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option, a 2 to his second-best option, and a 1 to his least preferred option. The weighted 
votes for each alternative are then summed, and the alternative with the largest score wins. 
Using the same preferences as shown earlier in Table 11.1, the Borda count would again be 
indecisive in determining whether to increase, decrease, or maintain current levels of social 
service provision. This is because each alternative would garner a score of 6. This is shown 
in Table 11.4.

Although the indecisiveness of the Borda count is once again an artifact of the particular 
preference ordering we are examining,6 a more troubling aspect of this decision rule can be 
seen if we consider the introduction of a possible fourth alternative. Let’s assume, for exam-
ple, that the councillors consider a new alternative: maintain current spending levels for 
another year (perhaps it’s an election year) but commit future governments to a decrease in 
spending of, say, 10 percent in each successive year.7 Suppose that the left-wing councillor 
likes this new option the least, the right-wing councillor prefers it to all alternatives except 
an immediate decrease, and the centrist councillor prefers all options except an increase to 
this new alternative. The preference ordering for each of the council members over the four 
alternatives is summarized in Table 11.5.

If we apply the Borda count in this new situation by assigning a 3 to each councillor’s 
most preferred alternative, a 2 to his second-best alternative, a 1 to his third-best alternative, 
and a 0 to his least preferred alternative, then we find that the vote tally looks like the one 
shown in Table 11.6. As you can see, the council now has a strict preference ordering over 
the alternatives. Based on the councillors’ votes, the council would decrease the level of social 
service provision.

6. We could, of course, conclude that the group actually is indifferent between these alternatives, given this aggregation of 
citizen preferences. Doing so, however, requires us to make what political scientists call “interpersonal comparisons of util-
ity.” For example, we would have to believe that the welfare improvement that a left-wing councillor feels when a decrease 
in social service provision is replaced by an increase is exactly equal to the sum of the decline in welfare experienced by the 
centrist and left-wing councillors when this happens. Most modern scholars are reluctant to make these types of interper-
sonal comparisons of utility and so would be reluctant to make normative statements about the appropriateness of this 
outcome.
7. This example is not as fanciful as it might sound. In fact, it shares many qualities with the “balanced budget” proposals 
of politicians who are all too eager to be “fiscally conservative” tomorrow (when an election is no longer looming).

Determining the Level of Social Service Provision  
Using the Borda CountTable  11.4

Alternative Left-wing Centrist Right-wing Borda count total

Increase spending 3 1 2 6

Decrease spending 1 2 3 6

Current spending 2 3 1 6

Points awarded


