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The Blank and Null Voting Paradox or the Blank and Null Support is a generalized suboptimal support of invalid
votes and deliberate abstentions misrepresenting the results in a plurality runoff (two-round) election by choosing a
pseudo-Condorcet loser candidate. Nepomuceno and Costa (2019) provided some evidence of this suboptimal
support in the 2014 Brazilian national elections by constructing a pairwise comparison with 3,010 voting intension
interviews conducted in 204 Brazilian cities. The authors suggested that the 2016 historical impeachment of the
Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff can be associated with this weak legitimate representation.

This should not be confused with Fishburn and Brams (1983) no-show paradox, which states that the removal of a
ballot, or the absence of a voter, might change the outcome of an election to a more preferable choice for that voter
than if he or she decided to vote sincerely according to his/her preferences. In the Blank and Null Support, some

results end up a worse outcome for the voter, and this outcome hardly could have been made by a strategic

decision.
Voting Paradox Group Decision Political Behavior Condorcet Criterion Election Study
Social choice Brazilian Politics Decision Theory

| Introduction

The consequence of social behavior for choosing an alternative aggregating the best individual preferences is a
rich source of studies that have been explored in literature by means of assumptions and paradox for many
decades. The paradoxes presented by Borda [ and Condorcet date back to the eighteenth century, nevertheless
many studies of electoral processes have come up with recent paradoxes of voting in modern democracies 28141,

Invalid votes and abstention are treated in discussions about the rationality of individuals and strategic positions.

Nepomuceno and Costa & highlighted the importance of the suboptimal support of invalid votes and abstentions in
the choice of the Brazilian president Dilma Roussef and her impeachment. The behavior under compulsory
election, i.e. the great number of intentionally blank votes, abstention, and spoiled voting, has special comparative
implications to non-compulsory election countries with large spoiled ballots numbers. Since abstentions might not
be accurately considered as an expression of protest voting in non-compulsory election democracies, a
deliberately high number of blank and spoiled ballots might result in similar unpopular leaders’ choice that the
Brazilian 2014 majority runoff placed.

| The Paradox Explained
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Condorcet winner and loser criterion are the most widely discussed properties in the social choice literature, with
some arguments it should be present in the ideal voting rule BIZE Nurmi & presented an example of plurality
runoff procedure with a set of preferences of 200 voters expressed in 3 alternatives—A, B, and C—which can be

extended to the case of majority runoff, provided the choice threshold surpass 50%, as showed in Table 1.

Table 1 — Representation of a simple majority runoff procedure under absolute majority rule.

Rank 90 voters (45.00%) 70 voters (35.00%) 40 voters (20.00%)
1° A B @
2° C C B
3° B A A

The first row of the table represents the number of voters having the set of preferences discriminated in the rows
below and their percentage of valid votes. Thereby, 90 voters preferA>C >B,70B>C > A, and 40 C > B > A.
This scenario proposes C as the Condorcet winner; since it defeats every other alternative in the pairwise
comparison (C defeats A 110 to 90 and B by 130 to 70), and proposes alternative A as the Condorcet loser since it
is defeated by every other alternative in the pairwise comparison (A is defeated by B according to the support of
110 to 90 voters and also defeated by C by the same amount). The procedure follows that A and B are the top-
ranked alternatives with the largest number of voters in the first round, and since none of them have reached more
than 50% of support, both stand for a second round, which results in the choice of B with the support from 110
voters to 90 from A.

The illustration presents the most important characteristic of two-round electoral systems. Although the two-round
electoral procedures might not compliant with the Condorcet winner criterion, a Condorcet loser candidate cannot
be chosen either. Let us consider the possibility of invalid votes and abstentions as an expression of preference by

the electorate. Under this assumption, Table 1 could be modified as follows:

Table 2 - Representation of a simple majority runoff procedure under absolute majority rule with the possibility of

abstention, blank votes and null votes.

Rank 90 voters (45.00%) 70 voters (35.00%) 40 voters (20.00%)

1° A B c
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2° Cc C B/N
3° B A B
4° B/N B/N A

Where B/N is the choice to abstain from the election or invalidate a vote. Since nullifying a vote (or not vote at all)
does not support the choice of an alternative itself, the resulting social choice should not be modified from the initial
scenario of Table 1 where the possibility of not voting is not present. However, such a possibility has implications
over the Condorcet criterion and Pareto optimal choice. The pseudo-criterion in the Condorcet properties is defined
with the inclusion of invalid voting and abstentions. The pseudo-winner candidate is the alternative that beats each
other alternative in the pairwise comparison and beats or is beaten by the deliberate abstentions and invalid votes.
The pseudo-Condorcet loser candidate is the alternative that is beaten by each other alternative in the pairwise

comparison and beats or is beaten by the support of the abstentions and invalid votes.

The set of preferences above represented in the second Table has the same Condorcet winner and pseudo-winner.
Nevertheless, the B/N choice, when considered as an alternative by the electorate, represents the Condorcet loser
in the new scenario, and A the pseudo-loser candidate. In the first round of this scenario, A and B are the best-
ranked alternatives, and once again due to the non-achievement of the majority, both run for a second round,
which results in the choice of A, the Condorcet loser in the pseudo-criterion, with the support of 90 from the 160
voters. This illustration provides the importance to consider the pseudo-Condorcet criterion in two-round relative
majority procedures — invalid voting and abstentions divide the support of the remaining electorate providing
suboptimal support to each remaining alternative in the second round. The social outcome of the election might not
only result in an alternative that is not the Condorcet winner, but also the Condorcet loser candidate in the pseudo-
criterion scenario having blank votes, spoiled ballots, null votes, or abstentions regarded as an expression of
preference.

This paradox should not be confused with Fishburn and Brams X9 no-show paradox. In the Blank and Null
Support, some election results end up a worse outcome for the voter, and this outcome hardly could have been
made by a strategic decision .

This entry refers to 10.1111/polp.12298.

References

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/7654 3/4



Blank and Null Voting Paradox | Encyclopedia.pub

10.

. de Borda, Jean-Charles (1784) Mémoire sur les élections au scrutin”. Histoire de ’Academie

Royale des Sciences, Paris

. John Gibson; Bonggeun Kim; Steven Stillman; Geua Boe-Gibson; Time to vote?. Public Choice

2012, 156, 517-536, 10.1007/s11127-011-9909-5.

. Jgrgen Bglstad; Thermostatic Voting: Presidential Elections in Light of New Policy Data. PS:

Political Science & Politics 2012, 45, 44-50, 10.1017/s1049096511001697.

. Maciej A. Gérecki; Electoral context, habit-formation and voter turnout: A new analysis. Electoral

Studies 2013, 32, 140-152, 10.1016/j.electstud.2012.09.005.

. Thyago Celso Cavalcante Nepomuceno; Ana Paula Cabral Seixas Costa; Invalid Votes,

Deliberate Abstentions, and the Brazilian Crisis of Representation. Politics & Policy 2019, 47, 381-
406, 10.1111/polp.12298.

. Gilbert W. Bassett Jr.; Joseph Persky; Robust voting. Public Choice 1998, 99, 299-310, 10.1023/

a:1018324807861.

. Dan S. Felsenthal; Nicolaus Tideman; Weak Condorcet winner(s) revisited. Public Choice 2014,

160, 313-326, 10.1007/s11127-014-0180-4.

. Dino Gerardi; Leeat Yariv; Deliberative voting. Journal of Economic Theory 2007, 134, 317-338, 1

0.1016/j.jet.2006.05.002.

. Hannu Nurmi; Voting Procedures: A Summary Analysis. British Journal of Political Science 1983,

13, 181-208, 10.1017/s0007123400003215.

Peter C. Fishburn; Steven J. Brams; Paradoxes of Preferential Voting. Mathematics Magazine
1983, 56, 207, 10.2307/2689808.

Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/history/show/18131

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/7654 4/4



