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In most countries around the world, voters must choose between more than two candidates or parties. Even in long-standing two-party systems such as the United States and Britain, more than two candidacies are becoming increasingly common. The proliferation of candidacies creates a glut of information and a new set of salient concerns about wasting votes on hopeless candidates. This added complexity results in several changes in decision-making behavior that scientists (and politicians) are just beginning to comprehend as they revise classical political theories of voter choice. The papers on this panel scrutinize voter behavior in multi-candidate elections by testing theories of decision-making from economics and psychology. All four papers are by authors who are using experimental methods to test models of decision-making in multi-candidate elections. These papers present experimental or survey evidence (or both) to better understand how voters sort the available information about candidates, respond to information about strategic voting, and make their vote choices. The papers’ findings have implications for policies restricting ballot access or regulating political advertising. This panel will be of interest to Americanists seeking to understand the consequences of change in the American party system, comparativists and political psychologists.

Papers

Distinguishing between decision-theoretic and game-theoretic behaviour

in strategic voting experiments

Stephen D. Fisher, Nuffield College, University of Oxford

David P. Myatt, St. Catherine's College and Department of Economics,

University of Oxford

Decision-theoretic and game-theoretic models differ in both the quantity and pattern of strategic voting they predict.  Existing experimental research is consistent with the comparative statics of a decision-theoretic model, but leads to the rejection of the game-theoretic model.  However, the experimental design raises three issues.  First, the game-theoretic model was only tested under extreme conditions where full coordination was predicted.  Second, the decision-theoretic model was not tested under conditions where participants were constrained to respond in a decision-theoretic manner. Thirdly, the model predictions depended on asymptotic theory.  This paper reports the results of new experiments which resolve these issues and tackle more directly the problems of distinguishing and identifying decision-theoretic from game-theoretic behaviour.


Frequency and Consequences of Compensatory and Noncompensatory Decision Strategies
Richard R. Lau, Department of Political Science, Rutgers University

David P. Redlawsk, Department of Political Science, University of Iowa

A very common finding of most behavioral research on decision making is that most people try to avoid value conflicts in reaching a decision. When one alternative is preferred on one dimension of judgment but a different alternative is preferred on another dimension of judgment, the potential for value conflict or tradeoffs exists.  Compensatory decision strategies are cognitively complex information integration rules where decision makers are assumed to assign a value to every attribute associated with each alternative.  Some of those values can be positive, and others negative, but when they are combined into an overall evaluation or decision, a positive value on one dimension can compensate for or trade-off against a negative value on another dimension.  Conflict is confronted and resolved in the process of integrating the positive and negative information or values associated with a choice.  Every political science model of the vote decision of which we are aware assumes a compensatory decision strategy.  But that, simply, is not the way most people make most of their decisions.

Noncompensatory strategies, on the other hand, rely on incomplete information search to avoid conflicts.  Negative values on one attribute or possible outcome cannot trade off against positive values on another attribute or outcome; instead, alternatives are usually eliminated once negative information about them is obtained.   Our paper explores the prevalence and consequences of compensatory and noncompensatory decision strategies in a series of dynamic process tracing studies of voter decision making during a mock presidential election study.  We strongly expect to observe predominantly noncompensatory decision making, particularly in multi-candidate primary elections.  But at what cost to the probability of voters reaching a “correct” decision?

Dynamics of Multi-Candidate Campaigns: Menu-Dependent Preferences

Renan Levine, Duke University

Are concerns that minor party candidates confuse or distract voters valid? To answer this question, one must investigate how the presence of more than two options affects the decision making process. Might some alternatives systematically prove more appealing in a crowd of three or more options rather than in a binary choice?  The central hypothesis of this paper is that the number and type of candidates in an election campaign influence how voters evaluate candidates. Traditional theories of political choice assume that increasing the number of candidates in an election campaign cannot influence voter preferences. However, a growing body of literature on consumer behavior suggests that varying the menu of alternatives influences decision-making in systematic ways. Using experimental and survey evidence, this paper investigates how the menu of available options influences group decisions and voting. I expect to find that when there are more than two candidates or options, a compromise effect (Simonson 1989) benefits moderate candidates unless mitigated by clear cues such as viability, party labels or group dynamics that favor risk-averse options.

Too Close for Comfort: Elite Cues and Strategic Voting in the 2000 U.S. Presidential Election. 
Jennifer Merolla, Duke University

McKelvey and Ordeshook (1972) formalized the logic of strategic voting by taking into account an individual’s utility between pairs of candidates and the probability that an individual would be decisive between pairs of candidates.  Since it is highly unlikely that the probability of being decisive will exceed zero in an electorate as large as the United States, one is led to ask why anyone would ever abandon their first preference.  Riker and Ordeshook (1968) got around this puzzle by arguing that individuals tend to overestimate the value of p on their own accord or through signals sent by political elites.  While this seems credible, few studies have looked at whether elites do influence the variables in the individual level model and contribute to strategic voting in the electorate.  This paper seeks to investigate this hypothesis by examining political advertisements used to incite strategic voting in the 2000 U.S. Presidential election.  It will first describe the attempts made by elites to convince third party supporters to abandon their first preference in the election using a content coding of all of the ads televised in the campaign by the candidates, parties, and interest groups.  The paper will then tackle whether such messages were effective at the micro-level by merging data on the content, location, and frequency of the advertisements with individual level data from the 2000 National Election Study.  It will also test the effect of the ads at the macro-level, combining the ad data with data from state pre-election polls and state election results.

