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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Introduction

Introduction

How does voting work out in practice?

The answer is: in a much more complicated way than the simplest
theory would suggest – perhaps not surprisingly.

In this lecture, I will focus on three aspects of this problem:
1 To what extent do voters vote strategically? Why do they turn out?
2 To what extent do the Dowsian prediction of convergence to the
middle/the median voter’s preferences work out in practice?

3 Do political decisions reflect the preferences of the median
voter/voters?
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Why Do Voters Vote?

As we have seen, it is diffi cult to get people to turn out if they are
voting to be pivotal (unless voting is costless or pleasurable).

So this means there are three sets of reasons why people might be
turning out:

1 They enjoy voting.
2 They are subject to social pressure.
3 They vote because of some moral/ethical considerations.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Do Voters Enjoy Voting?

This is not an easy question to answer.
So instead we can look at whether once you induce people to start
voting (exogenously), they continue to vote.
This is the so-called “habit-formation”hypothesis, for which you can
go back as far as Aristotle (on ethical behavior feeding into further
ethical behavior).
More recently advocated by Brody and Sniderman (1977). We know
that there are significant persistent differences in likelihood of voting
across groups and individuals (as well as in other social activities such
as protesting). But a huge identification problem.
Gerber, Green and Shachar (2003) provide evidence using the
vote-canvassing RCT in Connecticut.
They encourage voting with door-to-door canvassing and phone calls
before the 1998 general election, and then look at the effects on
voting behavior in 1998, and then in a subsequent election in 1999.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Habit-Formation

The results are consistent with this hypothesis, though not
overwhelming.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Social Pressure

By social pressure, I mean the fact that voters do not really enjoy
voting, but feel compelled to do so because others will shun or
ostracize them if they are seen not to vote.

The evidence on habit formation that was just provided might also be
related to social pressure.

This makes sense to the extent that voting is a “public good” so
norms and views may have developed in such a way as to (implicitly)
encourage people to undertake this activity and not free-ride on
others.

This idea is investigated in a recent creative paper by Della Vigna et
al. (2017).
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Measuring Social Pressure

They design a field experiment with door-to-door canvassing in
Chicago following the 2010 congressional elections.

Unbeknownst to the subjects, they know which households have all
voters and all non-voters.

The creative new element is that the arrival of canvassers is
preannounced to one of the treatment groups, and incentives to lie
about past voting are manipulated.

Design: no flyer group receives no flyers, treatment groups receive
flyers that do or do not mentioned election, and the opt out groups
receive a flyer with a box to check if they do not want to be
disturbed. Also, within survey manipulation for exact valuation of
announcing that one has voted.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Social Pressure (continued)
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Social Pressure (continued)

The results indicate significant “social image”considerations.

Difference between flyer and election flyer for voters ' pride of voting
Does not seem to be important.

Difference between flyer and election flyer for non-voters ' shame of
not having voted.

Quite important

Non-voters are also willing to pay significantly to avoid voting
questions.

In particular, rates of answering the door and completing the survey
are lower among non-voters if the flyer mentions the election, and
non-voters given the opt-out option that mentions election are
significantly less likely to answer the door.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Why and How Do Voters Vote?

Rule Utilitarianism

John Harsanyi proposed the idea of “rule utilitarianism”, whereby
individuals vote taking their group’s interest, rather than their own
interest, into account.

Thus individuals may turn out even if it is costly for them because
they are adopting a rule that they want others to adopt also (related
to the Kantian imperative; “do unto others as you would like them to
do unto you. . . ”)

Some argue that this perspective is most useful for thinking about
voting behavior, but direct empirical evidence is diffi cult to generate.

The biggest problem is this: if you turn out for “ethical’" reasons, will
you vote according to your narrow selfish interest once at the booth?
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Do Voters Vote Strategically?

We have seen that whether voters vote sincerely or strategically
matters in the presence of common-interest policy choices and
incomplete information.

Even more simply, the same issues arise when there are more than two
candidates/options in an election.

Why should you vote for somebody who is your first choice but sure
to lose when you can support somebody that has a chance to win?

The problem is that we know people do support sure losers, so either
not everybody votes strategically or there are other considerations
(direct utility?).

Part of the literature investigates whether there is any evidence for
strategic voting and how important it is.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Testing Strategic Voting Using Two Linked Elections

Spenkuck (2017) uses the German voting system, where each
individual has two votes – a list vote for a party, counted that the
national level, which approximates a proportional voting system; and
a candidate vote, counted at the district level in a first-past-the-post
electoral system.

As is well known, in proportional voting systems (barring issues about
strategic thinking on legislative bargaining etc.), individuals have
incentives to vote sincerely.

In first-past-the-post elections, there are reasons for deviating from
sincere voting.

Daron Acemoglu (MIT) Political Economy Lectures 4 and 5 September 15 and 20, 2022. 12 / 49



Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Simple Theory

Summarizing the previous theoretical expectation:
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

How Do the Data Lineup?

In one electoral district
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

How Do the Data Line up? (continued)

On average for contenders:
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

How Do the Data Line up? (continued)

On average for non-contenders:
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Duverger’s Law and Strategic Voting

One implication of strategic voting is Duverger’s Law, which claims
that with simple majority, single-ballot elections, there will be a
strong tendency towards a two-party system, because strategic voting
considerations will make voters shun non-contender parties. In
contrast, proportional representation or dual-ballot system can
support multiple parties.

Fujiwara (2011) tests this implication using a regression-discontinuity
design based on different voting systems in place in Brazilian
municipalities based on population.

In municipal elections (for mayors), a single ballot or the dual ballot
system is used below and above the cutoff of 200,000.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Evidence for Duverger’s Law

RD estimate:
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Evidence for Duverger’s Law (continued)
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Evidence for Duverger’s Law (continued)

Results driven by elections predicted to be contested:
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Do Voters Vote Strategically?

Summary

Overall, quite a bit of evidence that there is some strategic voting,
and perhaps lot of it.

But this evidence doesn’t really speak to whether people are very
sophisticated or just so-so strategic.

Strategic voting may not be inconsistent with rule-utilitarianism
either.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

Testing Dowsian Convergence

The Dowsian convergence result, discussed in the first two lectures, is
viewed as iconic of basic voting theory.

It has attracted considerable attention from social scientists and
beyond.

As these things go, it is also a relatively easy theory to test.

One approach is to use regression discontinuity design: holding the
ideology of the electorate constant, which party gets elected shouldn’t
matter if we are indeed in the Dowsian world.

Several papers have attacked this problem.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

Importance of Party Identity in the US

Lee et al. (2004) do this using US Congress elections.

They focus on basic regression discontinuity estimates and look at
nominate scores as a summary of the voting record (from rollcall
votes) of U.S. House members.

They also look at likelihood of voting the same way as the
Democratic Party leader.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

No Dowsian Convergence in the US
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

No Dowsian Convergence in the US (continued)
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

Interpretation

Clear partisan behavior from marginally elected Democrats and/or
Republicans.

Does this clearly reject Dowsian policy convergence?

Yes and no – elected representatives are clearly not the same
regardless of which party they come from; but they are not
determining policy (they may be non-pivotal in the House).

The pure Dowsian framework requires policy to be convergent – and
thus its rejection requires that we show party identity to matter for
policy.

This is what Pettersson-Lidbom (2008) does using data from Swedish
municipalities, and finds candidates from the social democrats to lead
to higher spending and taxes, and more government employees, and
lower unemployment..
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

No Dowsian Convergence in Sweden
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

No Dowsian Convergence in Sweden (continued)
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

No Dowsian Convergence in India

Another implication of non-convergence is that the identity of the
politician will matter.

There is a subliterature investigating this issue with politicians
’gender or other characteristics.

One example is Chattopathyay and Duflo (2004), looking at women
brought to power at the panchayat level in India because of political
reservations based on gender.

Esther Duflo will discuss these issues in greater detail later in the
course.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

Interpretation

Overall, the evidence is fairly clear that at least the strong form of
Dowsian policy convergence doesn’t hold (reality check, think of the
US at the moment).

But how do we make sense of this?

So let’s think about theory again.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Dowsian Convergence

Non-Convergence in Theory

One possibility, which is not unrealistic even if it’s not exciting
theoretically, is that parties are unable to make binding commitments
to policies.

If so, then voters will choose candidates based on what they expect
they will do once in offi ce.

This is a perspective adopted in “citizen-candidate” type models,
such as Osborne and Slivinski (1996) or Besley and Coate (1997),
whose main focus is the modeling of entry decisions of candidates.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

Policy Responsiveness

The lack of Dowsian policy convergence does not imply that policies
are not, on average, responsive to voter preferences.

At some level whether this is the case or not is much more important.

Investigating this issue is made complicated by the fact that we don’t
generally know what voters want. But there is one setting in which
we infer changes in voter preferences – de jure or de facto changes in
the voting franchise.

In contrast to comparative statics with respect to inequality, which we
saw not to be robust in the second lecture, comparative statics with
respect to changes in the voting franchise are fairly straightforward.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

Democracy and Redistribution

Consider a model similar to that discussed in the second lecture,
where each individual has income yi and the only fiscal tools are a
linear income tax and lump-sum redistribution.

As a result, the most preferred tax rate of a richer individual is lower
than that of a poorer individual (holding everything else including the
distribution of income constant).

Suppose that individuals are ranked according to income, and only
those above the qth percentile are enfranchised. An extension of the
franchise – a democratization – is a decline in this percentile.

Theorem
Consider an extension of the franchise. This always increases taxes and
redistribution.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

Measuring Democracy

To test this prediction, we need to measure of democracy or
democratizations. This is in general tricky.

Acemoglu, Naidu, Restrepo and Robinson (2014, 2017) developed a
binary index based on several sources.

Using this annual measure of democracy, they investigate the effects
of democratizations on taxes, revenues and inequality.

there are several econometric issues one has to be careful about
(serial correlation, endogeneity, Nickell bias, etc.)

All the same, for our focus here, the robust result is that
democratizations leads to higher taxes and government revenues.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

Democracy and Taxes

NB: GDP is controlled for on the RHS, so these are effects on taxes.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

Democracy and Inequality

But no effect on inequality:
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

Why Democracy May Not Impact Inequality?

There are several possibilities:

Democracy is captured and is not responsive. But if so, why are taxes
going up?
Democracy is responsive to the middle class, and the middle class may
want lower redistribution towards the poor when the poor are added to
the franchise.
Democratizations may change the structure of the economy, creating
more inequality-generating opportunities (e.g., the fall of apartheid in
South Africa).

Acemoglu, Naidu, Restrepo and Robinson provide evidence consistent
with the second and third channels. But nothing definitive.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

Women’s Enfranchisement

Similar issues come into action when those being enfranchised aren’t
the poor but women.

Miller (2008) looks at this in the context of the United States – US
states enfranchised women between 1869 and 1920.

He finds greater municipality based on spending following women’s
enfranchisement and significant impacts on one of the issues about
which women care – child survival/mortality.

Daron Acemoglu (MIT) Political Economy Lectures 4 and 5 September 15 and 20, 2022. 38 / 49



Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

The Effects of Women’s Enfranchisement: Spending
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The Effects of Women’s Enfranchisement: Public Finances
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The Effects of Women’s Enfranchisement: Infant Health

Though some pre-trends perhaps.
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Are Policies Responsive to Voters?

De Facto Enfranchisement

Certain voters may be disenfranchised because of practices or their
inability to effectively express their voice.
Fujiwara (2015) investigates a setting, whereby the introduction of
new technology (electronic voting) enables previously de facto
disenfranchised low-education voters to increase their voting and their
influence.
In Brazil, before this voting technology, the complicated nature in
which voting would have to take place meant that the ballots of a
large fraction of low-education, poor voters were spoilt. (25% of
adults at the time were unable to read or write a simple note).
This changed with the introduction of electronic voting in the
mid-1990s, and did so above a threshold, enabling a regression
discontinuity design.
One expectation might be that these low-education voters would be
ineffective voters even after the change in technology.
This is not what Fujiwara finds.
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No Differences in Turnout

Threshold for electronic voting in 1998 was 40,000.
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Change in Votes
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Where Do the Votes Go?
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The Illiterate Benefited
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State-Level Outcomes

To look at the effects of this de facto enfranchisement, we need to
turn to state-level outcomes (on health-care spending and birth
outcomes).

Even though the regression discontinuity is at the municipality level,
one can investigate things at the state level.

Define Si as the fraction of voters in state i living in municipalities
that changed from paper ballots to electronic voting between 1994
and 1998 elections. Everybody is on electronic voting in the 2002
election.

Then between 1994 and 1998 elections, Si should have a positive
effect, whereas between 1998 and 2002, it should have a negative
effect (because 1− Si is the fraction of voters now getting coverage
of electronic voting).

This sign-switchingpattern is what we find in the data.
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State-Level Results
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Voting and Political Decisions in Practice Conclusion

Summary

Though there are much more complicated patterns in practice, the
evidence is consistent with the idea that voters to vote in line with
(some) of their interests, and policies to change in response to major
changes such as the enfranchisements

But at the same time, we are far from the Dowsian framework.
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