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is maintaining the current level of social service spending. If they cast their vote in the first 

round for their most preferred outcome without thinking about the consequences for the rest 

of the game, D will be victorious in the first round but will go on to lose to C in the second and 

final round. This is, of course, the right-wing councillor’s worst possible outcome. As a result, 

they have a strong incentive to change their vote in the first round from D to I even though this 

new vote doesn’t conform to their sincere preferences. If they do this and vote for an increase in 

social service spending in the first round, I will win and be pitted against C in the final round. 

In this final round, I will defeat C. In other words, the final outcome will be an increase in social 

service provision. By deviating from their sincere preferences in the first round, the right-wing 

councillor is able to alter the final outcome from their least preferred outcome to their second-

best one. In this example, the right-wing councillor casts what we call a strategic, or sophisti-

cated, vote—one in which an individual votes for a less preferred option because they believe 

doing so will ultimately produce a more preferred outcome than would otherwise be the case. 

Some analysts find strategic voting lamentable and would prefer decision rules that induce sin-

cere voting—voting that constitutes a sincere revelation of an individual’s preferences.

The incentives to vote strategically aren’t the only thing that scholars find lamentable with 

voting agendas like the one we just examined. Another thing many scholars find disconcerting 

is that alternative agendas can produce very different outcomes even if we hold all the actors’ 

preferences constant. In fact, the three alternatives in our city council example can face each 

other in three different two-round tournaments, all of which produce a different outcome. The 

three different two-round tournaments and the outcomes they produce if we assume sincere 

voting are shown in Table 10.7. As you can see, choosing the agenda is essentially equivalent to 

choosing which outcome wins. If we decide to have a first-round contest between I and D, the 

eventual outcome will be a victory for C. If we decide to have a first-round contest between C 

and I, the eventual outcome will be D. And if we decide to have a first-round contest between 

C and D, the eventual outcome will be I. Consequently, if one of the councillors is given the 

power to choose the agenda, they’re effectively given the power to dictate the outcome of the 

decision-making process. This phenomenon, in which choosing the agenda is tantamount to 

choosing which alternative wins, is referred to as the “power of the agenda setter” and it exists in 

many institutional settings. In our example, the agenda setter can obtain their most preferred 

outcome simply by deciding what the order of pair-wise contests should be. For example, the 

centrist councillor would choose agenda 1 in Table 10.7 if they were the agenda setter; the right-

wing councillor would choose agenda 2; and the left-wing councillor would choose agenda 3.

Agenda 1st round

1st-round 

winner 2nd round

2nd-round 

winner

Councillor obtaining 

their most preferred 

outcome

1 I vs. D D D vs. C C Centrist councillor

2 C vs. I I I vs. D D Right-wing councillor

3 C vs. D C C vs. I I Left-wing councillor

Note: I = an increase in social service provision; D = a decrease in social service provision; C = a maintenance of current 
levels of social service provision.

TABLE 10.7 ■    Pair-Wise Contests and Different Voting Agendas




