Comparative Knowledge Organiser
Political Parties in the US and UK  |  AQA A-Level Politics — Comparative Political Parties
1. Glossary
	Concept
	Similar / Different
	How the US and UK compare

	Party System
	Similar
	Both countries have a broadly two-party dominant system at the national level (Republicans/Democrats; Conservatives/Labour), reinforced by First Past the Post, though UK devolved elections use proportional systems producing far more multi-party competition than seen at any level in the US.

	Party Ideology & Factions
	Similar
	Both major UK and US parties are broad 'big tent' coalitions containing internal ideological factions — e.g. Labour's soft-left and more centrist wings versus the Democratic Party's progressive and moderate wings; the Conservative Party's One Nation and further-right wings versus the Republican establishment and MAGA wings.

	Party Leadership Selection
	Different
	UK party leaders are chosen internally, through votes of MPs and/or party members under each party's own rules. US presidential nominees are chosen through primaries and caucuses open to the wider electorate, not just party members.

	Party Organisation
	Different
	UK parties are more centrally organised, with national headquarters exercising significant control over candidate approval and party discipline. US parties are far more decentralised, with weaker central control over individual members of Congress.

	Party Discipline / Whipping
	Different
	UK parties enforce strong party discipline through the whip system, with MPs generally expected to vote with their party. US party discipline is comparatively weak, and cross-party voting in Congress is common.

	Party Funding Regulation
	Different
	UK party funding is tightly regulated under the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act (2000), with donation disclosure requirements and spending caps. US party/campaign funding is far less restricted, especially after Citizens United v FEC (2010).

	State Funding of Parties
	Different
	The UK provides some state funding to opposition parties (Short money in the Commons, Cranborne money in the Lords) to support their parliamentary work. The US provides no equivalent direct state funding to political parties.

	Party Membership & Grassroots
	Similar
	Both countries have seen long-term decline in mass party membership, with parties relying increasingly on donations, media coverage and digital campaigning rather than large grassroots memberships.

	Party-Union Links
	Different
	The Labour Party has a historic, formal organisational and financial link to trade unions (affiliation fees, conference representation). No equivalent formal link exists between US parties and labour unions, which instead support Democratic candidates informally.

	Minor/Third Parties
	Similar
	Both countries have minor parties (UK: Greens, Reform UK, nationalist parties; US: Libertarian, Green Party) that struggle for representation under FPTP-style systems, though UK nationalist/devolved-system minor parties have achieved considerably more electoral success than US third parties.

	Party Realignment/Dealignment
	Similar
	Both countries have experienced significant shifts in party support — the UK's long-term decline of class-based voting alignment (partisan dealignment) and the US's regional realignments, such as the Southern shift from Democratic to Republican dominance.

	Party Platforms/Manifestos
	Similar
	Both use a formal statement of policy — a manifesto in the UK, a platform in the US — though the UK manifesto carries extra constitutional weight via the Salisbury Convention, which limits the House of Lords' ability to block manifesto commitments.

	Party Polarization
	Similar
	Both countries have experienced growing ideological distance and hostility between their major parties in recent years, though this trend is often described as more extreme and entrenched in the US context.

	Devolution's Effect on Party Competition
	Different
	The UK's devolved proportional systems have significantly boosted multi-party competition and nationalist party success (e.g. the SNP, Plaid Cymru) in ways with no direct equivalent in the US federal system, which remains dominated by the same two parties at every level.

	Candidate Selection
	Different
	UK parliamentary candidates are chosen by local constituency associations, often with central party oversight or approval. US congressional candidates are chosen through primary elections open to registered voters.

	Coalition/Multi-Party Government
	Different
	UK hung parliaments and devolved PR elections can produce coalition or minority government (e.g. the 2010–15 Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition). The US two-party, separation-of-powers system essentially never produces coalition government in the same sense.

	Party Regulation Body
	Different
	The UK's Electoral Commission regulates party funding, spending and registration under statute. The US Federal Election Commission (FEC) regulates campaign finance but has narrower authority over party organisation itself, and has faced criticism for enforcement gridlock.

	Party Identification
	Similar
	Voters in both countries can form a long-term psychological attachment to a party that shapes their voting behaviour, though this attachment has weakened over time in both countries amid broader dealignment trends.


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

	Party system
	Two-party dominant nationally; reinforced by FPTP at every level.
	Two-party dominant at Westminster; more multi-party competition under devolved PR.

	Leadership selection
	Presidential nominees chosen via open primaries/caucuses.
	Leaders chosen internally by MPs and/or party members.

	Candidate selection
	Congressional candidates chosen via primary elections open to voters.
	Candidates chosen by local constituency associations, often with central oversight.

	Party organisation & discipline
	Decentralised; weak central discipline, frequent cross-party voting.
	Centralised; strong whip system, high voting discipline expected.

	Party funding
	Largely unrestricted after Citizens United v FEC (2010).
	Tightly regulated under PPERA (2000), with spending caps and disclosure.

	State support for parties
	No direct state funding of parties.
	Short money/Cranborne money support opposition parties in Parliament.

	Party-union links
	Labour unions informally support Democrats; no formal affiliation.
	Trade unions formally affiliated to the Labour Party via the political levy.

	Minor parties & electoral system
	Minor parties (Libertarian, Green) rarely win seats under FPTP.
	Minor/nationalist parties (SNP, Greens) more successful, especially under devolved PR.

	Party polarisation/factions
	Significant ideological sorting; entrenched progressive/MAGA-type factions.
	Growing polarization; internal factions (e.g. soft-left vs centrist Labour).

	Coalition potential
	Essentially never produces coalition government.
	Hung parliaments/devolved elections can produce coalition or minority government.


3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
· 1. Compare how the UK Labour Party selects its leader (a one-member-one-vote system) with how US parties select their presidential nominee via primaries — evaluate which process is more democratic.
· 2. Research the funding rules under PPERA (2000) and compare them to US campaign finance rules post-Citizens United — evaluate which system does more to limit the influence of money in party politics.
· 3. Compare the SNP's success under devolved proportional representation in Scotland with a US third party's electoral performance (e.g. the Libertarian Party) — what does this reveal about the impact of electoral systems on smaller parties?
· 4. Investigate the historic link between UK trade unions and the Labour Party, and compare it with the informal relationship between US labour unions and the Democratic Party.
· 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether UK or US political parties are more internally divided by factionalism.
· 6. Create a comparative timeline of major party realignments in the UK (e.g. the rise of Labour, the SDP split, the rise of Reform UK) and the USA (e.g. the New Deal coalition, the Southern realignment).
4. Assessment — 'Statement: Analyse and Evaluate' Questions
Each statement requires comparative analysis of both US and UK political parties. 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.
· Q1. 'UK political parties are more centrally organised than US political parties.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q2. 'Party discipline is stronger in the UK than in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q3. 'Money has a greater influence on political parties in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q4. 'The process of selecting party leaders is more democratic in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q5. 'Trade unions have more influence over political parties in the UK than in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q6. 'Minor parties have more success in the UK than in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q7. 'Party factionalism is a bigger problem in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q8. 'The electoral system has a greater impact on party competition in the UK than in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q9. 'Both the UK and USA have experienced a significant decline in traditional party loyalty.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q10. 'The differences between UK and US political parties are greater than the similarities.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
· Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' and 'UK Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on political parties in each country.
· Tim Bale, 'The Conservative Party: From Thatcher to Sunak' and 'The Labour Party from Miliband to Starmer' — detailed accounts of the major UK parties' internal politics.
· Matt Grossmann & David Hopkins, 'Asymmetric Politics' — analysis of the differing nature of the Democratic and Republican coalitions.
Websites
· electoralcommission.org.uk — official UK data on party funding, spending and registration.
· pewresearch.org — polling data and reports tracking US party polarization and identification.
· conservatives.com, labour.org.uk, democrats.org and gop.com — primary source material from each major party.
· instituteforgovernment.org.uk — independent analysis of UK party organisation and internal management.
Podcasts
· 'Electoral Reform Society podcast' — discussion of UK party competition and electoral reform debates.
· 'The NPR Politics Podcast' — regular coverage of US party strategy, primaries and internal factional debates.
· BBC 'Newscast' — accessible weekly analysis of UK party politics and internal developments.
· 'FiveThirtyEight Politics' — data-driven analysis of US polarization, party coalitions and voting trends.
Documentaries / Listening
· 'The Swamp' (HBO, 2020) — documentary following members of Congress from both US parties navigating party pressures.
· BBC party conference coverage archives — useful primary viewing of UK party debates, leadership speeches and internal disputes.
