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up	over	40%	of	the	new	total,	a	candidate	selected	by	the	party	in	this	former	constituency	will	be	able	to	
stand	for	the	new	post	in	the	amalgamated	constituency.	

The	case	for	retaining	or	replacing	FPTP	
It	is	clear	that	representative	democracy	in	the	UK	is	under	pressure	and	both	the	2015	and	2017	General	
Elections	 did	 much	 to	 propel	 the	 issue	 of	 electoral	 reform	 back	 onto	 the	 agenda	 after	 the	 2011	 AV	
referendum	which,	for	many,	had	promised	to	take	the	question	off	the	table	for	a	generation	or	more.	
Lord	 Hailsham’s	 notion	 of	 an	 ‘elective	 dictatorship’,	 supported	 by	 critic	 and	 philosopher	 Raymond	
Williams’s	striking	reference	to	‘the	periodic	election	of	a	court’,	gets	to	the	heart	of	what	many	feel	is	the	
problem	with	First	Past	The	Post.	The	system	makes	 it	 too	easy	 for	an	over-powerful	executive	 to	gain	
power	and	in	many	ways	it	limits	the	extent	to	which	substantial	portions	of	the	electorate	feel	represented	
in	the	legislature.		

Conversely,	 the	 system	 has	 been	 widely	 praised	 as	 delivering	 strong,	 transparent	 and	 accountable	
government	and,	although	unfashionable,	the	2011	vote	was	taken	as	an	endorsement	of	a	system	which	
many	argue	 is	 fundamental	 to	 the	 traditional	 framework,	 culture	and	continuing	 stability	of	 the	British	
political	system.	Critics	counter	that	democracy	and	minority	representation	must	not	be	the	price	of	this	
stability.	

	

Elective	
dictatorship	

A	state	in	which	parliament	is	strongly	dominated	by	the	government	of	the	day;	also	
known	as	executive	dominance.	The	term	was	first	used	by	former	Lord	Chancellor,	
Lord	Hailsham,	in	1976,	to	refer	to	the	Labour	party	government	of	the	time	using	its	
slim	majority	to	push	through	legislation.	

	

Some	thoughts	on	electoral	reform:	

"If	politicians	are	serious	about	giving	people	a	voice	then	…	need	to	commit	to	a	fair	voting	system"
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Caroline	Lucas	MP,	Green	Party,	on	Twitter	

"This	 campaign	 for	 electoral	 reform	 is	 vital,	 now.	 The	 results	 of	 the	General	 election	 show	 this	
where	5	million	votes,	the	views	of	5	million	people	are	now	represented	by	only	2	MPs;	4	million	
people	voted	for	UKIP,	for	only	1	seat.	It	cannot	go	on	like	this.”		

Nigel	Farage,	former	Leader	of	the	UKIP	

	

“How	 screwed	up	does	 an	electoral	 system	have	 to	be	before	we	 change	 it?	Another	 election,	
another	result	that	bears	too	little	resemblance	to	the	votes	cast.	Another	election	that	exacerbates	
regional	divides,	that	rips	the	very	fabric	of	the	country	apart.	Another	election	where	around	a	
third	of	people	don’t	even	bother	to	vote,	partly	because	they	know	that	that	vote	is	a	waste.”	

Dan	Snow,	Historian	

	“It	is	becoming	increasingly	clear	to	the	population	at	large	that	our	current	electoral	system	does	
not	reflect	the	voting	preferences	of	the	people.	The	system	has	allowed	the	SNP	to	turn	Scotland	
virtually	 into	a	one-party	state.	 It	has	elected	a	majority	Conservative	government	which	polled	
only	37%	of	the	vote.	We	Lib	Dems	should	now	have	51	MPs.	And	–	perhaps	ironically	–	we	find	
ourselves	aligned	with	Nigel	Farage	as	he	highlights	the	inequities	of	the	voting	system.”		

Tim	Farron,	former	Leader	of	the	Liberal	Democrat	Party	
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“Our	electoral	 system	should	properly	 reflect	 the	collective	choices	of	 the	electorate	as	well	 as	
providing	stable	government	and	direct	representation	-	in	any	change	the	constituency	link	must	
be	maintained,	as	 it	has	been	 in	Wales	and	Scotland.	Reform	of	 the	electoral	 system	should	be	
considered	as	part	of	a	wider	constitutional	convention	to	comprehensively	weigh	the	reforms	that	
our	constitution	needs	at	national,	regional	and	local	level.”	

Jeremy	Corbyn,	Leader	of	the	Labour	Party	

"I'm	very	clear	that	first	past	the	post	is	simple,	is	fair,	is	effective,	has	worked	for	our	country."	

Former	PM	David	Cameron,	speaking	in	Parliament,	2011	

“Fundamental	 to	 any	 representative	 democracy	 is	 the	 concept	 of	 accountability.	 Our	 electoral	
system	facilitates	but	does	not	guarantee	the	return	of	a	single-party	government.	The	winning	
party	has	a	coherent	programme	of	public	policy	that	it	put	before	the	electors	and	for	which	it	can	
be	held	 to	account	at	 the	next	election.	There	 is	one	body	–	 the	party	 in	government	–	 that	 is	
responsible	for	public	policy.	There	is	no	scope	for	buck-passing	or	shirking	of	responsibility	…	Critics	
focus	on	the	hiring	element	of	the	process,	but	–	as	the	distinguished	philosopher	Sir	Karl	Popper	
noted	–	tend	to	ignore	the	firing	part.	There	is,	in	our	system,	a	fundamental	accountability	that	is	
lacking	in	alternative	systems.”	

Lord	Norton,	Conservative	Peer	and	constitutional	expert	

	
The	Strengths	of	FPTP	

One	key	advantage	of	FPTP	is	that	it	is	simple	and	easy	to	operate.	All	that	is	required	is	that	an	‘X’	is	placed	
in	the	box	corresponding	to	the	desired	candidate;	a	clear	and	unambiguous	choice	is	offered,	causing	little	
voter	confusion.	Each	party	puts	 forward	one	candidate	and	there	 is	only	one	winner.	Unlike	AMS,	 the	
‘hybrid’	system	used	in	elections	to	the	Scottish	Parliament	where	3.5	per	cent	of	votes	cast	for	MSPs	using	
AMS	were	 spoilt	 in	 2007	 (that	 is,	 there	were	140,000	 spoilt	 ballot	 papers),	 FPTP	 is	 uncomplicated	 and	
enables	all	citizens	to	approach	the	process	with	confidence.		

A	related	strength	is	that	FPTP	is	efficient	and	therefore	quick	to	produce	a	constituency	result.	There	is	
no	delay	and	elected	members	and	governments	are	soon	in	place.	This	efficiency	is	so	engrained	that	even	
a	Hung	Parliament	in	2010	required	only	a	five-day	process	before	a	Coalition	Agreement	had	been	drawn	
up	and	signed	 following	cross-party	 talks	 (although	admittedly	 the	confidence	and	supply	arrangement	
between	the	DUP	and	the	Conservative	government	following	the	Hung	Parliament	in	the	2017	general	
election	took	2	weeks	to	negotiate).			The	north-eastern	constituency	of	Houghton	and	Sunderland	South	
has	for	the	past	six	elections	been	first	to	declare	its	results,	and	usually	does	so	in	under	an	hour.	This	is	
not	a	trivial	advantage;	although	extreme	examples,	supporters	of	FPTP	point	out	that	Belgium	took	541	
days	to	form	a	government	following	an	election	in	June	2010	and	it	is	not	unusual	for	coalition	negotiations	
to	continue	for	several	weeks	and	even	months.	In	a	July	2012	report	on	the	timing	of	election	counts,	the	
Electoral	Commission	stated:	

“Voters	should	be	able	to	rely	on	election	results	being	both	accurate	and	timely.	Elections	can	result	in	
swift	changes	in	government,	traditionally	overnight.	When	a	formal	election	campaign	begins,	debate	in	
the	public	domain	about	when	votes	are	going	to	be	counted	should	be	unnecessary.	Voters	should	be	able	
to	focus	on	what	the	election	is	about.	Broadcasters	should	be	able	to	plan	well	in	advance	how	they	will	
communicate	the	election	results.”4			

Perhaps	the	most	commonly	cited	advantage	of	FPTP	is	that	governments	elected	under	this	system	are	
normally	 stable	 and	 cohesive	 and	 able	 to	 serve	 a	 full	 term.	 There	 have	 been	 short-lived	 minority	

																																								 																
4 http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/149511/Timing-of-election-counts.pdf  
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governments	in	the	past	(in	particular	Harold	Wilson’s	7	month	minority	government	in	1974)	and	of	course	
the	recent	Conservative/Liberal	Democrat	coalition	can	be	cited	as	a	further	exception,	although	this	two-
party	alliance	did	result	in	a	government	serving	a	full	five-year	term,	longer	than	any	of	the	previous	three	
Labour	terms	of	office;	neither	was	2010	an	especially	‘stable’	time,	given	the	recent	recession,	ongoing	
security	concerns	and	the	low	status	of	politicians	following	the	previous	year’s	expenses	scandal.	Still,	with	
a	 clear	 working	 majority	 to	 pass	 their	 legislation,	 the	 system	 often	 produces	 strong	 governments	 at	
Westminster	with	 a	 firm	mandate	 and	 a	 good	 prospect	 of	 serving	 a	 substantial	 term	 (now	 five	 years,	
although	 this	 will	 be	 reviewed	 in	 2020),	 allowing	 for	 proper	 planning	 and	 policy	 implementation.	
Governments	 have	 the	 strength	 and	 conviction	 to	 carry	 out	major	 decisions	 and	 the	 radical	 reforming	
agenda	of	Thatcher	 (economic	reform)	and	Blair	 (constitutional	 reform)	point	 to	the	decisive	outcomes	
that	result:	things	get	done.		

By	 contrast,	 PR	 systems	 typically	 produce	 coalitions	 and,	 the	 UK	 example	 notwithstanding,	 these	 are	
viewed	by	many	as	weak	and	unstable,	and	unsuited	to	the	British	political	context	of	government	and	
opposition.	 Critics	 argue	 coalitions	 lack	 transparency	 and	 accountability.	 The	 AV	 referendum	 was	
unpopular	and	resulted	in	a	crushing	defeat	for	reformers;	that	it	happened	at	all,	in	relation	to	an	issues	
which	had	never	generated	much	public	interest,	was	due	to	the	deal-making	process	forming	a	coalition	
inevitably	involves.	Britain	has	had	some	experience	of	coalition	government;	both	world	wars	saw	an	all-
party	coalition	in	place	and	a	National	Government	held	power	between	1931-40,	although	this	is	better	
understood	as	a	‘government	of	all	the	talents’	rather	than	a	strict	alliance	between	parties.	Aside	from	
this	and	prior	to	2010,	a	brief	attempt	by	Edward	Heath’s	Conservatives	and	Jeremy	Thorpe’s	Liberals	to	
work	together	in	1974	and	the	Lib-Lab	Pact	of	1977-78	are	the	only	examples	of	coalition	government	in	
the	UK	since	1900.	This	style	of	government	is	not	a	natural	‘fit’	for	Britain,	as	perhaps	was	also	apparent	
in	the	ferocity	with	which	the	electorate	punished	the	Liberal	Democrats	for	their	compromise	on	tuition	
fees.	

FPTP	helps	underpin	 representative,	parliamentary	and	pluralistic	democracy	 in	 the	UK	 in	a	number	of	
other	 ways.	 The	 system	maintains	 the	MP/Constituency	 relationship	 and	 preserves	 and	 nurtures	 an	
important	geographical	link	in	doing	so,	connecting	communities	to	central	politics,	something	likely	to	be	
lost	 under	 PR.	 This	 allows	 for	 a	 close	 and	 productive	 constituency	 representation,	 providing	 a	 visible	
channel	 of	 communication	 between	 an	 individual	 and	 a	 region.	 MPs	 are	 there	 to	 represent	 their	
constituents’	 interests	 to	 government;	 this	 might	 happen	 in	 a	 parliamentary	 debate	 but	 there	 are	
numerous	other	access	points	to	decision	makers	which	MPs	make	available	to	citizens.	MPs	hold	weekly	
surgeries	and	many	feel	so	strongly	about	their	constituents’	views	that	they	are	willing	to	oppose	the	party	
line,	even	to	the	detriment	of	their	own	careers.	Conservative	MP	Zac	Goldsmith	made	good	on	an	election	
promise	to	trigger	a	by-election	and	re-stand	as	an	Independent	if	his	party	allowed	the	building	of	a	third	
runway	at	Heathrow;	by	the	time	of	the	vote	in	December	2016,	the	landscape	had	shifted	and	a	concerted	
Liberal	Democrat	effort	 in	a	 strongly	pro-remain	constituency	assured	his	defeat,	 and	withdrawal	 from	
political	life,	at	least	until	the	unexpected	2017	general	election.	This	is	itself	an	example	of	the	clear	lines	
of	accountability	MPs	must	 live	within;	 transparency	and	accountability	are	more	difficult	 to	achieve	 in	
large,	mixed-member	constituencies	of	the	kind	created	under	PR.	Mandate	democracy	also	means,	of	
course,	that	MPs	have	their	post	confirmed	if	they	perform	well.	Similarly,	governments	have	their	terms	
renewed	if	the	public	are	content,	whereas	if	the	public	are	unhappy	the	government	can	be	‘thrown	out’,	
as	were	the	Conservatives	in	1997	and	Labour	in	2010.		

Some	criticise	FPTP	for	reducing	the	role	of	smaller	parties	but	too	broad	a	set	of	representative	outcomes	
will	only	lead	to	fragmentation	and,	ultimately,	to	less	stable	and	secure	government.	The	system	produces	
a	clear	choice	for	the	electorate	and	for	many	the	two-party	format	mirrors	the	natural	divide	in	society,	
although	the	current	travails	of	the	Labour	Party	amid	talk	of	‘realignment’	and	UKIP	pivoting	as	the	party	
of	the	working	class	does	rather	challenge	this	point.	It	is	however	apparent	that	general	elections	provide	
the	cohesion	and	impetus	for	party	politics	to	take	place	and	this	contributes	to	the	strength,	unity	and	
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stability	which	results.	In	promoting	two	traditional	parties	with	broad	support	bases	(for	all	the	current	
uncertainty,	it	was	in	the	recent	past	that	Tony	Blair	courted	Middle	England	and	Cameron	softened	his	
party’s	image	with	talk	of	‘compassionate	conservatism’	and	the	‘Big	Society’)	the	system	also	performs	
the	vital	function	of	keeping	extremism	at	bay.	Minority	parties	with	extreme	views,	that	is,	parties	likely	
to	damage	the	democratic	system	and	create	further	division,	are	denied	representation	by	their	inability	
to	concentrate	support	 in	 fixed	geographical	areas.	More	radical	parties	only	need	a	 foothold	and	they	
begin	to	gain	credibility,	their	views	‘normalised’;	we	have	seen	this	in	the	Netherlands,	with	Geert	Wilders’	
Freedom	party,	and	 in	France	with	Marine	Le	Pen	and	the	National	Front.	Less	extreme	but	still	 rather	
peripheral	parties	like	UKIP	can	still	win	seats	in	the	UK	but	broad	national	representation	is	not	available	
to	them,	and	groups	like	the	BNP	are	entirely	without	a	stake	in	the	system	and	are	easily	isolated.		

Finally,	 the	 recent	 result	of	 the	national	 referendum,	where	FPTP	was	endorsed	with	67%	of	 the	vote,	
proves	that	there	is	little	public	support	for	the	current	system	to	be	changed.	The	public	are	in	the	main	
content	with	the	electoral	system	and	a	low	turnout	of	just	over	40	per	cent	also	implies	there	are	many	
issues	currently	of	a	more	pressing	nature	to	citizens	than	voting	reform.	Moreover,	although	turnout	is	
relatively	weak,	this	has	also	been	the	case	where	other	voting	systems	are	used	in	the	UK	and	clearly	the	
public	belief	in	the	effectiveness	and	efficiency	of	FPTP	has	been	key	to	their	recent	support	of	it	at	the	
ballot	box.	This	corresponds	to	the	traditional	conservative	understanding	of	FPTP	as	a	‘tried	and	tested’	
system	which	has	served	UK	democracy	well;	as	the	saying	goes,	‘if	it	ain’t	broke,	don’t	fix	it’.		

Accountability		 ‘being	held	responsible	for’	
Big	Society	 A	political	ideology,	advocated	by	David	Cameron’s	Conservatives,	in	which	much	

responsibility	for	running	community	services	is	devolved	to	volunteers	in	the	
community.	

Compassionate	
conservatism	

A	political	philosophy	/	ideology	in	which	conservative	techniques	are	used	to	
improve	welfare	in	society	e.g.	improvements	to	the	NHS	

Extremism		 Activities	(such	as	beliefs,	actions,	attitudes,	feelings,	religious	acts)	that	are	not	
deemed	‘ordinary’	or	‘reasonable’	

Hung	
Parliament	

A	situation	in	which	no	one	political	party	has	a	majority	in	the	legislature,	and	
therefore	does	not	have	a	mandate	to	carry	out	the	policies	in	its	manifesto.	

Mandate		 The	authority	granted	to	a	group	e.g.	a	political	party	/	government,	to	carry	out	
policies.	In	the	UK,	the	government	gains	a	mandate	as	a	result	of	being	elected	on	
the	basis	of	their	manifesto.	

Recession		 6	or	more	months	of	falling	real	GDP	i.e.	negative	economic	growth;	usually	
associated	with	rising	unemployment	

	

The	Weaknesses	of	FPTP	

Of	 course,	 those	 who	 have	 more	 often	 lost	 out	 to	 the	 system	 have	 a	 very	 different	 view;	 while	
Conservatives	celebrate	the	frequency	with	which	British	governments	last	a	full	term,	Liberal	Democrats,	
Greens	and	UKIP	supporters	bemoan	their	chronic,	long-term	underrepresentation.	This	brings	us	to	the	
points	in	favour	of	reform.	

In	a	critical	2011	report	on	FPTP,	Institute	for	Public	Policy	Research	authors	Guy	Lodge	and	Glenn	Gottfried	
commented:	

‘Not	only	does	FPTP	fail	the	‘fairness’	test	by	generating	major	discrepancies	between	the	number	of	votes	
secured	and	the	proportion	of	seats	won	in	the	House	of	Commons	but,	as	the	outcome	of	the	2010	general	
election	proves,	FPTP	can	no	longer	claim	to	guarantee	‘strong	single-party	government’.	This	conclusion	



Edexcel A Level Politics Course Companion 
Component 1 Topic 3: Electoral Systems 

    Copyright: https://www.tutor2u.net/politics     PAGE 15 

is	significant,	since	this	is	the	principal	case	promoted	by	those	who	champion	FPTP.	In	other	words,	FPTP	
fails	on	its	own	terms.’5	

Historian	Dan	Snow	also	believes	FPTP	fails	on	its	own	terms.	Perhaps	contrary	to	popular	belief,	he	points	
out:	

‘(F)or	more	than	a	quarter	of	the	past	100	years	we	have	had	hung	parliaments,	minority	governments	or	
governments	with	 a	 slim	majority	 of	 less	 than	 25,	which	 often	 ended	 up	 losing	 that	majority	 through	
attrition.’6	

This	is	an	interesting	place	to	begin	a	critical	appraisal	of	the	UK’s	foremost	electoral	system.	FPTP,	for	all	
its	apparent	strengths,	has	actually	produced	a	surprising	number	of	anomalies.	FPTP	can	enable	parties	
to	gain	power	with	fewer	votes	than	the	opposition,	as	happened	in	1951	and	1974.	Harold	Wilson’s	party	
won	 301	 seats,	 four	 more	 than	 the	 Conservatives,	 who	 had	 won	 200,000	 more	 votes.	 A	 similarly	
questionable	outcome	had	occurred	in	1951	when	Labour	was	cast	out	into	opposition	having	taken	26	
fewer	seats	than	the	Conservatives,	 in	spite	of	having	gained	a	majority	of	the	popular	vote.	Moreover,	
although	it	was	never	really	viable,	some	feared	Gordon	Brown	might	try	to	cling	on	to	No.	10	in	2010	at	
the	head	of	a	‘rainbow	coalition’,	keeping	the	Conservatives	in	opposition	in	spite	of	them	having	won	over	
two	million	more	votes	than	Labour.	It	was	not	decisive	in	the	end,	but	in	2015	Labour	increased	their	share	
of	vote	by	1.5%	yet	made	a	net	loss	of	26	seats.	

As	was	seen	 in	2010,	FPTP	can	produce	coalition	government.	Professor	Robert	Hazell	of	UCL	and	 the	
Constitution	 Unit	 has	 described	 the	 recent	 UK	 experiment	 as	 a	 ‘fusion’	 of	 coalition	 executive	 and	
adversarial	legislature;	it	is	credit	to	the	two	parties	that	the	government	served	a	full	five-year	term	but	
the	Liberal	Democrats	will	bear	the	scars	for	many	years	to	come	and	it	was	a	great	relief	to	Conservatives	
that	they	secured	majority	party	rule	in	2015.	David	Cameron	managed	to	maintain	relatively	high	approval	
ratings	in	spite	of	his	position	in	the	coalition;	an	Opinium/Observer	poll	 in	February	2015	put	the	then	
prime	minister	at	a	four-year	high	of	41%,	greatly	outstripping	Ed	Miliband,	marooned	on	23%.	However,	
it	is	clear	that	the	Conservatives	would	have	achieved	much	more	had	they	enjoyed	a	single	party	majority,	
something	FPTP	is	supposed	to	deliver.	

FPTP	might	also	produce	a	minority	government,	although	this	is	similarly	rare.	In	February	1974,	with	the	
formal	support	of	14	Liberal	MPs,	the	Labour	Party	attempted	to	govern	but	by	October	a	second	election	
had	to	be	called,	this	time	handing	Labour	a	three	seat	majority.	The	party	was	then	forced	deal	with	the	
Liberals	in	1977	as	its	majority	was	now	reduced	to	only	one	MP;	the	Lib-Lab	Pact	lasted	for	over	a	year	
and	helped	 keep	 Labour	 in	 power	until	 1979	when	PM	 James	Callaghan,	 emerging	 from	 the	decidedly	
unstable	 ‘winter	of	discontent’,	 lost	a	vote	of	no	confidence	and	then	the	general	election	to	Margaret	
Thatcher’s	resurgent	Conservative	Party.	The	Lib-Lab	Pact	had	effectively	handed	the	Liberal	Party,	which	
had	won	only	13	seats	in	the	previous	election,	a	veto	over	legislation	as	according	to	the	terms	of	the	pact	
Liberal	officials	were	able	to	view	Labour’s	bills	before	they	were	shown	to	parliament	and	could	withhold	
their	 support	 if	 not	 satisfied.	 Liberal	 leader	 Jeremy	 Thorpe’s	 support	 was	 significant	 in	 setting	 up	 the	
Scottish	devolution	referendum	in	1979,	an	unhappy	outcome	for	the	nationalists	as	the	winning	margin	
fell	short	of	the	quota	set	at	40%	of	the	electorate.	

Nor	does	having	a	majority	in	any	way	guarantee	‘strong	and	stable’	government.	Gordon	Brown	himself	
struggled	to	rule	effectively	from	2007-10,	in	spite	of	Labour	having	gained	a	substantial	65-seat	majority	
in	2005,	and	Prime	Minister	John	Major	fared	badly	from	the	outset	with	only	a	10-seat	majority	following	
the	1992	election,	facing	a	leadership	election	in	1994	and	heading	up	a	virtual	minority	government	from	
1996.	Current	PM	Theresa	May	had	a	wafer-thin	majority	prior	to	the	2017	general	election,	in	which	she	
expected	to	increase	her	majority	but	actually	lost	it,	losing	14	seats.	She	has	been	criticized	for	exercising	

																																								 																
5 Guy	Lodge	&	Glenn	Gottfried,	‘Worst	of	Both	Worlds:	Why	First	Past	the	Post	no	longer	works’	(IPPR,	2011).		
6	Dan	Snow,	‘If	the	Tories	carry	on	like	this,	they	will	destroy	our	United	Kingdom’,	in	The	Independent,	09	May	2015.	
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an	overly	autocratic	approach	to	keeping	ministers	in	check,	seen	in	December	2016	when	her	government	
instantly	rebuked	Foreign	Minister	Boris	Johnson	for	his	comments	on	Saudi	Arabian	involvement	in	the	
Yemen,	 but	 she	 is	 in	 a	 difficult	 position	 and	must	 work	 hard	 to	 unite	 a	 fractious	 party	 and	 deliver	 a	
satisfactory	 outcome	 following	what	will	 be	 a	 hugely	 demanding	negotiation	process	with	 the	 twenty-
seven	member	states	of	the	EU.	Finally,	it	is	worth	reflecting	that,	although	the	Fixed	Term	Parliaments	Act	
of	2011	has	set	the	governing	term	at	five	years,	this	is	up	for	review	in	2020	and	the	average	term	length	
of	UK	administrations	post-WW2	 is	 several	months	 short	of	 four	years;	 the	calling	of	 the	2017	general	
election	following	a	vote	of	approval	in	Parliament	suggests	that	5	years	is	too	long	a	time	when	important	
political	issues,	such	as	Brexit,	need	strong	government.	Devolved	administrations	in	Scotland	and	Wales	
last	longer	than	this.	

Strong	and	stable	government,	it	can	be	argued,	is	linked	more	to	good	party	discipline	than	to	the	electoral	
system	per	 se;	 the	 coalition	was	no	 less	 stable	 than	many	 single-party	governments	and	 it	 is	wrong	 to	
assume	that	a	coalition	government	will	always	be	weaker	or	somehow	worse,	and	less	legitimate,	than	an	
administration	controlled	solely	by	the	largest	party.	Early	elections	have	been	called	only	once	in	Germany	
since	re-unification	(1990)	and	coalitions	are	usually	very	stable	in	Scandinavia	also.	Governments	become	
weak	and	unstable	as	a	result	of	the	vast	range	of	external	factors,	from	faltering	economic	performance	
(i.e.	the	recession	which	killed	off	Brown’s	chances	of	re-election)	to	sleaze	(a	wave	of	Tory	sex	scandals	
accompanied	 Major’s	 ill-fated	 ‘back	 to	 basics’	 campaign).	 All	 of	 this	 weakens	 the	 argument	 of	 FPTP	
supporters,	that	the	system	is	somehow	uniquely	able	to	deliver	effective,	unfussy	government.	

Moving	on	from	these	anomalies,	the	key	criticism	of	FPTP	is	that	strong	government,	when	it	does	occur,	
comes	at	the	expense	of	fairness	and	proportionality.	In	systems	other	than	FPTP	all	parties	can	gain	a	fair	
level	of	representation	for	the	percentage	of	the	vote	they	receive,	thus	if	FPTP	was	abandoned	in	favour	
of	a	proportional	system	we	would	see	a	significantly	more	representative	House	of	Commons.	Related	
criticisms	are	set	out	below	and	many	of	 these	points	are	amplified	by	the	results	of	 the	2015	General	
Election,	which	the	ERS	has	called	the	most	disproportionate	election	in	British	history:	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

FPTP	offers	a	 ‘winners’	bonus’.	 In	2010	 the	Conservative	Party	won	307	seats,	whereas	a	proportional	
result	as	calculated	by	 the	ERS	would	have	given	 them	only	234	seats.	Bloomberg	analysis	of	 the	2015	
election	found	more	of	the	46.4	million	voters	-	just	over	one	third	–	chose	not	to	vote	than	opted	for	the	
Conservatives,	who	secured	the	votes	of	fewer	than	one	in	four	eligible	citizens.	This	is	a	well-established	
problem.	Tony	Blair	won	a	landslide	victory	and	a	record	parliamentary	majority	for	the	Labour	Party	with	
418	seats	in	1997,	yet	did	so	having	won	just	43.2%	of	the	popular	vote.	By	contrast,	smaller	parties	typically	
encounter	the	opposite	effect;	whereas	it	took,	on	average,	34,979	votes	to	elect	a	Conservative	in	2010,	
each	Liberal	Democrat	seat	cost	119,944	votes.	The	Tory	figure	stayed	much	the	same	in	2015	yet	each	
Liberal	Democrat	vote	cost	302,000	votes	and	in	dropping	just	over	15%	of	their	vote	share	from	2010	the	
junior	coalition	partner	really	paid	the	price,	losing	86%	of	their	seats	across	the	UK.	Even	more	striking	

	 Voter	share	(%)	 Seats	(%)	 No.	of	seats	

Conservatives	 36.9%	 50.9%	 331	(+24)	

Labour	 30.4%	 35.7%	 232	(-26)	

UKIP	 12.6%		 0.2%	 1	

Lib	Dems	 7.9%	 1.2%	 8	(-49)	

SNP	 4.7%	 8.6%	 56	(+50)	

Greens	 3.8%	 0.2%	 1	
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were	the	1.2	million	votes	required	by	the	Greens	and	the	3.9	million	votes	won	by	UKIP	in	exchange	for	
just	one	seat	apiece.	Northern	Ireland’s	Alliance	Party	won	almost	double	the	number	of	votes	(61,000)	
required	on	average	to	take	a	Tory	seat,	yet	won	no	seat	in	the	election.	Moreover,	the	DUP	enjoys	its	own	
‘winner’s	bonus’	as	the	biggest	party	in	Northern	Ireland	and	currently	boasts	eight	times	more	MPs	than	
the	Greens,	who	secured	six	times	as	many	votes.	Fewer	than	185,000	supporters	of	the	DUP	in	Northern	
Ireland	now	have	as	much	representation	in	the	House	of	Commons	-	8	lawmakers	-	as	the	2.4	million	who	
voted	for	Nick	Clegg’s	party,	and	they	have	eight	times	the	representation	in	the	House	of	Commons	as	
UKIP,	which	won	almost	3.9	million	votes,	twenty-one	times	the	highest	number	of	votes	secured	by	any	
one	Northern	 Irish	 party.	 It	 is	 apparent,	 therefore,	 that	 FPTP	 ensures	 a	 ‘winner’s	 bonus’	whereby	 the	
governing	party	enjoys	a	much	higher	percentage	of	 seats	 that	 their	 vote	 justifies,	and	 in	doing	 so	 the	
system	 discriminates	 against	 parties	 who	 have	 a	 geographical	 spread	 of	 votes	 as	 opposed	 to	 a	
concentration	of	support.	If	discipline	is	strong	and	the	majority	is	great	enough,	as	in	the	New	Labour	peak	
years	of	1997-2005,	‘elective	dictatorship’	is	possible	for	the	winning	party;	apathy	and	disengagement	can	
result.	

FPTP	does	not	only	favour	the	winner;	more	generally,	it	works	in	the	interests	of	the	‘big	two’	parties	and	
therefore	helps	 sustain	 a	 two-party	 system	 which	many	 feel	 now	 no	 longer	 represents	 a	more	 fluid,	
dynamic	electorate.	Almost	1	in	4	of	those	who	voted	in	2015	chose	either	UKIP,	the	Greens	and	the	Liberal	
Democrats;	they	are	represented	by	only	1.5%	of	all	MPs.	Candidate	platforms	are	always	packed	full	of	
candidates	and	election	counts	attract	supporters	for	all	manner	of	parties,	yet	the	choice	on	offer	is	often	
illusory	and	it	remains	very	difficult	for	third	or	other	parties	to	break	through,	with	the	exception	of	the	
SNP’s	performance	 in	2015,	although	clearly	 this	 impact	was	not	 seen	outside	of	 Scotland	 itself.	 It	 is	 a	
sobering	fact	that	42.8%	of	total	opposed	candidates	in	the	1997	General	Election	forfeited	their	deposit,	
for	example,	amounting	to	1593	individual	candidates;	the	figure	remained	much	the	same	in	the	following	
two	electoral	cycles.	Those	who	made	a	commitment	to	exploring	alternative	options	have	received	little	
reward	 for	 looking	 ‘outside	 the	 box’;	 around	 16%	 of	 voters	 (almost	 5	 million	 people)	 voted	 for	 non-
traditional	parties	 like	UKIP	and	the	Greens,	yet	they	could	only	have	been	discouraged	by	the	derisory	
outcome	in	terms	of	seats	won.	Essentially,	the	system	allows	the	‘big	two’	to	‘take	turns’	at	governing.	
With	the	establishment	in	such	a	cosy	position	there	is	no	incentive	to	change	and	big	money	continues	to	
dominate	politics;	the	worst	expenses	scandals	occurred	in	safe	Labour	and	Conservative	seats.	

Plainly,	the	Conservative-Labour	duopoly	is	no	longer	reflective	of	the	political	culture	of	the	UK,	which	
is	becoming	more	pluralist	and	less	aligned	along	traditional	class-based	lines.	A	British	Election	Studies	
analysis	of	the	1964	general	election	found	voters	in	the	‘highest’,	or	most	prosperous	social	class	as	then	
defined	voted	65%	for	the	Conservatives	and	18%	for	Labour,	whereas	the	 ‘semi	and	unskilled	manual’	
class	voted	66%	for	Labour	in	almost	a	direct	reversal.	Class	was	at	this	time	a	great	 indicator	of	voting	
behaviour,	but	in	1997	the	‘higher	service’	voters	now	gave	only	44%	of	their	votes	to	the	Conservatives	
and	34%	to	Labour,	a	distinction	which	had	narrowed	further	by	2005	as	AB	(upper	and	middle	class)	voters	
favoured	the	Conservative	over	Labour	by	a	margin	of	37%	to	32%.	Today,	younger	voters	 in	particular	
embrace	 e-democracy,	 pressure	 group	 politics,	 direct	 action	 and	 new	 social	 movements	 as	 the	 old	
ideological	certainties	disappear	in	light	of	growing	partisan	dealignment.	It	 is	 in	this	 less	stable	context	
that	some	fear	opening	the	door	to	extremist	parties,	but	other	electoral	systems	with	in-built	thresholds	
can	equally	achieve	this	outcome.		

Linked	to	this,	FPTP	makes	the	UK	look	more	regionally	divided	than	it	actually	is.	For	example,	we	might	
assume	that	North	East	and	North	West	England	are	all	Labour-supporting,	the	south	of	England	excluding	
London	is	all	Conservative,	Wales	is	all	Labour	and	Scotland	is	all	SNP,	but	this	would	discount	the	millions	
of	citizens	across	the	country	who	voted	differently.	Also,	by	adding	to	the	impression	in	certain	regions	
that	people	are	unfairly	represented	by	an	alien	or	unwanted	government,	we	encourage	further	moves	
towards	federalism	and	the	break-up	of	the	UK,	a	concern	to	many.	Historian	Dan	Snow	comments:		


