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US Electoral Process & Direct Democracy  |  AQA A-Level Politics — Component 2: Government & Politics of the USA
1. Glossary
	Term
	Definition

	Primary Election
	A state-level election in which registered party supporters choose their preferred candidate to be the party's nominee for the general election.

	Caucus
	A local meeting of party supporters who debate and vote to express a preference for a presidential candidate, rather than casting a private ballot as in a primary.

	Open/Closed Primary
	In an open primary, any registered voter may vote in either party's primary; in a closed primary, only registered party members can vote in their own party's primary.

	Super Tuesday
	The date early in the primary calendar when the largest number of states hold primaries/caucuses simultaneously, often decisive in the nomination race.

	National Party Convention
	The formal event at which a party officially nominates its presidential and vice-presidential candidates and adopts its platform.

	Electoral College
	The body of 538 electors, allocated by state, that formally elects the US president; a candidate needs 270+ electoral votes to win.

	Swing State / Battleground State
	A state not reliably won by either major party, and therefore heavily targeted in presidential campaigns (e.g. Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Arizona).

	Winner-Takes-All
	The system used by 48 states whereby the candidate who wins the most popular votes in that state receives all of its electoral votes.

	Faithless Elector
	An Electoral College elector who does not vote for the candidate they were pledged/expected to support.

	Incumbency Advantage
	The electoral edge held by a sitting office-holder, arising from name recognition, fundraising ability, media coverage and constituency service.

	Midterm Elections
	Congressional (and many state) elections held halfway through a president's four-year term; the president's party typically loses seats ('midterm curse').

	Coattails Effect
	The tendency of a popular presidential candidate to help their party's congressional candidates win election in the same year.

	Political Action Committee (PAC)
	An organisation that raises and spends money to elect or defeat candidates, subject to contribution limits set by federal law.

	Super PAC
	An independent expenditure committee that can raise and spend unlimited money to support/oppose candidates, provided it does not coordinate directly with a campaign.

	Citizens United v FEC (2010)
	Supreme Court ruling that struck down limits on independent political spending by corporations and unions, enabling the rise of Super PACs.

	Gerrymandering
	The manipulation of electoral district boundaries to favour one party or group, often to create safe seats or dilute opposing votes.

	Ballot Initiative
	A form of direct democracy at state level allowing citizens to propose a new law or constitutional amendment directly to voters via petition and ballot.

	Popular/Legislative Referendum
	A state-level direct democracy mechanism where voters approve or reject a law already passed by the state legislature.

	Recall Election
	A state-level direct democracy mechanism allowing voters to remove an elected official from office before their term ends, via petition and special election.

	Voter ID Laws
	State laws requiring voters to present specific identification to vote, defended as preventing fraud but criticised as potentially suppressing turnout among some groups.


2. Key Knowledge
1. The Nomination Process — Primaries & Caucuses
1. Purpose: Determines each party's presidential nominee before the general election, through a state-by-state series of primaries and caucuses.
1. Primaries vs caucuses: Most states use primaries (a private ballot); a small number use caucuses (public local meetings) — caucuses are increasingly rare.
1. Invisible primary: The informal period before voting begins where candidates build fundraising, endorsements and media momentum.
1. Convention & platform: Each party formally nominates its candidate and adopts a policy platform at its National Convention, typically in the summer before the election.
2. The Electoral College & Presidential Elections
1. Structure: 538 electors allocated to states based on their total congressional representation (House + Senate seats); 270 needed to win.
1. Winner-takes-all: Used by 48 states (Maine and Nebraska allocate some votes by congressional district), meaning a narrow state win secures all its electoral votes.
1. Swing states decide elections: Because most states reliably back one party, campaigns focus overwhelmingly on a small number of competitive battleground states.
1. Popular vote vs Electoral College winner: A candidate can win the presidency while losing the national popular vote, as in 2000 and 2016 — a major source of controversy.
3. Congressional Elections
1. House elections: All 435 seats contested every 2 years; short terms make representatives highly responsive to constituents but constantly campaigning.
1. Senate elections: 100 seats, staggered 6-year terms with roughly a third up for election every 2 years.
1. Incumbency advantage: Sitting members of Congress are re-elected at very high rates due to name recognition, fundraising and casework.
1. Midterm elections: Held two years into a presidential term; the president's party typically loses seats, seen as a check on presidential power.
4. Money in US Elections
1. Campaign finance law: Federal law limits direct contributions to candidates and parties, enforced by the Federal Election Commission (FEC).
1. PACs vs Super PACs: PACs face contribution limits and can donate directly to campaigns; Super PACs face no spending limits but cannot coordinate directly with a campaign.
1. Citizens United v FEC (2010): Removed limits on independent political spending by corporations/unions, dramatically increasing the role of outside money in elections.
1. Debate over money's influence: Critics argue big spending distorts democracy and favours wealthy interests; defenders argue spending is protected political speech.
5. Direct Democracy in the States
1. No national direct democracy: The US Constitution provides no mechanism for a national referendum or initiative — direct democracy operates only at state and local level.
1. Ballot initiatives: Citizens in around half the states can propose new laws or constitutional amendments directly to voters via petition (e.g. California's frequent use of initiatives).
1. Popular/legislative referendums: Allow voters to approve or reject legislation already passed by the state legislature.
1. Recall elections: Allow voters to remove a sitting official before their term ends, as used against California Governor Gray Davis (2003) and attempted against Gavin Newsom (2021).
6. Debates — Is the US Electoral System Fair and Democratic?
1. Electoral College criticism: Critics argue it can override the national popular vote, over-represents small states, and focuses campaigns on a handful of swing states.
1. Electoral College defence: Supporters argue it protects federalism, prevents candidates from ignoring less populous states, and ensures broad geographic support.
1. Gerrymandering & voter access: Partisan district-drawing and state voter ID/registration laws are contested as distorting fair representation and access to the ballot.
1. Direct democracy's value: State-level initiatives/referendums/recalls are praised for increasing participation and legitimacy, but criticised for enabling well-funded interest groups to bypass legislatures.
3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
1. 1. Compare the 2000 election (Bush v Gore) with the 2016 election (Trump v Clinton) — both saw the Electoral College winner differ from the national popular vote winner. Evaluate what this reveals about the Electoral College's legitimacy.
1. 2. Research a specific state's use of ballot initiatives (e.g. California) and evaluate how effective direct democracy has been at that state level.
1. 3. Investigate a significant gerrymandering case (e.g. Rucho v Common Cause, 2019) and evaluate the extent to which the Supreme Court can act as a check on partisan district-drawing.
1. 4. Compare the role of Super PACs after Citizens United v FEC (2010) with the UK's tighter campaign finance rules — what does this reveal about differing approaches to money in politics?
1. 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether the Electoral College should be abolished in favour of a national popular vote.
1. 6. Create a timeline of key US campaign finance reforms (e.g. FECA 1971, BCRA/'McCain-Feingold' 2002, Citizens United 2010) and explain the effect of each on elections.
4. Assessment — 'Analyse and Explain Three Ways/Factors' Questions
Use these as short-answer analytical practice. For each question, identify three distinct ways/factors, and for each one write a developed explanation (point + explanation + specific evidence/example) rather than a simple list.
1. Q1. Analyse and explain three ways in which the Electoral College can produce a result that differs from the national popular vote.
1. Q2. Analyse and explain three factors that give incumbents an advantage in congressional elections.
1. Q3. Analyse and explain three ways in which money influences US elections.
1. Q4. Analyse and explain three factors that determine the outcome of a presidential primary campaign.
1. Q5. Analyse and explain three ways in which direct democracy is used at state level in the USA.
1. Q6. Analyse and explain three criticisms of the Electoral College.
1. Q7. Analyse and explain three ways in which gerrymandering can affect congressional elections.
1. Q8. Analyse and explain three factors that affect voter turnout in US elections.
1. Q9. Analyse and explain three ways in which the Citizens United ruling changed US campaign finance.
1. Q10. Analyse and explain three factors that explain why midterm elections often go against the president's party.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
1. Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on elections and direct democracy.
1. L. Sandy Maisel, 'American Political Parties and Elections: A Very Short Introduction' — concise overview of the nomination and election process.
1. Theodore White, 'The Making of the President 1960' — classic narrative account of a landmark presidential campaign.
Websites
1. fec.gov (Federal Election Commission) — official campaign finance data and filings.
1. 270towin.com — interactive Electoral College maps and historical election data.
1. ballotpedia.org — comprehensive coverage of state ballot initiatives, referendums and recall elections.
1. fairvote.org — analysis and reform proposals relating to the Electoral College and voting systems.
Podcasts
1. 'The NPR Politics Podcast' — regular coverage of campaigns, primaries and election results.
1. 'FiveThirtyEight Politics' — data-driven analysis of polling, elections and campaign finance.
1. 'Whistlestop' (John Dickerson) — historical deep dives into past presidential campaigns.
Documentaries / Listening
1. 'Knock Down the House' (2019) — documentary following grassroots congressional primary campaigns.
1. PBS Frontline 'The Choice' series — in-depth documentaries profiling presidential candidates each election cycle.
