
 
 
Evaluate the extent to which electoral reform would be a good thing for democracy in 
the UK. [30] 
 
In 2011, the United Kingdom held a referendum about whether the country should change its 
electoral system from First Past the Post to the Alternative Vote. The public voted overwhelmingly 
against the reform and by doing so seemingly settled the question of electoral reform. However, 
there are compelling arguments that reform, particularly a move to the Additional Member System 
(AMS), would be a healthy step for the UK’s democracy. This can be clearly seen if we analyse the 
four criteria that a voting system should meet. That is: it should create an effective link between the 
elected representative and constituents; it should create strong governments that can be held to 
account; it should provide a genuine choice of candidates; it should provide a fair result that gives 
equal weight to all voters. Although First Past the Post beats AMS on one of these criteria, on the 
other three AMS edges or clearly surpasses the current system, leaving us to conclude that the 
arguments in favour of reform are stronger than those against. 
 
First Past the Post’s greatest asset is the link it creates between MPs and their constituents. MPs 
represent a relatively small number of people area – approximately 80,000 people – and hold 
regular, normally weekly, ‘surgeries’ to give their constituents an opportunity to directly voice their 
concerns. Indeed, MPs will often take up an issue of behalf of a constituent and communicate with 
the government to try and support them. First Past the Post is also transparent in this way: most of 
the electorate know who their MP is and can vote against them at a general election if they feel they 
are not properly representing their constituency. Changing to the Additional Member System would 
not totally lose this link. In Scotland, for example, 73 of the 129 MSPs have a constituency. However, 
a proportion of representatives under the Additional Member System are elected using a party list 
and would only be accountable to a large, regional area (e.g. Mid Scotland & Fife) – not a relatively 
small constituency (e.g. Stirling). This would inevitably weaken the link between the elected 
representative and their constituents. This is a valid criticism of AMS as arguably the link every 
Westminster MP has to a constituency helps keep them at least somewhat grounded and forces 
them to engage with the everyday concerns of normal people. In this respect, First Past the Post has 
something to commend it. 
 
Some defenders of First Past the Post also argue that it creates strong and stable governments with 
clear majorities. They criticise more proportional systems like AMS which, they contend, more 
frequently lead to coalitions and minority governments. Whilst there is some truth to this argument 
it is not that convincing. Whilst historically First Past the Post has produced large majorities, such as 
Tony Blair’s 179 majority in 1997, it no longer does so on a regular basis as the UK has arguably 
become a two-and-a-half party system. In 2010, for instance, the Tories were forced to form a 
coalition government with the Liberal Democrats and in 2017 Theresa May had to seek a ‘confidence 
and supply’ agreement with the Democratic Unionist Party. Indeed, in the last ten years, the UK has 
had minority or coalition government for seven of them. During the same period, Scotland has had a 
minority or coalition government for only five. This would indicate that the criticism levelled at AMS, 
that it more frequently leads to minority or coalition governments, does not stand up to scrutiny. 
The best that can be said is that the two voting systems, in this respect, are broadly equal. 
 
First Past the Post also falls well short of a functioning voting system on other measures. It often 
fails, for instance, to offer a genuine choice of candidates. It is true that this can, to an extent, be 
beneficial. First Past the Post has meant that extremist parties such as the BNP or the Communist 
Party have never gained a seat in the Commons, even during turbulent periods such as the 1930s 
where other European countries such as Italy and Germany succumbed to fascist regimes. However, 
too often the 



 
choice First Past the Post offers is simply undemocratic because it creates ‘safe seats’. Maidenhead, 
for example, has voted Conservative since 1885. Theresa May, the incumbent MP, has a majority of 
over 29,000. Labour voters in Maidenhead will rightly feel like their vote does not count and can be 
forgiven with disengaging from the democratic process. Such safe seats are, in the words of the 
Electoral Reform Society, the twenty first century’s ‘rotten boroughs’ and create lots of ‘wasted 
votes’  
– votes that have no impact on the outcome of the election. In the 2017 General Election, the 
Electoral Reform Society estimated that fully 22 million people cast such votes. AMS would help 
reduce the number of wasted votes cast whilst also helping to keep out more radical parties. It 
achieves this by giving voters two votes: one locally and one for their larger region where they vote 
for candidates from a party’s regional list. This part of AMS is proportional, helping ensure all votes 
count. Even if a voter’s preferred candidate had little chance of succeeding to be their local 
representative, their vote would nonetheless be counted for the regional party list, a factor that will 
also help aid smaller parties. In 2016, for instance, the overall result for the Scottish parliamentary 
elections included two members from the Green Party. Although it is not fully proportional, AMS is 
nonetheless preferable to FPTP on this measure as it maintains a constituency link whilst offering a 
more proportional element. 
 
Finally, First Past the Post dramatically distorts the national vote and creates scenarios where some 
votes are worth more than others. In 2005, for instance, Labour gained just over 35.2% of the 
national vote, meaning nearly two thirds of the electorate voted for another party. Yet they still 
gained a comfortable majority in the House of Commons. Indeed, Labour only defeated the 
Conservatives by 2.8% nationally, and yet they received 25.1% more seats in the House of 
Commons. This is patently unfair and undemocratic. AMS, which has a proportional element, would 
help at least rectify this to a certain extent and create governments that more accurately reflect the 
popular will – a clear goal in any democracy. In Scotland in 1999, for example, the Tories won 18 
seats in the first Scottish parliamentary elections, despite winning no seats in Scotland in the 
Westminster election two years before. This suggests that AMS can help mollify the more distorting 
elements of First Past the Post. Furthermore, First Past the Post can also be grossly undemocratic at 
a local level. In Belfast South in 2015, for example, Alistair McDonnell was elected MP despite only 
winning 24.5% of the vote. Over three quarters of those who cast a ballot did not do so for 
McDonnell and yet he still emerged the winner - a staggeringly undemocratic outcome. A further 
problem is that in constituencies with smaller populations, votes effectively carry more weight. In 
Orkney and Shetland in there are only around 33,000 voters; in the Isle of Wight there are over 
100,000. A vote in the Isle of Wight is therefore worth only a third of a vote in the Scottish 
constituency. Then some votes count more than others there is plainly a profound problem in a 
democracy. AMS would again help partly redress this through its more proportional regional party 
lists, further evidence that it is a superior system. 
 
In conclusion, it is clear that First Past the Post is no longer suitable for the United Kingdom and that 
a move to the Additional Member System would enhance our democracy. Although First Past the 
Post does maintain a strong link between constituents and representatives, it fails to pass muster on 
the three other criteria that make for a good voting system. It does not necessarily create stronger 
governments than AMS, nor does it offer a genuine choice of candidates to voters – a critical facet of 
any democracy. Finally, it often distorts the popular will in such a way that can leave people feeling 
cheated or excluded from the democratic process. This is damaging and, in the 21st century, 
unacceptable. Westminster may be the ‘mother of all parliaments’, but unless it changes with the 
times it is in danger of becoming the sickly old relative of the world’s democracies. 


