
UK party funding in comparative perspective 

 
While lessons can be learnt from models of party funding elsewhere, 

comparative research underlines that there is no magic bullet in party 
funding reform.  
 

It is possible to identify three contrasting regimes of party finance in 

developed democracies (see table 1). A distinctive social democratic 
model, associated primarily with the Nordic countries, provides high levels 

of state funding to political parties with no perceived need to regulate 
either donations or expenditure. In this trust-based system, party 

membership is high by international standards and party funding scandals 
are rare. The dominant model in mainland Europe also provides generous 

state funding, but does so alongside tight restrictions on both donations 
and expenditure. In this ‘corporatist’ model, party membership levels tend 

to be low, and party funding scandals frequent, despite comprehensive 
regulation.  
 
Table 1: Party funding regimes in established democracies 

 
 Nordic/Social 

Democratic 
Mainland Europe/ 
Corporatist 

Westminster/ 
Liberal 

Archetypal case Sweden France New Zealand 

Other examples Norway, Denmark, 

Finland, Iceland, 
Austria 

Belgium, Italy, 

Portugal, Spain, 
Germany 

Australia, Canada, UK  

Nature of system Trust-based Comprehensive 
regulation 

Light-touch regulation 

Principal income 

source for 
political parties 

State funding State funding Voluntary donations 

Approach to 
donations 

No donations cap, few 
if any types of donation 

banned, disclosure 
requirements rare 

Donation caps, with 
many specific types of 

donations banned 

Disclosure of donations 
above defined threshold, 

but no donation caps 

Approach to 
expenditure 

No limits on election 
expenditure 

Election expenditure 
capped 

Expenditure typically 
capped 

Typical party 

membership 
levels 
(% electorate) 

5-10% 2-4% 1-2% 

 

The UK system is far closer to those adopted in other countries in the 

Anglo-Saxon orbit than to those dominating in Western Europe – although 
it is far more stringent than in New Zealand (see table 2). As an example 

of a broader liberal approach to party funding among ‘Westminster’ 
democracies, the UK therefore faces an obvious dilemma. Given 

widespread misgivings about the current system in the UK, seeking to 
emulate the trust-based system found in the Nordic countries is 

unrealistic. Beyond this, international examples suggest two alternative 
paths – either move towards the more comprehensive model of regulation 



and state funding found in mainland Europe, or look to learn from the 

surprisingly extensive regulatory framework in place in the USA. 
 
Table 2: UK party funding regulation in comparative perspective  
 
Type of regulation % of 

established 
democracies  
adopting* 

UK France  New 
Zealand 

Sweden 

Parties required to 
disclose donations 

67 Yes Yes Yes No 

Have any kind of ban on 
donations 

63 Yes Yes No No 

Ban anonymous donations 50 Yes Yes No No 

Limits on election 
expenditure 

33 Yes Yes No No 

Ban donations from 
foreign sources 

33 Yes Yes No No 

Contribution ceiling 
(donation cap) 

33 No Yes No No 

Ban donations from 

government contractors 

29 No Yes No No 

Ban corporate donations 17 No Yes No No 

Ban trade union donations 13 No Yes No No 

 
*For the purposes of this table, the established democracies comprise 24 countries in Western 
Europe and Anglo-Saxon realm for which full information is available. 

 
 


