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What is the first-past-the-post (FPTP) electoral system? 

-  The world’s first halting attempt at an electoral system (we have learned a thing or two 

since then). 

-  A legislature (Parliament) is elected one member at a time, each member winning a 

separate election in a separate district (or constituency), providing a personal link from 

voters who live in that constituency to ‘their’ MP. On the down side, votes that were not 

needed to elect that MP are, strictly speaking, ‘wasted’ (discouraging votes in ‘safe’ seats). 

-  In practice this electoral system is generally found to advantage the two largest parties 

by failing to give seats to so-called ‘minor’ parties in proportion to the votes they receive. 

Generally this results in one party receiving a majority of the legislative seats even if it gets 

less than half the votes. So coalition governments are not common in FPTP systems. 

-  On the up side, single-party governments have the power to honour campaign promises (no 

coalition partners to please) and are easily held accountable for poor performance. 

-  On the down side, such governments may represent many fewer than half the voters. 



More down sides of FPTP systems… 

 

Table 1   Some dramatic losses of seats not matched by losses of votes in FPTP countries 

 

Country and year 

 

Change 

Canada 1993 

 
Absolute   Relative 

UK 1997 

 
Absolute   Relative 

 

Loss of votes 

 

26%       62% 

 

  8%        26% 

 

Loss of seats 

 

55%       99% 

 

11%       51% 

 
 
 



Why dramatic losses on this scale matter for the quality of democracy 
 

-  Learning depends on consistency. If parties and their leaders are in flux then voters find 

it harder to learn their way around their political systems, impairing their ability to make 

good choices (or to understand how their votes can make a difference). 

 

-  Effective opposition depends on having a credible electoral alternative. Anything that 

makes the opposition electoral threat less credible impairs the extent to which an 

opposition party can offer a realistic electoral or political challenge to the government.  

 

-  A landslide victory is hard to reverse, making it harder to change the government in 

power and making it harder for voters to see their votes having any effect. 

 

Let’s see how this has worked in practice in Britain since 1945 … 
 



 

              Figure 1  Votes cast for the winning parties in Britain, 1945-2005 
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Figure 2  The seats/votes ratio in British elections since 1950          



Understanding the seats/votes ratio 

If votes for major parties go down, this happens because votes for minor parties go up. 

If those minor parties do not get seats in proportion to the votes they receive (a feature of the 

FPTP electoral system), then those seats minor parties SHOULD have received instead go to 

major parties, increasing the seats/votes ratio for major parties – they get the same number 

of seats (or close) in return for fewer votes. 

The ‘gearing’ of the electoral system depends on the seats/votes ratio. The fewer votes it 

takes to get a seat, the higher the gearing. Over the past 50 years the British electoral system 

has shifted into higher and higher gear as more and more votes have gone to minor parties. 

A seats/votes ratio of 1.5 to 1 corresponds to a swing ratio of 2 to 1 because, as one major 

party loses votes, most of those votes are gained by the other major party. So the margin of 

victory of the winning party increases by twice its increase in votes – parties in Britain today 

are swinging twice as far in terms of seats as the swing they get in terms of votes. 



         

Figure 3  The seats/votes (swing) ratio and votes for minor parties, U.K. 1880-2005 
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  Summary 

-  FPTP elections magnify the winner’s margin, increasingly more so as increasingly more 
votes go to minor parties. 

-  This causes magnification of swings from one party to another. 

-  In Britain today, the swing to be expected in terms of seats is about twice any swing in 
votes, likely resulting in landslide victories when government changes hands. This 

(1) disempowers voters by insulating governments from the electoral consequences 
of vote swings that in earlier years would have brought those governments down; 

(2) can easily sweep away a party’s elected leadership, and anyway leaves the 
opposition party in a poor position to mount an effective challenge, increasing the 
unchecked powers of what was already effectively an “electoral dictatorship”. 

-  In a country whose electoral system is performing in this fashion, votes for minor 
parties effectively constitute votes for a less representative and less responsive system. 


