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The analytical insight from Condorcet’s paradox suggests that group intransitivity should 

be common, but, as we’ve already noted, we observe a surprising amount of stability in group 

decision making in the real world. Our discussion so far suggests that this must be the result of 

either of two factors. Either the number of decision makers or issues is kept small and the kinds 

of preferences that produce group intransitivity are rare, or a decision-making mechanism other 

than a simple pair-wise comparison of alternatives is being used. We’ve already seen that some of 

the most common types of political decisions involve a great number of alternatives, so it’s likely 

that any stability we observe in the real world results from the use of alternative decision rules. 

It’s to these alternative decision-making rules that we now turn.

The Borda Count and the Reversal Paradox

One alternative decision-making rule—the Borda count—was suggested by Jean-Charles de 

Borda in 1770. The Borda count asks individuals to rank potential alternatives from their most 

to least preferred and then assigns numbers to reflect this ranking. For instance, if there are three 

alternatives as in our city council example, the Borda count might assign a 3 to each councillor’s 

most preferred option, a 2 to their second-best option, and a 1 to their least preferred option. The 

weighted votes for each alternative are then summed, and the alternative with the highest score 

wins. Using the same preferences as shown earlier in Table 10.1, the Borda count would again be 

indecisive in determining whether to increase, decrease, or maintain current levels of social service 

provision. This is because each alternative would garner a score of 6. This is shown in Table 10.4.

Although the indecisiveness of the Borda count is once again an artifact of the particular 

preference orderings we’re examining, a more troubling aspect of this decision rule can be seen 

if we consider the introduction of a possible fourth alternative. Let’s assume, for example, that 

the councillors consider a new alternative: maintain current spending levels for another year 

(perhaps it’s an election year) but commit future governments to a decrease in spending of, say, 

10% in each successive year.3 Suppose the left-wing councillor likes this new option the least, 

the right-wing councillor prefers it to all alternatives except an immediate decrease, and the 

centrist councillor prefers all options except an increase to this new alternative. The preference 

ordering for each of the council members over the four alternatives is summarized in Table 10.5.

3 This example isn’t as fanciful as it might sound. In fact, it shares many qualities with the “balanced budget” proposals of 

politicians who are all too eager to be “fiscally conservative” tomorrow (when an election is no longer looming).

Points awarded

Alternative Left-wing Centrist Right-wing Borda count total

Increase spending 3 1 2 6

Decrease spending 1 2 3 6

Current spending 2 3 1 6

TABLE 10.4 ■    Determining the Level of Social Service Provision Using the Borda 

Count




