
  

 

 

 

 

 

How does a General Election actually work? 

The UK is a liberal democracy. This means that we democratically elect politicians, who 

represent our interests. It also involves that individual rights are protected.  

The type of liberal democracy we have is a constitutional monarchy, where the powers of 

the monarch are limited by the terms and conditions put down in the constitution. 

 

 

Parliamentary system 

The UK has a parliamentary system of democratic governance. Unlike presidential and 

semi-presidential systems, there is an interconnection between the legislative (law-

making) and executive (law-enforcing) branches of government in a parliamentary 

system. In the UK, this means that the executive (consisting of the Queen and the 

governments of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) is accountable to the 

legislature or Parliament (House of Commons, House of Lords and devolved Assemblies in 

Wales and Northern Ireland).  

Appointed Prime Minister (or chancellor) as Head of Government and a monarch (or 

ceremonial president) as Head of State. 

 
 

 

First-Past-The-Post 

Members of Parliament in the House of Commons are elected using the first-past-the-

post electoral system. Each of the 650 voting constituencies in the UK are represented by 

an MP. During the general and most local elections, the candidate with most of the votes 

becomes the local representative. Candidates campaign door-to-door, hold debates and 

publish manifestos (comparable to shopping list of what they are planning to do once 

they are in power). Eligible voters, about 46m in the UK, receive their polling card once 

they register online, or they can vote by post.  

Party with most of the votes is invited by the Queen to form a government. If there is no 

clear winner, there is a hung Parliament. In this case, a minority or coalition government 

can be formed. A minority government does not have an overall majority in Parliament. A 

coalition government means that two or more political parties agree to share power in 

government. If that does not work out, new elections may be called.  
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  Theories of European Integration 

Introduction 

Many theories have emerged which attempt to explain the process and outcome of integration in Europe. They try to 

clarify how and why the European Union came about and how it is today. Theories are important as they help us to 

understand how the EU works, and having a better understanding of how the EU has developed allows us to 

hypothesise about what the EU might be like in the future. It is also important to be familiar with the different 

approaches people take when explaining European integration, as whatever is written is always grounded in a 

particular set of assumptions which should be taken into account when reflecting on what has been said. The following 

are some of the most dominant theories of European integration. 

 

Neo-functionalism 

Neo-functionalism was a popular theory of European integration in the 1950s and 1960s. The most prominent neo-

functionalist writer was Ernst Haas in his book 'The Uniting of Europe' in 1958. The important question that neo-

functionalists attempt to ask is: how does cooperation in specific economic policy sectors lead to greater economic 

integration in Europe and then to wider political integration? The question is answered with the concept of spillover, 

which takes two forms. Firstly, functional spillover is used to explain the way in which integration in one policy area, for 

example coal and steel, creates pressure for integration in further areas, such as currency exchange rates. Secondly, 

political spillover is used to explain the importance of supranational and subnational actors in the integration process, 

as they create further pressure for more integration to pursue their interests. Pressure groups and political parties are 

also considered to be important actors. As a result of these processes of spillover, neo-functionalists see European 

integration as a self-sustaining process which will culminate in the creation of a new polity with its centre in Brussels. 
 

Intergovernmentalism 
Intergovernmentalism emphasises the role of the nation state in integration, and argues that the nation state is not 

becoming obsolete due to European integration. Alan Milward, an intergovernmentalist writer, argued that the 

national governments of the member states were the primary actors in the process of European integration, and rather 

than being weakened by it as some of their sovereignty was delegated to the EU, they became strengthened by the 

process. This is because in some policy areas it is in the member states' interest to pool sovereignty. 

Intergovernmentalists argue that they are able to explain periods of radical change in the EU as when the interests of 

the member states governments converge and they have shared goals, and periods of slower integration as when the 

governments' preferences diverge and they cannot agree. They continually emphasise the role of national 

governments and the bargaining between them in the integration process. 
 

Liberal Intergovernmentalism 
Liberal intergovernmentalism is a development on the intergovernmental theory of European integration, established 

by Andrew Moravcsik in his 1998 book 'The Choice for Europe'. In the 1990s it was the dominant theory of European 

integration. Like intergovernmentalism, liberal intergovernmentalism emphasises national governments as the key 

actors in the process of integration. However, it also incorporates the liberal model of preference formation, whereby 

national governments have a strong idea of what their preferences are and pursue them in bargaining with other 

member states. Liberal intergovernmentalists argue that the bargaining power of member states is important in the 

pursuit of integration, and package deals and side payments also occur in the process of making deals. They see 

institutions as a means of creating credible commitments for member governments, that is, as a way of making sure 

that other governments that they make deals with will stick to their side of the bargain. Liberal intergovernmentalists 

consider supranational institutions to be of limited importance in the integration process, in contrast to neo-

functionalists. 
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  Theories of European Integration 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(New) Institutionalism 
Institutionalism emphasises the importance of institutions in the process of European integration. New institutionalism 

developed over the course of the 1980s and 1990s to explain behaviour in the United States Congress, but has since 

been used to explain European integration. New institutionalism has three key strands: rational choice, sociological 

and historical. 

Rational choice institutionalism emphasises the way in which actors pursue their individual preferences 
within the context of institutional rules. Rational choice institutionalists are interested in the way in which 
the preferences of actors in the integration process change as a result of changes in the institutional rules. 
An example of an institutional rule that constrains actors' behaviour is the ordinary legislative procedure, 
which affects how European actors can pursue their preferred policy outcomes. It is a close relative of liberal 
intergovernmentalism. 

Sociological institutionalism sees institutions in a slightly different way, emphasising broader norms and 
general rules and the way in which these shape the identities and preferences of actors in the integration 
process. Sociological institutionalists also pay particular attention to the culture of institutions and the 
socialisation of actors within them, and consider the patterns of communication and persuasion that occur 
during policy making and in the pursuit of integration. 

Historical institutionalism focuses on the effect of institutions over time, and how institutions can go on to 
constrain the actions of the actors who designed them. A key feature of historical institutionalism is path 
dependency, whereby decisions made about institutions in the past impact significantly on the outcomes of 
the future and are difficult to reverse. In 1996 Paul Pierson wrote specifically about path dependence in the 
EU, and emphasised the assumption that actors are not fully aware of what the consequences of their 
decisions at a particular point in time will be for their future action, and that their future behaviour is likely 
to be constrained by past choices. 

 

Multi-level Governance 
Multi-level governance (MLG) is a much newer theory of European integration. MLG argues that policy making and 

integration in the EU is much too complicated to be explained by static integration theories. Key writers Liesbet 

Hooghe and Gary Marks defined MLG as the dispersion of authority across multiple levels of political governance. That 

is, they argue that over the last fifty years, authority and sovereignty has moved away from national governments in 

Europe, not just to the supranational level with the EU, but also to subnational levels such as regional assemblies and 

local authorities. They see policy making in the EU as uneven and frequently changing, and as such they highlight the 

limitations of other theories of European integration which disregard the significant numbers of different actors from 

all of the different levels of governance in Europe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“The EEAS needs to define its priorities and stick to them. If it tries to do everything it will fail.” 

Technical Terms 
 

 Spillover: an unexpected consequence of the spreading of cooperation from one area to another 
 Supranational: power or influence at a level above or beyond the boundaries of the nation state 
 Polity: a politically organised unit 

 

http://www.civitas.org.uk/eufacts/index.php
http://www.civitas.org.uk/eufacts/EUevents.php

