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Abstract

The paradox of voting is one of the greatest challenges to conventional economic
thinking. It refers to the fact that any individual voter has almost zero chance of altering
the outcome of an election yet people vote, sometimes at substantial cost. This poses a
disturbing conundrum for rational choice theory, a central approach to economics. For
as long as the paradox remains unanswered, it will call into question the validity of
rational choice theory in the minds of some. The extent to which economic approaches
have been able to explain why people vote will be assessed. A wide range of
explanations has been put forward, approaching the concept of rationality from a
variety of different angles. But other social sciences such as psychology help shed light
on the issue. An interdisciplinary approach is required in order to fully understand
voting behaviour. Economics is most useful at explaining changes in turnout in terms of
costs and benefits. But models must draw on disciplines such as psychology in order to
explain why people vote in the first place.
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Introduction

The paradox of voting is a much debated phenomenon whereby economic
approaches fail to explain why people vote, the most common form of political
participation. The paradox of voting has implications for democracy because it cannot
be justified on “rational” terms (Dhillon & Peralta 2002, p. F332). But it is a greater
problem for rational choice theory and economic approaches in general. Some argue
that other approaches and disciplines are able to bring us a greater understanding of
voting behaviour. Critics point out that, if rational choice theory is unable to explain
such a fundamental and common behaviour as voting, it calls into question the
approach as a whole (Aldrich 1997, p. 373). This makes the paradox of voting an
important phenomenon to investigate. This dissertation is split into four main sections.
Firstly, Anthony Downs’s (1957) seminal model will be set out, then the economic and
rational choice approaches to explaining voter turnout in terms of each of the variables
in the model will be analysed in turn. In section two models that go beyond the
traditional Downsian approach but still seek to explain turnout in economic and
rational terms will be considered. Following that, explanations of voting behaviour from
non-economists such as sociologists and psychologists will be assessed. The final
section will return to rational choice models specifically focussing on explanations
based on civic duty. [ will conclude that, with some modifications, a rational choice
approach can adequately explain voter turnout but an interdisciplinary approach will
bring greater understanding of voting behaviour. Criticisms of rational choice theory on
the grounds of its inability to explain why people vote are somewhat valid, but it would
be hasty and harsh to call into question its validity outside of the polling booth.

The Downsian model

This section outlines the influential model built in Anthony Downs’s seminal
Economic Theory of Democracy. Each of the variables in this model will be assessed in
turn.

What is rationality?

It is worth briefly considering exactly what is meant by rationality. As we are
concerned with Anthony Downs’s model, it is sensible to consider Downs’s approach to
rationality. For Downs (cited in Parsons 2005, pp. 28-30), there are five conditions that
a rational individual must meet: the ability to make a decision when faced with

alternatives; completeness; transitivity; utility maximisation; consistency (ie. the
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person chooses the same alternative every time he faces an identical set of alternatives).
It is interesting to note that although Downs (1957, p. 37) considers his model to be
based on the notion of individual self-interest, this does not rule out altruism
completely “because self-denying charity is often a great source of benefits to oneself.
Thus our model leaves room for altruism...” This is crucial as it leaves the door open for
solutions based on notions other than instrumental considerations and self-interest.
Downs’s model
According to Downs (1957, p. 266), a number of factors are part of a person’s
decision to vote. The first of these is the party differential B, which is essentially the
strength of preference a person has for one political party over another. This is where
the voter gets the benefit from voting. It is calculated as follows:
= (- (2) (1)
() is the expected utility a voter receives from the election of candidate x.
1 > ( 2), iLe. the voter prefers candidate 1 to candidate 2. B is therefore the
difference in voter i’s utilities between candidate 1 and candidate 2 winning. Downs
points out that this benefit must be discounted. This is because there are so many voters
in an election that any individual voter has almost zero probability of casting the
deciding vote (p. 244). As such, the voter takes into account this probability p to
determine how much he should discount his party differential by. That deals with the
benefits, but to complete the equation we must of course look at the costs c. The main
costs involve time as well as money costs. This includes—but is not limited to—time
taken to register, time taken to gather information on the candidates running, time
spent deciding which candidate to vote for and the time spent travelling to the polling
station and casting your vote. In this sense, as time is a scarce resource, voting can be a
rather costly exercise (p. 265). The upshot of Downs’s work may be summarised in an
equation which shows the circumstances under which people will be induced to vote
where R is the expected payoff from voting. This forms the basis of the model which will
be considered.
= - (2)
Clearly, the equation does not add up. Since p is almost zero, the benefits of
voting are also almost zero. As such, even high party differentials can be overwhelmed
by an infinitesimal p making the benefit of voting negligible. Therefore it will only take a

small value of ¢ to make a rational voter abstain. If R is positive, this implies that B is
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unfeasibly large. In this decision, the costs almost always outweigh the benefits. Yet
turnout figures show that most people actually do vote. The paradox of voting is
essentially a collective action problem where collective action is not a problem. Mindful
of this paradox, Downs (1957, pp. 266-268) posited an additional factor in his original
text: the value of voting per se. In Downs’s model, it is assumed that everyone derives
utility from living in a democracy. If no-one was to vote, the democratic system would
collapse. Therefore, people are driven to vote in an attempt to prevent such a collapse of
democracy. People appreciate “the long-run participation value” of voting (Sigelman &
Berry 1982, p. 419). In essence, voters incur short-run costs in order to insure
themselves against potentially greater long-run costs (Dhillon & Peralta 2002, p. F335).
However, this solution is unsatisfactory for the same reasons that the original equation
is. p is still minuscule and the collective action problem is still an issue. The democratic
system is not going to collapse just because one person failed to vote. Once again, an
individual’s power in the polling booth is sufficiently small for a rational supporter of
democracy to abstain whenever ¢ becomes higher than trivial (Green & Shapiro 1994, p.
51; Parsons 2005, p. 36).
The introduction of civic duty

Riker & Ordeshook (1968, p. 25) found Downs’s solution unacceptable because it
assigned “the fundamental political act... to the mysterious and inexplicable world of the
irrational.” In an attempt to solve the conundrum, they pointed out that many of the
elements that had been described by Downs as costs may actually be benefits for some
people. For instance, it had been assumed that the process of educating yourself and
making a decision as to which candidate to vote for is a cost. However, many people
may find this an enjoyable experience (pp. 26-28). These positive benefits are generally
regarded to fall under the ‘civic duty’ umbrella. This includes the benefit from voting per
se which, if you have been brought up in a democratic system, means you get a warm
glow when you vote and feel guilty when you do not. Voters may also like to affirm their
allegiance to the political system. They may simply like the feeling that their vote is
being counted. Gathering information is usually seen as a cost, but for many people this
may be enjoyable as though it were a leisure activity. All of these elements can be
expressed as D. Ironically, despite the fact that Riker & Ordeshook (1968, p. 25) were
reacting against Downs’s solution, this notion of civic duty is in fact very similar,

although Downs did not refer to it as ‘D’ or use it in any model (Ferejohn & Fiorina 1974,

Page 4



Proposed solutions to the paradox of voting

p. 525; Barry 1970, p. 15). As such, civic duty is a very natural addition to Downs’s
equation which is now rewritten:
= - 4 (3)

In general, D-term solutions have proved unpopular as explanations. As Riker &
Ordeshook (1968, p. 34) themselves note, “We have simply made voting rational by
saying that the decision to vote by those who have been socialised to vote is a rational
decision.” The model has now lost its explanatory power. Saying that people vote
because they enjoy voting is tautological (Dowding 2005, p. 443; Mueller 2003, p. 306;
Schuessler 2000, p. 43; Aldrich 1993, pp. 257-258). To account for the fact that some
people vote and others do not, we need to ask why some people feel this sense of citizen
duty more than others (Barry 1970, p. 16). From this perspective, D merely takes us
back to square one. Moreover, this approach has been criticised as a post hoc solution,
tacked to the original equation because it was disproved by the real world (Green &
Shapiro 1994, p. 52). Furthermore, the idea that people vote out of a sense of civic duty
does not ring true because people are still reluctant to do their civic duty in other areas
such as serving on a jury or writing letters to local officials. There is also the question of
why D would fluctuate so much to create the variations in turnout that are observed
(Green & Shapiro 1994, p. 52). However, saying that it is in a person’s self interest to act
in the collective interest is still different to saying that people simply act in the collective
interest (Barry 1970, p. 23). Our voter is still a self interested maximiser. So citizen duty
is a convincing but unsatisfactory solution to the paradox. It is worth considering the
other elements of the Downsian equation to assess if they yield more satisfactory
solutions.
The probability of casting the pivotal vote: p

Key to the paradox of voting is the fact that p is minuscule. There has been some
debate as to the exact value of p. Mueller (2003, p. 305) has calculated that for an
electorate of 100,000,000 (roughly the size of the electorate in a US Presidential
election), the probability that the result will hinge on a single vote is 0.00006. Even this
tiny probability is almost certainly an overestimation as it is based upon the fanciful
assumption that in a two candidate election everyone votes for one candidate or the
other with a probability of 0.5 (Dowding 2005, p. 448). Carling (1995, p. 38) calculates
that if the probability of a person voting for one of the two candidates is 0.499, voter I’s

probability of casting the deciding vote in a US Presidential election is 10-90. Schuessler
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(2000, p. 41) calculates the probability to be 1 in 1215. Considering a British General
Election, McLean (1987, p. 46) suggested that the probability was 1 in 15,000,000. It is
not disputed that whatever its precise value is, p is very close to zero. Since it is the
nature of p that in essence creates the paradox of voting, manipulating p has been a
popular approach to solving the paradox.

One approach is to say that by focussing on being pivotal is to miss the point.
Stigler (1972, p. 104) points out that politicians do not want to win by just one vote.
They want a large majority so that it looks like they have a better mandate which gives
them more influence. In terms of seats, political parties want a large majority in the
legislature to make it easier to push through their legislative programme (Dowding
2005, pp- 451-452). In this approach, the probability that a voter can make a difference
is not infinitesimal, but 1. But even if voters do not have the desire to cast the pivotal
vote, this does not resolve the paradox, as Stigler himself concedes. p is still small. One
vote does not make a large majority. So a voter’s effect is still minuscule even if he is not
concerned with casting the pivotal vote. If, for instance, a politician is seeking to make
his seat safe, a new pivot is created at the point at which a majority is considered safe. If
a safe seat is defined as one with a majority of 3,000 votes or above, then the vote which
takes the majority beyond 3,000 becomes the new ‘pivotal’ vote. If a voter wants a
candidate to have a large majority, he could free-ride and still get the result he wanted
(Dowding 2005, p. 452; Dhillon & Peralta 2002, p. F337).

Riker & Ordeshook (1968, pp. 38-39) suggest that many people estimate p to be
higher than it really is. People are constantly reminded of the few instances where
elections were decided between a few hundred votes. This is compounded by the
difficulty people have in estimating probabilities (Dowding 2005, p. 448). However,
even taking into account the constant reminders people receive about close elections,
an election that is decided between hundreds of votes is still very different from one
that is decided by one vote. Although tied elections do happen from time to time (e.g.
BBC News, 8 February 2008), they are still vanishingly rare. It is certainly a stretch to
imagine an election the size of a US Presidential election hinging on one vote and that all
of the many voters envisage themselves as potential tiebreakers (Green & Shapiro 1994,
pp. 54-55). Moreover, Dubner & Levitt (2005) darkly suggest that “the closer an election

is, the more likely that its outcome will be taken out of the voters’ hands,” highlighting

Page 6



Proposed solutions to the paradox of voting

the 2000 US Presidential election as an example. Concentrating on the probability of
being pivotal, therefore, is probably the wrong approach.
Party differential: B

In addition to positing that p was higher than expected for many people, Riker &
Ordeshook (1968, p. 39) suggest that B is higher for many voters than had previously
been believed. Howard Margolis (cited in Dowding 2005, pp. 447-448) expanded on this
idea, suggesting that B is inflated by goods-altruism, where voters take into account the
benefits that everybody else receives. However, it seems unlikely that even a very large
B can overcome an almost zero p. It also seems to me that this goods-altruism approach
would better be expressed as part of D as pB traditionally denotes instrumental benefits
of voting (e.g. in Funk 2005, p. 9; Edlin et al. 2007, p. 296). As such, this approach is
covered in more depth in the section on civic duty below.
Costs: C

One suggestion is that the costs involved in voting are too low for the activity to
be considered by rational choice theory. Aldrich (1993, p. 261) says that turnout is a
poor example of the collective action problem because of its low-cost, low-benefit
nature. Olson (1971, p. 164n) posits that there is a threshold below which costs and
benefits cease to influence behaviour. However, this has been criticised by Green &
Shapiro (1994, p. 58) as an “arbitrary domain restriction”—there is nothing in the
framework of rational choice theory that says that once costs fall below a certain level
then it is no longer the concern of rational choice. A different take on costs is to say that
they have been exaggerated in the literature. For instance, Aldrich (1993, p. 262) notes
that it is untrue to say that there are no costs involved in the decision to abstain—a
person still must process information to come to this conclusion. Niemi (1976, pp. 115-
116) lists a number of reasons why costs are lower than commonly thought. In the case
of a US Presidential election, it is almost impossible to forget that it is election day due
to constant reminders, so there are no costs in terms of having to remember to vote.
Polling stations are also open for a long time and close to people’s homes, so there are
low costs in terms of petrol used when driving to the polling station and suchlike.
Moreover, Niemi says that time spent voting is likely taken out of the leisure time
everyone takes during the day. But quite why people would so readily forego their

leisure is not obvious—opportunity costs are opportunity costs.
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Playing down the costs does not appear to solve the paradox. Clearly the cost of
voting is not low. The costs of travelling to the polling station may be trivial, but they
are not almost zero, as p is. Furthermore, most of the cost of voting comes not from
travelling to the polling station but from gathering information about all of the
candidates. While much of this information may be attained “accidentally” (Aldrich
1993, p. 262), a fully informed voter must nevertheless keep up with media coverage,
digest election literature and so on (Dowding 2005, pp. 446-447; Aldrich 1993, p. 248).
Green & Shapiro (1994, pp. 58-59) are disdainful of attempts to explain turnout in terms
of the low cost of voting. They highlight the examples of elections in Latin America
where voters endure hours of queuing and threats of violence and the case when over
100,000 African-Americans voted despite intimidation and poll taxes in the Jim Crow
era. Looking at the costs certainly can’t explain why these people voted. Something else
is clearly at play.

Further economic approaches: beyond the Downsian model

The initial investigations of the variables in Downs’s model have not revealed
satisfactory solutions to the paradox of voting. This section covers models that still seek
to explain voting in rational choice terms, but move beyond Downs’s model in some way
by, for instance, adopting a different decision rule.

Minimax regret

Ferejohn & Fiorina (1974, p. 526) drew a distinction between models which
illustrate the decision to vote as an investment decision and other models which view it
as a consumption decision. In Downs’s model, the decision to vote is an investment
decision. People vote hoping to receive some uncertain future benefits—pB—while
accepting a cost of ¢. With the addition of D, however, people vote because they accept
the costs of ¢ in exchange for D, the immediate warm glow they receive from voting.
Therefore it becomes a consumption decision. According to Ferejohn & Fiorina, a
rational choice model is only appropriate if the voting decision is an investment
decision. But if it is a consumption decision, the theory of consumer choice is more
relevant. The standard approaches to the paradox of voting treat p as exogenous and
given (Grafstein 1991, p. 989). But it is arguably endogenous. If every voter in Downs’s
model was rational, turnout would be zero. But if that were the case, p would no longer
be infinitesimal because p is a decreasing function of the number of voters, N (Dhillon &

Peralta 2002, p. F335). Therefore one voter would find it beneficial to visit the polling
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station and determine the outcome of the election. But then other people would come to
the same conclusion, so it may not be so desirable to vote. This was recognised by
Downs (1957, p. 267) as a “maze of conjectural variation”. Therefore, when a person
makes the decision to vote, he is making a choice under uncertainty rather than risk as
in Downs’s model (Ferejohn & Fiorina 1974, p. 527). This requires a different kind of
analysis.

Ferejohn & Fiorina (1974, pp. 526-528) suggest looking at minimax regret. This
perspective holds that rather than trying to maximise utility, people aim to minimise
their maximum regret. In the event of a tied election, a person who decided against
voting would regret his decision as his vote would have determined the outcome. To
continue, we must consider the five states of the world a voter may face:

S1: 1> .+ 1(Ciwins by more than one vote, regardless of person i’s vote)

S22 1= .+ 1(Cywins by one vote without person i’s vote)
S3: 1 = 5 (theelection is a tie without person i’s vote)
Sa: 1= o — 1(Ciloses by one vote without person i’s vote)

Ss: 1 < ,— 1(C1loses by more than one vote, regardless of person i’s vote)

ny is the number of votes for candidate x when person i abstains. Cyx is candidate
x. Person i faces three options: V1 (vote for candidate 1), V> (vote for candidate 2) or A
(abstain). Assume that person i prefers Ci. For simplicity, the voter’s utility function is
normalised so that 1 =1, 2 = 0. cis the cost of voting measured on the same
scale. In the event of a tie, a fair coin is tossed so a voter expects to receive %2 | +

) > = Y. From this information, a payoff matrix, table 1, can be drawn.

TABLE 1: PAYOFF MATRIX TABLE 2: REGRET MATRIX
Act S S S S S Act | S S S S S
Vi | 1- 1- 1- Yo — - Vi c c 0 0 c
Vo | 1- Yo — - - - Vo | ¢ | %o+ 1 %3 c
A 1 1 ¥ 0 0 A 0 0 Yo - Yo - 0

In Downs’s model, an expected utility maximiser determines the probabilities
that each S; will hold. Since strategy V> is dominated by both Vi and A it drops out of the
decision. So person i votes if 1 > ().Substituting and simplifying shows that if

person i’s subjective probability that a vote for C; will be pivotal is at least double the
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cost of voting, he will vote. One implication of this is that if > % then the person will
never vote. An analysis using minimax regret criteria yields different results. Regret, r;
is defined as the difference between what a person could have attained had he known
the true state of nature before making his decision and what he actually gets by making
his decision. From this, we can draw up a regret matrix, table 2, using the information
from table 1.

Person i would vote rather than abstain if max reg | < maxreg .Maxreg Viisc
and max reg A is ¥2 — . Therefore, he will vote if: < % - < Y. As such, regret
minimaxers are more likely to vote than expected utility maximisers. So Ferejohn &
Fiorina’s model more closely matches real life with its high turnouts than does the
Downsian analysis. However, this approach has been criticised for its unrealistic
assumptions. If people really did act as minimax regret decision makers, this would
make them cripplingly risk-averse. For instance, such people would never cross the
road because of the slim chance that they will get run over (Dhillon & Peralta 2002, p.
F338; Beck 1975, p. 918). It is a wonder these people reach the polling station at all,
especially given the fact that the probability of being killed on the way to the polling
station is greater than the probability of casting the pivotal vote in a US Presidential
election (Meehl 1977, p. 11). In defence of their theory, Ferejohn & Fiorina (1974, p.
535) point out that the minimax regret approach yields predictions that are much closer
to what happens in real elections than does the utility maximisation approach.
However, the approach may not have as much empirical backing as the authors would
like to think. A study by Blais et al. (1995, pp. 830-834) suggests that 71% of survey
respondents agree that they would feel terrible if they didn’t vote and their favoured
candidate lost by one vote. 90% of these people voted in a recent election, compared
with just 63% of those who would not feel terrible. However, in a multivariate analysis
the relationship between this regret and voting disappears. Minimax regret is little
more than a manifestation of civic. There is also no space in this model for tactical
voting as voters are predicted always to vote for their first choice. Yet tactical voting
does occur (Aldrich 1993, pp. 259-260; Abramson et al. 1992, p. 60). Gordon Tullock
(1975, p. 919) also noted that, assuming each person wants himself to be President, a
regret minimaxer will always vote for himself as many states in the USA allow voters to

write in names on the ballot.
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Game theoretic solutions

Ferejohn & Fiorina’s approach is not the only model that focuses on the
uncertainty surrounding the size of p. The cycle outlined above—whereby p fluctuates
between being very large and very small—naturally leads into the territory of game
theory. Ledyard (1984) was among the first to adopt this approach (Dhillon & Peralta
2002, p. F338). However, this initial attempt did not solve the paradox of voting. The
model predicts zero turnout in equilibrium, contradicting empirical evidence. Ledyard
(1984, pp. 36-37) explained this saying that, “because of the many possible frictions,
actual elections will rarely match this theory.” The facts that often more than one
election is held simultaneously and political activists “interfere with the natural forces”
are listed as such frictions.

Models developed by Palfrey & Rosenthal (1983; 1985) are another important
contribution in the area of game theory. Palfrey & Rosenthal (1983, p. 10) criticised
early models where p is exogenous, saying that the conclusions of these models were
not true paradoxes, but logical fallacies. They initially constructed a game theoretic
model where voters were assumed to have complete information about the preferences
and costs of every other voter (1983, pp. 11-47; 1985, pp. 64-67). In this model, people
are split into two groups who each prefer a different candidate. In Palfrey & Rosenthal’s
(1983) originalmodel 1 = = = ,ie. costis assumed to be the same for everyone.
Voters adopt mixed voting strategies. A number of equilibria were identified and can be
classified into two categories (1983, pp. 46-47; 1985, p. 65). Mixed-pure equilibria exist
where turnout equals twice the size of the smaller of the two groups. Players in the
larger group vote in order to just outnumber the smaller group. This means full turnout
in the case where 1=, (Dhillon & Peralta 2002, p. F342). Another type of
equilibrium occurs with zero turnout. Counter-intuitively, turnout can increase when
the cost of voting rises. This is due to the fact that players have to increase the
probability of voting to combat the fact that abstaining has become a dominant strategy.
This model has some limited success. While empirical evidence counters the model’s
prediction that turnout increases as cost increases, some of the Nash equilibria had
realistically high turnout rates even when costs were high. Moreover, Palfrey &
Rosenthal (1985, p. 65) see it as a success that they did not have to resort to introducing
notions of citizen duty. However, many of these equilibria are fragile and require voters

to have unfeasibly precise and certain information about the behaviour of other voters.
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People are induced to vote by the fact that p is large when voters have full information
about strategies (p. 67). But when there is uncertainty about the size of groups the
probability of the election being close approaches 0 as N increases. The lack of
uncertainty in the model also goes against the spirit of Ledyard (1984, p. 10), who
adopted the game theoretic approach precisely because voters face uncertainty. The
unrealistically strong assumptions ultimately undermined the model (Palfrey &
Rosenthal 1985, p. 64).

The approach was later adapted with more realistic assumptions. This time,
instead of = = = |, different voters have different voting costs. Voter i knows
his own cost, but information about other voters’ costs is private (Palfrey & Rosenthal
1985, p. 79; Dhillon & Peralta 2002, p. F342). Even with this “relatively small degree of
strategic uncertainty” (Palfrey & Rosenthal 1985, p. 73), it was found that when > 0,
voter i will abstain. Hence these game theoretic approaches were ultimately unable to
solve the paradox of voting.

Follow the leader

Aldrich (1993, p. 267) suggests that closeness matters, but from the perspective
of political candidates rather than voters. The chance of being pivotal may be
infinitesimal for the voters, but it concerns politicians more. Candidates increase their
engagement with potential voters when the election is predicted to be closer. This more
intense campaigning reduces costs for voters. Shachar & Nalebuff (1999, p. 525-547)
expand on this idea in their “follow-the-leader” model. Their data shows that when the
predicted closeness of an election is higher, turnout increases. This higher turnout
comes about as a result of increased effort by political parties (p. 535). Empirical
evidence reveals that people who were contacted by political parties were more likely
to vote (Wielhouwer & Lockerbie 1994, p. 211). The model (Shachar & Nalebuff 1999,
pp. 535-536) divides people into two types: leaders and followers. Leaders are the
political parties and candidates who must make the decision whether to contact
potential voters. They base this calculation partly on closeness and the influence their
effort will have on the outcome. Followers, on the other hand, simply respond to the
amount of effort leaders put into encouraging them to vote. At first glance, this appears
only to shift the paradox of voting to a different group of people rather than properly
answering it. The paradox comes about because rational people ought not to vote

because p is so small. Why should ‘leaders’ behave any differently to the same value of
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p? Shachar & Nalebuff (p. 536) say that it is because leaders have the ability to influence
a large number of people with their effort. Leaders are able to decrease the costs of
voting by, for instance, providing information and offering lifts to the polling station.
They increase the cost of abstaining by applying social pressures. A high amount of
contact with leaders also provides voters with a signal that the election is expected to be
close.

Shachar & Nalebuff (1999, p. 545) found that their model was supported by
empirical evidence. Turnout increases by 0.34% when there is a 1% increase in
predicted closeness. When population size increases by 1%, turnout levels decrease by
1%. This is due to the increased cost of party effort which comes about as population
size increases. The model also accurately predicts the proportion of people who will be
contacted by a politician during the election campaign. While the model may find
support in Shachar & Nalebuff’'s data, it is difficult to see this as an adequate solution to
the paradox of voting. The model shows that people are more likely to vote when they
are contacted by a politician. But this is not an explanation as to why people vote. It
rather implies that voters are marionettes that are easily manipulated into voting by
political elites. This is hardly a ‘rational’ way for voters to behave. The idea that effort
exerted by politicians leads people to vote may be intuitive and backed up by evidence.
But as Dhillon & Peralta (2002, p. F349) point out, “it is difficult to believe that this is
the only feature in the decision to vote.” Evidence suggests that the effect of closeness is
stronger among those who feel little sense of civic duty. Therefore it seems as though
closeness acts in tandem with other variables and that, “If closeness does independently
affect turnout the effect is small” (Dowding 2005, p. 444).

Evidential decision theory

Grafstein (1991, p. 990-996) introduced evidential decision theory to the
analysis of turnout. Evidential decision theory holds that rational individuals view their
behaviour as evidence of the probability of alternative outcomes coming about. They
then use this information to calculate the expected utility. In other words, if there is
evidence that links a particular action x to a desired outcome y, a voter would be
justified in carrying out x even if it does not cause y to come about (Dowding 2005, p.
450). Grafstein argues that while the recommendations of evidential decision theory are
often the same as those of the standard approach, the voting decision is one instance

where they differ. Grafstein outlines a situation to try to justify the rationality of the
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evidential decision theory approach. In his analogy, an individual wants to meet a
colleague on his way to work. However, he does not know which route his colleague will
take to work. But he does know that his colleague has very similar preferences to
himself. Grafstein (p. 991) says, “presumably this would increase the subjective
probability that the colleague will take whatever route the individual wants to take.” A
rational decision maker would take this increased probability into account when
choosing his route to work. The decision of person j is said to be stochastically
dependent on the decision of person i. The principle holds for voters on election day.

Causal decision theorists would look in particular at the probability of a vote
being pivotal. But in evidential decision theory, breaking or creating a tie is not of
interest. A person simply compares the probability of his favoured candidate winning
given his participation in the election with that given his abstention. Voter i decides to
vote according to conditional expected utility and will vote whenever the following
condition is met:

Prob ; { —Prob ; > (4)

In words, person i in Gi votes whenever the increase in the conditional
probability of C1 winning as a result of person i voting exceeds the normalised cost of
voting. Even after taking person i’s action into account, Prob ; ; is not necessarily
equal to Prob ;  due to stochastic dependence.

Grafstein’s approach has been criticised for being unrealistic and irrational. For
instance, Dowding (2005, p. 450) notes that even though there is clearly a link between
people voting for a candidate and that candidate’s probability of winning, there is no
reason why this should have any bearing on a voter’s behaviour: “My vote will not cause
people like me to vote, nor will my voting because I think people like me will vote cause
people like me to vote.” Furthermore, Dowding points out that Grafstein’s ‘walking to
work’ analogy fails. If you know your colleague has similar preferences to you, you can
use this evidence to guess which route he will take. But you cannot change the route he
takes by going a different route yourself.

Adaptive behaviour and evolutionary learning

Another perspective is to tackle the voting decision from the perspective of
adaptive learning or evolutionary game theory (Dhillon & Peralta 2002, p. F347). Sieg &
Schulz’s (1995, pp. 160-163) approach holds that due to bounded rationality people

learn how to operate rather than solve decision problems. If a person receives pleasure
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after carrying out an action then he will increase the frequency of this action. If he is
punished for carrying out an action he will decrease this frequency. In the context of
turnout, a voter learns a new strategy if pursuing it improves his social position.
However, Sieg & Schulz’s model is ambiguous on the effects on turnout.

Bendor et al. (2003, pp. 261-276) used a similar framework to construct a
“behavioural model of turnout”. In this model, people are assumed to be motivated by
outcomes so there is no need to resort to notions of civic duty. But voters are not
rational in the sense that they are utility maximisers. Instead, they are said to be
adaptively rational—their behaviour is something that they learn from trial and error.
This is based on the principle of reinforcement learning whereby “actions that are
successful today are more likely to be produced tomorrow; unsuccessful actions are less
likely” (p. 262). In period t, person i has a propensity to vote, [0,1]. Person i
also has an aspiration level, a;:. After the election, payoffs are compared with these
propensities and aspiration levels. This may lead to revisions in pi: or ai: in the
following period according to an “aspiration-based adjustment rule”. However, it is
assumed that there is some probability that a person is inert and will not make these
adjustments due to bounded rationality. So these adjustments may be made randomly
or deterministically. Assuming person i is not inertial, if he finds that a payoff given his
action is greater than his aspiration level his propensity to carry out the same action in
the next period increases. Aspirations also adjust over time according to the payoffs
received. Figure 1 illustrates the learning process voter i goes through (adapted from

Figure 1 in Bendor et al. 2003, p. 264).

Running a simulation of this model revealed FIGURE 1: LEARNING CYCLE

that realistically high levels of turnout are predicted.

When there are 500,000 Republicans and 500,000 prggﬁgiw@ Person
Democrats, turnout is predicted to reach “about Ievelgétp;erson rsacié\;%s
50%” (p. 266). This is not just a by-product of the

fact that the two groups are of the same size—i.e. the

result is not due to the fact that a pure strategy _ Payoffs are
equilibrium with full turnout exists. In the case Téeggn:r:tg ng?)ﬁztcieodnéo
where there are 5,000 Democrats and 5,001 aizpéﬁ}ﬂg?:dﬁj propaer:niities

Republicans there is no longer a pure strategy

equilibrium, but predicted turnout is still around 50%. To illustrate how these turnout
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levels are reached, Bendor et al. (pp. 266-268) outline a hypothetical simulation where
there are 5,000 Democrats and 5,000 Republicans. Initially 50 Democrats vote but only
49 Republicans vote. Because the Democrats have won the election, Democratic voters
are satisfied and their propensity to vote increases. But Democratic abstainers are also
satisfied, so these people are also more likely to repeat their behaviour in the following
election. The difference comes from the Republican side. The 4,951 Republicans who
abstained are dissatisfied. As such, these people will all increase their propensity to
vote. As a result, in the following election the Republicans are very likely to win. This
time, Democratic abstainers will increase their propensity to vote because their payoff
fell below their aspiration level. This process is called “loser-driven mobilisation”. The
reason turnout only reaches around 50% is because there are still a number of free
riders due to the dominating group becoming complacent.

This approach deviates from the conventional rational choice theoretic approach
in a number of ways, borrowing heavily from psychology. Bendor et al. (2003, p. 264)
contrast their model to decision-theoretic and other strategic models where actors are
forward-looking expected utility maximisers. This behavioural model instead hinges on
actors looking backwards, adapting their behaviour according to past events. This
model also borrows from psychology. Actors’ “propensities merely obey the law of
effect... the foundation of psychological learning theory.” Furthermore, the inclusion of
aspirations in the model is an innovation as it “is foreign to the conceptual apparatus of
rational choice theory” (p. 264). On the face of it, this model is relatively successful. It
predicts turnout levels of 50%. Turnout responds to increased voting costs and size of
population as would be expected. However, while the results are good, the basis of the
model has little empirical support. As Dowding (2005, p. 451) points out, it has little to
do with rational behaviour. Losing abstainers are almost certain to vote in the following
election, while winning voters will usually stay at home next time. People do not behave
like this. Moreover, such behaviour is diagnostic and has little to do with reason or
rationality.
Selective incentives: pork barrels and bribes

Schwartz (1987, p. 104-108) feels that the flaw in the Downsian model lies in an
assumption about institutions—that votes are counted centrally and that voting is a
perfectly secret activity. Votes are not counted centrally, but separately in the smaller

precincts. Schwartz also says that “often it is obvious to others whether one has voted
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and how.” I agree with Green & Shapiro (1994, p. 53) when they call this a “startling
premise”. Nevertheless, it is interesting to consider the impact of having people’s votes
counted locally rather than in a centralised system. The probability of being pivotal in a
small precinct is higher than at the national level. When politicians analyse the local
results, they see in which areas they performed best and will provide selective
incentives to these areas in the form of pork barrel projects. On the basis that it is
known how someone has voted politicians may also provide selective incentives to the
individual people who voted for them. An analogous model incorporates bribes into the
payoff (Heckelman 1995, p. 108):

= - +% (5

If$> then > 0and it will be rational to vote. But not only is it incredible to
say that it is “obvious” how people have voted, this approach also completely flies in the
face of a central democratic principle—the secret ballot, which was introduced for the
very reason of preventing bribery. Turnout declined by 6.9 percentage points when the
secret ballot was introduced in the USA in the 1890s because people could no longer be
bribed for votes (Heckelman 1995, p. 119; Mueller 2003, pp. 319-320; Piven & Cloward
1988, p. 99). Schwartz’s theory may have been applicable to the nineteenth century, but
seems anachronistic today.

A success of rational choice theory

These varied attempts to explain why people vote in rational terms have proved
largely fruitless. But the economic approach is still a success in one sense. It can be
highly useful for explaining changes in turnout. The data tends to support a Downsian
analysis of marginal turnout (Aldrich 1993 p. 261; Dowding 2005, pp. 443-445).

There is mixed empirical support for the idea that closeness affects turnout.
Barzel & Silberberg (1973, pp. 55-56) found that a 1% increase in the winning
candidate’s majority was associated with a 0.77% decline in turnout. Many similar
analyses have yielded such results (Matsusaka & Palda 1993, pp. 858-860; Mueller
2003, pp. 315-317). However, this approach falls foul of the “ecological fallacy” of
substituting actual ex post closeness for expected closeness (Mueller 2003, pp. 317-318;
Matsusaka & Palda 1993, p. 856). Shachar & Nalebuff (1999, p. 545) concluded that
expected closeness matters. But the wider literature is more ambivalent. Expected
closeness does not have a statistically significant effect on turnout in most analyses of

survey responses (Ashenfelter & Kelley 1975, pp. 718-719; Matsusaka & Palda 1993, pp.
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869-871). This suggests that the models attempting to explain turnout in terms of
closeness were misguided. The answer to why people vote lies elsewhere. This makes
sense from a rational choice perspective. The infinitesimal size of p means that it ought
not to have much bearing on the likelihood of voting (Mueller 2003, p. 319).

As with p, survey evidence surrounding the size of B and its effect on turnout is
mixed. In Ashenfelter & Kelley’s (1975, p. 717) survey, if a person had not decided for
whom he was going to vote (ie. = 0), there was a 40% lower probability that he
would vote. However, a study by Brody & Page (1973, p. 6) found that 43% of survey
respondents who saw no difference between the candidates voted anyway. A clearer
picture emerges if you consider the degree of intervention a legislature can take in
economic and social affairs. It makes sense that B would be greater in elections where
the government has a greater scope for intervention (Colomer 1991, p. 316; Dowding
2005, p. 444). This is supported by the fact that national elections have higher turnouts
than local elections.

There is strong evidence to suggest that changes in costs do affect turnout rates.
Poll taxes and literacy tests are found to have a significant negative effect on turnout
(Ashenfelter & Kelley 1975, p. 708). Jackman (1987, pp. 412, 415) found that in
countries where a sanction is issued for not voting, turnout was 13 percentage points
higher than in other countries. States where being registered to vote could mean being
chosen to serve on a jury have lower voter registration and turnout levels (Knack 2000,
pp. 53-54). Registration laws also have an effect, with turnout being depressed in areas
where it is more difficult (therefore costly) to register to vote. It has been estimated that
if every state in the USA made voting less costly by relaxing certain laws, it would
increase turnout by 9.1 percentage points (Wolfinger & Rosenstone 1980, pp. 66-75).
Aldrich (1993, p. 264) points to the common practice of candidates offering to lower
voters’ costs by, among other things, offering them lifts to the polling station. There is
also a commonly held belief that the weather affects turnout rates. Shachar & Nalebuff
(1999, p. 532) found that each inch of rain results in a 3.4% decrease in turnout. On the
other hand, Knack (1994, pp. 192-203) found that weather conditions had no significant
effect on turnout overall. However, rainfall did have a significant negative effect on
turnout—3.3 percentage points for the first tenth of an inch of precipitation—among

those who had low levels of citizen duty.
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Civic duty also appears to be a very important factor when it works in tandem
with B (Barry 1970, p. 18). Civic duty on its own is also a significant element of the
voting decision. For instance, survey data taken in 1972 revealed that people who felt a
“strong obligation” to vote did so with .30 greater probability and those who felt a “very
strong obligation” voted with .38 greater probability (Ashenfelter & Kelley 1975, p.
720). In Mueller’s (2003, pp. 311-314) overview of studies on survey data, all those that
considered civic duty showed that it had a positive and significant effect on turnout.
Non-economic approaches

While the using the tools of rational choice theory allows us to analyse changes
in turnout, this still does not explain why voting is rational. The inability of rational
choice theory to explain why people vote has led Carling (1995, p. 21) to call it “the false
theory of voting.” We must consider if other, non-economic approaches are more useful
for explaining voter behaviour. It is worth noting that while rational choice theory has
trouble explaining any turnout larger than zero, some of these approaches cannot
explain turnout below 100% (Aldrich 1997, p. 374). The turnout “problem” is the exact
reverse of the problem that economics sees. This is highlighted in a passage by Teixeira
(1992, p. 11), the sentiment of which is counter to rational choice theory.

..the amazing thing about voting is that everyone does not do it. It is after all a

relatively low-cost activity, requiring little more than fulfilling some minor

bureaucratic requirements and travelling to the polling place. On the plus side the
voter helps determine the policies affecting his or her life by participating in the
selection of policymakers.

A particular feature of the political science literature is the attempt to explain
why turnout is lower in the USA than it is in other countries. Also noteworthy is the fact
that a lot of these approaches can be analysed in relation to the Downsian equation in
terms of costs, benefits and civic duty. This suggests that rational choice theory is still
highly useful as a guide to explaining turnout.

Man is a political animal

One angle is to explain turnout from an Aristotelian perspective—man is a
political animal. People inherently engage in political activities because it is to their
evolutionary benefit. It is in people’s nature to gather political information so this
should not be considered a cost as rational choice models do. This chimes with Riker &

Ordeshook’s (1968) explanation that many people enjoy gathering information
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(Dowding 2005, pp. 453-454). The Aristotelian explanation also sheds light on group
mobilisation. Contrary to some economic approaches, voters do not behave as isolated,
rational individuals. “Man is always found in association with other men,” (Truman
1951, p. 14) so group affiliation and behaviour is important. Humans have developed
social norms for evolutionary benefit. Belonging to society and interdependence is what
makes people achieve what other animals do not. Moreover, people face psychological
pressures to conform to social norms in order to be accepted by their peers. People who
are in similar situations associate with each other and “tend towards homogeneity in
their candidate preferences” (Truman 1951, pp. 14-19, 312-315). However, if man is
inherently political and psychologically driven to join groups and partake in activities
such as voting, this perspective is unable to explain anything other than 100%
turnout—the opposite problem to rational choice theory’s.
Psychological reasons

For Campbell et al. (1960, pp. 90-93), the decision to vote, “rests immediately on
psychological forces.” Such factors include interest in the campaign, concern over the
outcome, emotional involvement and citizen duty (pp. 102-107). Much of this analysis
can be viewed in tandem with a rational choice approach. A sense of citizen duty very
much chimes with the D term in the Downsian equation, although it is probably more
accurate to say that rational choice theory borrowed D from psychology than the other
way around. Also of note, people like to feel that their vote “counts”, so are more likely
to vote if the election is perceived to be closer, i.e. p is larger. However, those with weak
preferences, i.e. their B is smaller, are unlikely to be affected by closeness (pp. 99-100).
Demographic variables

People who have certain resources are said to be able to bear the costs of voting
more easily. Analysing personal characteristics can allow researchers to infer who has
these resources and estimate their effects on turnout rates (Wolfinger & Rosenstone
1980, p. 9). Socioeconomic status is the most common explanation. Those who are of
higher socioeconomic status in terms of occupation, income and education are more
likely to vote (p. 13). Because of the close interrelationship between these variables, it is
useful to analyse each of them in turn by holding the other two variables constant.
Wolfinger & Rosenstone (1980, p. 23) showed that education is the strongest of these
variables, while income and occupation have relatively little effect. This can be

explained by the fact that educational institutions often set out to furnish their students
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with a sense of civic duty. Education also helps to reduce the costs of voting by teaching
certain skills such as reading, overcoming bureaucratic hurdles and dealing with
abstract subjects such as politics (pp. 17-18). It is interesting to note that this effect goes
counter to one interpretation of the rational choice model—that higher education levels
should decrease turnout because well-educated people will have a better idea of the
probability of casting the deciding vote (Mueller 2003, p. 326). It has also been shown
that those who have been given a neutral lecture on the paradox of voting are less likely
to vote subsequently (Blais & Young 1999, pp. 39, 45). Assuming that most people do
not encounter the economic approach to democracy during their education, it seems
likely that the relationship between education and turnout is explained by a
strengthening of civic duty. Most importantly, educational institutions reward people
for playing by the rules and punish those who break social norms (Mueller 2003, p.
327). The effect of income is also the opposite of what a rational choice perspective
would predict. People with a higher income face higher opportunity costs so ought to be
less likely to vote (Mueller 2003, p. 327). However, a more plausible explanation is that
poor people are more concerned with spending their resources on necessities than on
luxuries such as voting (Wolfinger & Rosenstone 1980, p. 20). A problem with this
emphasis on education and income is that it does not explain why voting in the USA
peaked in the nineteenth century when educational standards and incomes were
relatively low, but declined throughout the twentieth century as education levels
increased (Piven & Cloward 1988, p. 115; Texieira 1992, p. 34). The notion that
socioeconomic status affects turnout can also be criticised as being relevant only to the
USA. There is less evidence of a relationship between social class and turnout in many
other countries (Piven & Cloward 1988, pp. 117-118).

Age is also regarded as a significant factor explaining variations in turnout. The
youngest members of the electorate are least likely to vote. Turnout peaks in middle age
before declining again as voters get older. However, holding other demographic
variables constant reveals that aging actually causes an increase in turnout. One
explanation for this is that political participation fills the void left by the cessation of
other activities in old age (Wolfinger & Rosenstone 1980, pp. 37, 46-48). This can be
seen as a reduction in the opportunity costs of voting. It is not in doubt that young

people are the least likely to vote. This is partly explained by the fact that young people
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move more often, so have more difficulty meeting residency requirements. They are
also subject to less social pressure because they have fewer social ties (pp. 50-53).

Marriage also plays a role, particularly for those with low educational levels.
Married people are more likely to vote, possibly because spouses encourage each other
to do so. Married couples tend either both to vote or both abstain—the voting decision
is taken jointly. The fact that marriage rates have declined is therefore an important
factor when considering reduced turnout (Wolfinger & Rosenstone 1980, pp. 44-45;
Teixeira 1992, pp. 37-38). This is another manifestation of social pressure. Church
attendance is also important in terms of social connectedness, and this also has
witnessed a decline throughout the second half of the twentieth century. Falling church
attendance was found by Teixeira (p. 47) to be the strongest of the variables related to
social connectedness.
Institutional factors

Several features of institutions can increase the probability of nonvoting. For
instance, the nature of party competition is said to have changed over time to become
increasingly oligarchic and less competitive (Piven & Cloward 1988, p. 97). This is
clearly analogous to a declining B. An increase in the number of parties would also lead
more expressive voters to turn out, ie. an increase in D (Teixeira, pp. 15-16). Many
voters are aligned to a particular party for a variety of reasons such as upbringing,
social class or psychological reasons. For instance, those who were politicised early in
their life are more likely to identify strongly with a political party. Evidence suggests
that such attachments persist through time and transcend attitudes towards particular
candidates. But those who see a change in their socioeconomic status are more likely to
change the party whom they support (Campbell et al. 1960, pp. 120-121, 146-149). The
decline in party identification over recent decades is often regarded as a major reason
for declining turnout. But evidence suggests that party identification has only reduced
slightly, and not enough to explain fully the decline in turnout (Teixeira 1992, p. 40)
However, there has been a sharp drop in interest in media coverage and belief in
government’s ability (pp. 42-46). Other factors that may affect turnout include the
voting system and whether the system is unicameral or bicameral (pp. 15-16; Jackman
1987, pp. 407-408).

Perhaps the most important factor is the legal structure of elections. As already

noted, these barriers are more difficult to overcome for the poor and less educated.
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Such legal variables include registration procedures, whether voting is compulsory, the
frequency of elections, the presence of alternative methods of voting such as postal
voting and whether the election is held on a holiday (Teixeira 1992, pp. 13-14). This
perspective helps to explain the relationship between socioeconomic status and turnout
in the USA as well as why turnout as a whole is lower in the USA than in many other
countries (Piven & Cloward 1988, p. 119). Teixeira (1992, p. 17) notes that on almost
every characteristic outlined in this section, the structures in the USA serve to increase
the costs and decrease the benefits of voting. A puzzle remains, however. In many
respects, the cost of voting has decreased in recent decades in the USA. Yet turnout has
declined. The structure of party competition has not changed. Teixeira (1992, pp. 29-30,
36-37, 55-56) posits that the decline in turnout is due to a decline in individuals’ social
connectedness and civic duty.
The role of civic duty in economic approaches

The fact that the most convincing non-economic approaches can be analysed in
terms of costs and benefits suggests that rational choice theory is still useful for
explaining turnout. Moreover, non-economic perspectives seem to favour the
explanation that voters are driven by a sense of civic duty or social pressures—the same
result as rational choice theory. However, while the concept of duty is empirically
strong, the civic duty rational choice models remained analytically weak. The original
models incorporating duty were criticised for their lack of predictive power. D suffers
from being somewhat of a catch-all term. The question remains: where does this civic
duty come from, and what makes some people have it more than others? Many of the
following models borrow from non-economic approaches. This interdisciplinary
approach leads to a richer understanding of voting behaviour.
A taste for voting

Some people may enjoy the act of voting itself. This approach essentially
compares voting to a leisure activity. For instance, Dubner & Levitt (2005) have likened
the act of voting to buying a lottery ticket. The problem with this is that democracy,
unlike a lottery, is not designed to be a leisure activity. It is designed to elect political
leaders. While it would be foolish to deny that people may get some pleasure out of
voting, it would be worrying for democracy if this was the main reason why people
voted. If most people are not motivated to vote for instrumental benefits and are not

even interested in democracy because they feel a sense of duty, but rather vote because
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they enjoy it, then democracy begins to look like a shallow institution. Besides, to say
that people vote because they enjoy voting is a tautology.
Altruistic and ethical voting

A popular method of explaining turnout is altruistic and ethical voting. This can
also be a way of inflating B (Carling 1995, p. 27; Edlin et al. 2007) which is the goods
altruism concept described earlier. According to this perspective, people have two sets
of preferences: one representing self-interested instrumental gains as usual and
another concerned with the benefit to others as perceived by person i. The individual
maximises an objective function taking into account these two sets of preferences
(Mueller 2003, p. 322):

= + # (6)

A purely selfish voter sets = 0 whereas for a fully altruistic voter = 1. This
demonstrates that appealing to ideas of altruism need not be considered outside the
realm of rational choice theory. The voter is still a maximiser. This approach has been
criticised because it is far-fetched to consider that voter i calculates the utility of the
millions of other voters that may be in an electorate (Carling 1995, p. 27). However, this
approach does not suffer from the usual problem with D whereby the model loses its
predictive power. It is possible to estimate the value of [ . An analysis of British survey
data has found that concern for the public interest is more than twice as important as
self interest in the formation of attitudes towards taxation. It was estimated that

= 0.6555in1988and = 0.7261in 1992 (Hudson & Jones 1994, pp. 505-507).

Social pressure

Another approach is to say that, rather than gaining an inherent benefit or warm
glow from the act of voting itself, people are pressurised by society to vote. This chimes
with one of the non-economic explanations of why people vote. This approach posits
that civic duty need not be regarded as a non-instrumental element of the decision to
vote. As voting is a social norm people can face social sanctions as a result of abstaining.
For instance, Niemi (1976, pp. 117-118) says that having to say “no” when asked if you
have voted is a cost of not voting. This need not be regarded as a psychic cost; it does
not form part of an inherent enjoyment of voting. Shachar & Nalebuff (1999, p. 535) also
believe that social pressures play a big role in the decision to vote and that the larger a
person’s social network, the more likely that person is to vote and in turn exert pressure

on others to vote. Campbell et al. (1960, pp. 109-110, 149-150) contains interesting
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accounts of highly uninformed people voting because other people put pressure on
them to do so.

Funk (2005, pp. 2-9) developed a model that incorporates social norms as a
separate variable to D. Voters are split into two groups: co-operators who get a warm
glow out of performing their duty (> 0) and defectors who do not ( = 0). There are
two situations. In situation A you can only vote by visiting a polling station. Benefits
come from being seen at the polling station. These benefits decrease as community size
increases since people in smaller communities are more likely to spread gossip about
who was not seen at the polling station. In situation B people have a choice to vote
either in the polling station or by post. In these situations shirking is easier because
those who did not appear at the polling station can say that they voted by post. So
defectors will be less likely to vote in situation B. In Funk’s model, = 0, so the only
reason people vote is for expressive reasons. These reasons may be a “warm glow”
benefit in the case where > 0 or a signalling benefit S where people receive a payoff
from being seen at the polling station. As such the payoff from votingis = + -
for a co-operator and = - for a defector. Data from Switzerland enables this
theory to be tested. Optional postal voting was introduced to different Swiss cantons at
different times allowing for the effects of the introduction of postal voting to be
assessed. Received wisdom holds that the use of postal voting would be expected to
increase turnout as it reduces the cost of voting. However, the introduction of postal
voting had no significant effect on turnout. Moreover, turnout actually decreased in
smaller, more tight-knit communities, particularly those with less than 1,000
inhabitants. This suggests that people were voting in order to be seen at the polling
station.

Voting as an expressive act

Fiorina (1976) drew on disciplines such as sociology and psychology to explain
where D comes from. Party identification is one possibility. It is recognised that party
identification is more than just an expression of a voter’s current stance on issues; it has
deeper psychological roots. This formed the basis for a “hybrid model” which set the
scene for many subsequent explanations of D.

Schuessler (2000) posits that people vote in order to express themselves. This
approach has implications beyond voting. For Schuessler, the way politicians encourage

participation is comparable to the way soft drink manufacturers advertise their

Page 25



Proposed solutions to the paradox of voting

products. In the polling booth, people attach themselves to an outcome to reaffirm to
themselves and to others who they are (p. ix). In addition to the instrumental benefits
(“the domain of Doing”), voters care about expressive benefits (the “domain of Being”).
So when someone votes for a Democratic candidate, they are expressing their
“Democratness”. Unlike those motivated purely by instrumental benefits, expressive
voters cannot free-ride—to be a Democrat you must participate in voting for a
Democrat. The value of participation comes not from the outcome but from the
participation itself (p. 17). Moreover, if a candidate has a credible chance of winning
then it gives rise to a bandwagon effect. Instead of fretting about the costs of voting,
people say, “I can, at the mere cost of participation, purchase for myself the status of
outcome-producer” (pp. 5-6). Adding these expressive benefits to the payoff changes
the equation to:
= - 4 (7)
This is the familiar Downsian equation, but with D replaced by fi(nx), the
expressive component (pp. 92-102). For a person to be induced into voting, fx(nx) must
overcome the threshold that is set by the (negative) value of the instrumental
component. A voter is concerned with what she is, but also what she is not. So the
optimal proportion of the electorate lies somewhere between 0 and 1. The voter
would have no-one to identify with if = 0 and no-one to differentiate herself from if
= 1. Schuessler posits that this optimal level lies at a value of ny greater than 0.5 in a
two candidate election, as depicted in figure 2 (adapted from figures 6.2 and 6.3 in

Schuessler 2000, pp. 99, 102). nx represents the number of X-participants. The

FIGURE 2: TIPPING POINTS
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remaining quantity 1 —  represents the number of Y-participants. The utility curve for
candidate Y is a mirror-image of that for X. Figure 2 illustrates three equilibria that exist.
E2 is an unstable equilibrium. is a tipping point at which a small displacement will
eventually result in one of the other two equilibria being reached. If < ,individuals
will participate in Y rather than X until the point  is reached at E1 where candidate Y
wins. If the starting level is above  then people will participate in X and there will be
an equilibrium E3 at point ~ when candidate X wins. These results are based on three
assumptions (pp. 95-96): participants have heterogeneous instrumental preferences;
participants have identical expressive preferences (hence subscript i being absent from
f); the expressive function is candidate-specific. However, when these assumptions are
relaxed similar results are still predicted, although, for instance, a voter may abstain if
the utility is not higher than the threshold level set in the instrumental component of
the equation given aggregate support levels (pp. 105-112).
Another expressive approach

Brennan & Buchanan (1984, pp. 185-186) are also of the belief that we must look
beyond self-interest for the answer, saying that “the assumption that voters vote in
accordance with their “interest” is, at best, logically arbitrary.” To illustrate this, they
construct an analogy. Sports fans are often to be seen screaming advice to their team,
even if they are only watching a television screen at home. This is despite the fact that
their expended energy will have no effect on the final outcome of the game. Yet no-one
would deny that this sports fan derives utility from his involvement in the game. This is
just like the voter who goes to the effort to vote despite having no perceptible influence
on the result. As such, voting behaviour is symbolic rather than instrumental (p. 196).
Expanding on this, Brennan & Lomasky (1993, p. 21-24) argue that voters still act
rationally when they decide to vote, but the nature of this rationality is very different to
the one we see in the setting of the market. “The strict one-to-one logical connection
between preference and choice behaviour, characteristic of market choice, is severed at
the ballot box” (p. 21). To illustrate why, they note that in the market setting if a person
is faced with a choice between A and B, the opportunity cost of accepting A is B forgone.
But in the electoral setting the only instance where this is the case is if the voter is
pivotal. As such, the only real “choice” a voter has is to express a preference for A or
express a preference for B. The opportunity cost of voting for A is merely not voting for

B.
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The decision a person faces is split into two elements: the instrumental element
and the expressive element. In most applications of rational choice theory, there is no
need to separate out the instrumental and expressive elements. This is because in
market situations person i is decisive—he knows that he will get what he wants. As
such, all of the elements that go into a decision can be neatly summed up into one
equation. This is not the case in the polling booth. The expected instrumental value of a
vote for A is:

= - (8)

p, as in the models above, is the probability that voter i will be decisive. is the
money amount that person i values outcome J. The right hand side of this equation is
essentially the same as the original Downsian expression pB, but expressed slightly
differently. The expressive element of the voting decision is:

= - (9)
is voter i's expressive return to expressing a preference for J. E; and Y; are
added together to give the total expected value of voting, W..
= + (10)
Person i will vote for Aif > O, will vote for Bif < 0 and will be indifferent if
= 0.ie, person i will vote for A over B if and only if:
+ 2 + (11

In a market context this equation would be:

+ 2 + (12)

This explains why voting must be considered in a separate framework to market-
based activities. In (11), the instrumental element is depressed by p, thereby making the
expressive element overwhelmingly important. In a market setting (12) the expressive
and instrumental elements are weighted equally.

Rational irrationality

Bryan Caplan’s (2007) book The Myth of the Rational Voter is primarily
concerned with democratic failure. However, it is also relevant to the paradox of voting.
Caplan (2007, p. 14) expands on the idea that voting should be analysed in a different
manner to market-based environments. It is pointed out that making this distinction
need not cast doubt on the usefulness of rational choice theory as a whole or even in the

context of elections. “It is only necessary to broaden its understanding of human
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motivation and cognition” (p. 14). This is done by integrating into a rational choice
framework the idea that people have preferences over beliefs. People value both
material benefits and their ideological beliefs. As such, both of these elements are
included in a person’s utility function (p. 17). Rather than viewing the collective action
problem as applied to voting behaviour as a paradox, Caplan’s approach uses it as an
explanation of his theory. People with strong ideological beliefs “have emotional
investments in the answer [to a debate]” and the result of an election (p. 100). Because
of this, voters exhibit “rational irrationality” (p. 123).

Social pressures and personal passions lead to people adopting suboptimal
opinions at the cost of seeking the truth (p. 115). For person i to see his preferred (but
suboptimal) policies adopted may actually make person i materially worse off. But it is
precisely because of the “paradox of voting” that the voter is blasé about this situation.
In Caplan’s (2007, p. 18) words, “the price [private cost] of ideological loyalty is close to
zero” even if the social cost of the suboptimal policy is high (Caplan 2007, p. 121).
Person i’'s vote will not make much of a difference. The suboptimal policy will be
adopted whether or not he votes, except in the highly unlikely event that he is pivotal.
But because it makes that person feel good, for ideological or psychological reasons, to
support that policy, he will nevertheless go ahead and vote. Despite the fact that it
makes him worse off in material terms, it still benefits the person to go and vote. For
these reasons, a rationally irrational voter actively avoids the truth—a subtle difference
from the rationally ignorant voter who merely gives up on the pursuit of the truth (p.
123). An initial criticism may be made: What is rational about letting ideology cloud
your judgement? Even though the costs are low, why should a person feel so great about
something that makes him worse off? Caplan would respond that it is because the
benefits you get by feeling good outweigh the low material costs. He points to religion as
an example of beliefs in and of themselves making people feel better as evidence
suggests that religious people “enjoy greater life satisfaction” (p. 116).

As mentioned above, the fact that voters act as though they are “rationally
irrational” does not necessarily spell bad news for rational choice theory as traditionally
interpreted in economics. Caplan (p. 115) believes that “basic economic theory—
properly interpreted—defines the boundaries of rationality.” The concept of demand
for irrationality is introduced (pp. 123-125). As the price of irrationality falls, the

quantity of irrationality “consumed” increases. So in situations where the cost of making
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an error is high, the quantity of irrationality consumed is low. For this reason,
economists can still talk about rational consumers in market-based situations. For
instance, if you had irrational beliefs about the price of a certain good, you would soon
find yourself out of pocket. The price of irrationality in this instance is high, so a person
can be said to act rationally because the quantity of irrationality “consumed” decreases.
But in the polling booth, irrational behaviour becomes more likely because the cost of
irrational behaviour is almost zero (pp. 132, 135).

The relative importance of economics in explaining civic duty

The civic duty explanation has traditionally been viewed as an unsatisfactory
solution to the paradox of voting. It has been criticised for being a catch-all umbrella
term and a post hoc solution adopted in order to save the face of rational choice theory.
Even rational choice theorists were uncomfortable with the duty explanation. To an
extent, it could be said that the D term does not even belong in a rational choice model
because it deviates from rationality assumptions in their narrowest sense—the self-
interested, instrumental, utility maximising homo economicus. Moreover, it is
tautological to say that people vote because they enjoy voting. The model lost its
predictive power. In short, there was a “desire for deeper reasons” (Dowding 2005, pp.
453-454). Yet, the civic duty explanation has so much going for it. Survey data suggests
time and again that people are motivated to vote by some D reason.

It seems as though Downs’s original answer to the paradox—a sense of duty—
was right all along, unrefined though it was at the time. This does not, however, assign
the act of voting to the mysterious world of the irrational, as Riker & Ordeshook (1968)
feared. It is untrue to say that the addition of the D term means that the model loses its
predictive capacity or that we are unable to explain why some people vote and others
do not. As the models in this section demonstrate, it is possible to identify how D
manifests itself, be it social pressures, warm glows or even rational irrationality.
However, economists need assistance from other social scientists in this area. In
particular, it is the models that incorporate psychological motivations into a rational
choice model that are most convincing at explaining why people vote. By the same
token, social scientists who criticise rational choice theory are burying their heads in
the sand—costs and benefits clearly do matter. Rational choice theory has no difficulty
explaining why people vote. But psychology can provide more meaningful answers to

the most interesting part of the equation, D, than economics can. This is recognised by
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many of the scholars behind some of the richer models based on civic duty. For instance,
Brennan & Lomasky (1993, p. 33) say, “It is simply a fact that any theory of voter choice
demands a rather richer psychological apparatus than economists typically rely on, or
believe to be necessary.” Schuessler (2000, p. 161) draws a distinction between two
different strands of social science. Economists and rational choice theorists can be
relied upon to allow us to understand how individual preferences are aggregated and
how collectives operate. But we should turn to psychologists, anthropologists and
philosophers to learn where these preferences come from. Only by taking an
interdisciplinary approach will a fully satisfactory theory of voting behaviour be built.
Conclusion

The paradox of voting is one of the most serious problems facing conventional
economic thinking. Critics argued, if rational choice theory cannot explain such a
fundamental behaviour as voting, why should its other predictions be trusted? Yet it
seems to me that the real paradox is that Anthony Downs’s (1957) original solution—
although underdeveloped at the time—was probably right all along. When Downs first
brought the paradox of voting to the world’s attention, he posited that people vote in
order to do their duty and preserve democracy. Riker & Ordeshook (1968) bemoaned
Downs’s suggestion for assigning voting to the “inexplicable world of the irrational.” But
in so doing they actually expanded on Downs’s idea and showed that “the world of the
irrational” need not be irrational or inexplicable. However, the civic duty argument was
originally rejected by several scholars who accused the D term of being a meaningless
catch-all, a tautology, or a post hoc addition to the rational choice model. Moreover, the
models failed to explain why some people feel this duty more than others.

As the paradox remained unsolved in the eyes of many, rational choice theorists
built increasingly inventive models. Some, such as the game theoretic models,
concentrated on p. To seek the answer by manipulating p as Palfrey & Rosenthal (1983;
1985) and Grafstein (1991) among others attempted was a fruitless task. It might be
true that p is endogenous. But there is no doubt that whether person i votes or not, p is
infinitesimal. Voters do not imagine themselves as potentially casting the deciding vote.
Survey data demonstrates that the expected closeness of an election has little effect on
turnout rates, and if it does it is among people who have a high sense of civic duty
anyway. Similarly, looking for the answer in B is going to be a wild goose chase for as

long as p remains as small as it is. Survey evidence suggests that people’s reason for
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voting is not because their votes will make a difference to the result. Shachar &
Nalebuff’s (1999) follow-the-leader model explained that closeness matters to political
leaders and showed that people are more likely to vote if they have been contacted by
politicians during the campaign. But to say that people vote because they have been
contacted by politicians is not a satisfactory explanation because it leaves little space for
individuals to make the decision for themselves.

Others suggested that the answer laid in the decision rules that people used. The
standard utility maximisation approach was said to be at fault so Ferejohn & Fiorina
(1974) developed a model where voters are regret minimaxers. Grafstein (1991) built
upon evidential decision theory. Others looked at evolutionary learning models. But all
of these approaches were criticised for their unrealistic assumptions.

In light of rational choice theory’s apparent failure, it must be considered if non-
economic approaches are more useful at explaining why people vote. Theories that hold
that people vote because cooperating and following social norms have been to the
evolutionary advantage of humans are unable to explain why some people do not vote.
The most convincing explanations from other social sciences are that factors such as
socioeconomic status and the structure of institutions serve to make it more costly for
some people to vote than others. But these approaches demonstrate the voting decision
in terms of benefits and costs are highly useful, suggesting that rational choice theory
still has a vital role to play in an analysis of voter turnout. Yet, even the socioeconomic
and institutional explanations struggle to explain the decline in turnout in the USA over
time. If anything, turnout should have increased as legal barriers to voting have been
dismantled and educational standards and income have increased. As with rational
choice theory, the approach eventually resorts to civic duty as the explanation.

It is untrue to say that rational choice theory has failed at explaining turnout. It
certainly cannot be denied that an approach encapsulating costs and benefits is highly
useful at explaining changes in turnout. It is also unfair to describe the D term as a
meaningless addition, explaining voting behaviour tautologically. As the final section on
rational choice models with richer explanations of civic duty shows, there are many
feasible explanations of where civic duty comes from and why some people may feel
this duty more than others. Furthermore, the fact that rational choice models have had
to resort to a non-instrumental explanation does not spell disaster for the economic

approach. For instance, models incorporating social pressure show that a form of the D
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term can be considered terms of instrumental gains and losses. Furthermore, the
expressive models developed by Schuessler (2000), Brennan & Lomasky (1993) and
Caplan (2007) have demonstrated that it can be consistent to analyse voting in a
different way to analysing behaviour in market-based scenarios.

The fact that a ‘pure’ rational choice model cannot explain why people vote need
not cast doubt on rational choice theory as a whole. However, economics has little to say
about where a sense of civic duty comes from and why some people feel this sense more
than others. Undeniably, the richer and, in my view, most successful models of voter
behaviour are those that borrow heavily from other social sciences, particularly
psychology. Only by taking an interdisciplinary approach that encapsulates
psychological motivations as well as sensitivity to costs and benefits will a truly

satisfactory theory of voting behaviour be developed.
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