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Dynamics of Multicandidate Elections: Menu-Dependent Preferences

"Ralph Nader's presidential bid is a self-indulgent crusade that could gull some voters into thinking that there were no policy choices between Al Gore and George Bush."

- Editorial. The New York Times. October 26, 2000, p. A30.

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? 

My central hypothesis is that the number and type of candidates in an election campaign influence how voters evaluate candidates. In 1948, President Harry Truman's main challenger was Republican William Dewey, but he also campaigned against Progressive Henry Wallace and Dixiecrat Strom Thurmond. These additional candidates attracted voters that otherwise would have voted for the Democrat. Truman prevailed despite conventional wisdom that candidates are hurt when similar candidates enter the race (Tullock 1967). I seek to demonstrate that what happened to Truman was not an isolated historical quirk, but actually a systematic phenomenon. Some candidates can benefit from being in contests with more than two candidates. In this investigation, I compare how voters evaluate candidates in two- and multi- (three or more-) candidate races.  
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 (Simonson and Tversky 1993, Pettibone and Wedell 2000). Scholars have not yet examined whether menu dependent preferences occur when the choices are collective or over public goods despite scholarly claims that political decisions are made in an environment with imperfect information and incomplete preferences. These are the circumstances that scholars agree would most likely result in choices dependent on the set of options (Sen 1997). 
Investigating if menu-dependent preferences occur in group or collective decisions represents an important test of the causal mechanisms underlying the occurrence of menu-dependent preferences. Group discussion tends to enable decision-makers to better resist being influenced by irrelevant pieces of information that otherwise would affect their judgment (Rutledge 1993), mitigating the epistemic affect of extra menu items. Contrary to consumers’ attraction to risk-averse options (Tversky and Kahneman 1991, Simonson 1989), groups are more likely to choose risky options (Burnstein 1969, Brown 1965, Wallach et al. 1964). However, consistent with consumer behavior, individuals in groups are more inclined to find a consensus or induce individuals to support a compromise (Levinger and Schneider 1969).
My research tests whether the menu-dependent preferences are observable in collective choices and electoral politics.  I hypothesize that the menu of available options can influence a voter's decision. When there are more than two candidates in the race, a compromise effect (Simonson 1989) benefits moderate candidates. Consequently, when there are more than two candidates, labels such as party identification influence how voters evaluate candidates differently than when there are only two candidates divided by party label and/or by the candidate's race. 

I test my hypothesis by collecting experimental data from subjects in different choice situations with a varying menu of alternatives. By combining these original experiments with survey data, we can better understand decision making in general while specifically concentrating on the political arena. Specifically, I seek to understand:

a) How the nature of group decision-making varies from private decision-making and the implications for that variance on the process of making choices.

b) Why menu dependent preferences occur in political choices even though groups tend to better resist irrelevant information supplied by menu items.

c) How perceptions of candidates change in response to information about other candidates.

d) How affect towards the candidates, relative to these perceptions but conditioned by party labels and the perceived viability of the candidates, is influenced by the set of alternatives.
Learning how the set of options influences political choices will help us understand whether there are legitimate justifications for many of the ballot access laws and other barriers to political campaigns outside of the major party duopoly. Understanding the dynamics of multicandidate elections will help scholars understand the differences in choice and campaign strategy in two-party systems and the multiparty systems prevalent elsewhere around the world. Additionally, the research is of interest to public choice scholars interested in modeling social choice problems since the presence of menu-dependent preferences violates the long assumed axiom of independence of irrelevant alternatives.
Outline and Timetable

Chapter 1: Introductory Theoretical Discussion. This chapter outlines the importance of the study multicandidate elections to our understanding of comparative and American politics. Contains a review of the behavioral decision literature and postulates about the incidence of menu-dependent choices in politics.  Draft currently being revised. Date of completion: December 1, 2001.
Chapter 2: Choice Theory and Implications. A formal discussion of menu-dependent preferences and the challenge it poses to traditional rational choice analyses. Reviews causal mechanisms underlying menu-dependent preferences and explains how these mechanisms are captured in formal choice models. Draft in progress. Date of Completion: January 1, 2002.
Chapter 3: Perceptions. Analyze perceptions of the policy or ideological positions of the candidates or parties using evidence from Extant Surveys and completed experiment on perceptions of the New York City Mayoral Candidates. Investigate whether the perceptions change or remain stable when there is an enlargement of the choice set or a different candidate anchor the survey question. I am currently analyzing the data. Date of completion: February 1, 2002.
Chapter 4: Affect and Choice. Evidence from existing election surveys about the dynamics of choices in multicandidate campaigns. In this chapter, I test the argument that moderate candidates enjoy higher levels of affect compared to other candidates equidistant to the respondent and explore the importance of viability to affect. Investigate differences between judgments of affect and expected vote choice.  Date of Completion: April 1, 2002.
Chapter 5: Moving from Private to Collective. What are the consequences of changing the act of choosing from a private decision over a private good, to a judgment about a policy to a collective choice? This chapter presents an analysis of experiments to be conducted in winter and spring of 2001-2002. Date of Completion: May 1, 2002.
Chapter 6: Multicandidate Experiments: Presents results of a novel experiment designed to test how perceptions and affect towards candidates are affected by the menu of options. Subjects will be given voter’s guide information about [fictional] candidates and asked a series of questions about those candidates. Some subjects will learn about only two candidates, while others will see more than two candidates (some centrist, some more extreme). Experiment to be implemented in Spring of 2002. Date of Completion: July 1, 2002.
Chapter 7: Electoral Laws and Conclusion. What implications do my results have for existing American electoral laws?  Date of Completion: September 1, 2002.
Final version complete by December 1, 2002.
