
Worst of Both Worlds
Why First Past the Post no longer works

Guy Lodge and Glenn Gottfried

January 2011

© ippr 2011

Institute for Public Policy Research 

BRIEFING



 

 
 

 

About ippr

About the author

 



1 ippr | The Worst of Both Worlds: Why First Past the Post no longer works 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 2

The arguments in favour of FPTP .................................................................................................... 3

Undermined from within: FPTP in an age of political pluralism ...................................................... 4

Rise of third parties ...................................................................................................................... 4

The changing electoral geography of the UK ................................................................................ 7

Voter power: FPTP and coalition politics ...................................................................................... 8

The case against FPTP ................................................................................................................... 10

Under FPTP elections are decided by a handful of voters in marginal seats................................ 10

FPTP radically distorts the relationship between votes and seats, creating  
highly unrepresentative parliaments ........................................................................................... 13

FPTP is not simply disproportional but also gives parties an unfair bias over their rivals ............ 15

FPTP weakens the constituency link between representatives and voters .................................. 16

FPTP wastes votes and denies voters political choice ................................................................. 17

FPTP makes Britain appear more divided than she is .................................................................. 17

FPTP often does not lead to strong single-party government .................................................... 18

There is an international trend among democracies away from FPTP ......................................... 19

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................................... 21

References ...................................................................................................................................... 22

ContentsContents



2 ippr | The Worst of Both Worlds: Why First Past the Post no longer works 

summarises the claims advocates of FPTP make in its defence and outlines the conditions which are 

purpose. 

of votes secured and the proportion of seats won in the House of Commons but, as the outcome 

election data, this report suggests that the 2010 election result was not a one-off aberration. 

support for the two main parties and divergent support for them across the nations and regions of 

FPTP electoral system. Under pressure from long-term voting trends, we can also expect FPTP 
elections to produce if not hung parliaments then at the very least governments elected with small 

despite coming second in terms of the share of the popular vote.

Not only is the principal case for FPTP being undermined by shifts in voting behaviour but these 

of governments formed under FPTP. This is compounded by the fact that the greater the number 
of parties competing under FPTP the more disproportional the result will become, and the more 
unrepresentative future parliaments will be. 

of us live in safe seats where we are increasingly neglected by the political parties both during and 
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there should be a clear relationship between the proportion of votes won and the proportion of 

and a clear case can be made for either type of system. For the purposes of this report, we are 

Broadly speaking, there are three arguments traditionally used to defend FPTP:1

and unambiguous outcomes 

That voters, and not politicians, determine the outcome of elections

2

and discourage the public from voting for them 

operate effectively FPTP should not bias a particular party.

This report explores the degree to which these conditions hold and thus the degree to which FPTP 
is able to do what it is supposed to do.  

1 See Curtice 2010b

2 See Curtice 2010b

The arguments in favour of FPTPThe arguments in favour of FPTP
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support for third parties

The changing electoral geography of the UK.

Rise of third parties

regularly polled over 90 per cent of the vote in the 1950s. However, what they also show is that 
the traditional British two-party system came under considerable pressure from the 1970s onwards. 

ever since, and in 2010 the two main parties recorded their lowest combined share of the vote in 

FPTP is no longer discouraging voters from supporting third parties. For the last 35 years, around a 

three-party vote was, at 88.1 per cent, by far the lowest since the war. 

Year
Conservative  
and Labour

Liberal/Alliance/ 
Liberal Democrat Other parties

1922 68.2 28.8 3.0

1923 68.7 29.1 1.6

1924 80.1 17.8 2.1

1929 75.2 23.5 1.3

1931 91.6 7.0 1.4

1935 91.3 6.7 2.0

1945 87.6 9.0 3.4

1950 89.5 9.1 1.4

1951 96.8 2.6 0.6

1955 96.1 2.7 1.2

1959 93.2 5.9 0.9

1964 87.5 11.2 1.3

1966 89.9 8.5 1.5

1970 89.5 7.5 3.0

1974 75.1 19.3 5.6

1974 75.1 18.3 6.7

1979 80.8 13.8 5.4

1983 70.0 25.4 4.6

1987 73.1 22.6 4.4

Undermined from within: FPTP in an age of political pluralismUndermined from within: FPTP in an age of political pluralism

Table 1: 
The rise and fall 
of the two-party 

percentage
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1992 76.3 17.8 5.8

1997 73.9 16.8 9.3

2001 72.4 18.3 9.4

2005 67.6 22.0 10.4

2010 65.1 23.0 11.9

Source: Curtice 2010a
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of seats they win. This is largely because their support is geographically concentrated within the 
distinct party systems that have emerged across the regions and nations of the UK in the last 30 

3 while 
in Scotland and Wales, nationalist parties have emerged as an important electoral force. 

like the south-west and in university seats. This means they can win more seats for their share of 

3 In 2010 the Conservatives formed an electoral pact with the Ulster Unionist Party which meant they once again 

contested seats in Northern Ireland. However, the pact failed to win a single seat. 

Figure 1: 
FPTP under 
strain: the decline 
of the two-party 

percentage

Figure 2: 
Third-party vote, 

percentage
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parties now regularly win around 85 seats combined in the House of Commons. 
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cursory glance at British history shows this to be the case: under FPTP, multi-party politics often 

having to win over 100 seats more than the second-place party, a result which has occurred even 

Election Government Seat majority
1945 146
1950 5
1951 Conservative 17
1955 Conservative 60
1959 Conservative 100
1964 4
1966 98
1970 Conservative 30

Hung
3

1979 Conservative 43
1983 Conservative 144
1987 Conservative 102
1992 Conservative 21
1997 179
2001 167
2005 66
2010 Hung

Figure 3: 
Third-party seats, 

Table 2: 
Government 
majorities  
since 1945
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recent advances seriously reversed at the next general election. However, even if they were to do 
4

two-party system. 

The rise of third parties is not the only reason for believing that FPTP is likely to produce indecisive 

two factors working in combination that are undermining the case for FPTP. 

The changing electoral geography of the UK
The second reason why FPTP is less likely to deliver single-party government concerns long-term 

This claim, however, rests on the assumption that the same two parties are competing for most 

numbers of marginal seats. But, because of long-term shifts in the geography of Conservative 

indicates, the number of such marginal seats has halved since the 1950s.
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What explains this? Since the late 1950s, Conservative support has been increasingly concentrated 

consolidated its electoral base in Scotland, the north of England and inner-city seats. Curtice writes: 

4 This assumes the Liberal Democrats receive 11% of the vote. The calculation for the number of seats the Liberal 

Democrats might be expected to win is derived from UK Polling Report: see http://ukpollingreport.co.uk/blog/

swing-calculator

vote is the combined vote of both Labour and the Conservatives (Curtice 2010).

Figure 4: 
Marginal seats 
within the two-party 

5
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all, FPTP has delivered a number of landslide election victories for the two main parties over the 

There are two responses to this. Firstly, there is no credible defence of electoral bias, and the 

Secondly, and more importantly, as Curtice has argued, even when you allow for such bias, the 

of the British political landscape. There is nothing inherently wrong with this situation, but it does 

which to defend FPTP? 

Voter power: FPTP and coalition politics 

2010, then another argument which is used to prop up FPTP will be undermined: the idea that 
voters and not politicians should determine the formation of governments. 

Supporters of FPTP are also traditionally opponents of coalition government, since they dislike the 

governments might have emerged from these negotiations in which the public had little say. 

Why is this relevant? There is a case for arguing that FPTP is poorly suited to coalition politics because 
it inhibits parties from signaling their intention to the electorate about whom they might form a 

looks set to produce more coalition governments which it is not well-suited to manage. 

is happening in spite
politics for which the public has indicated an increasing appetite. Voters may not be discouraged 

effect. This effect is demonstrated by comparing voting patterns in general elections with those 
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support for minor parties has outstripped that of any of the three main parties.6 UK voters are fed-
up with a two-party politics which FPTP is struggling to sustain but which still militates against the 

multi-party system which retains an electoral system designed for only two parties. 
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http://www.nsd.uib.no/european_election_database/
election_types/ep_elections/ 

This shift to multi-party politics is a growing feature of other Westminster model systems which use 

Country (population) Current parliamentary and government situation

 Hung parliament including a large number of parties 

BJP bloc also includes many parties.

United Kingdom Hung parliament

Canada Hung parliament across three general elections

 Hung parliament

New Zealand 

in 1996.

6 We acknowledge that EP elections are often used by the electorate to cast protest votes, and no doubt this was a 

does not seem reasonable to explain the roughly 40 per cent share of support other parties are getting entirely on 

the grounds of protest voting. 

Figure 5: 
Vote in European 
Parliament elections, 

Table 3: 
Hung parliaments 
across Westminster 
model systems
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Under FPTP elections are decided by a handful of voters in marginal seats 
Under FPTP, election results are effectively determined by the small minority of voters who happen 

live in safe seats have little ability to shape the outcome of national elections. This situation makes 

of local candidates with a realistic chance of winning, and exert much greater 

7 This rather undermines the idea that 
the results of national elections are generated by the nation as a whole. 

decisive in determining the outcome of a general election 
is even smaller than the number of voters living in marginal seats. To calculate this, we need to look 

below shows that 111 seats changed hands.8

9

Status Seats Percentage

194 30.74

Super marginal 88 13.95

Safe 438 69.41

Super safe 58 9.19

Direction Seats Majority votes

To Conservative

12 23,820

87 309,127

from Conservative 3 4,234

5 104,653

1 550

from Respect 1 18,523

7 Figures calculated from data made available by Pippa Norris. See www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/pnorris/Data/Data.htm

8 This includes Labour gains, comprising one seat which swung from the Liberal Democrats.

The case against FPTPThe case against FPTP

Table 4:
Marginal and safe 
seats in the 2010 
general election9

Table 5: 
Seats that switched 
in the 2010 general 
election, Great 
Britain only
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To Plaid Cymru

1 2,307

1 1,776

Total 111 464,990
10

The fact that votes count for far more in marginal seats than in safe seats is increasingly recognised 

per cent of voters in safe seats believed that their vote would not make a difference to the election 
outcome. 

Safe seat Marginal seat

Number Percentage Number Percentage

Not likely 5,228 50.18 1,557 38.98

Somewhat likely 2,957 28.37 1,144 28.63

Very likely 2,235 21.45 1,294 32.39

Total 10,420 100 3,995 100

Source: ippr calculations derived from the British Election Study11

treatment voters experience both during and between elections. Political parties are naturally 
incentivised to concentrate their campaign efforts on winnable seats and so tend to neglect those 

Camborne in 2005 spent eight times more trying to win over local voters than their counterparts 

cent gap between voters living in marginal seats and those living in safe seats. Just under half of 

10 These are approximations only, not precise numbers. This is due to the dataset rounding percentages, so very close 

constituencies are not accounted for. For example, in Bolton West Labour won 38.5% of the vote and Conservatives 

for the calculations.

11 See http://www.essex.ac.uk/bes/

Table 6: 
Do you think your 
vote will make a 
difference?



12 ippr | The Worst of Both Worlds: Why First Past the Post no longer works 

Marginal seats

Marginal Not marginal

Contacted? Number Percentage Number Percentage

2,489 67.54 5,006 51.77

No 1,107 30.03 4,401 45.51

89 2.43 263 2.72

Total 3,685 100 9,671 100

Super marginal seats

Super marginal Not super marginal

Contacted? Number Percentage Number Percentage

1,384 68.07 6,112 53.98

No 590 29.01 4,918 43.43

59 2.93 293 2.59

Total 2,033 100 11,323 100

Safe seats

 Safe Not safe

Contacted? Number Percentage Number Percentage

5,006 51.77 2,489 67.54

No 4,401 45.51 1,107 30.03

263 2.72 89 2.43

Total 9,671 100 3,685 100

Super safe seats

 Super safe Not super safe

Contacted? Number Percentage Number Percentage

519 40.02 6,977 57.85

No 741 57.2 4,766 39.52

36 2.78 317 2.63

Total 1,296 100 12,060 100

12

There is also clear evidence to suggest a relationship exists between safe seats and voter turnout. 

becomes larger. This suggests that people are less likely to participate in elections when their vote is 
less likely to make a difference.

12 Marginal seats determined from 2005 results, because campaigning prior to the 2010 election took place in seats 

targeted by parties based on 2005 results.

Table 7: 
Party-voter contact 
by marginal and 
safe seats during 
the 2010 general 
election campaign
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policy process itself and the priority government thereby attaches to the key election battleground 
seats. Comparative electoral systems research has shown that, under FPTP, parties and governments 

attentive to their own supporters, especially in the constituencies they hold and in particular in the 

assume that a key characteristic of a democracy is the continued responsiveness of the government 

Since 1945 (%) Since 1970 (%)

England 30 50

Scotland 19 42

Wales 33 43

Total 29 49

Source: Pack 2009

FPTP radically distorts the relationship between votes and seats, creating 
highly unrepresentative parliaments 
FPTP is, as is well known, a highly disproportional voting system generating huge disparities 

Figure 6: 
Safe seats and 
turnout

Table 8: 
Seats consistently 
held by the same 
party, since 
1945/1970



14 ippr | The Worst of Both Worlds: Why First Past the Post no longer works 

Share of vote (%) Number of seats

Conservative 36.1 306

29.0 258

23.0 57

11.9 28

Source: BBC website

The number of seats a party wins depends less on the number of votes it gets than on the 
geographic distribution of its support. FPTP penalises parties whose support is spread evenly across 

succeed in securing representation precisely because of the geographic concentration of their 

from the classic two-party system, meaning we can expect less-decisive results and more hung 
parliaments. Similarly, greater party competition is also likely to see FPTP produce even less 

unrepresentative. 

The traditional measure political scientists use to gauge the disproportionality of voting systems is 

nations and regions of Britain to enable us to compare the way FPTP works across the UK. The 

votes and seats.

two-party system: this, as we have noted, is a necessary condition for FPTP to function effectively, 
and is a condition that is less prevalent in UK election results. 

system. 

Table 9: 
Vote share and 
seat numbers, 2010 
general election
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FPTP is not simply disproportional but also gives parties an unfair bias 
over their rivals 

the winning party irrespective of which party that is. Should the Conservatives win 60 per cent of 

outcomes that favour one party or another. The degree of this bias is measured by the difference 

13 and then throughout the 

to defend electoral bias. The 2005 and 2010 general election results visibly highlight the bias to 

average seat won by the Conservatives was 68.4 per cent, seven points higher than the turnout in 

FPTP, when you lose it is best to lose badly, thereby limiting the number of wasted votes, and when 
you win to win narrowly, with a minimum number of surplus votes over and above that of the second-

fewer surplus votes than the Conservatives in the seats that it wins, and fewer wasted votes in seats 

13

Figure 7: 

general election
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it is possible for a party to win more seats than another party even if they have come second in 

Conservatives.14

could in the future be elected as a wrong winner. From a democratic point of view, this surely would 

claim of FPTP: that voters determine the formation of governments directly through the ballot box 

15 but it will not eliminate it, since it does nothing to address the issue of differential 
turnout. 

FPTP weakens the constituency link between representatives and voters

win a seat under FPTP you simply need to win one more vote than the second-placed candidate. 

set out in Table 10, could not be more different today:

Year Seats
Percentage of 
seats Total seats

1992 353 56.21 628

1997 296 47.13 628

2001 311 49.52 628

2005 210 33.44 628

2010 211 33.44 631

of FPTP strongly defend the system on the strength of the constituency link, but how can an 

Figure 8 shows the widening gap between the number of safe seats and the number of seats with 

14

15 Email exchange between the author and Professor Ron Johnston, University of Bristol.

Table 10: 
Seats with absolute 

2010
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FPTP wastes votes and denies voters political choice
No electoral system guarantees that all votes count. Nevertheless, under FPTP millions of votes cast 
each election count for nothing. FPTP wastes votes in two ways: the votes for losing candidates in 
each constituency do not get represented in parliament, while surplus votes for winning candidates 

21 million wasted votes, or 71 per cent of all votes. 

FPTP also undermines political choice by discouraging people from voting for their preferred 

FPTP makes Britain appear more divided than she is 

However, as the charts below demonstrate, FPTP exaggerates the territorial imbalances across the 
nations and regions of the UK and make it appear more divided than it actually is. The Conservatives 

Figure 8: 
Safe seats and 
seats with 
majorities, 
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FPTP often does not lead to strong single-party government

result, history is littered with examples of when FPTP has failed to do what it says on the tin: create 

16

16

defeats. 

Figure 9: 
Proportion of the 
vote and number 
of seats across the 
nations and regions 
of the UK, 2010 
general election

Vote share

Seat share
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under FPTP it is relatively easy for voters to bring about a transfer in power from one party to the 

minority of voters who have a say on whether a government is rewarded for strong performance 

second proposition, as the Electoral Reform Society has shown: since 1885, there has only been 

Year Transferred from Governing status Transferred to Governing status

1945 Coalition/ caretaker Coalition

1951 Conservative

1964 Conservative

1970 Conservative

1974 Conservative

1979 Conservative

1997 Conservative

2010 Coalition

Source: ERS 2010

There is an international trend among democracies away from FPTP

Perhaps not surprisingly, a number of those states which continue to use FPTP have historical 
and colonial links to the United Kingdom.

the other way and adopted FPTP.17 Since 1945, only three new democracies have introduced 

electoral models. 

17 There has been pressure to move to FPTP in Italy, and to a lesser extent in Japan.  

Table 11: 
Transfers of 
power in British 
government, 
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Institution Electoral system
Introductory 
date 

Single Transferable Vote 1973 

1979

Single Transferable Vote 1979

Single Transferable Vote 1998

Scottish Parliament 1999

1999

1999

Supplementary Vote 1999

Supplementary Vote 2000

Single Transferable Vote 2004

elections and those for local authorities in England and Wales continue the historical use of FPTP, 

an alternative electoral system.  

Welsh local authority elections?

Table 12: 
Electoral systems 
in the United 
Kingdom
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and to embrace a form of political pluralism which runs directly against the grain of the way FPTP 

longer exists, it looks increasingly anachronistic in 21st century Britain. Electoral trends since the 

reformed we can expect at least some of the following to happen, all of which profoundly 
undermine the case for its retention.

without

Election outcomes will continue to be decided by a handful of voters in marginal seats, 

neglected by the main parties

Britain will become increasingly divided electorally, and governments will be formed that lack 
widespread support across the country

The more parties that compete under FPTP the more disproportional results will become, and 
so the more unrepresentative future parliaments will be.

ConclusionConclusion
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