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If we apply the Borda count in this new situation by assigning a 3 to each councillor’s most 

preferred alternative, a 2 to their second-best alternative, a 1 to their third third-best alternative, 

and a 0 to their least preferred alternative, we find that the vote tally looks like the one shown in 

Table 10.6. As you can see, the council now has a transitive preference ordering over the alter-

natives! Based on the councillors’ votes, the council would decrease the level of social service 

provision.

You’ll immediately notice that something very strange has happened. Despite the fact that 

the new alternative receives a lower score than all of the original options and that it’s not the first 

choice of any of the councillors, its addition as an active alternative for consideration changes 

how the councillors as a group rank the three original options. In doing so, it changes the out-

come of the vote. Whereas the group had previously been indifferent between the three origi-

nal options, “decreased spending” is now the group’s most preferred outcome. This is the case 

despite the fact that none of the councillors has changed the way they rank order I, D, and C. 

The choice that the council now makes has been influenced by the introduction of what might 

be called an “irrelevant alternative.”

Many analysts find the susceptibility of the Borda count to the introduction of an “irrelevant 

alternative” disconcerting. In our city council example, there was no change in the individual 

preference ordering of any of the actors over the original three alternatives, yet the introduction 

of an irrelevant alternative had a marked effect on the outcome of the decision-making process. 

The group behaved like a customer at a restaurant whose choice for dinner is being influenced 

Left-wing Centrist Right-wing

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

Note: I = an increase in social service provision; D = a decrease in social service provision; C = a maintenance of cur-
rent levels of social service provision; FC = future cuts in social service provision; > means “is strictly preferred to.”

TABLE 10.5 ■    City Council Preferences for the Level of Social Service Provision 

(Four Alternatives)

Points awarded

Alternative Left-wing Centrist Right-wing

Borda count 

total

Increase spending 3 0 1 4

Decrease spending 1 2 3 6

Current spending 2 3 0 5

Future cuts in spending 0 1 2 3

TABLE 10.6 ■    Determining the Level of Social Service Provision Using the Borda 

Count with a Fourth Alternative




