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FACTFILE:
GCSE 
GOVERNMENT & POLITICS
Unit 1: Democracy in Action
POLITICAL PARTIES IN A DEMOCRACY

Policies
Political Parties seek to win the support of electors 
by putting forward a set of ideas or policies that 
they are in favour of. These policies indicate where 
the party stands on important political issues and 
what it will do if it succeeds in winning power. 
The policies are brought together in a manifesto 
that each party publishes at the time of a General 
Election. Looking at a party’s manifesto can help 
us understand its policies and what it stands for.

Right and Left Wing
In trying to make sense of the wide variety of parties and policies, a distinction between Left Wing 
and Right Wing parties is often used. In simple terms, Left Wing parties tend to favour more socialist 
policies and Right Wing parties favour more conservative policies. Some of the differences between 
Right and Left Wing are set out in the table below: there are many other issues on which they differ.

Issue Right Wing View Left Wing View
Economy Support private enterprise and 

ownership. Low taxation to allow 
individuals to spend their earnings as 
they choose.

Support state enterprise and 
ownership. Favour higher levels of 
taxation to fund public services. 
Wealth should be shared more equally.

Education Emphasise parental choice including 
parents being able to choose private 
schooling.
Within the state sector, favour selection 
and retaining grammar schools. 
Education should be about meeting the 
needs of the economy.

Favour state education and are 
opposed to private education.
Emphasise equality of educational 
opportunity.
Education should lead to a fairer, more 
mobile society.

Environment Important but the needs of the economy 
should come first: industrial growth, road 
and rail expansion.

Important but social needs should 
come first: jobs, housing.
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Immigration Can have benefits but must be controlled. 
Tight restrictions on immigration are 
needed.

Generally positive for society. Society 
should be open to those who are 
fleeing persecution or poverty.

UK Political Parties
The political parties that stand for election in the UK put forward policies and some of these reflect the Left 
Wing/Right Wing division. The Conservative Party is traditionally a party that is more to the right and the 
Labour Party is more to the left. The table below sets out some of the policies of these two parties as well as 
the Liberal Democrats and Green Party. These are based on their manifestoes for the 2017 General Election.

Issue Conservative Labour Liberal Democrats Green Party
Economy Balanced budget.

Tight controls on 
public spending.
Keep current tax 
levels.

Borrow to invest in 
a huge increase in 
public spending. 
Increase tax on 
highest earners and 
business.

Borrow to invest in 
public spending.
One penny on tax to 
fund NHS and Care 
systems.

Increase tax on 
highest earners.
Wealth tax.
Increase minimum 
wage.

Education More selective 
schools.
Support private 
education.
Parental choice.

Abolish tuition fees. 
No more selective 
schools.
Tolerate private 
schools.

Oppose grammar 
schools and more 
selection. More 
funding for education.

Abolish tuition fees.
Free early year 
education and 
childcare.

Environment Increased 
spending on 
transport, 
including HS2.
Expand Heathrow.
For Fracking.

Expand public 
transport.
New laws to ban 
diesel cars.
Anti-Fracking.

More low emission 
zones. Scrap diesel 
cars.
Anti-Fracking.

Cancel HS2.
No Heathrow 
expansion.
Scrap nuclear power.
Anti-Fracking

Immigration Reduce 
immigration.
Tougher rules for 
those allowed 
into UK.

Accept more genuine 
asylum seekers.
Support for areas 
affected by large 
scale migration.

Free movement 
between UK and EU.
Welcome 50,000 
Syrian refugees over 5 
years.

Free movement 
between EU and UK.
More humane 
immigration and an 
asylum system.
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Political Parties in Northern Ireland
There are obviously big differences between parties in Northern Ireland on issues that have affected political 
progress: power sharing, the border, an Irish Language Act, Abortion and Gay Marriage. However, the parties 
do have some differences on the issues set out in the Specification for this Unit. This summary includes 
some of the major differences between the parties set out in their manifestoes for the 2017 Assembly 
Election.

Issue DUP Sinn Féin UUP SDLP Alliance
Economy Generally 

support 
Conservative 
Party policies 
but with special 
consideration 
for Northern 
Ireland, e.g. 
lower tax on 
business.
Pro-Brexit.

Anti-austerity, 
in line with 
Labour Party in 
GB.
Anti-Brexit.

Anti-Brexit.
Since being 
in opposition, 
has adopted a 
more anti-
austerity 
policy.

Anti-austerity
End Zero-hours 
contracts.
Anti-Brexit.

Lower taxes for 
the low paid.
More 
enforcement of 
tax evasion.
Anti-austerity.
Anti-Brexit.

Education Increased 
shared 
education.
In favour 
of selective 
education.

Increased 
shared 
education.
Anti-Selection.

A single 
education 
system for 
Northern 
Ireland.
Favour 
selection.

Anti-Selection.
Expand 
university 
places.

Increased 
shared 
education.
Anti-selection.

Environment Sceptical about 
climate change.
Fracking to be 
explored.

Accept climate 
change.
Anti-fracking.
Alternative 
energy to be 
explored.

Policies to 
protect the 
environment.
No statement 
on global 
warming.
Anti-fracking.

Maintain 
spending on EU 
projects.
Anti-fracking.
Accept global 
warming 
occurring.

Accept global 
warming 
occurring.
Cut carbon 
emissions.
Anti-fracking.

Immigration Tighter controls 
on immigration.

No internal EU 
restrictions on 
movement.

Moderate 
immigration 
but zero 
tolerance 
on illegal 
migration. 

Free movement 
within EU.
International 
action on 
immigration.

Rational debate 
on immigration.
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