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Majoritarian Electoral Systems

A majoritarian electoral system is one in which the candidates or parties that receive the most 
votes win. The word “majoritarian” is misleading. Although some majoritarian systems require 
the winning candidate or party to obtain a majority of the votes (absolute majority systems), 
others require only that the candidate or party win more votes than anyone else (plurality sys-
tems). In other words, not all majoritarian systems require the winning candidates or parties to 
obtain a majority of the votes. Probably the main reason why majoritarian systems are referred 
to as “majoritarian” is that they frequently produce outcomes in which the largest party wins a 
majority of the legislative seats even if it doesn’t win a majority of the votes. In effect, majoritar-
ian systems tend to help the largest party obtain a legislative majority. There are many types of 
majoritarian system.

Single-Member District Plurality System

A single-member district plurality (SMDP) system is the simplest and most used majoritar-
ian system in the world. It’s employed primarily in the United Kingdom and in former British 
colonies, such as Belize, Canada, India, Nigeria, and the United States. In an SMDP system, 
voters cast a single vote for a candidate in single-member districts. The candidate with the most 
votes, even if they don’t have a majority of the votes, is elected from the district. SMDP systems 
are sometimes referred to as “first-past-the-post.” This name, though, is misleading because it 
suggests that a candidate is elected once they get past a certain vote total. In theory, a candidate 
can win in an SMDP system with as few as two votes if all the other candidates win only one 
vote each. An example of the operation of an SMDP system in the United Kingdom’s Bedford 
constituency in the 2019 legislative elections is shown in Table 12.2. Mohammad Yasin of the 
Labour Party won the most votes and was, therefore, elected as the Member of Parliament for 
this district.

SMDP systems have both strengths and weaknesses. Perhaps their greatest strength is their 
simplicity. This means they’re easy for voters to understand. It also means they’re easy and rela-
tively inexpensive to administer. A second strength of SMDP systems has to do with the fact that 
only one representative is elected in each district. Having only one representative per constitu-
ency means that responsibility for what happens in the district lies squarely with that person. In 
other words, SMDP systems make it easy for voters to identify who’s responsible for policies in 

CANDIDATE PARTY VOTES PERCENTAGE

MOHAMMAD YASIN LABOUR 20,491 43.3

RYAN HENSON CONSERVATIVE 20,346 43.0

HENRY VANN LIBERAL DEMOCRAT 4,608 9.7

ADRIAN SPURRELL GREEN 960 2.0

CHARLES BUNKER BREXIT 896 1.9

TABLE 12.2 ■    Election Results from the Bedford Constituency, UK Legislative 

Elections, 2019




