I. Introduction

Are menu-dependent preferences prevalent in committee decision-making? Menu-dependent preferences refers to instances where people’s preferences are dependent on the set of options they are presented with. If there are menu-dependent preferences, then “irrelevant alternatives” are not irrelevant at all, but actually influence the decision-making process even if they are not (or are rarely) the chosen option. Researchers into consumer behavior have found that private decisions can be influenced by the set of option. 

My research investigates whether such preferences can also be observed in public or collective decision-making. There are two mechanisms for arriving at a collective decision in which all members can express their preference: an election and a committee vote. The difference between committee voting and an election is that committee members are free to make proposals (Hinich and Munger 1997). In a mass election, the electorate chooses from a set of options that cannot be easily amended. Committee decisions are a natural environment for menu-dependent preferences. If people are systematically attracted to some alternatives relative to others, those with agenda control can offer proposals that will shape how other committee members consider other alternatives. For example, proposals that are compromise solutions to a dilemma may be desirable to deadlocked committees struggling to discover the best alternative

In an election or private decision, unearthing menu-dependent preferences is relatively simple, as a researcher only needs to vary to contents of the set of options. In committees where subjects can freely propose amendments, finding a menu-dependent preference would require investigating agenda setting mechanisms: Does the proposal of certain alternatives make other alternatives (or a set of alternatives) more likely to be chosen through committee deliberation? For example, certain proposals that are asymmetrically dominated by the heresthetic’s preferred options can be suggested, making the ideal choice look more desirable. Alternatively, a committee member may propose a compromise solutions that will help resolve trade-offs or deadlocked committees struggling to discover the best alternative. In the first instance, the importance of the proposal may be the result of some uncertain preferences. In the second, a desire to strive for consensus may motivate committee members. Finding that such proposals have an effect on the outcome would directly contradict Kadane and Kramer’s model demonstrating that the voting sequence is irrelevant if issues are voted on sequentially in pairs.

This study is different than other studies of agenda setting because it looks at whether certain proposals, proposed (and defeated?) at an early stage may influence the outcome of later voters or the presence of other proposals. This research suggests the possibility of path dependency in committee deliberation. As a result, in addition to the outcome of the deliberation, my dependent variable in the analysis might also be the type of other proposals offered during deliberation or the number of other proposals.

II. Literature Review

Much of the seminal work on agenda setting and voting in committees was done by Charles Plott and colleagues (Plott and Levine 1977, Fiorina and Plott 1978, Hoffman and Plott 1983). Plott tested economic theories of decision-making to see whether people actually behaved according to utility theory, in settings that either allowed for sequential votes of paired alternatives or discussions preceding a single vote. When payoffs were large, people maximized utility as predicted, observing that outcomes are drawn to a core area determined by the intersecting utilities of the subjects. The experimental findings, though, contained some interesting shortcomings. For instance, minimal winning coalitions rarely ended deliberation. There were often several additional proposals made, and accepted, even after a majority had voted in favor of an option and the new proposals were not Pareto improvements. These additional votes often took place to expand the coalition. However, non-egotistical outcomes (what is fair), nor outcomes at the midpoint of the group correctly predicted the outcome of the group deliberation. 

Eavey (1991) suggested that the reason why these outcomes were not chosen was because some of Fiorina and Plott’s subjects’ payoff functions had narrow plateaus where high payoffs were made with steep sides. This reflects a world where some committee members are opposed to the others’ preferences. Eavey (1991) repeated the experiments, but changed the payoffs so that the players had broadly similar goals and broader “mesas” where their payoffs remained high. She claimed that cardinal payoffs are important and individual players are inclined towards a fair distribution of rewards. Gelak and Koford (Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 1997 32:571-589 – I include the full cite because those who study Congress may be unaware but interested in their paper) reviewed the experimental evidence collected by Eavey and Plott and found evidence buttressing Eavey’s assertion without abandoning Plott’s earlier confirmation of the economic theories. There is a tendency towards the core point but would abandon this tendency to expand the coalition (fairness) and the costs of such moves were low relative to the gains to otherwise excluded player.

Additional work has been done on jury decision-making, although some of these studies treat jurists as individuals rather than as members of a collective. Because of unique decision rules like unanimity and because the sentence or judgment is not necessarily a cost/benefit enjoyed by the members of the group, generalizing from jury decision-making to political decision-making is problematic. Similar studies have been performed on hiring processes (Highhouse) or company strategy decision-making (Simonson), but like juries, these laboratory simulations did not necessarily include any payments to the members of the group contingent on the decision they arrived at, so the decision may have been collective, but not over a public good.

III. Theoretical Discussion

Anchors

Proposals that might color other options as desirable compromises would be considered anchors. Anchoring and adjustment was one of several heuristics described by Tversky and Kahneman in a seminal 1974 article in Science. People often employ these heuristics when making judgments since they can be useful, effort saving tools. However, the heuristic can also lead to systematic biases. When anchoring and adjustment, people start with an initial value, and adjust from that initial value to find a final answer. The adjustment is often insufficient, resulting in answers – whether making comparisons or judgments about the true value of a good- that are inflated in the direction of the anchor.

Much recent research has looked into which types of anchors are most powerful and attempted to uncover the causal mechanism. The anchor may act as a prime, influencing what information is retrieved. The anchor may affect the integration process, causing certain information or a dimension to be weighted more than others, or the anchor can affect how the judgment is expressed on an external scale (see Chapman and Johnson 2001). If the proposal does work as a prime, than evidence consistent with other findings on menu-dependent preferences may be present but not consistent with causal explanations of menu-dependent preferences offered elsewhere.

If the causal effect of a proposal were the same as an anchor, than the proposal would be serving as an informational device. The proposal would not be much different than any other piece of information such as the distribution of preferences, or the tastes of a single committee member. I interpret Eavey and Grelak and Koford’s results as consistent with the idea that the adjustment from a proposal given by an extreme or excluded member is insufficient. The subjects seemed to be ill-inclined to rip away all benefits from a member even if they would stand to benefit.

Desirable alternatives

Tversky argued that people often make choices based on reasons, reasons they might be able to justify to themselves or to others. This justification could simply be the option with the most arguments given in support of the choice (Tversky and Shafir). Compromise alternatives would seem to provide the easy justification in many domains, but compromises are not always the easiest option to justify. A habitual choice or an option supported by a persuasive member of the group might also prove to be the easiest choice.

Simonson’s research suggested that the need to justify one’s decision led to the increase desirability of a compromise option. Wedell and Pettibone (2000) suggest a slightly different explanation, that evaluative anxiety increases as arriving at a decision becomes harder. The presence of asymmetrically dominated alternatives or a compromise alternative is desirable because they reduce the amount of anxiety associated with the decision.

Fiorina and Plott (1978) report that many subjects asked at the outset of the committee deliberation, “what are we supposed to do?” The professors would reiterate the vague directions, essentially urging the group to simply make a decision. This question suggests that there is evaluative anxiety associated with the laboratory task even before subjects grappled with the issue of what would be the best choice. I am not sure whether this makes the situation an ideal environment for the study of menu-dependent preferences because the anxiety is so high or whether this makes the situation an abysmal environment because the source of the anxiety is different than what is most likely encountered in a real-life committee.

IV. Dilemmas: Operationalizing Committee Dynamics

What is the compromise?

If I assume that the causal mechanism remains the same in committees as it did for individuals making private decisions, than I hypothesize that a compromise would be desirable. This introduces a new problem: what is the compromise, the compromise alternative or the committee median? The compromise alternative is the compromise determined by the set of options. The compromise given different priorities or preferences of the committee members would be an option close to the median of the group. In either case, the decision would most likely have to be a weighty one, or there will be no evaluative anxiety or need to justify the answer. 

Preferences

Both of these possible compromises may demonstrate a similar effect on the decision. However, the committee median requires that the committee members have heterogenous preferences. This is the most common experimental form. Typically, each participant is given a different utility function at the start of the experiment. Alternatively, the diversity of the committee may provide enough variety in tastes to allow a committee experiment to proceed without needing to resort to an elaborate system of assigning utility functions to participants. The compromise alternative can exist with heterogeneous preferences, but it can also exist when there are trade-offs to be resolved within the same utility function. The classic political example would be that people want more services, but would like to pay fewer taxes. Many citizens’ ideal would be the same combination of great service and low taxes, choosing between expanding services and lowering taxes is a classical political dilemma.

Payoff Information

Another decision about the utility curves that I will need to make is whether the utility curves should be secret or shared information. Most of the research I found makes the payoffs confidential, presumably to deter side-payments. When communication is allowed, participants usually can disclose their ordinal rankings. The rewards the participants get are determined by the outcome. Fiorina and Plott used points on a blackboard and gave subjects literal utility curves. Subjects in Levine and Plott’s famous agenda-setting experiments deliberated over a set of six letters, and received a set payoff for each one. Not very many experiments seem to use actual goods, although those like Highhouse simulate an actual good that the participants do not actually receive.

V. Confounding factors

Group Dynamics

What would be the effect of the dynamics of a group on these causal mechanisms? Studies of organizational behavior suggest that group decisions often are more extreme and more risky than what any one committee member would choose by him or herself. If being part of a collective body would actually serve to reduce anxiety about the decision, or members of the committee are cued or persuaded by others in the group about what might be the best decision than the most easily justifiable alternative or the decision associated with the least amount of evaluative anxiety may not necessarily be the same option as an individual decision.

“If you are going to do it, you must do it right.”

Simonson found (in unpublished research) that business students making decisions about the appropriate marketing strategy for a firm, subjects eschewed the compromise option. He suspects that this was the result of their training emphasizing the need to do things the right way or not at all. Mid-range options did not appear desirable since they were not perceived as being particularly effective. Simonson thought that this would be an example of a scenario where one is certain about your preferences but uncertain about which option will best lead to the best outcome. As a consequence, one becomes attracted to extremes that promise to be the best rather than seek a more “wishy-washy” approach.

I would expect that this situation would be typical of many political decisions in polities that enjoy much harmony and little strife over the core values of the system. I am concerned that if the options being considered include “liberal” and “conservative” options, any compromise might be seen as less desirable than one particular plan or another. Different than almost all consumer decisions, such a political choice may be motivated by intense feeling of antipathy towards the alternative rather than feelings of sympathy for the favored option.

VI. Alternatives under consideration

What would you recommend that my committee deliberate on? Let me briefly introduce a few options, but please remember that they are not mutually exclusive. I could do more than one. So, in our discussion, I would like to talk about what would be the most important features of a committee. The type of deliberation or the types of goods could also affect the dependent variable of the study.

Fiorina and Plott and Eavey both employed points on a blackboard (2-D space). One advantage of this method is that my results would be comparable to both their results. A disadvantage is that I would not be able to easily create a compromise of alternatives similar to the consumer behavior studies.

Another possibility would be to simulate a policy decision. I could give people different preferences for a few outcomes, and then let them deliberate, or only give a plant a preference and let the others try to find the “best” option. Payoffs could be the direct result of the outcome, or adjusted for the size of the coalition. The advantage of this option is that some may not desire a compromise as they search for the “best” alternative.

A third possibility would be to use real people with their existing preferences on a non-political (but collective) good. This method has the advantage of using the same set of options as an individual, private decision or an election. For example, one of my recently designed experiments asks people to decide what sandwich to order. Like Hoffman and Plott, subjects can deliberate and then vote (if anyone wants to do a focus group, we can use the same people, allowing this experiment to be covert).

Note that the third possibility (and maybe the second) would involve relatively low payoffs and wide mesas of acceptable options. People may be ambivalent or indifferent about the choices available to them. A free sandwich is a free sandwich to an omnivore, and if they don’t like hummus, they can just wait until after the experiment to eat. With low payoffs, Plott and Fiorina would not even expect that the economic theories would strictly apply to their decision-making.

Another potential problem is constraints (or lack there of) on the number of options being considered. Points on a blackboard are finite for every experiment. Every point could potentially be introduced. Sandwich choices and policy options can be constrained, but if committee members are free to propose anything, then the experiment is really a deliberative election rather than a real committee decision. Does this matter? If I concentrate on anchoring, it does not matter since I could set the status quo or include a stool in every experiment required to make a particular proposal. Another possibility with anchoring is that I can actually vary the anchor- a proposal or an instruction- and see what happens.

