
11: Problems with Group Decision Making 419

You will 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 is 
not the first choice of any of the councillors, its addition as an active alternative for consid-
eration changes how the councillors, as a collectivity, rank the three original options. In 
doing so, it changes the outcome of the vote. Whereas the group had previously been “indif-
ferent” between the three original options, it now possesses a strict and transitive preference 
ordering over them, with “decreased spending” as the group’s “most preferred” outcome. 
Note that this is the case despite the fact that none of the councillors has changed the way 
that he rank orders I, D, and C. In effect, the choice that the council now makes has been 
influenced by the introduction of what might be called an “irrelevant alternative.” As this 
example illustrates, the Borda count does not demonstrate the property that political scien-
tists refer to as “independence from irrelevant alternatives.”8

8. Technically, the “independence from irrelevant alternatives” (IIA) property in the social choice literature refers to the 
independence from the “ranking” (and not the “presence”) of an irrelevant alternative. This is the requirement that the 
ranking of an irrelevant alternative in a fixed set of alternatives should not affect the alternative that is chosen (Arrow 1963; 
Sen 1970). Our city council example can be understood in these terms too. For example, we can imagine that the city 
councillors all originally ranked the alternative of future spending cuts last but through some kind of deliberation process 
came to rank it in the way shown in Table 11.5. When the future spending cuts are ranked last, the council is indifferent 
between D, I, and C. But when the future spending cuts are ranked according to the preference orderings in Table 11.5, then 
the council has a strict preference ordering, D > C > I.

City Council Preferences for the Level of Social  
Service Provision (Four Alternatives)Table  11.5

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 
current levels of social service provision; FC = future cuts in social service provision; > = “is strictly preferred to.”

Determining the Level of Social Service Provision  
Using the Borda Count with a Fourth AlternativeTable  11.6

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


