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Elections & Democracy in the US and UK  |  AQA A-Level Politics — Comparative Electoral Systems & Direct Democracy
1. Glossary
	Concept
	Similar / Different
	How the US and UK compare

	Electoral System for the Legislature
	Similar
	Both countries primarily elect their national legislature using First Past the Post — the US House and most state elections, and the UK House of Commons — though the US Senate uses statewide FPTP-style elections too.

	Choosing the Executive
	Different
	The US president is chosen indirectly via the state-based Electoral College, a separate national election. The UK Prime Minister is not directly elected at all — they emerge from whichever party commands a Commons majority after a general election.

	Candidate Nomination Process
	Different
	US party nominees for president are chosen through primaries and caucuses open to ordinary voters. UK party leaders and candidates are typically selected internally by party members or associations, not by the general electorate.

	Use of Proportional Representation
	Different
	The UK uses proportional/semi-proportional systems (AMS, STV) for the Scottish Parliament, Senedd, London Assembly and Northern Ireland Assembly. The US uses First Past the Post almost universally, with no major proportional system at state or federal level.

	National Referendums
	Different
	The UK has held several nationwide referendums on major constitutional questions (1975 EEC, 2011 AV, 2016 EU membership). The US Constitution provides no mechanism for a national referendum or initiative at all.

	State/Sub-National Direct Democracy
	Different
	Around half of US states allow citizens to propose laws directly via ballot initiatives, and many allow legislative referendums and recall elections. UK direct democracy below the national level is far more limited, mainly one-off local referendums (e.g. on elected mayors).

	Frequency of Direct Democracy
	Different
	Direct democracy is a routine, frequent feature of many US state election cycles (e.g. California's ballot propositions). UK national referendums are rare, high-profile, one-off events reserved for major constitutional questions.

	Citizen E-Petitions
	Similar
	Both countries have used official online platforms letting citizens petition government directly — the UK Parliament's e-petitions system (100,000 signatures can trigger a Commons debate) and the US White House's former 'We the People' petition platform.

	Recall of Elected Officials
	Different
	Many US states allow voters to recall and remove state officials via petition for any reason (e.g. California's recall of Governor Gray Davis, 2003). The UK's Recall of MPs Act (2015) allows recall only in narrow, specific circumstances, such as an MP's suspension from the Commons.

	Money in Elections
	Different
	US campaign spending is far less restricted, especially following Citizens United v FEC (2010), which enabled unlimited independent spending via Super PACs. The UK imposes strict statutory limits on party and candidate spending under the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act (2000).

	Voter Registration
	Different
	The US generally uses an opt-in registration system that varies significantly by state, with some requiring proactive registration well before an election. The UK uses a more centralised individual electoral registration system with a simpler, more uniform national process.

	Voter Identification
	Similar
	Both countries have introduced photo voter ID requirements in recent years — many US states already required ID, and the UK introduced a national voter ID requirement for elections under the Elections Act (2022) — though the debate over its effect on turnout is similar in both.

	Electoral Administration
	Different
	US elections are run in a highly decentralised way, administered separately by each state and county, producing significant variation in rules and processes. UK elections are run under uniform national law, overseen by the Electoral Commission and local returning officers.

	Drawing Electoral Boundaries
	Different
	In many US states, congressional district boundaries are drawn by state legislatures, enabling significant partisan gerrymandering. UK Westminster constituency boundaries are drawn by independent, non-partisan Boundary Commissions.

	Term Lengths & Election Timing
	Different
	US federal elections are held on fixed, constitutionally set dates (president every 4 years, House every 2, Senate staggered 6-year terms). UK general elections must be held within 5 years but the exact date has historically had more flexibility, now governed by the Dissolution and Calling of Parliament Act (2022).

	Bicameral Election Methods
	Different
	Both chambers of the US Congress (House and Senate) are directly elected. In the UK, only the House of Commons is elected — the House of Lords is largely appointed or hereditary.

	Electoral Reform Debates
	Similar
	Both countries have significant, ongoing debates about reforming their core electoral system — abolishing the Electoral College in the US, and replacing First Past the Post with a proportional system in the UK (as tested in the 2011 AV referendum).

	Turnout & Participation Concerns
	Similar
	Both countries have experienced concerns over declining or uneven voter turnout and a wider 'participation crisis', prompting debate over whether direct democracy mechanisms can help re-engage voters.


2. Key Knowledge — Head-to-Head Comparison
	Category
	USA
	UK

	Electoral system (legislature)
	First Past the Post used for House and most state/local elections.
	First Past the Post for the Commons; proportional/semi-proportional systems used for devolved bodies.

	Choosing the executive
	President chosen indirectly via the state-based Electoral College.
	PM not directly elected; emerges from the party commanding a Commons majority.

	Candidate selection
	Presidential nominees chosen via primaries/caucuses open to voters.
	Candidates/leaders chosen internally by party members or associations.

	National referendums
	No constitutional mechanism for a national referendum.
	Used for major constitutional questions (1975, 2011, 2016).

	Sub-national direct democracy
	Widespread use of state-level ballot initiatives, referendums and recalls.
	Limited to occasional local referendums (e.g. on elected mayors).

	Money in elections
	Limited restriction on independent spending after Citizens United v FEC (2010).
	Strict statutory spending limits under PPERA (2000).

	Voter registration
	Opt-in, decentralised, varies significantly by state.
	More centralised individual electoral registration system.

	Electoral boundaries
	Often drawn by state legislatures, enabling gerrymandering.
	Drawn by independent, non-partisan Boundary Commissions.

	Election administration
	Highly decentralised — run separately by states and counties.
	Run under uniform national law via the Electoral Commission.

	Term lengths & timing
	Fixed constitutional election dates (President 4yrs, House 2yrs, Senate 6yrs).
	Up to 5-year maximum term; timing governed by the 2022 Dissolution Act.


3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
1. 1. Compare the 2016 US presidential election (where the Electoral College and popular vote winners differed) with the 2016 UK EU referendum result — what does each reveal about the tension between majoritarian outcomes and broader legitimacy?
1. 2. Research California's use of ballot initiatives and compare it to the UK's 2011 AV referendum — evaluate which system offers voters a more meaningful direct democratic voice.
1. 3. Compare voter ID requirements introduced in various US states with the UK's Elections Act (2022) voter ID requirement — evaluate the similarities and differences in the debates around each.
1. 4. Investigate the Citizens United v FEC (2010) ruling and compare US campaign finance rules with the UK's Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act (2000) — what does this reveal about differing approaches to money in politics?
1. 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether the UK or the USA offers its citizens more meaningful forms of direct democracy.
1. 6. Construct a comparative diagram showing how a US president and a UK prime minister each attain office, highlighting the role (or absence) of direct popular election at each stage.
4. Assessment — 'Statement: Analyse and Evaluate' Questions
Each statement requires comparative analysis of both US and UK elections/direct democracy. Plan three comparative themes, use specific evidence/case studies from both systems for each, and reach a supported judgement on the extent to which you agree.
1. Q1. 'The US electoral system gives voters more direct influence over their government than the UK's.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q2. 'Direct democracy plays a more significant role in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q3. 'Money has a greater influence on elections in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q4. 'The Electoral College is a less democratic method of choosing a leader than the UK's system of choosing a Prime Minister.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q5. 'Referendums are used more effectively in the UK than direct democracy is used in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q6. 'The US primary system gives voters more influence over candidate selection than the UK's system.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q7. 'Gerrymandering is a bigger threat to fair elections in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q8. 'Both the US and UK electoral systems fail to accurately represent voters' preferences.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q9. 'Voter registration and identification requirements are a bigger barrier to democratic participation in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q10. 'The differences between US and UK approaches to elections and direct democracy are greater than the similarities.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
1. Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' and 'UK Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on elections and democracy in each country.
1. David Farrell, 'Electoral Systems: A Comparative Introduction' — accessible academic overview of how different systems work.
1. L. Sandy Maisel, 'American Political Parties and Elections: A Very Short Introduction' — concise overview of the US nomination and election process.
Websites
1. fec.gov and electoralcommission.org.uk — official campaign finance and electoral administration data for each country.
1. 270towin.com — interactive Electoral College maps and historical US election data.
1. electoral-reform.org.uk and fairvote.org — campaigning analysis of electoral reform debates in each country.
1. ballotpedia.org and parliament.uk — detailed coverage of US ballot initiatives and UK e-petitions/referendums.
Podcasts
1. 'The NPR Politics Podcast' — regular coverage of US campaigns, primaries and election results.
1. 'Electoral Reform Society podcast' — discussion of UK voting reform and proportional representation debates.
1. BBC Radio 4 'Westminster Hour' — weekly analysis of UK parliamentary and electoral politics.
1. 'FiveThirtyEight Politics' — data-driven analysis of polling, elections and campaign finance.
Documentaries / Listening
1. 'Knock Down the House' (2019) — documentary following grassroots US congressional primary campaigns.
1. BBC election night and referendum night coverage archives — useful primary viewing for UK results analysis.
