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Executive Summary
This evidence-based report evaluates selected features of the contemporary United Kingdom political system, focusing on political parties and the two Houses of Parliament. The report identifies institutional strengths and weaknesses for each area and assesses how their interaction shapes democratic accountability, policy making, and public trust. The analysis draws on institutional descriptions, public opinion data, and assessments to support claims and recommends priorities to improve legitimacy and scrutiny while maintaining strengths (Institute for Government, 2023; UK Parliament, 2024).
















Introduction
The UK political system is composed of overlapping institutional practices, organised political parties that aggregate preferences and supply government, and a bicameral Parliament that legislates and scrutinises. The effectiveness of democratic governance depends on how each institution functions and on the quality of their work. This report uses an evidence-based approach to pinpoint strengths and weaknesses, drawing on real surveys, institutional documentation, and academic literature (Electoral Commission, 2025; Jones, 2021).
UK Political Parties - Their Role and Current Condition
Political parties remain the main part of representative democracy in the UK. They collect and articulate public interests, present policy choices to voters, recruit and socialise political leaders. Despite gradual divide, the party system is still dominated by a small number of national parties, mainly the Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Democrats. These parties compete through manifestos, allowing voters to differentiate between policy programmes and giving winning parties a basis for legitimate governance. For example, the 2019 Conservative manifestos focus on Brexit implementation and infrastructure investment created a mandate that facilitated rapid parliamentary action after the election (Curtice, 2020).
Strengths
Political parties provide clear lines of accountability by presenting competing programmes at elections and coordinating activities in Parliament. When a party secures a governing majority, it can translate electoral promises into policy agendas. This decisive action proved significant during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the Conservative party’s majority enabled swift adoption of public-health measures, furlough schemes, and emergency powers (Institute for Government, 2021).
Parties also maintain stable structures for candidate recruitment and policy development, ensuring continuity in governance. For instance, Labour’s National Policy Forum and the Conservative Party’s Policy Board provide mechanisms for scrutinising proposals and preparing ministers for office (Bale & Webb, 2021). Leadership pipelines visible in long-serving figures illustrate how parties train political elites and sustain institutional capacity. These organisational features reinforce the UK’s relatively stable parliamentary democracy compared with more fragmented multi-party systems in parts of Europe.



Weaknesses
Several structural and behavioural trends have weakened the representative role of parties. Membership decline since the late 20th century has reduced the influence of local party branches, weakening links between MPs and grassroots activists. Both major parties have increasingly centralised their candidate-selection processes, with Labour’s National Executive Committee in 2023 overruling local members in several constituencies, prompting criticism from activists arguing that central control undermines local democracy (Syal, 2023; Norris, 2017).
Trust in politicians is also persistently low. Surveys following high-profile scandals including the 2022 "Partygate" events showed a drop in public perceptions of honesty and integrity, with many members of the public reporting that politicians "do not listen to people like me" (Electoral Commission, 2025; YouGov, 2022). These scandals have contributed to declining turnouts among certain groups and increased volatility in party support.
Another weakness concerns party funding, Large donations from individuals and corporations raise questions about political fairness and influence. The 2021 controversy surrounding donations linked to the refurbishment of the Downing Street flat, and recurring concerns about "cash for access", show how funding practices can undermine public confidence (Sanders & Webb, 2020). Smaller parties and independents struggle to compete due to the uneven resource distribution, reinforcing structural imbalance.
Appraisal
UK political parties remain indispensable to the functioning of parliamentary democracy. They structure political competition, facilitate government formation, and ensure coherent policy programmes. However, reforms are necessary to restore legitimacy and strengthen relationships between parties and the citizens. Evidence suggests that greater transparency in party finance, decentralisation of candidate selection, and revitalisation of local party branches can improve public response and trust (Institute for Government, 2023; Sanders & Webb, 2020). Initiatives such as Scotland’s participatory budgeting illustrate potential paths to re-engaging with the public at the grassroots level (Bochel & Orton, 2022).

The Two Houses of Parliament - Their Functions and Performance
The UK Parliament operates as a bicameral legislature made up by the elected House of Commons and the largely appointed House of Lords. The House of Commons carries primary democratic legitimacy as it is elected and holds authority over public finances, legislation, and the formation of government. The House of Lords serves mainly as a revising chamber, contributing technical scrutiny, specialist expertise, and detailed committee-led investigation without the same democratic mandate (UK Parliament, 2024). The relationship between the chambers is governed by constitutional conventions, a specific example of this is the Parliament Acts of 1911 and 1949, which ensure Commons importance while allowing the Lords to act as a moderating force.
Strengths
The bicameral structure enhances legislative performance, The House of Commons’ electoral legitimacy ensures governments can be held accountable by voters. Political shifts like the 2010 coalition or Labour’s 2024 general election victory demonstrate how electoral outcomes reshape priorities (Curtice, 2024).
The House of Lords contributes important expertise. Its members include former judges, diplomats, academics, civil servants, military leaders, and professionals, enabling detailed scrutiny. This was evident during scrutiny of the EU (Withdrawal) Bill in 2018, when the House of Lords sent back amendments on constitutional and rights-based concerns (Russell & Gover, 2018). More recently, the Lords played a major role in challenging aspects of the 2023 Illegal Migration Bill, raising human-rights, international-law, and operational issues (House of Lords, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_wt4mn8c9]Committee work across both Houses strengthens oversight, select committees such as the Public Accounts Committee regularly make weaknesses known in policy implementation. The committee’s investigations into PPE during COVID-19 uncovered failures in contracting processes and transparency (Public Accounts Committee, 2021). Lords committees have produced influential reports on constitutional reform, AI regulation, and social care sustainability (House of Lords, 2022).
Weaknesses
Despite strengths, both chambers face limitations. The House of Lords suffers from a democratic legitimacy deficit because most peers are appointed. Although appointments bring valuable expertise, controversies over politically motivated nominations such as criticism of "cronyism" in honours lists undermine public trust (Kelso & Russell, 2018; Walker, 2020).
The House of Commons can become vulnerable to executive dominance. Strong party whipping, government control over parliamentary scheduling, and MPs' dependence on party leadership for advancement weaken scrutiny. The 2021 Owen Paterson scandal, when the government attempted to whip MPs to block a suspension recommended by the Standards Committee, was widely criticised as an attempt to override independent mechanisms (Sparrow, 2021).
Additionally, rapid law-making timetables sometimes leave MPs with minimal time to examine complex bills. Brexit-related legislation between 2017 and 2020 involved scrutiny periods, leading MPs and committees to warn that changes were being rushed (Institute for Government, 2020).
Appraisal
The bicameral system balances electoral accountability with expert scrutiny, improving the quality and legitimacy of legislation. However, persistent deficits, particularly the lack of democratic legitimacy in the Lords and the concentration of power in the Commons executive continue to limit effective oversight. Reform proposals include increasing transparency in appointments, introducing fixed-term or partially elected membership for the Lords and strengthening the core and independence of select committees (House of Lords, 2022; Kelso & Russell, 2018).

Mass Media & Political Communication
Mass media remains an essential part of modern democratic politics, performing functions that range from informing citizens to criticise those who hold power. Despite the separation associated with the digital age, the media’s role in shaping political communication continues to carry substantial democratic power. Assessing its strengths and weaknesses highlights both its contribution to political engagement and its capacity to undermine trust and informed participation.
Strengths
A central strength of the mass media lies in its capacity to spread political information on a scale no other institution can match. As Jones (2021) argues, the media acts as the primary channel between political institutions and the public, enabling citizens to interpret policies, understand electoral choices and form political opinions. This informational role is vital to democratic accountability, particularly in a political environment where the complexity of policy issues demands accessible and simple explanations.
Investigative journalism represents another major democratic advantage. Historically, the British press has played a crucial role in exposing misconduct and holding governments to account, reinforcing norms of transparency and integrity. Investigative reporting serves as a watchdog, capable of uncovering wrongdoing that might remain hidden otherwise. High-profile exposures, from lobbying controversies to failures in public procurement, shows how media scrutiny contributes to an informed electorate and pressures institutions to maintain ethical standards (Nielsen & Graves, 2017).
However, traditional broadcasters maintain relatively high levels of trust compared to other information sources. Ofcom (2023) reports that public service broadcasters are still viewed as some of the most reliable platforms for political news, despite growing scepticism toward the media in general. This trust is important in sustaining informed democratic debate, particularly during election campaigns and periods of national crisis.
Another strength lies in the media’s hands to provide platforms for debate and pluralism. According to the UCL Centre for Media and Democracy (2022), The diverse landscape of British media newspapers, broadcasters and regulated online organisations supports a broad spectrum of political viewpoints. This plurality enhances civic discourse and ensures that political elites cannot easily dominate the public space.
Weaknesses
Despite its democratic value, the mass media faces several structural and normative weaknesses that undermine its effectiveness. A major concern is the prevalence of misinformation and the blurring of boundaries between factual reporting and commentary. The rise of digital platforms has made these challenges increasingly difficult. False or misleading political content online can distort public understanding, weaken trust and exacerbate polarisation (Allcott & Gentzkow 2017). This is problematic during election periods, where inaccurate narratives can shape voting behaviour.
Commercial pressures also influence the quality of political communication. The shift toward market-driven media models incentivises sensationalism and conflict-focused reporting, often at the expense of policy analysis (Jones 2021). This can reduce political issues to personalised or adversarial narratives, limiting citizens’ capacity to engage meaningfully with complex matters.
Media ownership concentration remains an additional weakness, Although the UK contains multiple outlets, a small number of corporations continue to dominate newspaper and online audiences. The UCL Centre for Media and Democracy (2022) warns that concentrated ownership can narrow perspective and reduce editorial independence, potentially skewing the representation of political issues.
[bookmark: _Int_dz26wM7v]Furthermore, the decline of local journalism has weakened the scrutiny of political actors at anything below a national level. Local investigative capacity has decreased significantly, creating “news deserts” where local authorities work with less oversight. This undermines accountability and distances the public from political processes that directly effect their communities.
Appraisal
Overall, the mass media continues to perform as a vital democratic function, informing the public, enabling scrutiny and supporting political engagement. Traditional broadcasters retain relatively high levels of trust, and investigative journalism plays an essential role in exposing wrongdoings. Yet, these strengths coexist with major weaknesses. The rise of misinformation, commercial pressures, ownership concentration and the downfall of local journalism collectively limit the media’s power to provide balanced, accurate and independent political communication.
The challenge for democracies therefore lies in strengthening the institutional and regulatory frameworks that support high-quality journalism while mitigating the changes associated with digital platforms. As evidence suggests, the media’s democratic value is significant but fragile dependent on trust, independence and the ability to communicate political reality accurately and responsibly.
Conclusion
The UK political system combines institutional strengths, effective party-based government formation and bicameral legislative revision with persistent weaknesses that undermine democratic legitimacy. Centralisation within parties, the unelected nature of the House of Lords, and executive dominance reduce public trust and force scrutiny. Evidence-based reforms focused on transparency, decentralisation, and strengthening parliamentary oversight offer practical paths to improving governance (Institute for Government, 2023; Electoral Commission, 2025).
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