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Let’s assume that the council employs majority rule to make its group decisions. In this 
particular example, this means that any policy alternative that enjoys the support of two or 
more councillors will be adopted. How should the councillors vote, though? It’s not obvious 

how they should vote given that there are more than two 
alternatives. One way they might proceed is to hold a 
round-robin tournament that pits each alternative 
against every other alternative in a set of “pair-wise 
votes”—I versus D, I versus C, and C versus D—and 

designates as the winner whichever alternative wins the most contests. If we assume that the 
councillors all vote for their most preferred alternative in each pair-wise contest (or round), 
then we see that D defeats I, I defeats C, and C defeats D. The outcomes of these pair-wise 
contests and the majorities that produce them are summarized in Table 11.2. Notice that 
there is no alternative that wins most often—each alternative wins exactly one pair-wise 
contest. This multiplicity of “winners” does not provide the council with a clear policy 
direction. In other words, the council fails to reach a decision on whether to increase, 
decrease, or maintain current levels of social service provision.

This simple example produces several interesting results that we now examine in more 
detail. The first is that a group of three rational actors (the councillors) make up a group (the 
council) that appears to be incapable of making a rational decision for the group as a whole. 
What do we mean by “rational”? When political scientists use the word rational, they have a 
very specific meaning in mind. An actor is said to be rational if she possesses a complete and 

City Council Preferences for the Level of Social  
Service ProvisionTable  11.1

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; > = “is strictly preferred to.”

A round-robin tournament pits each competing 
alternative against every other alternative an equal 
number of times in a series of pair-wise votes.

Outcomes from the Round-Robin TournamentTable  11.2

Round Contest Winner Majority that produced victory

1 Increase vs. decrease D Centrist and right

2 Current vs. increase I Left and right

3 Current vs. decrease C Left and centrist


