


CHAPTER 3

Information-pooling Models of Electoral Politics

Bernard Grofman and Julie Withers

“Much of the work on the role of information in politics has been inspired by
the ideas of Anthony Downs. One of the most important contributions of
Downs in An Economic Theory of Democracy (1957b) is his explicit analysis
of the role that information plays in electoral competition. The value of
information, along with its costs, methods of evaluation, strategic uses, and
means of acquisition and dissemination have been subjects of intensive study
and debate over the past thirty years (See Calvert 1986; Ferejohn and
Kuklinski 1990; Krehbiel 1990.)

There are five key aspects of Downs’s views. First, “in an uncertain
world, roads leading toward the good society are hard to distinguish from
those leading away from it. Thus, even though voters have fixed goals, their
views on how to approach these goals are malleable and can be altered by

persuasion. Consequently, leadership can be exercised on most policy ques-

tions” (Downs 1957b, 87, emphasis added).

Second, ideological identification serves as a cognitive shortcut for vo-
ters, who then do not need to know the stands of candidates on every issue.
Ideology effectively gives voters a sample of the issues that differentiate the
pacties, thus serving to cut information costs. Downs also points out that
ideology is useful to political parties as well as voters; each party fashions an
ideology that it believes will attract the greatest number of voters. Uncertainty
(combined with social diversity) accounts for why political parties do not offer
identical ideological positions (Downs 1957b, 100-101).

Third, because voters are uncertain about what candidates will actually
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do in office, if voters are risk-averse, then there will be a bias toward the
status quo unless the alternative is clearly supetior.

Fourth, because voters are uncertain about what candidates will actually
do in office, voters use past performance and party labels as cues. Thus,
according to Downs, parties will develop consistent images and seek to keep
their promises.

Fifth, because gathering information is not costiess, “gach citizen de-
cides how much information to acquire by utilizing the basic marginal cost-
return principle of economics” (Downs 19570, 219). According to Downs, for
most purposes many voters rely entirely on free information that comes to
them and use cues provided by the positions and preferences of the media,
interest groups, or other more knowledgeable voters in order to ascertain
which candidate is most likely to enact policies the voter would prefer.

The first topic area, persuasion, as far as we are aware, has been Jargely
(if not entirely) neglected by subsequent researchers (see, however, chap. 15).
The second topic area, ideology as an information cost-reducing cognitive
heuristic, also has not generated an extengive literature (see, however, Glazer
and Grofman 1989). The third topic area is the subject of chapter 2. The
fourth and fifth topics are reviewed in chapter 1. Also, Roger G. Noll (chap.
2) reviews and expands upon Downs’s exposition of the concept of “rational
ignorance,” that is, reasons why voters might choose not to gather additional
information about the political choices open to them if the information-
gathering process were costly and/or did mot provide benefits other than
simply the ability to cast a more-informed vote. Our focus is on a few very
recent models that look at how voters might process information from rmultiple
sources to discern differences between candidates or parties. This chapter can
be thought of as a complement to that of Popkin (chap. 1), in which he reviews
the empirical literature on voter decision heuristics and infoxmation- gathering
shortcuts.

As noted, one type of uncertainty! that Downs focuses on is the incum-
bent’s and challenger’s locations in the issue space.? In models of electoral
competition, candidates may be characterized by three potentially distinct

1. Following Luce and Raiffa 1957, information conditions such as those surrounding a
candidate’s platform may be classified as certain, risky, or uncertain. A voting decision is said to
occur under conditions of certainfy when the action leads to a known outcome. When the issue
space is unidimensionat, candidate platforms will be characterized by point locations in a model
of electoral competition under complete ot cerfain information. In contrast, a decision under risk
oceurs when the voter faces a Kknown probability distribution over possible ontcomes while 2
decision under uncertainty QCCUrs when these probabilities are incompletely known and depen-
dent on some unknown parameter ot state of nature.

2. Downs identifies at least five arenas of voter uncertainty, such as the uncertainty arising
from the fact that “voters are not always aware of what the goverament is or could be doing”
(Downs, 1957b, 80).




Information-pooling Models of Electoral Politics 57

location decisions: the location that they espouse during the campaign, the
position they seek to implement once in office, and the policy outcome that
actually results. Let the candidates’ campaign location be referred to as their
platform, the location they seek to implement once in office as their issue
effort, and the location they succeed in implementing after election as their
issue performance (cf. Enelow and Hinich 1984, 1990b).3 The platform may
be expressed as a set of issue positions or, more loosely, in terms of a general
ideology.# Voters and other candidates may have some degree of uncertainty
about a particular candidate’s platform or probable issue effort or eventual
issue performance or about all three.>

John Ferejohn’s essay in this volume reviews the literature on incentives
for a candidate’s announced positions to accurately reflect the policies the
candidate will seek to implement if elected (i.e., on potential divergence
between platform and issue effort). Bernard Grofman (1985b) looks at why a
candidate may be unable to fulfill promises, leading to those promises being
discounted by rational voters (i.e., a potential divergence between issue effort
and issue performance). James M. Enelow and James W. Endersby (chap. 8)
test for such evidence of voter discounting and find it for voter evaluations of
the positions of challengers. However, most of the literature we review in this
essay blurs the distinctions between announced platform, issue effort, and
probable issue performance. In what follows, for simplicity, the reader may
take us to be discussing incomplete information models of candidate platform
location.

The degree of uncertainty surrounding a candidate’s platform is not the
same for all voters. “Uncertainty divides voters into several classes” (Downs
1957b, 82), since “not all citizens receive the same amount of free data, nor
are those who do receive the same amount equally able to make use of it”
{Downs 1957b, 223). This is true not only of direct information about candi-

3. According to Downs, “All rational voters cast ballots in order to influence the actions of
political parties, not their statements™ (1957b, 99). .

4. Downs peints out that ideologies serve to focus attention on the differentiation between
parties. Downs asserts that a party’s ideology must be consistent with “either (1) its actions in
priot election periods, or {2) its statements in the preceding campaign (including its ideclogy), or
(3} both” (1957b, 103). For more on this point see chapter 7.

5. The uncertainty that voters have about postelection outcomes can be attributed to five
basic factors: (1) a rational competitor may have incentives to strategically misrepresent postelec-
tion intentions, (2) even in the absence of strategic misrepresentation, a rational competitor may
have incentives to provide less-than-complete information, (3) other electoral participants (other
voters, interest groups, etc.) may have incentives to manipulate the information environment, (4)
the mechonism by which information is transmitted to the voters may be imperfect, and (5)
Postelection events may lead the victor to revise his or her intended policy location. Thus, even if
all the parties want the electorate to be fully informed, voter perceptions may still be imperfect
due to exogenous policy shocks or the “white noise” associated with information acquisition.
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date platforms but also of information on predictive signals of platform loca-
tion, such as candidate ideology. The presence of these asymmetries within
the electorate means that individual voters may be able to decrease their
perceived uncertainty about candidate platforms through interaction with or
observation of other voters, groups of voters, or the electorate as a whole.

Before we turn to our central topic we briefly review some of the work
looking at incentives for candidates to be ambiguous about the policies they
espouse or expect to pursue.

The Effect of Policy Ambiguity on Candidate
Convergence and Voter Choice

In a model of incomplete information, the exact location of a candidate’s
platform may not be known. Downs’s description of multi-issue politics sug-
gests the notion of candidates as lotteries. Each candidate has an estimated
location on the various dimensions of the issue space, but this Jocation need
not be a point (Downs 1957b, 132). Voters evaluate a candidate’s relative
Jocation by weighing “its net position [the mean of its policies] against its
spread [their variance]” (133). In effect, the electorate is comparing lotteries
in its voting decision. The variance of a lottery gives a measure of the degree
of uncertainty surrounding the (expected) location of the candidate’s platform.
Research on the effect of the risk environment on candidate Jocation was
motivated by Downs's observation that the choice of a lottery with high
variance “increases the number of voters to whom a party may appeal”
(1957b, 136). Downs anticipates subsequent models by alluding to the fact
that this variance may be symmetric or asymmetric across candidates, sym-
metric or asymmetric with respect to voter perceptions, and either fixed or
subject to change as a result of the acquisition of new information or learning
within the model.

Kenneth A. Shepsle (1972) develops a model in which candidate plat-
forms are characterized as known probability distributions over the 'issue
-space—that is, as lotteries. Voters then must choose between lotteries (candi-
dates) so as to maximize their expected utility. Shepsle resfricts the incum-
bent’s choice of electoral strategies to degenerate probability distributions
@i.e., certainties) and the challenger to nondegenerate distributions, argu-
ing that an incumbent’s platform is inherently less uncertain because of the
incumbent’s “visibility (which is) enhanced by the media . . . [and the
incumbent’s ability] to communicate directly with the voters through his con-
trol of government activities which alter their utility streamns” (560).6 Shepsle

6. This echoes Downs’s observation that information about candidate location is distributed
asymmetrically across candidates due to, among other Teasons, the ability of the incumbent to
publish “large amounts of information as an intrinsic part of its governing activities” (Downs
19570, 222).
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shows that, under these assumptions, “strategies of ambiguity” will not occur
when the electorate is risk-averse since they can be defeated by degenerate
lotteries.

Richard D. McKelvey (1980) shows that when voter preferences are
unimodal and there is symmetry in variance across candidates the equilibrium
results obtained are the same as those in a complete information model of two-
candidate competition. In equilibrium, “parties in a two-party system deliber-
ately change their platforms so that they resemble one another” (Downs
1957b, 115). When candidates already resemble one another in ferms of
lottery variance, they will then seek to further that resemblance by choosing
the same expected value for their platform Tocations. McKelvey (1980) also
found that, in general, “strategies of ambiguity” cannot occur in equilibrium
and that, if we interpret ambiguous strategies to be inherently unpalatable to

risk-averse voters, then intentional ambiguity will not occur in a Downsian
model with risk aversion: :

These results seem at odds with Downs’s statement that candidates in a
two-party system have incentives to be “as equivocal as possible” even when
Wwe recognize that this statement is made with the important caveat that candi-
dates’ “tendency towards obscurity is limited by their desire to attract voters to
the polls since citizens abstain if all parties seem identical or no party makes
testable promises” (1957b, 1136). Mozeover, casual observation of contenpo-
rary politics suggests that candidates for political office (much like candidates
for judicial office such as Clarence Thomas) do, with some frequency, engage
in a strategy of ambiguity with respect to some important issues. Nixon’s
“secret plan” for ending the Vietnam War, for example, immediately comes to .
mind. Thus, it seems clear that the last word has not yet been said with respect
to modeling candidate incentives to offer ambiguous policy platforms.”

In the remainder of this essay, we review in some detail four models of
particular relevance to a Downsian perspective on voter information heuristics
and information-pooling tactics: those of McKelvey and Peter C. Ordeshook
(1984, 1985a, 1985b, 1986, 1987, 1990), Nicholas R. Miler (1986), Grof-
man and Barbara Norrander (1987), and Randall Calvert (1985a). The bot-

tom line of these models can be taken to be that, rather than voters being -

doomed by the incentive structure of collective political choice to “rational
ignorance,” voters as individuals can become highly knowledgeable about
the political choices facing them through a variety of information heuristics
and information—pooling devices and can (as a collectivity) often make

choices identical to those that would be made by a set of “fully informed”
voters., '

_—_—
7. Relevant to the development of models designed to match up with reality is the empirical

evidence op projection and rationalization Phenomena in voter choice that affects how lotteries are
actually evaluateq by voters.
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Recent Information-pooling and Information
Heuristic Models

McKelvey and Ordeshook

McKelvey and Ordeshook’s model (1984, 1985a, 1985b, 1986, 1987, cf.
1990) demonstrates how voters can usc societal performances to determine
their own preference. Its basic thrust can be illustrated in one dimension.

Each voter is assumed to know (1) which candidate is further to the left,
(2) poll results that characterize the overall preferences of society on the
candidates, and (3) where the voter stands on the issue dimension relative to
all other voters (i.e., a percentile location).

If the electorate splits, say sixty to forty in favor of the leftmost candi-
date, A, then a voter, V, whose percentile location on the issue dimension is
such that 55 percent of the electorate prefers policies to the right of V and 45
percent prefer policies to the left of V, can calculate that V should also vote for
A since he or she must be to the left of the midpoint between A and the other
candidate, B. Since the location of that midpoint determines the breakdown of
the vote, all voters with ideal points to the right of the midpoint should vote
for B, and all with ideal points to the left of it should vote for A. .

Generalizing this process, if the voter breakdown is p percent for A and

(100 — p) percent for B, and all voters are Downsian and informed as to the
location of the candidates, the midpoint of the AB line segment must be at the
p percentile. Since our hypothetical voter is below (to the left of) this percen-
tile, if V assumes that the electorate is making an informed choice, V knows
his or her prefesred choice is identical to that of the society as a whole. Yor
example, if A = 40 and B = 80, then A -+ B/2 = 60, and the distance between
A and V is 5 while the distance between. B and V is 35. (Recall that V
is at the 55th percentile.) Similarly, suppose A = 30 and B = 90; then A +
BJ2 is again 60, and A is closer to V than is B. It should be apparent that all
that counts is the location of the AB midpoint. Thus, partly informed voters
can use societal preferences to determine (by a process of what we might
loosely call “triangulation™) their own preferred choice.

McKelvey and Ordeshook generalize this model to the multidimensional
case and show that, even if some of the. electorate is uninformed, a sequential
series of polls will allow all voters to make a fully informed choice. They also
present experimental evidence that such a convergence in fact takes place,
although this convergence is not perfect; only some 14.5 percent of the
uninformed voters make erroncous judgments (McKelvey and Ordeshook
1984, 84). These erroneous voters are concentrated in a zone in which choice
is difficult because they are close to the true bisecting line; it doesn’t mattex
much to them which choice is made.
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Milier

Miller (1986, 175) begins by noting that ¢
that U.S. voters are “poorly informed,”
- (1966, 7}, in the large, the electorate behaves about as rationa

> given the clarity of the alternatives presented to it
and the character of the information available to jt.

Mijler then goes on to assert that th

ere is nothing mystical or even
f the electorate as a whole, even
ively incompetent voters, and sets
forth an account of this phenomenon based on a varjant of the Condorcet Jury
Theorem (Condorcet 1785; Black 1958; Grofman 1975; Urken 1980; Grof-
man, Owen, and Feld 1983). The import of the Condorcet Jury Theorem is
that, if p, the likelihood that a given voter wi

ill make the “correct” choice over
some dichotomy is greater than ‘/2—where correctness is defined from the

tence (i.e., the likelihood that gro
using a majority rule vote) increas
thus “it may be entirely reasonable
which there is in principle a ‘correc

es as the size of the group increases,® and
10 entrust an important binary decision for
t" decision (e.g., convicting or acquitting a
individuals of lesser competence (e.g., a

Jury) rather than to a single individual of greater competence (e.g., a Jjudge)”
(Miller 1986, 179).

Of course, the applicability of the Condorcet Jury Theorem would seem
8. Condorcet Jury Theorem: Consider a group of n voters

each with a probability p of voting “correctly” on a given measure,
majority vote [m = (n + 1)}/2] is correct is given by

(for simplicity, let n be odd),
The probability that the group

P, = é}ﬂ (2) 51 = pyecs

ifp > V4, then lim P - 1

A2 n

ifp = 2 then P,o=hforaln

ifp <%, then lim P —»

R0 n

9. This result has been generalized by Grofman,

(1983), 50 that it applies to any distribution of competenc
and Paroush 1985).

Guillermo Owen, and Scott L. Feld
€5 as long as § > 1/2 (see also Nitzan
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obviously limited to those relatively few domains where there might, in
principle, be a single “correct” answer, and it would seem not to be applicable
to arenas in which there was conflict of interest (Black 1958, 163; Miller
1986, 179), but Miller shows this commonsense expectation to be erroneous.

Miller’s way of generalizing the domain of applicability of the Condorcet
Jary Theotem is to recognize that the probability of correctness of a given
voter’s opinion, p; may be taken to be the probability that the voter has
“accurately perceived his own individual interest—not the public interest or
‘true’ interests shared by all individuals” (Miller 1986, 180, empbasis ours).
In this context, & voter’s true interest is simply the preference the voter would
have if he or she were perfectly informed. The electoral process “succeeds”
(to use Millet’s term) when the party that wins is the same as that which would
have won had all voters been completely informed.!?

Milter (1986, 181—83) is able to show that, for two blocs, A and B, those
whose true interests would lead them to support positions A and B, respec-
tively, of size i, and ng (ny -+ np = n); if p is the probability that a member of
each bloc will correctly perceive his or her own self-interest (i.e., vote for
candidate A if in bloc A, and for candidate B if in block B), if p = i/, then the
probability that the electoral process “succeeds™ approaches 1 as n increases.
Miller (183—84) then generalizes this result further by showing that it still
holds as long as p, the average competence of the bloc members, is the same
for both blocs.

Miller then proceeds to consider the case where the average competence
of the voters in the two blocs is different, and where voters sample k bits of
information, some of which are reasons for a given voter to favor alternative B
and others that are reasons for the voter to favor alternative A. (Note that some
given piece of information may provide a reason for one voter to favor candi-
date A, but that same bit of information may impel another voter with different
interests toward candidate B.) Miller proposes a model in which each bit of
information is weighted equally and voters choose in accord with the informa-
tion provided by a majority of their cues.!* This leads them to a microlevel
version of the Condorcet Jury Theorem where # is the number of cues (infor-

mation bits) sampled, and p is the informativeness of those cues (o the indi-
vidual voter.!2

10. The parallels to the McKelvey and Ordeshook (1987) analyses are straightforward.

11. This model is formally identical to that used in Mackeiprang, Grofman, and Thomas
1975 to model individual choice.

12. Miller (1986, 193) also shows that “the same factor—the large size of electorates—
that discourages voters from acquiring political information also reduces the peed {from the point
of view of the chances of “success’ of the electoral process) for individual voters {0 be well
informed.”

|
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Grofman and Norrander

Grofman and Norrander (1987, 1990) look at reference groups as sources of
cues for voters, permitting cues to differ in their informativeness and also
allowing for the possibility of nonequal weighting of information hits. Their
1990 article considers the case of sources located along a single line. They
show that, when all reference groups are located on a line, the voter’s best
choice is to choose in accordance with the recommendation of the single
reference group to which the voter is closest. In their earlier paper, they
consider how to pool information from multiple-independent sources (e.g.,
each of which provides information about the location of alternatives on
exactly one of some set of [orthogonal] axes in the space). For the latter task,
they make use of the Shapley-Nitzan-Grofman-Paroush model of information
pooling (Nitzan and Paroush 1985; Shapley and Grofman 1984), which is a
Bayesian-derived variant of the well-known logit model. I we have n groups
with the ith group having probability P; of giving the voters the correct answer
(i.e., picking the alternative whom the voter would choose had the voter full
information), then, in the two-party competition, the voter should choose A
over B if and only if

3 » 3
. ; . P,
groups favoring log ( )> groups favoring log ( L ) .
A 1-P B 1 —P

The conclusion of the Grofman and Norrander (1987) paper is that indi-
viduals who know very little about the political choices can nonetheless make
the choice they would have made with perfect information by combining
information from a number of different (reference group) sources whose inter-
ests are in part proxies for (or, alternatively, the opposite of) the voters’ own
interests. Note that in this model the preferences of groups whose interests are
seen as opposed to those of the voter can be as highly informative as the
preferences of groups with whom the voter identifies. Whether or not this
model] perfectly fits the information search and utilization pattern of most
voters, even if voters fail to make optimal use of the information provided by
reference group cues, it is clear from the data looked at in chapter 1 that
processes similar to those described in the Grofman and Norrander (1990)
model are actually used by voters. Moreover, the work of Arthur Lupia (1990,
1991a, 1991b) on voters’ use of information cues derived from referendum
endorsements or opposition statements (such as those by Ralph Nader or
insurance companies) to determine their referendum voting is consistent with
the intuitions suggested by the Grofman and Norrander (1987) approach,
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although Lupia’s research is rooted in more traditional social choice modeling
of imperfect information environments. Lupia’s work offers further support
for the Downsian proposition that voters are able to make relatively “in-
formed” choices about matters about which they lack “bard” information by
making use of information decision heuristics.

Calvert

Calvert (19852) considers the usefulness of biased versus neutral sources of
information. In particular, if the individual is choosing between two alterna-
tives, denoted 1 and 0, ihen the advice of an information source is posited by
Calvert to the following simple function of the individual’s true interests, for

ief0,1]

(1 with probability ug
0 with probability 1 — uf%

When o; = 1, the information source is neutral toward alternative i; when
= 1, the information source is biased against alterpative i when a; < 1, the
source is biased in favor of alternative i. Calvert argues, “the value of a source
lies in the possibility that its advice may cause the decision maker to change
his mind” {539); therefore, when there is a cost to information search, ceteris
paribus, a biased source is to be preferred. For an initially undecided decision
maker, “a biased observer recommending the alternative that he was biased
against 13 likely thereby to prevent the decision maker from making a rela-
tively large errot” (552). Similarly, for a decision maker with a song predis-
position toward one alternative, “in a setting of sequential sampling, the
optimal information gathering procedure might use biased advisors first, since
this might eliminate the need of any further consulting, again by giving an
unexpected recommendation” (552). This classification of information bits
according to bias permits the users to increase their efficiency. Of course, the
extent to which such a model of optimal information search actually fits the

observed patterns is an open question. -




