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Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 1, Topic 3
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Electoral system
	The set of rules by which votes are translated into seats or offices won, e.g. First Past the Post, the Additional Member System, or the Single Transferable Vote.

	Plurality system
	A system in which the candidate with the most votes wins, even without an overall majority of votes cast, e.g. First Past the Post.

	Majoritarian system
	A system requiring a winning candidate to secure an absolute majority (over 50%) of votes, e.g. the Supplementary Vote as previously used for mayoral elections.

	Proportional representation (PR)
	A family of electoral systems designed so that a party's share of seats closely reflects its share of votes, e.g. the Single Transferable Vote and party list systems.

	First Past the Post (FPTP)
	The single-member plurality system used for UK general elections and local elections in England, in which the candidate with the most votes in a constituency wins the seat.

	Additional Member System (AMS)
	A mixed/hybrid system, used for the Scottish Parliament, Welsh Senedd, and London Assembly, combining FPTP constituency seats with regional list seats to improve overall proportionality.

	Single Transferable Vote (STV)
	A proportional system used for the Northern Ireland Assembly and all Scottish local elections, using multi-member constituencies and ranked preferences to elect several candidates per area.

	Supplementary Vote (SV)
	A majoritarian system previously used to elect directly elected mayors and Police and Crime Commissioners in England, in which voters ranked a first and second choice; abolished in favour of FPTP for these elections following the Elections Act 2022.

	Party list system
	A proportional system in which voters choose a party (or in some variants, a candidate), and seats are allocated to parties in proportion to their vote share from a pre-ranked list of candidates.

	Safe seat
	A constituency that a party wins by a large, consistent majority, considered very unlikely to change hands.

	Marginal seat
	A constituency won by a small margin, considered likely to change hands and therefore a key campaigning target.

	Wasted vote
	A vote that does not contribute to electing a candidate, e.g. votes for losing candidates under FPTP or ‘surplus’ votes beyond what a winning candidate needed.

	Disproportionality
	The extent to which a party's share of seats differs from its share of votes; FPTP tends to produce high disproportionality, PR systems tend to produce low disproportionality.

	Hung parliament
	A parliament in which no single party has an overall majority of seats, often leading to a coalition or minority government.

	Coalition government
	A government formed by two or more parties who share power, typically because no single party won an outright majority.

	Minority government
	A government formed by a single party that does not hold a majority of seats, relying on ad hoc support from other parties to pass legislation.

	Duverger's Law
	The theory that plurality/majoritarian electoral systems such as FPTP tend to produce two-party systems, while proportional systems tend to produce multi-party systems.

	AV referendum (2011)
	A UK-wide referendum on replacing FPTP with the Alternative Vote for general elections; the proposal was rejected by around 68% to 32% on a turnout of approximately 42%.


2. Core Knowledge
First Past the Post (FPTP)
· Mechanics: the UK is divided into single-member constituencies; the candidate with the most votes wins, regardless of whether they secure an overall majority. Used for UK general elections and English local elections.
· Advantages: simple to understand and count; usually produces a clear constituency MP with a strong local link; tends to produce single-party government with a working majority, avoiding the need for coalition negotiations.
· Disadvantages: can produce highly disproportional results (a party's seat share can differ sharply from its vote share); creates many ‘safe seats’ and wasted votes; disadvantages smaller, geographically spread-out parties (e.g. the Green Party, Reform UK/UKIP historically); tends to reinforce a two-party system (Duverger's Law).
Additional Member System (AMS)
· Mechanics: used for the Scottish Parliament, Welsh Senedd, and London Assembly. Voters cast two votes — one for a constituency MSP/MS elected by FPTP, and one for a regional party list, with list seats allocated to correct for disproportionality in the constituency results.
· Advantages: combines a constituency link with a much more proportional overall outcome than pure FPTP; has enabled a genuinely multi-party system in Scotland and Wales.
· Disadvantages: creates two classes of representative (constituency vs list members) with different levels of accountability; more complex for voters; still not as purely proportional as STV or list systems.
Single Transferable Vote (STV)
· Mechanics: used for the Northern Ireland Assembly and all Scottish local elections. Uses multi-member constituencies; voters rank candidates in order of preference; candidates are elected once they reach a quota, with surplus votes and eliminated candidates' votes redistributed according to preferences.
· Advantages: highly proportional; gives voters more choice, including between candidates of the same party; reduces the number of wasted votes.
· Disadvantages: more complex to understand and count; weakens the single-member constituency link; often produces coalition or power-sharing government (as intentionally designed for Northern Ireland).
Other systems used in the UK
· Supplementary Vote (SV): previously used to elect mayors (including the London Mayor) and Police and Crime Commissioners; voters ranked a first and second-choice candidate, with lower-placed candidates eliminated and their second preferences redistributed until one candidate secured a majority. Replaced by FPTP for these elections under the Elections Act 2022.
· Party list system: used for Great Britain's members of the European Parliament prior to Brexit; seats allocated proportionally to parties based on regional vote share.
Effects of electoral systems
· On government type: FPTP tends to produce strong single-party government, though hung parliaments and coalitions have still occurred (e.g. 2010, 2017); more proportional systems (AMS, STV) tend to produce coalition or minority government more routinely, as seen regularly in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.
· On the party system: FPTP reinforces a two-party dynamic at Westminster (Duverger's Law), while devolved proportional systems have allowed smaller and nationalist parties (SNP, Plaid Cymru, Greens) to gain a stronger foothold.
· On voter choice and behaviour: FPTP encourages tactical voting in marginal seats and can discourage supporters of smaller parties in safe seats; more proportional systems generally reduce the incentive for tactical voting.
The reform debate
· Case for reform: greater proportionality and fairness between votes and seats; reduced number of safe seats and wasted votes; better representation for smaller parties and diverse political views.
· Case against reform: risk of weak, unstable coalition government; loss of the clear, single-member constituency link; added complexity for voters; the electorate rejected reform (to the Alternative Vote, itself not a fully proportional system) in the 2011 referendum by a wide margin.
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research the 2015 general election result and calculate the gap between vote share and seat share for the Conservatives, Labour, the SNP, and UKIP. What does this reveal about FPTP's proportionality?
· Data challenge: find the composition of the most recent Scottish Parliament and compare it with the composition of the UK House of Commons after the same-year general election. What does the comparison show about AMS versus FPTP?
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes the UK should replace First Past the Post with the Single Transferable Vote for general elections.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the choice of electoral system connects to the wider debate over the UK's ‘participation crisis’ and pressure group influence covered in Democracy and Participation.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 30-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘Evaluate the extent to which the UK should replace First Past the Post with a more proportional electoral system for general elections.’
· Comparative extension: research why the Elections Act 2022 replaced the Supplementary Vote with First Past the Post for mayoral and PCC elections in England, and evaluate the arguments made for and against this change.
· Primary source analysis: find the full results (votes and seats) of the 2011 AV referendum by region and consider what factors might explain regional variation in the result.
4. Example Assessment Question
Evaluate the view that the UK should replace First Past the Post with a more proportional electoral system for general elections. (30 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Define FPTP clearly and identify at least one specific proportional alternative (AMS or STV) to compare it against.
· Use specific, dated evidence (e.g. vote/seat share gaps in named elections, the 2011 referendum result) rather than vague generalisations.
· Weigh the case for reform (fairness, representation) against the case for retaining FPTP (stable government, constituency link, the 2011 referendum outcome).
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· The British General Election of [year] — the Nuffield election study series, with detailed seat/vote analysis
· Britain Votes — a periodic Hansard Society/academic collection analysing UK election results and systems
· Reports and briefings published by the Electoral Reform Society on the case for PR
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes covering electoral reform debates
· The Political Party (Matt Forde)
· Electoral Dysfunction
Websites and organisations
· The Electoral Reform Society (electoral-reform.org.uk) — campaigning analysis in favour of proportional systems
· The Electoral Commission (electoralcommission.org.uk) — official results, turnout, and system data
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — neutral explainers on how each UK electoral system works
· UK Parliament website (parliament.uk) — background on the 2011 AV referendum and the Elections Act 2022

