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Overall, we think the results of our analysis will surprise many of you. As we demonstrate, there 

are no perfect decision-making processes—all institutional choices, including the decision to 

adopt democratic institutions, entail a set of significant trade-offs. It’s the existence of these 

trade-offs that helps to explain why there are so many different types of democracies in the 

world. Different countries have chosen to make different trade-offs when they adopted their 

particular democratic institutions.

PROBLEMS WITH GROUP DECISION MAKING

Many people like democracy because they believe it to be a fair way to make group decisions. 

One commonsense notion of fairness is that group decisions should reflect the preferences of the 

majority. Most people would probably agree, for example, that a fair way to decide between two 

options is to choose the option that’s preferred by the most people. When selecting among just 

two options, the option most members of a group prefer is necessarily the option that a majority 

of the group prefers. At some fundamental level, democracy is a system in which the majority 

rules. We start this chapter by showing that there are many situations in which “majority rule” 

is a lot more complicated and less fair than our commonsense intuition about it would suggest. 

We demonstrate that allowing the majority to decide can be deeply problematic in many ways.

Majority Rule and Condorcet’s Paradox

If a group of people needs to choose between just two options, majority rule can be quite 

straightforward. But what if a group needs to choose between more than two options? For 

example, imagine a city council deciding on the level of social services it should provide.2 The 

proposed options are to increase (I), decrease (D), or maintain current (C) levels of social service 

provision. Let’s assume that the council is made up of three members—a left-wing councillor, a 

right-wing councillor, and a centrist councillor—who all rank the proposed options differently. 

The left-wing councillor prefers an increase in spending to current levels of spending and prefers 

current levels of spending to a decrease. The centrist councillor most prefers current levels of 

spending but would prefer a decrease in spending over any increase if it came to it. The right-

wing councillor most prefers a decrease in spending. Because they view current levels of spend-

ing as unsustainable, however, the right-wing councillor would prefer to “break the bank” with 

an increase in spending in order to spur much-needed reforms than maintain the status quo. 

The preference ordering for each council member is summarized in Table 10.1.

2 This example comes from Avinash Dixit, Susan Skeath, and David Reiley (2015).

Left-wing councillors Centrist councillors Right-wing councillors

I > C > D C > D > I D > I > C

Note: I = increased social service provision; D = decreased social service provision; C = maintenance of current levels 
of social service provision; > means “is strictly preferred to.”

TABLE 10.1 ■    City Council Preferences for the Level of Social Service Provision




