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contest between I and D, you know that the eventual outcome will be a victory for C. If you 
decide to have a first-round contest between C and I, you know that the eventual outcome 
will be D. And if you decide to have a first-round contest between C and D, you know that 
the eventual outcome will be I. Consequently, if one of the councillors is given the power to 
choose the agenda, she is, effectively, given the power to dictate the outcome of the decision-
making process. This phenomenon, in which choosing the agenda is tantamount to choos-
ing which alternative will win, is referred to as the “power of the agenda setter,” and it exists 
in many institutional settings. In our example, the agenda setter can obtain her most pre-
ferred outcome simply by deciding what the order of pair-wise contests should be. For 
example, the centrist councillor would choose agenda 1 in Table 11.7 if she were the agenda 
setter; the right-wing councillor would choose agenda 2; and the left-wing councillor would 
choose agenda 3.

In sum, it is possible to avoid the potential for group intransitivity that arises in majority 
rule round-robin tournaments by imposing an agenda—by designating which outcomes will 
be voted on first and which outcome will, in effect, be granted entry into a second round, in 
which it will compete against the winner of the first round. Unfortunately, the outcome of 
such a process is extremely sensitive to the agenda chosen, and consequently, either of two 
things is likely to happen. Either the instability of group decision making shifts from votes 
on outcomes to votes on the agendas expected to produce those outcomes, or some subset 
of actors is given power to control the agenda and therefore given considerable influence 
over the outcome likely to be produced. Thus, one possible explanation for observed policy 
stability in democracies is that some subset of the decision makers is controlling the agenda 
in a manner that prevents its preferred outcome from being defeated as part of a cycle of 
majorities. While this set of events might introduce desired stability to the policymaking 
process, it does so by sacrificing the notion that democratic outcomes reflect the will of the 
majority.

Pair-Wise Contests and Different Voting AgendasTable  11.7

Agenda 1st  
Round

1st-Round 
winner 

2nd  
Round 

2nd-Round 
winner 

Councillor obtaining her 
most preferred outcome

1 I vs. D D D vs. C C Centrist councillor

2 C vs. I I I vs. D D Right-wing councillor

3 C vs. D C C vs. I I Left-wing councillor

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.


