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This study indicates that a probabilistic voting model allowing voters to abstain from
alienation or indifference leads to a transitive ordering over candidate ideologies. Further, a
weighted form of the mean most preferred ideology of the voters is the optimal ideology for
both candidates in a two-candidate election. Centrist ideologies are attractive to the major
parties in a two-party system, and probabilistic voting provides an important part of the ex-
planation.

INnTRODUCTION

‘ » hat may be described as the classical spatial model of electoral com-
petition originates with the work of Davis and Hinich (1966, 1967).
Building on the work of Downs (1957), this model has several prominent
features.  Electoral competition is viewed as taking place in a
multidimensional Euclidean space that represents the issues of the cam-
paign. Voters are represented in this space by ideal points denoting their
most preferred positions on the issues. Each candidate is commonly
perceived by the voters as a point in this same space, corresponding to the
positions taken by the candidate on these issues. The basis for electoral
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competition consists of each candidate’s efforts to adopt a set of positions
closest to some winning number of voters.

Empirical studies demonstrate that voter-survey data can be used to
recover both the electoral space postulated by the classical model and the
positions of voters and candidates in this space. Beginning with
Weisberg and Rusk (1970) and continuing with Rabinowitz (1973, 1978),
Cahoon, Hinich, and Ordeshook (1978), and others, various metric and
nonmetric scaling techniques have been used to obtain good fitting maps
of voters and candidates in recent American presidential elections.

This empirical work raises certain questions about the adequacy of the
classical spatial model. Typically, two-dimensional maps are sufficient
to represent the data given by the voters, suggesting either that there have
been only two salient issues in each recent American presidential election
or that a difference exists between the issues and the dimensions of the
campaign. The second conclusion appears more reasonable and em-
pirically justifiable, but it raises several questions for the classical model.
If the dimensions and issues of the campaign define two separate spaces,
then how are these two spaces related? Are voter perceptions of each
candidate based on the candidate’s position on the issues or the dimen-
sions of the campaign? This latter point is important because the
classical model contains the implicit assumption that voters have direct
knowledge of the issue positions of all the candidates. Such an assump-
tion posits a level of voter information far above what is revealed by voter
surveys.

Beginning with the papers of Hinich (1978) and Hinich and Pollard
(1981), a new approach to modeling elections has been developed that ad-
dresses these questions. This approach is based on two fundamental prin-
ciples. First, the distinction between the set of campaign issues and the
much smaller set of underlying dimensions is explicitly recognized. Sec-
ond, these underlying dimensions are viewed as predictive devices used by
voters to estimate candidate positions on the set of salient campaign
issues. The labels used to describe candidate positions on the predictive
dimensions are commonly shared among the voters, but the issue positions
estimated on the basis of each label are a matter of individual perception.
In contrast to the classical model, the voter may assign issue positions to
each candidate on only a subset of the total number of issues.

This new model of voters and candidates combines several features.
First, it rationalizes the underlying order in voter attitudes toward the
candidates revealed by multidimensional scaling with the perceptual
variation in a given candidate’s issue positions evident in the raw survey
data. Second, it explains how voters are able to judge candidates on the
basis of their issue stands without investing enormous resources acquiring
information. Finally, the model can be viewed as a synthesis of the
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Downsian and the Davis-Hinich models. The Downsian model
postulates an ideological continuum along which voters and candidates
are arranged. The Davis-Hinich spatial model postulates an issue space
in which voters and candidates are located. The perceptual model sees
these two spaces as distinct but closely connected. The space postulated
by Downs forms a basis by which voters can estimate candidate locations
in their own versions of the space postulated by Davis and Hinich.

This perceptual model has already been employed to study political
campaign dynamics. Enelow and Hinich (1982a) have used this model to
illuminate the role of ideology in election campaigns. In Enelow and
Hinich (1981), the connection between predictive labeling and voter
uncertainty is explored. Finally, in their later work (1982b, 1984), the
effects of nonpolicy issues on optimal candidate location in the predictive
space are examined.

One of the most interesting themes characterizing the results that grow
out of this model is that a number of conditions give rise to centrist elec-
tion outcomes. Widely divergent views of nonspatial candidate
characteristics, familiarity with the future policies expected of
ideologically centrist candidates, and the expectation of large policy
changes under noncentrist candidates all contribute to centrist election
outcomes.

This paper adds to our understanding of the importance of the center of
voter opinion in democratic elections. Hinich, Ledyard, and Ordeshook
(1973) develop an individual-level model of probabilistic voting in which
a voter may abstain due to alienation or indifference. We build the
assumption that voters can abstain from alienation or indifference into
the perceptual model to measure the effects of probabilistic voting. An
equilibrium result is obtained, stronger than that in Hinich, Ledyard, and
Ordeshook (1973) and with a much simpler proof.

The focus of this paper is on the location of the optimal candidate posi-
tion in the underlying predictive space. We discuss our results in one
predictive dimension representing left-right ideology to contrast our find-
ings with the classic median-voter result and earlier work on nonpolicy
issues. But the results we obtain hold for multiple dimensions. Our
major result is that the optimal location for the candidates is a weighted
mean of the most preferred points of the voters on the predictive dimen-
sion. If the electorate is homogeneous in all other respects, the optimal
location for the candidates is the mean most preferred point of the voters.

This result says that if the electorate is composed of probabilistic voters,
the candidate who is closest to the center of the predictive space stands the
best chance of winning. The closer the candidate is to the center, the bet-
ter. We argue that given candidate uncertainties about how they are
perceived, probabilistic voting is a reasonable assumption for the can-
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didates to make. Thus, we conclude that probabilistic voting provides an
explanation for the attractiveness to the candidates of the center of voter
opinion.

It has often been observed that the center of voter opinion exerts a
powerful force over election outcomes. Surprisingly, spatial theory has
offered little in the way of an explanation for this regularity. Even
though empirical results support the conclusion that the center of the elec-
torate is attractive to candidates, standard spatial theory is preoccupied
with disequilibrium results. We maintain that election theory must ex-
plain what we observe. The center of voter opinion is important in
democratic elections, and this paper provides part of the explanation.

THE PERCEPTUAL MODEL

We begin by outlining the perceptual model, and then we introduce
probabilistic voting. Because a fuller exposition of the perceptual model
can be found in Hinich and Pollard (1981) and Enelow and Hinich (1984)
our discussion of the model will be somewhat brief. We will exposit the
perceptual model for the case of a single predictive dimension. Thus the
discussion will be kept simpler and will be consistent with the way we
develop our results later in the paper. It should be remembered
throughout, though, that all of our results generalize to multiple dimen-
sions.

Assume two candidates, Theta and Psi. Both Theta and Psi are known
to the voters by the labels they have, denoting their positions on the
underlying predictive dimension II. To motivate the discussion, assume
this predictive dimension is left-right ideology. The candidate’s predic-
tive label is, then, the position obtained on this scale. This position is
generally established over a long period of time through interest group en-
dorsements, party affiliation, and, to some extent, through the
candidate’s own efforts. However, it is important to keep in mind that
politicians cannot change labels at will. For over ten years Nelson
Rockefeller attempted to modify his label as a liberal Republican, with
little or no success. Changing predictive labels is not easy.

Let mg and my, be the ideologies of Theta and Psi. The voters then use
the ideologies as a shorthand device to estimate each candidate’s positions
on n>1 real issues of the campaign (such as defense spending, fiscal
policy, government jobs programs, abortion, and busing) that interest
them. This is precisely the way ideology is viewed by Downs (1957).
Each voter arrives at a personal estimate of these positions. If voter i
uses a linear translation function that maps ideological positions into posi-
tions on the n issues of the campaign, we can represent i’s perception of
Theta and Psi’s positions on campaign issue j by
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0,‘,‘ = b,'j + ngij and \L,'j = b,’j + 7r¢D,-j.

The coefficient v, represents the difference in position on issue j associated
with a unit difference in ideology. This is a matter of individual percep-
tion. A voter may believe that a unit difference in ideology translates
into a large, small, positive, or negative difference on issue j. The answer
depends on the voter and the issue. The intercept b, represents i’s
perception of the position on issue j associated with 7 = 0. It is easiest to
interpret # = 0 as the ideological position of the incumbent, in which
case b, is voter i’s perception of the status quo policy on issue j.

The perceptual linkage between issues and ideology need not work in a
single direction. The voter may directly perceive §,; and estimate mg by
(0;,—by)/v,; = #g. This estimate of Theta’s ideology may then be used to
arrive at estimates of Theta’s positions on other issues. In short, the voter
may directly perceive Theta’s position on one important issue and, on this
basis, infer the same candidate’s positions on a list of others.

As in classical spatial theory, each voter has an ideal point x; = (xa,

., X:,)" denoting the most preferred positions on the n issues of the cam-
paign that are of personal concern. The voters evaluate Theta and Psi ac-
cording to the weighted Euclidean distance between themselves and the
candidates on these issues. Letting A; be the n X n positive definite
matrix of salience weights describing the relative importance of the n
issues to voter i and the way in which trade-offs are made between these
issues, the distance between i and Theta is 0, —x,lA,, where §; = (6.,

., 6.)". The distance between i and Psi is Iy, — x.l A;, where v = (Ya,
C ey W) . Voter i then prefers Theta to Psi if and only if 116, —xlA,
< M:—xlA,. As Hinich and Pollard (1981) show, this inequality holds
if and only if

i — 7r0; < 2 — 7|'¢‘, (l)
where z; = (vAy:)/(v/Aw,) is i’s most preferred point on the ideological
dimension and y; = x, — b.. Expression (1) is a reformulation of Black’s

(1958) classic median-voter result. A linear mapping from a single
predictive dimension into the larger space of campaign issues induces in-
direct preferences for each voter on the predictive dimension that are
single peaked. Thus the median z, is the optimal location for Theta and
Psi on the predictive dimension. Viewing a candidate’s ideology as im-
mutable, at least for the duration of a single election period, this result
means that the winning candidate will be the one whose ideology is closest
to the median z..

Campaign tactics consist of candidate efforts to alter the b,’s and v,,’s of
the voters. If successful, these efforts result in movement of voter most
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preferred points (and the median z,) on the underlying dimension. Thus,
unlike classical spatial theory, in the perceptual model the candidates re-
main fixed during the election and the voters move in the underlying
space.

ProBaBiLISTIC VOTING

Hinich, Ledyard, and Ordeshook (1973) develop a model in which each
individual votes for one of two candidates or abstains, using a prob-
abilistic decision rule. We will explain this model and show how it can
be recast in terms of the perceptual model.

Alienation and indifference are two policy-related reasons for absten-
tion (Hinich and Ordeshook, 1969; Ordeshook, 1970). Voters abstain
from alienation if their utility for their favorite candidate fails to exceed
what they consider a minimum level. In other words, even a favorite
candidate leaves the voter cold. A voter abstains from indifference if the
utility difference between the two candidates fails to exceed some
minimal amount. In other words, the voter feels there just isn’t a big
enough difference between the candidates to make voting worthwhile.

Alienation and indifference are separate phenomena, but they may
occur simultaneously. If the voter abstains because both candidates are
equally obnoxious, this abstention is due to both alienation and indif-
ference. If the voter abstains because both candidates are found to be
equally acceptable, the abstention is due to indifference but not aliena-
tion, and if abstention occurs because the voter mildly dislikes one can-
didate but finds the other despicable, alienation but not indifference
causes the behavior.

Alienation and indifference are rational, policy-related reasons for not
voting. Both are based on voter utilities for the two candidates. Distance
can be viewed as a (negative) utility function. Thus, we can
express the hypotheses of abstention from alienation and indifference in
terms of the weighted Euclidean distance preference rule developed in the
previous section. Denote voter i’s utility for Theta by u(6,) and ¢’s utility
for Psi by u(y.). Assume that

u(@) = ¢. — (g, — xlA)
u(y) = ¢ — o(ly: — xlA), (2)

where ¢ is a monotonically increasing function of its argument and
¢ (0) = 0. The term c, represents i’'s maximum utility level. This func-
tion may be asymmetric and idiosyncratic to the voter. None of the more
restrictive assumptions about utility is required for our existence results.
We need specify the functional form of ¢ only for purposes of




CENTRIST IDEOLOGIES IN DEMOCRATIC ELECTIONS 465

characterizing this result. Thus, (2) should be viewed as a general
distance representation of voter utility.

Let p.g[u(f:), u(y.)] be a general representation of the probability that i
will vote for Theta, and p.y[u(6.), u(y.)] a general representation of the
probability that i will vote for Psi. The more restrictive formulation used
by Hinich, Ledyard, and Ordeshook (1973), hereafter referred to as
HILO, to allow for abstention from alienation is

P9 = afu(b
by = a,»[u(x_//,»)], 3)

where da, / du = 0, d%. / du® < 0 so that g, is either a strictly concave
function or a positive constant. For convenience, we will assume the lat-
ter.

Expression (3) postulates that p,g increases as u(f,) increases, with p,
exhibiting the same type of behavior. Thus, the probability of voting for
one’s favorite candidate (which is necessarily greater than the probability
of voting for the other candidate) declines as the utility associated with
that candidate declines, in keeping with the intuitive concept underlying
abstention from alienation. Further, this probability declines either at a
constant or increasing rate as the utility for one’s favorite candidate drops
off. Again, an intuitive justification underlies this assumption, since it is
reasonable to view alienation as a progressive condition.

Expression (3) should be seen as a probabilistic decision rule that
weights three alternatives (vote for Theta, vote for Psi, abstain) in such a
way that abstention becomes increasingly likely as alienation sets in.
However, (3) presents a few difficulties. The probability of voting for
Theta is not a function of u(y;) nor is the probability of voting for Psi a
function of u(9;). If (3) were a complete specification of our probabilistic
voting model, this assumption would require some justification.

We assume that voters can also abstain from indifference. As for-
mulated by HLO, abstention from indifference can be permitted by set-
ting

pig = h{u@) — u(¥)], if u(6) > u(f)

0 otherwise;

poy = hlu(d) — u(@)), i u(g) > u(@)

0 otherwise, @)

with h; a positive constant.
Expression (4) postulates that the probability of voting for one’s favorite
candidate increases as the utility difference between the two candidates
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increases. The probability of voting for a less preferred candidate is zero
in expression (4). Observe that this is not the case in expression (3). We
will justify this discrepancy shortly.

Like expression (3), expression (4) is viewed as a probabilistic decision
rule that in this case specifies a positive probability of voting for one’s
more preferred candidate, a zero probability of voting for one’s less
preferred candidate, and a residual probability of not voting that in-
creases as the utility difference between the two candidates decreases.
Thus, (4) is a probabilistic voting rule that allows for abstention on the
basis of indifference.

We can now formulate a complete model of probabilistic voting. Let
e(0 = & =< 1) be the importance of alienation to voter i as a policy-
related reason for nonvoting and (1 —¢,) the importance of indifference to
voter i as a policy-related reason for nonvoting. We will henceforth drop
the voter subscript for ¢, a, and k to avoid cluttering up the algebra. The
reader should remember that we continue to regard these parameters as
idiosyncratic.

Again, borrowing from HLO, if alienation and indifference are causes
of nonvoting, then

pg = ealu(@)] + (I — ¢ hlu(@) — u(y)]if u(®) > u(y)
= ¢ a[u(f.,)] otherwise
Py = ealu@)] + (1 — ¢ hlu(y) — u(@)]if uy) > u(@)
= e alu(y;)] otherwise. (5)
Thus, i’s overall probability of voting [when u(6) > u(y.)]is

P + Py = calu@) + u(@)] + (1 — ¢ hlu@@) — u(f)).

If 6 = ¢i:py + Piy = 2eau(9)]. Since piy + Py < 1, it must be
true that ea[u(9,)] < 1/2. Since u(f,) = c: is the maximum value of u, it
is sufficient to assume that eac, < 1/2. Of course, it is also assumed that
p.g and p;, are constrained to lie in the [0,1] interval.'

Examining (5), we see the effects of both alienation and indifference.
p.g increases as u(f,) increases and, for u(6,) > u(y.), decreases as u(f,) —
u(y,) decreases. As is true for expression (3), expression (5) allows the
voter to vote for the least preferred candidate. Our justification for
allowing this lies in the existence of exogenous factors, specifically

! To interpret the constraint eac, < 1/2, let us 0-1 normalize i's utility function and set
¢, = 1. If a = 1, then the constraint reduces to ¢ < 1/2, which means that alicnation
cannot be more important to i as a reason for nonvoting than indifference. Examining (5).
suppose u(f;) = 1 and u(y:) = 0. Then, pjy = ¢ + (1 — oh. If h = 1, then py = 1
and p, W = = 0. which makes sense.
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nonspatial candidate characteristics. Note in (2) that utility is for-
mulated solely in spatial terms. In Enelow and Hinich (1982b), we
subscripted the ¢ term by the candidate as well as the voter, allowing this
term to represent the nonpolicy value of the candidate to voter i. The
second term in the utility function then represents the policy value of the
candidate to voter i. In our present model we can achieve the same result
by assuming a non-zero probability that i votes for the candidate whose
policy value is less than that of the other candidate. Thus, (5) is a very
general formulation, permitting abstention for policy-related reasons and
allowing candidate choice to be influenced by nonspatial considerations,
such as candidate personality and ascriptive traits.

Define p;y — p.y, as i’s bias for Theta over Psi. The expected plurality
for Theta over Psi as a fraction of the total number of voters is simply
E(p.y — piy), the average bias among the voters. Voter i’s bias function
is termed separable if there exists a function f; such that for any 6., ¥.;
Pig — Piy = fi(0) — f(¥:). To understand the meaning of a separable
bias functlon suppose u(0) increases and u(y.) remains fixed. To be
separable, the increase in i’s bias for Theta over Psi must be independent
of u(y:). In other words, the increase in p, ig — Piy Must not depend on
the fixed value of u(ys).

We now derive our first result. From (5), it follows, regardless of
whether u() > u(y.) or u(y)) > u(f.), that

Pig — Pry = ealu(@) — u@)] + (1 — ¢ hlu(6) — u@)]. (6)

Defining fi = lea + (1 — €)h]u;, expression (6) 1mp11es that p:

= fd{0) — f{¥:). In addition, Py, — Pig = filds) — fi{ flus,
s b1as function is separable. Substltutlng f01 u(6;) and u(\(x), we can
rewrite (6) as

Pig — P;¢ = g.-[u(Qf) - u(f')]
g,-[¢(||7r¢9,- - ydA) —

wherey, = x, — b,and g; = [ea + (1 — e)h]. We subscript g to make
it clear that it is 1d10syncratlc

We can use (7) to establish a ranking of positions on the predictive
dimension based on the expected plurality of each position over that of
any other. Assuming v,, A; and y: to be fixed parameters, we can define
for any m,, mell,

’Y(Wn 7rz) = E(pn - piz) = E[gi[ﬁb("Wz?i - !_/."A.) — ([)("7['11_),- — Z_/,"A.)]]
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Thus, y(m, m.) is the expected plurality for a candidate whose ideology
is m, over a candidate whose ideology is m,.

We can then say that , is ranked higher than =, if and only if y(=,,
m) > 0. The following result is due to Hinich and Ordeshook (1973): if
Pu — Pa is separable for all i, a transitive ranking of positions on IT is
established.

We have shown that the probabilistic voting rule given by (5) is suffi-
cient for candidate positions on the predictive dimension to be ranked
from best to worst in terms of the expected plurality associated with any
two positions. In fact, Hinich and Ordeshook’s (1973) result is indepen-
dent of the dimensionality of the candidate space. Suppose, then, that
there are p < n predictive dimensions underlying the n issues of the cam-
paign. Assuming (5) as a model of voter choice in no way precludes
multiple predictive dimensions. Thus, each voter’s bias for any can-
didate over any other is separable and, consequently, a transitive ranking
over positions in the multidimensional predictive space exists.

It is important to contrast our result with the equilibrium theorem
derived by HLO. Two differences are notable. First, the HLO theorem
guarantees a best position for each candidate but not a transitive ordering
over all positions. Second, HLO require concave utility. It is clear that
the voter bias function expressed by (6) is separable, regardless of the
shape of the voter’s utility function.

At this point it may be wondered how we have sidestepped the dis-
equilibrium results that loom so large in the spatial modeling literature.
The work of Plott (1967), McKelvey (1976, 1979), and others establishes
that in multidimensional choice spaces, two-candidate competition is
rarely characterized by a best position for the candidates. Only under
the unlikeliest configuration of voter preferences does a best position exist;
otherwise, candidate positions can be arrayed in a single-cycle set that
subsumes the entire choice space.

These results depend on deterministic voting. If each voter casts a vote
with certainty for the candidate for whom the highest utility is perceived,
the disequilibrium results cited above are unavoidable. Probabilistic
voting models avoid these results by eliminating the discontinuity in the
candidate’s expected plurality function that exists under deterministic
voting. The works of Coughlin and Nitzan (1981a, 1981b), Hinich,
Ledyard, and Ordeshook (1972, 1973), and Denzau and Kats (1977) all
demonstrate that probabilistic voting models of the type described in this
paper are characterized by a much higher degree of candidate stability
than is found in deterministic voting models.

Abstention from alienation, particularly in a polarized society, is
associated with more than a single optimal candidate location if one
exists. However, our model leads to a single optimal location. How can
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this discrepancy be explained? The answer lies in the joint postulation of
alienation and indifference as causes of abstention. Alienation as the sole
cause of abstention can lead to multiple optima for the candidates (for ex-
ample, the modes of voter opinion). Alienation and indifference as joint
causes of abstention are invariably associated with a unique candidate
equilibrium when one exists (Riker and Ordeshook, 1973).

OpriMAL CANDIDATE LOCATION

We will now solve for the optimal candidate location on the ideological
dimension. It should be kept in mind that we have more than an
equilibrium result. Separability of voter bias functions is sufficient to
rank ideologies from best to worst in terms of expected pluralities.

Let there be k=2 homogeneous groups in the electorate, called voting
blocs or groups. For the members of each voting bloc v;, A,, y:, and g
will be assumed to be identical. All members of the bloc have the same
preferences, the same translation weights, and attach the same impor-
tance to alienation and indifference. In other words, all members of a
given voting bloc view politics the same way.

This is a heuristic device used for purposes of motivating the discussion.
We might average bias functions over individual voters, but this detracts
from our understanding. Politicians simplify their environment by view-
ing the electorate as composed of aggregates: farmers, blacks, union
members, Jews, etc. Our assumption of homogeneous voting blocs cap-
tures the essence of this practice. There is nothing to be gained by politi-
cians in attempting to decipher the attitudinal complexities of various
voting bloc members. Instead, as a shorthand device, it is much simpler
for politicians to lump voters together into politically significant groups of
like-minded members. Campaigns are devised on this basis.

Let N; be the fraction of the total number of voters in voting bloc i so

k
that £ N,=1. For reasons of specificity, assume that u is a quadratic
i=1

function, so that ¢(II_0,- — J_CiIIAi) = 16, — x.I?A.. Returning to (7), we
see that
Pig — Py = gl(my — )i Aiv) + 2(mg — m)(v: Aiy)], (8)

so that
OE(p.-e - Pi¢)

Ngl—2mg(v/ Aiv) + 2(v/Ary)]. (9)

I &
—

a’ﬂ'0
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Letting 7* be the optimal ideology, we can solve for 7* by setting (9)
equal to zero, which yields

N‘g.(Q.' A. y.)
1

*
>l 4

Nig(vi A, v)
1

It is simple to see that the second-order condition for a maximum is
satisfied since

’E(pig — piy) k
0—¢ = —2 E N,'gi(D: Ai 9:’)7
iy i=1 B

where A; is positive definite and g,>0, and thus E(pg—psy) is a sym-
metric, concave function of 7y (the second partial derivative is negative).
The symmetry of E(p:g—p.y) establishes the transitive ranking of posi-
tionson II. A position 7y has a positive expected plurality over a position
my, if and only if 7y is closer to =* than 7y. Thus, the closer the candi-
date’s position is to 7*, the better.

Recall that z; = (v! A: y.)/(v! Aw)) is i’s most preferred candidate ideol-
ogy. We can use this result to reexpress (10) as

k
) N.vg,-z.v(t_J: A v)
i=1
. _ . 11
. - ‘ (11)
L Ng{vi A v)
i=1

Since p.y, — pg = glu(y) — u(f)], 7* is also optimal for Psi.

DiscussioN

Let us now interpret this result. The easiest way to do so is with a con-
crete example. The example we will use is from Enelow and Hinich
(1984).

Assume there are two campaign issues: public land use and pollution
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control. The electorate consists of two voting blocs — a pro-growth group
and a no-growth group. The first group wishes to see a large proportion
of publicly owned land opened to private development and believes that
air and water pollution standards should be considerably eased. The sec-
ond group has diametrically opposite views, but both voting blocs stop
short of total radicalism.

If issue 1 is public land use, let this issue be measured on a scale that
represents the proportion of all federally owned lands that conceivably
can be opened to private development. If issue 2 is pollution control, let
this issue be measured on a scale that represents the proportion of some
ideal level of air and water quality (defined in terms of the amounts of
various types of pollutants) that is attainable by government regulation.

For sake of argument, assume the ideal point of group 1 to be
x, = (.35, .65)’. The pro-growth group most prefers that 35 percent of
available federal lands be opened to private development (they do want a
few national parks left). The same group also most prefers that 65 per-
cent of attainable air and water quality be mandated by government
(they do, after all, have to breathe the air and drink the water).

Let x, = (.2, .8)’ be the ideal point of the no-growth group (they do
recognize that the economy has recently been in a recession). In addi-
tion, assume A; = I for all voters in the electorate (i.e., both issues are
equally important and preferences are separable by issue). We assume
this simply for convenience.

From the candidates’ viewpoint, the data we have described can be ob-
tained through polls. It is also possible to obtain survey data on voter
perceptions of the incumbent’s policy on a campaign issue (i.e., b;) and
the perceived policies of other candidates on the same issue (i.e., 6, or ¥;).
Since (6, — by;)/7g = vy, this data permits estimation of the v,’s of the
voters.

Assume then that b, = (.2, .8)/ and v, = (.3, —.3)’ for the pro-
growth group, while b, = (.3, .7)’ and v, = (.2, —.2)’ for the no-
growth group. The no-growth group believes that present policies are
closer to the ideal policies of the pro-growth group than the pro-growth
group believes they are. The no-growth group also believes that a unit
move to the right ideologically will result in less change in these policies
than the pro-growth believes will occur. Both groups believe that the
election of a challenger one unit to the right of the incumbent will result
in the same actual policies (i.e., [.5, .5]).

We need only specify N,, N,, gi, and g, to compute the optimal can-
didate ideology. N, and N, are estimable from polls. Set N, = 2N,
for the sake of argument. There are twice as many no-growth as pro-
growth voters in the electorate. Estimating g, and g, appears more diffi-
cult. As a result, we will set g, = g,. If the candidates can’t obtain
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this information, it is reasonable to assume they will discount any dif-
ferences in this parameter across groups.
We can now compute 7*. First, we see that

2 = (01 Avy)/(vi Ajv) = 1/2andz, = —1/2.

Thus, the most preferred ideology of the pro-growth group is one unit
to the right of the most preferred ideology of the no-growth group. If all
voters voted with certainty for the candidate closest to them on the set of
campaign issues, the median z, would be the optimal ideology for both
candidates. Since N, = 2N,, the median z, = — 1/2 would therefore be
optimal. The ideological favorite of the no-growth group would also be
the ideal candidate in a two-candidate contest.

However, —1/2 is not an optimal ideology under our model of prob-
abilistic voting. It is easily seen that

= Nizi(vly + vh) + Nazo(vd + vh) = .03 (12)

Ni(v3, + oh) + Ny(v3, + 03,)

is the optimal ideology. Probabilistic voting makes centrist ideologies
attractive labels for the candidates (where the center is defined relative to
the most preferred ideologies of the voting groups in the electorate).
Assumea = h = 1. Then a candidate Theta whose ideology is .03 run-
ning against a candidate Psi whose ideology is — 1/2 will receive a positive
expected plurality of

2
E(pg — py) = T NI.25(viv) + 1.06 (vl y)] = .032
i=1

or 3.2 percent of the total vote. Clearly, the centrist candidate is ex-
pected to do better at the polls.

It is apparent from (11) and (12), however, that =* is also affected by
the v’s of the various voting blocs. 7* is not strictly a function of relative
group size. If we were toset N, = N,, #* = .19, which is closer to the
most preferred ideology of the pro-growth group. The magnitude of the
vector v; (lv.ll) denotes the policy distance as perceived by members of
group i between two candidates one unit apart on the ideological dimen-
sion. In a direct sense, vl measures the policy significance of ideology
to members of group i since it represents the size of the policy difference
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associated with a unit difference in ideology. What is clear is that lly,l
bears a direct relation to #*. As Iyl increases, 7* moves toward z,. We
can see this most easily in (12). However, it is unnecessary for A, to equal
I to get this result. If \, is the largest eigenvalue of A, \, v/ v; = v/ A, v,
an inequality which allows us to use the same type of proof we will
employ.

For simplicity, let v, = cv:, where c is a scalar. Thus v, is some multi-
ple of v,. We can then reexpress (12) as

Nizillo,1? + N,z,c?lo,ll? Nizy + N,z,c? (13)
T = = "
Nillo, 2 + Nye2llo, 12 N, + Ny¢?

Now suppose that llv, I becomes very large relative to llv,ll. Then c? gets
very small, approaching zero. It is plain from (13) that as this happens

=" approaches z,. If llp:ll increases but y, = x, — b, remains the same,
z: will get smaller and #* will increase. For example, if v, is multiplied
by 2, then llv, |l increases by a factor of 4, z, = .25, and =* increases from
.03 to .11.

Recalling our assumption that candidate ideology is fixed during an
election period, this result suggests a way by which disadvantaged can-
didates can improve their prospects. Suppose that one candidate is closer
to 7* than the other. Instead of simply accepting defeat, the disadvan-
taged candidate can attempt to increase llv;l for whichever group i is
nearest on the predictive dimension. In this manner, =* is moved closer
to the candidate.

To increase lv;ll, the candidate must convince the members of group i
that the ideological difference with the competing candidate is of great
significance in terms of the policies that will be enacted. For example,
suppose that z; <7y <mg<w*. Psi must then convince the no-growth
group (group 2) that the election of Theta will result in policies disastrous
to public lands and environmental quality. Of course, Theta should at-
tempt to counter these charges.

The policy significance of ideology is therefore an important factor in
determining the optimal candidate ideology. A voting bloc that sees
great policy significance in ideology will exert a stronger influence over
the election outcome than a bloc that sees ideology as bearing little
significance for policies.

One conclusion we can draw from this result is that centrist outcomes
are promoted by widely shared views of the policy significance of
ideology. If lo.ll is the same for each voting bloc i (as well as A, and g,),
then 7* is the mean z,. This result also provides insights into conditions
under which noncentrist outcomes are promoted. Differences among
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voting blocs in the policy significance attributed to ideology have been
mentioned as one reason why 7* may deviate from the mean z.. Another
reason for divergence may be differential turnout rates among various
voting groups.

Differential turnout can be represented in our model through dif-
ferences in g; across voting blocs. Suppose, other things being equal, that
a member of group 2 is twice as likely to vote as a member of group 1.
We can achieve this effect by setting a, = 2a, and h, = 2h, in expres-
sion (5), so that g, = 2g,. Recomputing 7* in expression (12), we find
that 7* decreases from .03 to —.14. Thus, if members of group 2 are
more likely to vote than members of group 1, 7* will be biased in favor of
group 2’s most preferred ideology.

Rabinowitz (1978) and Poole and Rosenthal (1982) find that candidates
in recent American presidential elections do not converge to the position
of the mean voter and, in fact, are rather far apart in the recovered space.
While our model does not necessarily specify the mean voter’s location as
optimal for the candidates, it does specify a single optimal location. Why,
then, are presidential candidates not closer together?

Recall our basic premise that it is the voters and not the candidates
whose positions change in the underlying space in the course of an elec-
tion campaign. Poole and Rosenthal (1982) provide empirical support
for this assertion. In scaling the 1980 Major Panel File, they find “little
or no deterioration in fit in assuming that candidates have constant spatial
positions.” In other words, it is quite reasonable to argue that candidate
positions are relatively fixed by the time the campaign begins.

As discussed in Enelow and Hinich (1984), candidate positions in the
predictive space evolve over a relatively long period of time from a
number of sources. Party affiliation is perhaps the most important
source, with voters consistently viewing Democratic politicians as left of
center in terms of economic ideology and Republican politicians as right
of center (Enelow and Hinich, 1984). Given a candidate’s need to appeal
to primary voters and a party’s support groups, this finding is not surpris-
ing.

Association with organized interest groups is a related factor con-
tributing to the voters’ perception of a candidate’s predictive label. En-
dorsements by the AFL-CIO or the National Conservative Political Action
Committee (NCPAC) are also likely to convince voters that the candidate
is not located at the center of the predictive space.

For these reasons, American presidential candidates are not likely to be
found at the center of the electorate. However, we have argued
elsewhere (Enelow and Hinich, 1984) that relative to the distribution of
voters, American presidential candidates are still relatively close to the
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mean voter. In any event, the center of the candidate cluster is never far
from the center of the voters.

The importance of =* can then be understood in two ways. First, to
the extent that =* is seen by the candidates as fixed, it acts as a centripetal
force counteracting the pull of party support groups and other biased con-
stituencies. Second, to the extent that 7* is seen as movable, through one
of the tactics described above, each candidate will compete in an effort to
move 7* closer. In either case, the importance of r* is clear. A single
location in the predictive space is optimal for both candidates engaged in
two-candidate competition.

It is interesting to compare the optimal candidate ideology under prob-
abilistic voting with the optimal candidate ideology under deterministic
voting, with a nonspatial term in the voter’s utility function representing
the nonpolicy value of each candidate. This latter model is employed by
Enelow and Hinich (1982b, 1984). As mentioned earlier, if the ¢ term in
expression (2) is subscripted by voter and candidate, c.g can be seen as
voter i’s assessment of the nonpolicy value of Theta. The difference
Cqy — €4 is then a random variable among the members of voting bloc i,
since perceptions of the nonpolicy difference between two candidates can
be expected to vary.

Let 5. be the standard deviation for voting bloc i of ¢y, — c;g. Then,
assuming s; to be sufficiently large for i = 1, 2 to satisfy a lower bound
derived in Enelow and Hinich (1984),

Nisi7'z (03 + v}:) + Nas:7'za(v3, + v3)

N191_1(U121 + Utzz) + N292_1(U§1 + ng)

Interestingly, if s, = s., then (14) is identical to (12).
To gain some insight as to why (14) and (12) are so similar, we can
write the distribution function for the nonpolicy model as

F(lg: — xl2 — 19, — xl?) =
(15)
Poy — cg < Iy — 22 — U8, — xd¥),

which is the probability that a voter from bloc i will prefer Theta to Psi.
Refer, now, to expression (4), which formalizes probabilistic voting with
abstention from indifference. Substituting for u(8,) and u(y.) with the
squared distance representation of utility, we can rewrite pie_for the case
where u(6,) > u(y,) as

h(ly: — xlz — 18, — x,1%). (16)
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If the standard deviation of ¢y, — c,g is very large, the distribution func-
tion given by (15) will approximate the linear function given by (16). In
short, (16) and (15) are very much alike.

We see that probabilistic voting can have the same effect on election
outcomes as deterministic voting when voter decisions are influenced by
nonspatial candidate characteristics. This is an unexpected result since
the two models are quite different. Under the deterministic model,
everyone votes. Further, voters must have sufficiently diverse views of
the nonpolicy difference between the candidates for an optimal ideology
to exist. The probabilistic model permits abstention and yields an
optimal ideology without any statement about the distribution of views
concerning the nonpolicy values of the candidates. The result for the
deterministic model is also explicitly developed under the assumptions of
concave utility and a single predictive dimension. Unlike the result we
have derived for the probabilistic model, a generalization for the deter-
ministic model would not be easy.

CONCLUSION

We have shown that if voters use a probabilistic voting model that per-
mits abstention from alienation and indifference, an optimal candidate
ideology exists. In fact, candidate ideologies can be ranked in a transitive
ordering with respect to the expected plurality of each ideology over that
of any other. This result holds for multiple predictive dimensions and
utility functions of any shape.

The optimal ideology for both candidates is a weighted mean of the
most preferred ideologies of the voters. Other things being equal, the op-
timal candidate ideology is weighted toward the voting bloc for which
ideology has the greatest policy significance. If all blocs see ideology as
having the same policy significance, weight issues identically, and attach
the same importance to alienation and indifference, the mean most-
preferred ideology among the voters is the optimal candidate ideology.

Finally, probabilistic voting, while based on another set of behavioral
assumptions, can have the same effect on election outcomes as deter-
ministic voting with widely differing views of the difference in nonpolicy
values attached to the candidates. Both types of voting can lead to cen-
trist election outcomes.

As stated earlier, an important concern of the candidates is how they
are perceived by the voters. Offhand comments can be distorted by the
press or printed out of context. A seemingly innocent remark about
ethnic neighborhoods can be blown up to appear as evidence of : .cism.
“Shooting oneself in the foot” is a concern that leads many cai:paign
managers to muzzle their candidates. In short, candidates and those who




CENTRIST IDEOLOGIES IN DEMOCRATIC ELECTIONS 477

work for them are constantly worried about how their statements and
behavior will appear to the electorate. The probabilistic voting model is
consequently a reasonable one for the candidates to employ. It assumes
that citizens cast votes both on the basis of how much they like each can-
didate and on the basis of how much more they like one candidate than
another. In addition, the model permits the voter to abstain for policy-
related reasons and to vote for a less-preferred candidate for nonpolicy
reasons. In short, almost every worry the candidate may have about the
possible behavior of the voter is captured by the probabilistic voting
model. It therefore is a good tool to employ.

An important theme of this paper is that the center does exert a strong
force over election outcomes. The center we have described is the
ideological center of the electorate. As we have seen, the optimal can-
didate ideology is not simply a zero point on the ideological scale. In-
stead, it is a function of several parameters besides relative group size: the
policy significance of ideology to the voters, the way voters weight issues,
the importance voters attach to alienation and indifference, differential
rates of turnout, etc. But the central point should not be lost. The op-
timal candidate ideology is likely to be close to the center of the
ideological spectrum. The conditions required to drag =* far away from
the mean z; are unlikely to be met in democratic societies.

Thus, we conclude as we began this paper, on an optimistic note. The
repeated finding of multidimensional scaling analysis that the major
party candidates in democratic elections tend to cluster around the center
of voter opinion is supported by theory. It is possible to construct a
general theoretical explanation for the center as an attractive force in
democratic electoral politics. To do so is to perform what should be the
obvious goal of election theory: to explain what actually happens.
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