote: 
“class is the basis of British party politics; everything else is embellishment and detail”.

This statement seemed to ring true in 1967 when he wrote it. However, since then – and particularly since 1979 – 
there have been two processes that have undermined this: class dealignment and partisan dealignment.

Class 
dealignment

Partisan
dealignment

From the late 20th century, people became much less likely to strongly identify themselves and 
others with a social class. Where they do align with a class it is not always the one they would 
traditionally be aligned with based on their occupation (e.g. working-class people seeing 
themselves as middle class: embourgeoisement).

In part because of class dealignment, there are many more floating voters and fewer tribal voters 
than in the middle of the 20th century. Whereas previous generations voted for the party their 
parents voted for, they are now more likely to be affected by short-term factors.

Class was a very significant factor in mid 20th century voting and in determining which party someone would support. 
Working-class people voted Labour, middle-class people (and higher) voted Conservative. This was never entirely the 
case – there were always working-class Conservatives; there were always middle-class people on the left. However, 
it was overwhelmingly the clearest indicator and predictor of voting behaviour. This has become less the case in 
recent general elections, with class now more of a factor in relation to turnout than to party preference. There is even 
evidence in 2019 of something of an inversion, with Conservatives increasing in popularity with older, traditional 


