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Behavioral Social Choice

Bebavioral Social Choice looks at the probabilistic foundations of collective
decision making rules. The authors challenge much of the existing theoretical
wisdom about social choice processes, and seek to restore faith in the possibility
of democratic decision making. In particular, they argue that worries about the
supposed prevalence of majority rule cycles that would preclude groups from
reaching a final decision about what alternative they prefer have been greatly
overstated. In practice, majority rule can be expected to work well in most real-
world settings. Furthermore, if there is a problem, they show that the problem
is more likely to be one of sample estimates missing the majority winner in
a close contest (e.g., Bush-Gore) than a problem about cycling. The authors
also provide new mathematical tools to estimate the prevalence of cycles as a
function of sample size. They provide new insights into how alternative model
specifications can change our estimates of social orderings.
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Introduction and Summary

INTRODUCTION

Behavioral Social Choice Research

This book develops conceptual, mathematical, methodological, and em-
pirical foundations of behavioral social choice research. Behavioral social
choice research (or, more briefly, behavioral social choice) encompasses
two major interconnected paradigms: the development of behavioral so-
cial choice theory and the evaluation of that theory with empirical data
on social choice behavior.

The fundamental purpose of a behavioral theory of social choice pro-
cesses is the development of descriptive models for real actors’ social
choice behavior and the statistical evaluation of such models against em-
pirical data. Our notion of behavioral social choice research builds on and,
at the same time, complements much of classical social choice theory in the
tradition of leading figures such as the Marquis de Condorcet, Duncan
Black, Kenneth Arrow, and Amartya Sen. Most classic approaches fol-
low an axiomatic, normative line of reasoning. They formulate desirable
properties of “rational” social choice and provide numerous “possibility”
or “impossibility” theorems that classify groups of such axioms into
whether or not they lead to “feasible’ aggregation procedures, given vari-
ous theoretical assumptions about the nature, domain, and distribution of
individual preferences (McLean and Urken, 1995). A principal task of be-
havioral social choice research is to evaluate such normative benchmarks
of rational social choice against empirical evidence on real world social
choice behavior. Consistently throughout this book we attempt to evaluate



2 Introduction and Summary

our models against a wide range of empirical evidence drawn from large-
scale real-world data sets from three different countries. To the extent that
classical/normative theories fail to be descriptive of observed social choice
behavior, they motivate and inspire the development of (alternative) be-
havioral theories that complement classical approaches by descriptively
capturing the social choice behavior of real actors.

We see our work as building on the pioneering literature that inte-
grates formal models with the analysis of real world social choice data
(e.g., Chamberlin et al., 1984; Felsenthal et al., 1986, 1993; Felsenthal and
Machover, 1995; Laver and Schofield, 1990; Niemi, 1970; Riker, 1958).
We provide a general probabilistic modeling and statistical sampling and
inference framework for the descriptive theoretical and empirical inves-
tigation of social choice behavior of real-world decision makers, but we
place a major emphasis on majority rule decision making (Condorcet,
1785). Our general framework is formulated in terms of an extremely
broad domain of permissible preference representations and it is applica-
ble to an extremely broad range of empirical rating, ranking, and choice
paradigms.

Six Major Contributions

While we conceptualize behavioral social choice theory as encompassing
a very broad spectrum of research paradigms,' we focus here exclusively
on the foundations for such a theory. Our main contributions are sixfold:

1. We argue for the limited theoretical relevance and demonstrate the
lack of empirical evidence for cycles in mass electorates by replac-
ing “value restriction”? and similar classic domain restriction con-
ditions, as well as the “impartial culture” assumption, with more
realistic assumptions about preference distributions.

2. We expand the classical domains of permissible preference states by
allowing for more general binary preference relations than linear
or weak orders and by considering probabilistic representations of
preference and utility.

3. We develop methodologies to (re)construct preference distributions
from incomplete data, that is, data which do not provide either
complete rankings or complete sets of pairwise comparisons.

! For example, in addition to the study of committee voting and mass election processes,
we see behavioral social choice theory as encompassing the empirical study of coalitions,
of information pooling (such as occurs in juries), and of a wide variety of other collective
choice processes.

2 A definition of this (and related) terms is provided later in the text.



