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Abstract This paper presents a large-scale experiment on the Approval Voting rule that took place during the 2002 French presidential election. We describe the experiment and its main results. The findings are as follows: (i) Such an experiment is feasible, and very well accepted by voters. (ii) The principle of approval voting is easily understood and accepted. (iii) Within the observed political context, compared to the official first-round vote, approval voting modifies the overall ranking of candidates. (iv) The candidates Le Pen and Chirac, more than the others, were able to convert approval votes into official first-round votes. Keywords Approval voting . French politics . Experiments. Voting rules JEL Classification C93, D70, D72



1 Approval voting and the experimental design Approval voting is a system in which voters can vote for, or approve of, as many candidates as they want. Given a list of candidates, each voter can approve of one candidate, two candidates, three candidates . . . , or none or all. There is no restriction on the number of candidates they can approve of. Voters are not asked to rank the candidates, they just say “Yes” (approves of) or “No” to each candidate. When elections are held to select one single candidate, the candidate receiving the largest number of approvals is elected. Although some scientific and engineering societies have adopted this system, it is not currently used in any mass election. During the French 2002 J.-F. Laslier ( ) CNRS, Ecole Polytechnique, 1 Rue Descartes, 75005 Paris, France e-mail: [email protected] K. V. d. Straeten [email protected] Springer
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presidential election, a field experiment was conducted over 5000 voters by a team of researchers from the CNRS-Ecole Polytechnique, including M. Balinski, R. Laraki and the authors of the present article, to collect evidence concerning the properties of approval voting in large-scale elections.1 The French presidential election is a two-round vote. If a candidate obtains at least 50% of the votes in the first round, she is elected. If no candidate receives at least 50% of the vote, the first two candidates meet in a second round. The candidate with the majority of the votes in this second round is elected. For the 2002 election 16 candidates were in the race. Jacques Chirac (Rassemblement pour la R´epublique, conservative) came first, unexpectedly followed by Jean-Marie Le Pen (Front National, nationalist Law-and-Order movement). Lionel Jospin (Parti Socialiste) came third. In the second round, Jacques Chirac won with almost 82% of the votes. We ran the experiment on the day of the first round. Two towns agreed to host this experiment: Gy les Nonains, with 482 registered voters, and Orsay, with 10,075 registered voters. In Orsay, the experiment was conducted on only five voting posts out of twelve, including 4,237 registered voters. One week before the election, we sent a letter to each registered voter in these two towns, explaining the principle of approval voting with no runoff and requesting their participation in the experiment. In Orsay, an article in the municipal bulletin also relayed this information. On the day of the official election, April 21st 2002, the Town Halls in each locality allowed us to set experimental voting posts in the immediate vicinity of the official voting posts (either in the same room or in an adjacent room), where voters—once they had carried out their official vote—were requested to proceed. Each experimental voting post was supervised by three or four experimenters; it was composed of a table with the experimental ballots, a voting booth and an urn. Voters who agreed to participate were given an experimental voting ballot and asked to proceed to the voting booth, where they could fill in the ballot and insert it in an envelope, and then put it in the urn. The list of the candidates was presented on the experimental ballot, and participants were requested to mark a cross next to the name of the candidates they wanted to approve of. Experimental voting posts opened and closed at the same time as the official voting posts (8am and 8pm). The experimental voting process mimicked as closely as possible the real vote, and we were careful to ensure that complete anonymity and secrecy were respected.



2 Experiments in political science As noted by Green and Gerber (2002) the word “experiment” refers to different things in political science. First, in the tradition of political surveys, political scientists often perform large-scale straw polls and controlled manipulations of questionnaires and survey protocols (see for instance the TESS project of A. Lupia and D. Mutz)2 to study framing or interviewer effects.
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Second, in the tradition of experimental economics where actions—rather than opinions—are observed, laboratory experiments have been performed on voting rules. See for instance Fiorina and Plott (1978) or Guarnaschelli et al. (2000) and, for surveys of this type of experiments, McKelvey and Ordeschook (1990) and Davis and Holt (1993). Since laboratory experiments typically involve a small number of subjects, these experiments are mainly concerned with strategic voting in committees or juries. Few large field experiments exist in political science. Most of these experiments are dedicated to studying the controlled variations of some variables before a real election is held, many of these studying the influence of various communication strategies on voter registration and voter turn out (see for example Gosnell, 1927 and Green and Gerber, 2002). Field experiments by Wantcheckon (2003) examine the impact of parties’ platforms on voters’ decisions. Recently, experiments in betting markets—or prediction markets—have been run to test the acuracy of the predictions yielded by futures markets in the field of elections (see for example Berg et al., 2005 for results regarding election prediction markets, and Wolfers and Zitzewitz, 2004 for a general survey of prediction markets). The experiment we report here does not fall into either of these categories. It is closer to what Harrison and List (2004) labelled a “framed field experiment”, and is more closely related to experimental changes in the voting rules of some academic societies with middle size membership. Approval voting has been compared to other voting rules on several occasions: Brams and Fishburn (2005) provide a survey of this issue. In particular the election of the council of the Social Choice and Welfare Society has been studied in detail (Brams and Fishburn 2001, Saari 2001, and Laslier 2003). Our objectives when designing this experiment were first to evaluate the feasibility of this kind of large-scale experiment in elections, and second to compare the results obtained under the approval voting rule to those of the official election.



3 Participation and candidate scores 3.1 Participation The experimental design was such that only voters who turned out in the official vote could take part in the experiment. Therefore, we define the participation rate in the experiment as the ratio of the number of participants over the number of voters who turned out. Table 1 presents the participation rates in Gy and Orsay. The participation rates were unexpectedly high: above 75% in Orsay, and above 90% in Gy. Participants’ Table 1 Participation
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Registered voters Votes cast Participants Participation rate



Gy
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All



482 395 365 92.4%
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1 287



2 569



3 783



4 492



5 258



6 94



7 40



8 16



9 6



10 1



>10 5



comments and reactions were generally quite enthusiastic and supportive. We observed a very small number of spoiled ballots: out of 2,597 approval ballots cast, only 10 were spoiled. 3.2 Number of approvals As explained earlier, each participant was given an experimental ballot on which was presented the list of the candidates, and s/he was requested to mark a cross next to the name of the candidates s/he wanted to approve of, the principle of approval voting being that each voter can vote for as many candidates as s/he wants. This experimental design allows us to count the number of approval votes given by each participants (the number of candidates approved of). On average in the two towns, each voter approved of 3.15 candidates (out of 16), the distribution around this value being rather smooth (in particular, one-name approval ballots are few). This distribution is presented in Table 2. This observation is in line with what is known from other experiments on approval voting, even in quite different contexts (Brams and Fishburn 2005). 3.3 Candidate scores The candidates’ scores under the two systems (approval voting versus official vote) were quite different. See the columns “Gy” and “Orsay” in Table 3 below. Candidates are ranked by scores in the national official election; the table provides the scores (percentage of voters who approved of or voted for each candidate) and the ranks.3 A number of salient facts are worth noting: 1. Rankings under approval voting and official voting in Gy and Orsay are different. This is even more striking when we compare the results under approval voting to those of the official run-off election, which took place 15 days later, between candidates Chirac and Le Pen. In Orsay, the former won 90% of the vote, and in Gy he won 75% of the vote. 2. Centrist candidates (Bayrou) and Green candidates (Mam`ere, Lepage) seem to benefit the most from approval voting, and extremists lose (Le Pen on the right, Laguiller on the left). 3. No candidate attracted a majority of approval votes on his/her name (even though there is no restriction on the number of candidates a voter can approve of).
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4 Further analysis of the results The results presented so far concern the raw data from the experiment. We are also interested in providing answers to a number of questions: What would have been the results of the experiment were it to have been conducted over the whole country? The two towns in which the experiment was run are not representative of the general French electoral landscape, the Front National is much more powerful in Gy than it is in France, whereas the Parti Socialiste is over-represented in Orsay (compare the official election results in Gy and Orsay to the whole-country results in the last column in Table 3). How can we extrapolate? A second question asks which candidates were the more likely to convert voters’ approval into official first-round votes?4 In order to answer these questions, it would have been useful to know how voters invidually voted in the official election. We chose not to ask this question during the experiment. The results of the official vote are nonetheless available, aggregated to the level of the voting post. This, together with the rich information contained in individual approval ballots,5 makes it possible to estimate a behavioral model that links approval voting to first-round voting.6 The model is the following: we associate a parameter λc > 0 to each candidate c = 1, . . . , 16 such that, if a voter approved the set B = ∅ of candidates, the probability  voted, in the first round, for candidate  that she c is 0 if c ∈ / B and is equal to: λc / λ d∈B d if c ∈ B. The higher is λc , the greater the propensity of candidate c to convert approval votes into first-round official votes. We call this parameter candidate c’s lever. The expected official first-round score of candidate c in a voting post is then: sc =



 B:c∈B







λc d∈B



λd



nB,



where n B isthe number of ballots of type B observed in this voting post and the summation B:c∈B runs over all the ballots B that contain c. Information for each voting post on candidates’ official scores and the numbers n B is sufficient to estimate these levers.7 Table 3 (column “lever”) shows estimates for the candidates’ levers (normalized to 1 for Chirac) computed in the Gy voting post. The candidates’ levers vary widely, showing how some candidates, in particular Jacques Chirac and
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Other questions would also be of interest. One could for example ask how approval voting could be used to get a richer picture of the political landscape. Indeed, the approval ballots provide us with the following information: given two candidates, we know to what extend they are approved by the same voters. This could be used to explore, on the sole basis of the approval ballots, how close to one another the different candidates are, in the eye of the voters (this issue is explored in Laslier, 2006). This kind of spatial analysis is common in political science and usually rests on an a priori given set of issues; see Poole 2005.
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Remember that on the experimental ballot, participants were presented with the list of the candidates, and requested to mark a cross next to the name of the candidates they wanted to approve of. We therefore observe the number of voters that approved of any given set of candidates.
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The various models for approval voting that have been proposed in the literature (Falmagne and Regenwetter 1996, Regenwetter 1997, Brams and Fishburn 2001, Saari 2001, Regenwetter and Tsetlin 2004) are not suited to answer these questions.
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Chirac Le Pen Jospin Bayrou Laguiller Chev`enement Mam`ere Besancenot Saint-Josse Madelin Hue M´egret Taubira Lepage Boutin Gluckstein Total



38.2 32.7 23.9 23.4 17.6 18.4 18.4 17.0 20.3 21.2 10.2 17.0 9.1 9.9 5.8 7.1 290.1



approval



1 2 3 4 9 7 7 10 6 5 12 10 14 13 16 15



Gy



19.6 19.6 11.1 6.7 13.0 4.7 4.7 2.8 9.6 5.2 3.1 2.8 0.5 2.8 0.8 1.8 100



official 1 1 4 6 3 8 8 11 5 7 10 11 16 11 15 14



36.2 11.7 43.2 35.2 15.1 32.3 30.6 17.7 5.8 21.3 11.7 6.1 20.6 19.3 8.1 3.8 318.6



approval 2 12 1 3 10 4 5 9 15 6 11 14 7 8 13 16



Orsay



18.8 8.7 20.7 10.3 3.7 8.6 8.3 3.1 0.7 4.9 2.6 1.1 3.6 2.8 1.4 0.7 100



official



Table 3 Experimental results in Gy-les-Nonains and Orsay, Levers, Extrapolations to France



2 4 1 3 8 5 6 10 15 7 15 14 9 11 13 16



1.00 1.16 0.73 0.49 0.38 0.43 0.39 0.19 0.88 0.36 0.53 0.28 0.08 0.52 0.17 0.16



lever 36.7 25.1 32.9 27.1 16.8 22.4 24.3 17.6 13.5 20.4 11.3 13.8 12.6 13.4 6.7 5.5 297.1



approval 1 4 2 3 9 6 5 8 11 7 14 10 13 12 15 16



France



19.9 16.9 16.2 6.8 5.7 5.3 5.2 4.2 4.2 3.9 3.4 2.3 2.3 1.9 1.2 0.4 100



official 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
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Jean-Marie Le Pen, were more able than others to convert voters’ approval into firstround votes. We also computed these levers for each of the five voting posts in Orsay and find very similar results, although as noted above, Gy and Orsay were quite different in terms of electoral composition. Thus it seems that these voting posts are different in terms of first-round official votes (and approval votes), but not different regarding how results in the official vote “convert” into results in approval votes. Using these levers, and being confident that the levers are similar accross voting posts in France, we may compute the probability that a voter who voted for candidate c in the official election approved of candidate d in the approval voting experiment, and given national scores in the official election, we can extrapolate the result of the experiment to the national level. Table 3 shows these extrapolations of the results from Gy and Orsay to France, and the comparison with the candidates’ national scores. Recall that the main political event of the actual election was the defeat of the former prime minister Jospin by the Extreme Right candidate Le Pen. While Jacques Chirac would have still been elected president, the striking conclusion from Table 3 is the prediction that, under approval voting, Jean-Marie Le Pen would have fallen from second to third or fourth place. The other striking fact is that no candidate would have attracted a majority of approval votes on his/her name. According to our extrapolation, less than 37% of voters would have approved of Jacques Chirac, which is of course very different from what we obtain under the actual French electoral rule with a run off election between only two candidates (Remember that Jacques Chirac obtained 82% of the votes in the run-off election against Jean-Marie Le Pen).



5 Conclusion This paper reports the results of a large-scale experiment on Approval Voting that took place during the 2002 French presidential election. This experiment was run on the day of the official election, April 21th 2002, in two towns (Gy and Orsay). In conclusion, we come back to our motivation for running this experiment, and sketch the main results. Our objectives when running this experiment were multiple. First, we were interested in knowing how the public would react to experiments in the realm of politics and elections. We know of no other example where “ordinary citizens” were asked to take part in an experiment regarding politics inside voting posts. We wanted to know if people would be curious and ready to take part in it, or instead show indifference or even hostility towards the very idea of experimenting in politics.8 The high participation rate (almost 80%)—higher than that usually observed in opinion polls—proved that this kind of experimentation is feasible, and well accepted by voters. Some 2,600 voters accepted to take part in this experiment.



8 Such a priori negative opinions had been aired by some elected officials previously contacted in other towns. Most of them predicted at best very low participation rates, based on their own claimed experience in organizing public consultation on local issues. Others were resistant to the very idea of experimenting in the field of politics, arguing that, by way of principle, one should not mix serious political matters with adventurous ideas. On these accounts, trying to run an experiment during the presidential election, by many aspects the most solemn and important election in French political life, was of particular interest.
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Second, we wanted to learn more about approval voting. Theoretically, it is not clear how voters, under the approval voting rule, draw the line between the candidates they approve of and the others (Brams and Fishburn, 1982). We showed that voters on average approved of three candidates (out of sixteen). There was significant dispersion in the approval votes: the two major candidates (Lionel Jospin for the Left and Jacques Chirac for the Right), who were expected to be the two run-off candidates, failed to attract even close to 50% of the votes on their names (37% for Chirac and 33% for Jospin in the extrapolation to the whole of France). Third, many authors in political science and social choice theory insist on the fact that different voting rules may yield different outcomes.9 Yet, little evidence from field experiments with large electorates has been provided to date in this respect. Within the observed political context, compared to the official first-round vote, we provide evidence that approval voting modifies the overall ranking of candidates—even if in the extrapolation to France that we propose, Jacques Chirac would have still been elected president.
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