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Abstract 

This essay reports on a series of twenty four election experiments in which voters 

are allowed to decide between voting retrospectively and purchasing contemporaneous 

information about the candidate challenging the incumbent. Each experiment consists of 

a series of election periods in which dummy candidates choose spatial positions which 

represent either their pol icy while in office or a promise about pol icy if elected. 

Subjects (voters) are told the value to them of the incumbent's po l icy , but they must 

decide, pr ior to vot ing, whether or not to purchase information about the value of the 

challenger's promise. In general, our data conform to reasonable expectations: voters 

purchase less informat ion and rely more on retrospective knowledge when the candidates' 

strategies are stable, and their l ike l ihood of purchasing information dur ing periods of 

instabili ty is tempered by the l ike l ihood that their votes matter, by the rel iabi l i ty of the 

information available for purchase, and by the degree of instabil i ty as measured by 

changes in each voter's welfare. 



The Rat ional ly Uninformed Electorate: Some Experimental Evidence 

A considerable empir ical literature documents the low levels of information which 

characterize voters' knowledge of election issues and the candidates' positions on issues. 

Al though such deficiencies are at odds with the assumptions of many of the formal 

theories of elections developed since Downs's [1957] seminal volume, an imperfectly 

informed electorate was not only anticipated by the Framers of the U.S . Consti tut ion, 

but, in retrospect, seems a reasonable response to the costs of information and to the 

improbabi l i ty in most elections that one's vote is decisive. That is, the expected utili ty 

loss of casting a ballot based on erroneous beliefs is insignificant, especially when it is 

compared to the net cost of aspiring to the ideal of the fully informed ci t izen. 

Correspondingly, voters reduce information costs by basing their decisions on 

retrospective evaluations, coupled wi th a variety of contemporaneous cues such as the 

candidates' party labels, interest group endorsements, and mass media reports on the 

candidates' personalities and lifestyles. As Popkin as his co-researchers (1976) summarize 

the matter (p. 787): "Most voters w i l l only learn enough to form a very generalized 

notion of the position of a particular candidate or party on some issues ... [and] the 

investor-voter w i l l use partisan and ideological labels as practical solutions to the 

problems of costly information." 

Al though retrospective evaluations and cues probably admit significant opportunities 

for erroneous judgments, they achieve a closer match between the costs of error and of 

information. Moreover , we can interpret the electorate's reliance on indirect sources of 

information as "systemically rational" in the sense that the long run equi l ibr ium 

strategies for candidates in such electorates correspond, under various general conditions, 

to the median voter's preference if such a preference exists ( M c K e l v e y and Ordeshook, 

1986, C o l l i e r et a l , 1987). Since the median prevails theoretically wi th a perfectly 

informed electorate, there is no social cost associated with the use of cues, and 

evaluations based on retrospective judgments of the candidates and their parties: hence 

the notion of "systemic rationality." 

We should not interpret arguments about the systemic rationality of democratic 

processes to mean, however, that patterns of information are irrelevant. Circumstances 

exist under which the electorate's incomplete information yield different outcomes than 

what prevails under complete information, and the processes whereby candidates and 

voters adjust to each other may be sufficiently slowed by incomplete information which 

no equi l ib r ium is ever achieved ( M c K e l v e y and Ordeshook, 1985). Thus, it is important 

that we understand the relationship between a citizen's propensity to gather information 

and the parameters which characterize elections. To this end, we report here on a 

series of twenty four experiments in which voters (subjects) must decide whether or not 

to buy information about the challenger to an incumbent and thus they must choose 

between becoming informed -- between learning the promises of challenging candidates --

and voting retrospectively -- voting on the basis of the incumbent's performance. 

Al though we do not offer a general calculus for a voter's decisions, our general 

conclusions match reasonable hypotheses: the l ikel ihood of buying information increases if 

such information is a reliable indicator of what challengers do once elected, if one's vote 

is l ikely to matter, if the voter experiences a sudden change in his or her welfare, and 

if it is "reasonable" for a voter to contemplate switching loyalties to another candidate. 

A n d , in the aggregate, our data exhibit several suggestive and interesting patterns: 

Increased loyalty to one candidate or the other is accompanied by a decreased propensity 

to purchase information; instability in candidate strategies increases this propensity; and 

the proportion of voters purchasing information is negatively correlated with the 

proportion voting "incorrectly." To the extent, then, that our experiments offer 

subjects a decision problem similar to the one voters confront in actual elections, our 

results suggest that we should not be surprised to observe electorates which invest few 



resources in pol i t ical informat ion , especially if no great issues arise to upset the k ind of 

equi l ib r ium which is l ike ly to prevai l in stable democracies in which the imperatives of 

Median Voter Theorem apply. One the other hand, there is much idiosyncrat ic behavior 

-- some identically situated voters buy information in almost every election, some never 

become informed, and some buy information on a seemingly random basis. 

Section 1 of this essay describes our experimental procedures and offers more detail 

about the voters' decision environment. Section 2 discusses some general patterns in the 

data, whereas Section 3 provides a more thorough analysis in wh ich we try to explain 

decisions about information on the basis of experimental parameters. 

1. Exper imenta l Design 

Each experiment consists of a series of election periods (34 plus an in i t i a l per iod) . 1 

In each period the incumbent chooses an issue posit ion - - a number between 0 and 999 -

- which is transformed, v i a a single peaked ut i l i ty funct ion, into a payoff for each of 

f ive voters. In all experiments, the voter's ideals are at 400, 250, 775, 400, and 830. At 

the max imum, each voter earns 16 "Franks," wh ich is translated into actual payoffs at 

the rate of two cents per Frank (all subjects learn the exchange rate at the beginning of 

the experiment, but they are not informed about their ideal points, or even that the 

candidates' strategies consist of positions on some l ine) , and payoffs decline to zero at 

the rate of .02 Franks /un i t as a pol icy moves in either d i rec t ion away from the voter's 

ideal. Each voter learns his or her payoff f rom the incumbent 's po l icy , but not the 

pol icy . The challenging candidate, on the other hand, selects a position wh ich ostensibly 

represents the pol icy he or she would have adopted if in of f ice , but the value of this 

1 Except ing those instances, however, in wh ich time expired or the network over 
which the experiments were conducted crashed. The number of election periods per 
session are as follows: For promises not kept, ex. 1: 34,34,29,34,34,27; for ex. 2: 
34,34,34,34,32,34. For promises kept, ex. 1: 34,34,31,34,34,34; for ex. 2: 29,34,34,32,34,34. 

posit ion is not reported to the voters. Instead, after learning the value of the 

incumbent 's po l i cy , each voter must decide whether or not to purchase information about 

the value of the challenger's promise. This cost, equal in a l l experiments to 1 Frank is 

deducted f rom the subject's payoff, and al l voters must then choose between retaining 

the incumbent or electing the challenger. The vote totals are reported to a l l voters, but 

no voter learns who voted for whom, how many voters purchased informat ion, or the 

payoffs to other voters. The election winner becomes the new incumbent , and the 

process is repeated. (The experiment is in i t ia l ized in per iod 0 by choosing the incumbent 

randomly. A f t e r the incumbent selects a position and its payoff value is reported to the 

voters, the voters decide whether to retain this person as the incumbent for period 1. 

The challenger's makes no promise in this in i t ia l period.) 

The fo rm of these experiments is s imi lar , then, to the ones which Co l l i e r et al 

(1987) review in their study of retrospective voting. O w i n g to our research interests, 

however, we introduce two important differences in experimental design. Firs t , by not 

a l lowing voters to purchase informat ion about challengers, C o l l i e r et al force voters to 

choose retrospectively. Such a procedure is warranted if we want to learn whether 

retrospective vot ing induces the candidates to choose median po l icy positions, but 

presently we are interested in learning whether or under what condit ions voters w i l l 

actually choose to act retrospectively -- the circumstances under wh ich they w i l l forgo 

the oppor tuni ty to be in formed about contemporaneous data and w i l l choose instead to 

act on the basis of the candidates' past performances. Second, given our focus on voter 

as against candidate decisions, our experiments use dummy candidates. A l though voters 

are led to believe that the candidates are real subjects, the actual po l icy positions of the 

candidates are predetermined at the beginning of the experiment in order to facilitate 

testing certain hypotheses about voting. 
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Subjects were mostly undergraduates untrained in spatial models of elections 

enrolled in Freshman and Sophomore introductory courses. At the beginning of each 

experiment, the five "real" subjects were designated as voters and two "shills" (usually 

graduate students from the department) were assigned the role of candidates. Subjects 

were in fo rmed that the experiment would be conducted entirely over a network l i nk ing 

computer terminals. Each voter and each candidate sat at a separate terminal (subjects 

were told that the candidates' terminals were in adjoining rooms) and al l communicat ion 

occurred over the network. No other communicat ion was permitted. Af t e r reading the 

instructions (see A p p e n d i x ) , the two candidates were asked to leave the room containing 

the voters' terminals. A 5-period t r ia l session famil iar ized subjects w i th their task. At 

the termination of the first experiment, a second was run using a different sequence of 

candidate positions. 

We report on a total of twelve experimental sessions, or twenty four experiments. 

In six sessions, unless the candidates are in equ i l ib r ium or "near"-equi l ibr ium wi th respect 

to the electorate's median preference, a promise bears no necessary relationship to the 

pol icy the challenger chooses if elected. In the other six sessions, challengers always 

keep their promises (no subject was a l lowed to participate in both types of experiments, 

and wi th but one except ion, subjects were a l l "inexperienced"). Thus , information is 

considerably less valuable in the first six sessions, so if subjects respond rat ionally to 

the value o f informat ion, we anticipate that more informat ion w i l l be bought in the 

second series.2 The first experiment w i th in a session has the two candidates s lowly 

converging to positions near the electorate's median preference (one candidate converges 

to the median, 400, and the other to the point 390), remaining at those positions unt i l 

2 We emphasize that informat ion is not entirely worthless in the first six session 
since promises correspond to selected position when the candidates positions are 
temporally stable. We can hypothesize, then, that the difference we report here between 
the two series of experiments would be magnified considerably if promises where entirely 
unrelated to positions. 

the 29th per iod , and fluctuating w i l d l y once again unt i l the experiment 's termination. 

F igure 1 shows the sequence of candidate positions, wh ich also serve as promises for the 

challenger. Hence , in election period 4, for example, suppose the incumbent is candidate 

1 and the challenger is 2. The incumbent, 1, chooses 400, and 2 promises 600. If 2 is 

elected, 2 then chooses 900 and 1 promises 750. Not ice , then, that 2's promise is 

unreliable except in those periods when the candidates' positions are stable (periods 17 -

29). In the second experiment of each series (see Figure 2), the candidates converge 

more rap id ly towards the median unt i l the 20th per iod, at w h i c h time they fluctuate for 

a few periods, and converge ident ical ly to the new point 690. Th i s experiment also ends 

wi th a few periods of instabi l i ty. Figures 3 and 4 graph the candidates' promises for the 

second series of s ix experimental sessions — promises w h i c h candidates must keep if 

elected. Hence , referr ing to F igure 3, if in per iod 4, for example, candidate 1 is the 

incumbent at 250 (his promise in per iod 3) and 2 is the challenger promising 600, then if 

2 is elected, 2 must choose 600 and 1 promises 750; but if 1 is reelected, 1 chooses 400 

and 2 promises 900 (to disequil ibrate strategies and accomplish the "strategic shift" more 

rap id ly in experiment 2 of this series, the incumbent chooses 900 in per iod 21 if he is 

candidate 1 and 100 if he is candidate 2 ) . 3 

2. Bas ic Hypotheses 

It seems self -evident that voters w i l l buy informat ion only i f they believe that its 

value exceeds its cost. Transforming this supposit ion into an formalized and testable 

decision rule, however, is d i f f i cu l t since i t may i m p l y different things for different 

people. R i s k exceptant voters, for example, might purchase information in environments in 

w h i c h candidates rarely change positions to protect against the possibil i ty that the 

3 If candidate 1 (*) is the in i t ia l incumbent and thereby makes no promise, then 
that candidate chooses 550 in period 1; if candidate 2 (o) is the in i t i a l incumbent, it 
chooses 800. 







interpreted less as the testing of a specific model of voter decision making and more as 

an exploratory mission into the kinds of correlations in information gathering and 

candidate choice which we are l ikely to find in actual elections. 

2. Summary Statistics and General Observations 

Beginning wi th some general summary statistics and patterns in the data, the most 

general fact concerns the number of voters who purchase information. Overal l across all 

experiments, the average number of purchases per election period is 1.92 with a standard 

deviation of 1.23. Table 1 breaks this average down by experimental type, and also 

reports the standard deviation of this average, the average payoff difference between the 

incumbent's pol icy and the challenger's promise, and the aggregate number of election 

periods across a l l experiments of each type. 

Table 1: Aggregate Summary Data 

promises not kept promises kept 

E x p . #1 Exp . #2 E x p . #1 E x p . #2 

A v g . # buying 1.77 1.44 2.38 2.12 

std. dev. 1.22 1.06 1.22 1.17 

A v g . payoff diff . 1.98 2.55 2.21 1.96 

# of periods 192 202 201 197 

Several tentative conclusions can be drawn from these numbers, but the most s tr iking 

fact is that for no type of experiment does the average number buying exceed one-half 

of the electorate, which is interesting given that the cost of information (1 Frank) is 

significantly less than the average payoff to voters in each period (approximately 11 

Franks). Indeed, this cost equals only one half the cost of the average difference in 

payoffs associated with the incumbent's policy and the challenger's promise. Thus, voters 

I I 

generally appear to decide retrospectively even though the cost of information is less 

than the average potential cost of electing the wrong candidate (but not necessarily less 

than the cost of an incorrect ballot since than ballot may not be decisive). Comparing 

the averages by experiment type, moreover, offers the first bit of evidence in support of 

hypothesis H3: voters purchase more information on average when challengers necessarily 

keep their promises than when they do so only in periods of stable strategies. 

No mean in Table 1, though, is significantly different from any other, which stems 

from the fact that although the means differ in an anticipated way, they disguise much 

variation wi th in and across experiments. As a partial view into this variation. Figures 5a 

- 5d graph the proportion of voters purchasing information by period. These figures 

show some of the variation which yields the large standard deviations for the overall 

averages which Table I reports. A closer inspection of these figures suggests, 

nevertheless, that our data, at least for this aggregate level of analysis, are consistent 

wi th the first hypothesis, H I . Notice that in Figures 5a and 5c, the trend in average 

purchases is negative up to periods 29 and 30 respectively -- up to the period in which , 

after nearly converging, the candidates once again fluctuate wi ld ly , at which point the 

average number of purchases increases sharply. Simi lar ly , this trend is negative in 

Figures 5b and 5d up to periods 19, after which the candidates again fluctuate wi ld ly and 

average purchases increase sharply. Moreover, to see from these data that subjects are 

responding to the value of information. Figures 6a and 6b graph the trend in proportion 

buying through the in i t ia l periods of unstable candidate positions (through period 15 in 

the first experiment in a session, and through period 8 in the second experiment). 

Notice that if promises are kept, the decline in proportion over time is slight, whereas 

this decline is accentuated if promises are not kept. Indeed, consistent wi th the 

supposition that "experienced" subjects w i l l more quick ly learn the value of information, 

this decline is greatest in the second experiment if promises are not kept. 
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Disaggregating the data by election period continues nevertheless to obscure the 

considerable variation across experiments and subjects. The average voter, for example, 

purchases information 39 percent of the time, but the standard deviation of this average 

is 26. Three of 120 persons never make a purchase, and three make purchases on every 

occasion. To see this differently, Table 2 reports the correlations in these decisions 

among voters, as well as their ideal points. Notice, in particular, that voters 1 and 4 

share the same ideal, and thus they confront an identical decision problem (except to the 

extent that that problem is altered by different patterns of earlier information-purchasing 

decisions). Nevertheless and despite the fact that the correlations in their decisions in 

the highest among any pair of voter types, this correlation is only .192. Simi lar ly , 

although voters 3 and 5 share nearly identical ideal points, so that they also share a 

decision problem in those instances in which both candidates choose policies to the left 

of 775 (all but one instance in the first experiment of a session, and all but a maximum 

of three instances in the second experiment), their decisions correlate only .043. 

Not only do the decisions of similar voter types fai l to correlate, but there is no 

significant relationship between a voter's ideal and his or her propensity to purchase 

information. Voters with ideal points at 400 purchase information 43 percent of the 

time; those at 250 purchase information 37 percent of the time; at 775, 37%; and at 830, 

13 

42%. If we look at only the first experiments in a session -- those in which the 

candidates vary their positions about or converge to the median, these percentages 

become 44%; 44%; 40%; and 46%, respectively. This pattern appears to contradict Palfrey 

and Pool's [1986] conclusion that "Informed voters tend to be located at the extreme of 

the pol i t ical spectrum. Uninformed voters tend to be in the center (p. 12)." A n d even 

if we keep in mind that these percentages measure only the decision to purchase 

information and not the accuracy of beliefs about candidates, another aggregate measure 

suggests that accuracy of beliefs does not correlate either with the location of a voter's 

ideal. Overa l l , voters with ideal points at 400 make "correct" decisions -- decisions in 

which voters choose the incumbent if the incumbent's policy is worth more than the 

value of the challenger's promise (which may or may not be known to the voter, 

depending on whether information is purchased) — 59 percent of the time; at 250, 49%; 

at 775, 58% and at 830, 54%. For those experiments in which challengers keep their 

promises, these averages are 58%, 53%, 65%, and 63%, respectively. (These percentages are 

not significantly different from the results of random decisions, but we see later that 

these errors are not distributed randomly.) 

General statistical summaries, however, do not allow us to answer several important 

questions. Does the sharp rise in purchases which occur when candidates depart from 

stable positions support hypothesis H1 or is it merely a statistical artifact? Are the 

negative trends which Figures 5a - 5d portray and which we suggest are occasioned by 

candidate convergence, merely indicative of a general tendency for subjects to purchase 

less information as each experiment proceeds? If voters react at all to payoff changes, 

do they react more to negative as against positive changes? Are voters more sensitive 

to parameters when challenger's keep their promises than when they do not do so? Our 

analysis in the next section seeks answers to such questions. 
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Figure 3: Candidate Promises 
Experiment 1, promises kept 

Figure 4: Candidate Promises 
Experiment 2, promises kept 









3. Test ing the Hypotheses 

Our analysis focuses now on some simple regressions in which we first part ial ly 

disagregate the data by experiment and election period. Wi th in each election and period, 

we have this data: the per iod , each voter's payoff change from the incumbent, the 

previous plural i ty of the incumbent (pi) , and the number of voters purchasing 

informat ion. If we compute for each period the average of positive payoff changes (ppc), 

and the average of negative changes (npc), we can run the regression for each 

experiment type w h i c h Table 3 summarizes. This table also reports the regressions which 

result when al l experiments are pooled, and dummy variables (d1 - d23) dis t inguish each 

of the twenty four experiments. In this and in a l l subsequent tables, standard errors are 

in parenthesis, * denotes coefficients significant at .1 , and ** denotes coefficients 

s ignif icant at .OS or less. 

The results Table 3 reports warrant several comments. Fi rs t , the sharp increase in 

adjusted R 2 when d u m m y variables are added for each experiment and the fact that 14 of 

23 d u m m y estimates d i f fe r s ignif icant ly from zero (at .05) are indicat ive of the 

idiosyncrat ic behavior w h i c h subjects exhibi t , and the difference in average purchases 

depending on whether challengers keep promises. Second, except for the intercept and 

for increases in payoff (ppc), we cannot assert that coefficients are s ignif icant ly 

different across the two experiment types -- al though, wi th the exception of npc, the 

magnitudes of the coefficients for those experiments in wh ich challengers keep promises 

are consistently greater. The coefficient for pi is significant when promises are kept, 

but it is ins ignif icant and smaller when promises are irrelevant to future candidate 

positions. Thus , not only do subjects respond to the value of informat ion by purchasing 

more when informat ion has predict ive value (notice the difference in the constant terms), 

but, in accord w i th hypothesis H 2 , increases in plural i ty tends to decrease purchases --

voters are less l i k e l y to purchase information if they believe that their vote is not l ike ly 

to be decisive — and, in accord w i th hypothesis H 3 , the relevance of plural i ty is greatest 

when promises are kept. The negative coefficient on "period" indicates that, even if we 

take the gradual convergence of candidates into account (via declines in ppc and npc), 

there is a general trend toward the purchase of less informat ion as each experiment 

proceeds. Hence , subjects appear to be learning how to vote retrospectively. The one 

apparent anomaly w h i c h Table 3 reports is that the coeff icient for ppc but not for npc is 

s ignif icant if promises are kept, whereas exactly the opposite is true if promises are not 

kept. We might offer alternative speculations to account for this difference, but this 

difference disappears when we examine estimates using data at the i nd iv idua l level . 

O u r suggestion that voters learn to act retrospectively leads to a seemingly 

paradoxical yet logical fact — the correlation between the percentage of subjects vot ing 

correct ly in an election and the percentage of voters purchasing informat ion is negative. 
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To see this pattern graphical ly , consider Figures 7a and 7b, wh ich show the proport ion of 

subjects "voting incorrectly" -- the proport ion voting for the incumbent if the 

incumbent 's pol icy is worth less than the challenger's promise and for the challenger if 

the promise is worth less than the incumbent's pol icy -- for the first experiment in each 

series (since the candidates in the first but not the second experiment un i formly choose 

or promise distinct positions). Not ice the decl ine in incorrect vot ing up to per iod 29, at 

w h i c h point the proport ion of incorrect votes increases dramat ical ly , since it is in this 

per iod that the candidates depart f rom their stable strategies. But Figures 5a and Sc, 

w h i c h graph the number of voters purchasing informat ion , look quite s imi lar to 7a and 

7b, respectively -- hence the negative correlation. This correlat ion does not mean that 

if we possessed a measure of voter beliefs about candidates, we w o u l d f i n d our measure 

correlat ing negatively w i th informat ion purchases, since the stabil i ty of strategies f rom 

periods 16 to 29 should provide voters wi th a basis for establishing reliable beliefs, for 

choosing retrospectively, and, thus, for dispensing wi th direct purchases of informat ion. 

A n d although our experiments abstract greatly f rom real election processes, we suspect 

nevertheless that the most prominent empir ica l manifestation of this correlat ion is the 

emergence of partisan as against "issue" vot ing in stable electoral systems - - i n systems 

in which both the general issues wh ich concern voters and the pol icy prejudices of the 

parties and their nominees remain relatively constant. 

Disaggregating our data to i nd iv idua l subject observations tells much the same story 

as Table 3, although we must now use probit for our dichotomous dependent variable --

whether or not a subject buys informat ion. Table 4 summarizes our results using these 

dependent variables: absolute change in payoff, apc; a variable indicat ing the sign of the 

payoff change, sgn pc (vi r tual ly no change occurs in the estimates of other coefficients 

if we use the single variable, payoff change, in l ieu of ape and sgn pc); the magnitude of 

the p lura l i ty wh ich the incumbent enjoyed in the previous elect ion, pl; the election 

17 



per iod, period; and , when we pool a l l experiments, a dummy to differentiate between 

experiments in w h i c h challengers keep their promises (d0 - 1) and those in w h i c h they 

do not do so (dO = 0). As ide f rom the fact that a l l coefficients have the signs 

anticipated by hypotheses HI and H 2 , notice that both the magnitude and the significance 

of the coefficients for apc and pl are appreciably less for those experiments in w h i c h 

promises are not kept. A l t h o u g h there is a clear trend for the purchase of less 

informat ion in experiments of both types as an experiment proceeds (the negative and 

significant coeff ic ient for "period"), those variables which we might reasonably anticipate 

entering an expected value calculat ion about the ut i l i ty of informat ion -- ape and pl --

are s igni f icant ly different f rom 0 at .05 only if that informat ion has value. Th i s is the 

result w h i c h hypothesis H3 anticipates. To test for income effects, adding the magnitude 

of a subject's payoff as a variable changes the coefficient for other variables 

ins ignif icant ly and does not change any of our qualitative conclusions, and itself has an 

insignif icant coeff icient . Thus , we can reject the hypothesis of such an effect. 







Fina l ly , notice that although the coefficient for the sign of payoff changes is 

significant and negative for both sets of experiments -- subjects are more l ike ly to 

purchase information when they experience decreases in payoffs than when their payoffs 

rise -- the coefficient is s ignif icant ly smaller if promises are kept. The simple decision 

calculus which we offer in Section 2, however, predicts that payoff changes have 

symmetric effects, and, thus, a significant coefficient for sgn. pc is at odds wi th that 

model. Closer inspection of Figures 5b and 5d, though, suggest an extension of the 

analysis which Table 4 summarizes and which brings our conclusions about this 

coefficient more in l ine wi th theoretical predictions. 

Recal l that, in a session's second experiment, the candidates, after converging to 

410, disequilibrate in per iod 20 for several rounds, converge to 690, and then, after seven 

rounds, disequil ibriate again. The data in Figures 5b and 5d suggest, but only d i m l y , that 

voters increase their purchases of information dur ing the two eras of d i sequ i l ib r ium and 

decrease their purchases when the candidates converge in the in ter im. In l ight of 

hypothesis H 3 , however, we are especially interested in ascertaining whether voters 

respond appropriately to the fact that promises are meaningless for the experiments 

which Figure 5b summarizes, but predict ive for the experiments summarized by Figure 5d. 

Consistent wi th this hypothesis is the fact that forty percent of the electorate buys 

information in these periods if the candidates keep their promises, whereas only twenty 

nine percent make s imi lar purchases if the candidate's do not keep their promises. 

Further, the probit estimates which Table 5 reports reveals that the variables which 

hypotheses HI and H2 identify are relevant to decisions only when promises are kept: 

although neither the coefficient for ape nor the one for pi are significant at even the .1 

level when promises are not kept, both are significant when promises are kept. 

19 

F i n a l l y , looking at the coefficient for sgn. pc when promises are kept, the inference 

we draw is that "experienced" subjects -- those who have participated in one and a half 

experiments -- respond equally to positive and negative payoff changes. Al though the 

coefficient we estimate for this variable remains negative, it is not s ignif icant ly different 

f rom zero, as it is if promises are not kept and as it is for both type of experiments 

overal l (see Table 4). A n d it is this symmetr ic response which is consistent wi th our 

model in Section 2. 

There is one f ina l pattern in our data, illustrated in Figures 8a - d, wh ich is 

maintained regardless of how we aggregate that data and wh ich bears on our fourth 

hypothesis, about loyalty and informat ion. These figures add to F igure 5a - d, 

respectively, the frequency wi th wh ich subjects vote for the same candidate as they 

voted for in the previous election (and the trend lines for this data), and they document 

the increasing degree of "loyalty" as the candidates converge which accompanies the 

decreasing propensity to purchase informat ion, up to the point wh ich the candidates' 

strategies diverge. Thus , we observe overal l a negative correlation between loyalty and 

information purchases. 
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Natural ly , we should be concerned that this correlation can be accounted for by the 

fact that loyalty and the l ikel ihood of buying information correlate wi th the same 

variables -- notably the election period (period), the absolute change in a voter's payoff 

(ape), and the previous plural i ty of the incumbent (p1). The probit results wh ich Table 6 

reports, however, show that, although the effects of per iod, apc, and p1 are in general 

significant and of the appropriate signs (loyalty increases as an experiment proceeds, 

decreases wi th sudden changes in payoff, and increases as previous election margins 

increase), the decision to buy information has a uni formly significant independent effect 

on a subject's degree of loyalty and, in part icular , buying informat ion decreases one's 

chances of remaining loyal . 

Table 6: Individual Probit Results for Loyalty 

4. Conclusions 

O u r experimental data conf i rm the supposition that voters purchase less information 

and rely more on retrospective knowledge when the candidates' strategies are stable. 

The i r l ikel ihood of purchasing informat ion dur ing periods of instabi l i ty , however, is 

tempered by the l ike l ihood that their votes matter, by the re l iabi l i ty of the informat ion 

available for purchase, and by the degree of instabil i ty as measured by changes in 
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welfare. As ide f rom these correlations, ind iv idua l decisions also appear to be 

idiosyncrat ic . Despite the statistical significance of our estimated parameters, variances 

explained, even when we aggregate the data in various ways, remain low by most 

standards (the highest adjusted R 2 reported for any regression, in Table 3, is only .34). 

Ra i s ing the stakes in an election might reduce unexplained variance considerably, but we 

should also be prepared to th ink of pol i t ical informat ion as a consumption good, the 

purchase of w h i c h is determined as much by taste as by a rational calculation based on 

the character of an election. 
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Append ix : Instructions 

This experiment is a study of voting in elections. As subjects you w i l l each be assigned 

to be either a voter or a candidate, and you w i l l each be paid for your part icipation on 

the basis of the decisions which you make. If you are careful and make good decisions, 

you can make a substantial amount of money. However , the payoffs in the experiment 

are not necessarily fair . Y o u r payoff depends partly on your decisions, partly on the 

decisions of others, and partly on chance. The experiment uses computer terminals, and 

when we begin you w i l l each be assigned to a terminal. The entire experiment w i l l take 

place through a network connecting the terminals. 

In this experiment, there are two candidates, A and B, and the rest of you are 

voters. The experiment is d iv ided into a number of election periods, and each per iod 

consists of six steps. Except in the first per iod when the in i t i a l incumbent is chosen 

randomly, the voters first a l l vote whether to elect candidate 1 or 2 — that is, whether 

to make 1 or 2 the incumbent for that per iod. Second, the vote is tal l ied and 

announced, and the winn ing candidate becomes the "incumbent" for that period. T h i r d , 

both the incumbent and the challenger each choose an election strategy. For the 

incumbent, that strategy represents his pol icy for his term in off ice. The challenger's 

strategy, on the other hand, serves merely as that person's promise about what he or she 

might do if elected. Voters do not learn either the incumbent 's or the challenger's 

strategy. Instead, in the Four th stage, voters are told what the incumbent 's po l icy is 

worth to them. This payoff is presented in "Franks", w h i c h can be exchanged for dollars 

at the end of the experiment. Af te r the incumbent adopts his po l i cy , and the challenger 

his promise, the computer computes how much each pol icy is worth to each voter, and 

the value of the incumbent's pol icy is displayed on the voter's terminal and is also added 

to the cumulat ive total earned by the voter. F i f t h , after learning the value of the 

incumbent's po l i cy , each voter must decide whether or not to buy informat ion about the 

23 

opponent's promise. If this information is purchased, that voter w i l l have the f ixed 

amount of 2 Franks deducted f rom his or her f inal payoff. F i n a l l y , if a voter indicates 

that he or she wishes to buy information about the challenger, the value of the 

challenger's promise is revealed to that voter. Thus, if information is purchased, the 

value of the challenger's promise along wi th the value of the incumbent 's pol icy are 

revealed to the voter. But if no information is purchased, only the value of the 

incumbent 's po l i cy is revealed. 

At this point , the per iod w i l l end, and a new election w i l l take place. The voters 

must then decide whether to keep the incumbent in off ice for another per iod , or to elect 

the challenger. If the incumbent is reelected, he or she must again choose a pol icy . 

Whether this po l i cy is the same as their previous po l icy is up to the incumbent. A n d if 

the challenger is elected, the challenger's pol icy need not correspond to that person's 

pr ior promise to the electorate — again, no constraints are placed on the candidates' 

policies once they become incumbents. 

Summar iz ing , an election period consists of (1) vot ing , (2) announcement of the 

winner; (3) selection of policies by the incumbent and the challenger; (4) revelation of 

the value of the incumbent 's po l icy to the voters; (5) the voter's decision whether or not 

to purchase informat ion about the challenger; (6) revelation of this informat ion to those 

who purchase it . We note that a voter's payoff in a g iven per iod does not depend on 

who you that person voted for, but only on the pol icy adopted by the current incumbent. 

Thus , if 1 is elected, and if 1 adopts a po l icy w h i c h gives you 4.50, then you receive 

that amount regardless of whether you voted for 1 or 2 -- less, of course, the cost of 

informat ion if you chose to purchase information. Y o u r vote can affect who is elected, 

but once that candidate is elected, you have no further control over your payoff. Y o u r 

payoff in a given per iod depends entirely on the pol icy that the incumbent decides to 

adopt after he or she is elected. 
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One important rule of this experiment is that once we begin, no one is al lowed to 

talk to anyone else. The only communicat ion permitted is the communicat ion that occurs 

over your computer terminals. The candidates are paid for their part icipat ion in the 

experiment on the basis of the number of elections that they w i n . Thus , each time a 

candidate is elected as the incumbent, he receives a f ixed payoff. Th is w i l l be 

displayed on the candidate's screen, and added to his cumulat ive total. A l s o note that in 

each per iod, the candidates, on their screens, learn only the total vote, not wh ich voter 

voted for wh ich candidate. N o r do candidates learn who or even how many voters 

purchased informat ion. The payoffs of voters, as we have already stated, depend on the 

pol icy of the incumbent. No one inc luding the candidates w i l l be to ld , however, the 

relationship between pol icy and payoffs. A n d different voters may have different 

functions relating payoffs to pol icy . Thus , a particular pol icy may greatly benefit one 

voter but be strongly d is l iked by another. Voters w i l l also not be to ld the m a x i m u m 

payoff possible in a period. The process we have described w i l l continue for a f ixed 

number of periods, or unt i l a given time has elapsed. At this point, the first experiment 

w i l l end, and you should each record your cumulat ive payoff on the sheet provided. 

Then, a second experiment w i l l begin, wh ich w i l l be s imi lar to the first , except that the 

function relating each voters' payoff to the incumbent 's po l icy may be different than in 

the first experiment. Between each experiment voters w i l l be shuffled and the candidates 

may be relabeled. So, for example, if candidate 1 wins many more elections in the first 

experiment, you should not suppose that letting 2 w i n more in the second w i l l equalize 

payoffs - - i t may benefit the same person. 

Af te r two experiments, the session w i l l end and you w i l l a l l be paid on the basis of 

the earnings you have accrued. To compute your total payment, add the amount you 

have earned from each of the two experiments, and mul t ip ly by the exchange rate, which 

is listed on your record sheet. Enter this amount in the f inal co lumn of your record 
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sheet, and submit it to me to receive your payment. Before beginning the actual 

experiment, we w i l l have a 5-per iod practice session. A l s o , the sample sheet before you 

gives you some idea what a voters terminal screen looks l ike . Var ious messages w i l l 

appear at the bottom of the screen prompting you to vote or to decide whether or not 

to purchase informat ion . The columns denote the period number, the vote totals of the 

two candidates, the winner , your payoff f rom the winner 's po l icy (entered under either 

the co lum n for 1 or for 2), and, if you purchased information in that period, the value 

of the promise of the challenger. Y o u w i l l not be paid for the tr ial session, although 

the payoffs you wou ld receive if this were a real session w i l l be computed. Af te r the 

tr ial session, please ask questions. I would l ike to emphasize at this point that the 

number of rows on the screen should not be interpreted as l im i t i ng the number of 

periods in an actual experiment since data on the screen can scrol l up an o f f the screen 

to make room for as many periods as we choose. 
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