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stable outcomes only to the extent that we expect actors to hold the preferences that cause 
group intransitivity. So how likely is it that transitive individual preferences will lead to 
group intransitivity? Modern scholars have analyzed this problem in detail and found, 
assuming that all preference orderings are equally likely, that the likelihood of group intran-
sitivity increases with the number of alternatives under consideration or the number of vot-
ers or both. In Table 11.3, we show estimates of the share of all possible strict preference 
orderings that fail to produce a Condorcet winner (that is, that produce group intransitivity) 
as the numbers of voters and alternatives increase (Riker 1982, 122).

As Table 11.3 illustrates, the example of the city council that we started with, in which a 
Condorcet winner fails to emerge from a contest among three alternatives and three voters, 
is indeed a rarity. Nearly all (94.4 percent) of the logically possible strict preference orderings 
produce a Condorcet winner and, hence, a stable outcome. As the number of voters 
increases, however, the probability of group intransitivity rises to some limit. When the 
number of alternatives is relatively small, this limit is still small enough that most of the 
logically possible preference orderings will not lead to group intransitivity. In contrast, 
although an increase in the number of alternatives also increases the probability of group 
intransitivity, this process continues until the point at which group intransitivity is certain to 
occur. In other words, as the number of alternatives goes to infinity, the probability of group 
intransitivity converges to one—even when the number of voters is small. This is an 
extremely important result because many political decisions involve a choice from, essen-
tially, an infinite number of alternatives.

Proportion of Possible Strict Preference Orderings 
without a Condorcet WinnerTable  11.3

Source: Riker (1982, 122).

Number of voters

Number of 
alternatives 3 5 7 9       11        Limit

3 0.056 0.069 0.075 0.078 0.080 0.088

4 0.111 0.139 0.150 0.156 0.160 0.176

5 0.160 0.200 0.215 0.251

6 0.202 0.315

Limit 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000


