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ABSTRACT Many commentators argued that if elites and voters had coordinated on an
alternative candidate, Donald Trump could have been defeated for the 2016 Republican
presidential nomination. This claim rests on the implicit assumption that Trump would
have been defeated in a head-to-head contest against another candidate—that he was a
Condorcet loser. Conventional pre-election polls, however, do not provide enough infor-
mation about voters’ preferences to assess the plausibility of this claim. Relying on novel
data to construct individuals’ complete preferences over the set of leading Republican
candidates, we find that no other candidate strictly defeats Trump in pairwisemajority-rule
comparisons and—far from being a Condorcet loser—that Trump is a member of the
majority-rule core. Our results question the plausibility of the coordination narrative
because Trump’s support was wider than political observers believed: it came from a
broad base of the Republican primary electorate rather than a small but intense minority.

WhenScottWalker withdrew from the Repub-
lican presidential race in September 2015,
he called for unity, urging other candidates
to withdraw and support a single contender
who could defeat Donald Trump for the

party’s nomination (Voorhees 2015). If #NeverTrump Republicans
split their votes, Walker worried, then Trump could win despite
opposition from a majority of the party’s voters. The remaining
candidates ignored the warning as Trump continued to earn
narrow victories against a crowded field. Many commentators
later endorsed Walker’s logic, attributing Trump’s primary suc-
cess to the Republican establishment’s failure to coordinate on a
frontrunner (Azari 2016; Burns and Martin 2016; Stokols 2016).

This coordination narrative, however, rests on an implicit assump-
tion about the underlying structure of Republican primary voters’
preferences that although Trump commanded plurality support,
he could have been defeated in head-to-head, or pairwise, contests.1

How accurate was this assumption about Republican primary
voters’ preferences in 2016? More generally, how extensive was
the opposition to (or support for) Trump’s nomination among
such voters? Did he draw support from a narrow minority or a
wide majority of Republican primary voters?

To answer these questions about the extent of Trump’s sup-
port, we take an empirical social-choice approach, relying on an
original dataset of Republican voters’ preferences to examine the
outcomes of pairwise majority-rule contests.2 In contrast to con-
ventional pre-election polls that ask respondents only about their
likely vote, we measured voters’ binary preference for pairs of
leading candidates.3 With these data, we characterized the extent
of Trump’s support (or lack thereof ) in social-choice terms:
specifically, whether Trump was a Condorcet loser, a Condorcet
winner, or a member of the majority-rule core. If we found that
Trump was a Condorcet loser (i.e., strictly defeated in every
pairwise contest), then the structure of voters’ preferences would
have satisfied a necessary condition for the coordination narrative.
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If we found that Trump was a Condorcet winner (i.e., strictly
preferred in every pairwise comparison) or in the majority-rule
core (i.e., weakly preferred in every comparison), then attempts to
coordinate would have been irrelevant.

Our results suggest that Republican elites could not have
counted on coordination as a strategy to prevent Trump’s nom-
ination. Trump either won or tied against every other candidate in
pairwise contests, which means that not only was he not a Con-
dorcet loser but also that no other candidate had enough support
to defeat him. Although Trump’s support was not so broad as to
make him a Condorcet winner, we did find that it was enough for
him to earn a place in the majority-rule core. Thus, in some sense,
we can state that Trump was a “rational choice” of the Republican
primary electorate.

WINNERS, LOSERS, AND THE CORE

Plurality rule is a straightforward way to make a collective choice
over many candidates. Simply count the number of votes and
the candidate with the most votes wins. Although it is simple to
implement, with more than two candidates, this process may
not produce the “best” social choice because a majority of voters
might oppose the plurality winner.4 As the number of candidates
increases, such opposition becomes increasingly likely (Wright and
Riker 1989).However, to determinewhether this is indeed a problem,
we must know how each voter ranks every possible candidate.5

To illustrate the importance of considering plurality versus
pairwise contests, consider the two hypothetical preference Pro-
files A and B in table 1. In both profiles, Trump is the plurality
winner with 40% of the vote; Cruz andRubio split the remainder of
the vote with 30% each. However, the two profiles differ starkly in
how Trump is ranked relative to the others. In Profile A, Cruz
voters (Group 2) and Rubio voters (Group 3) rank Trump last. This
means that either Cruz or Rubio would defeat Trump with a
decisive majority (by a 60% to 40% margin) in a pairwise contest.
Because Trump is defeated by all other candidates in pairwise

majority-rule contests (a decision procedure advocated by the
Marquis de Condorcet), we would say that he is a Condorcet loser.
This situation illustrates the Borda paradox (Nurmi 1983), in
which a Condorcet loser can be selected by plurality. It is precisely
the type of context in which coordination by Republican candi-
dates prevents Trump’s nomination: coordination allows voters
who oppose Trump to reallocate their vote to a single challenger
(generating the pairwise-contest results) rather than splitting
their vote (generating the plurality-rule outcome).6

By contrast, in Profile B, Cruz and Rubio voters place Trump in
the middle of their orderings. In this second scenario, Trump
would win pairwise contests against both Cruz and Rubio (70% to
30%). Thus, Trump is majority preferred to every other candidate
and is, instead, a Condorcet winner. In this case, Trump has enough
support that neither coordination nor strategic voting prevents his
nomination.

Importantly, these simple examples call attention to the neces-
sity of knowing, empirically, how voters rank candidates beyond
their top choice. Profiles A and B are observationally equivalent
according to plurality rule (or from polls that elicit a single choice
among several candidates), but they can be distinguished using
data on pairwise choices. That is, we can use data on the pairwise
choice between Trump and candidate R to inform us about what

might have happened if there had been coordination and all but
candidate R dropped out: Would candidate R have had enough
support to defeat Trump?

In practice, many voters may lack a strict preference for one
candidate over another and may instead be indifferent between
them.7 That is, these voters would view two candidates as equally
good (or equally bad). Whereas admitting this possibility allows
us to consider a richer and more empirically plausible set of
preference profiles, it leads to complications (Jones et al. 1995).
Consider Profile C in table 1 in which every voter is indifferent
between the candidates ranked below their top choice. In each
pairwise comparison, neither candidate has the support of a
majority of voters. For example, in the head-to-head contests
between Trump and Cruz, a 40% plurality supports Trump, a
30% minority supports Cruz, and the remaining 30% (i.e., Rubio
supporters) are indifferent.

Table 1

Hypothetical Preferences

Profile A: Trump Is a Condorcet Loser

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

1st Choice Trump Cruz Rubio

2nd Choice Cruz Rubio Cruz

3rd Choice Rubio Trump Trump

Share of voters 40% 30% 30%

Profile B: Trump Is a Condorcet Winner

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

1st Choice Trump Cruz Rubio

2nd Choice Cruz Trump Trump

3rd Choice Rubio Rubio Cruz

Share of voters 40% 30% 30%

Profile C: No Condorcet Winner or Loser

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

1st Choice Trump Cruz Rubio

2nd Choice Cruz,
Rubio

Trump,
Rubio

Trump,
Cruz

Share of voters 40% 30% 30%

With these data, we characterized the extent of Trump’s support (or lack thereof ) in social-
choice terms: specifically, whether Trump was a Condorcet loser, a Condorcet winner, or a
member of the majority-rule core.
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If these indifferent voters were forced to choose between
Trump and Cruz, voting for either candidate, strictly speaking,
would be rational. How should we determine the majority prefer-
ence? In our analysis, we considered a candidate to be themajority
preference if and only if a majority of voters strictly preferred that
candidate. This definition of majority preference (following
Austen-Smith and Banks 1999, 27) is the most conservative in
the sense that it involves the fewest assumptions about how
indifferent voters would behave in practice.8 If neither candidate
garners an absolute majority, then we consider voters to be
indifferent in the aggregate.

From a social-choice perspective, Profile C differs subtly but
importantly from Profile A. Collectively, voters are indifferent
between Trump and Cruz, between Trump and Rubio, and between
Cruz and Rubio. No candidate strictly defeats any other candidate;
therefore, there is no Condorcet winner. However, neither is there a
Condorcet loser because no candidate strictly loses to any other
candidate. Nevertheless, social-choice theory provides a definition of
what it means to be “best” according to preferences for the entire
group: an alternative is a member of a set called the core if it is “at
least as good as” (i.e., weakly better than) every other alternative
according to a preference-aggregation rule. In Profile C, all candi-
dates are equally good according to pairwisemajority rule; therefore,
all aremembers of the core and are “best” (albeit in a weak sense). In
Profile B, however, Trump is the unique member of the core and, in
Profile A, he is not in the core (instead, Cruz is the unique member).
If we found that Trump indeed is in the core, then his nomination
would reflect the rationality of Republican voters’ group choice.

DATA

Our analysis relied on two independent sources of data. First, we
conducted an original survey to elicit complete preferences over
the five leading candidates in early 2016 (Jeb Bush, Ben Carson,
Chris Christie, Ted Cruz, and Donald Trump) from likely Repub-
lican voters (N=755) through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
(MTurk) platform (Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012).9 We fielded
our surveys between January 21 and February 8, 2016, a period that
corresponded to the week before the Iowa Caucus until the eve of

the New Hampshire Primary.10 Because our MTurk sample may
not be representative of the Republican primary electorate, we also
conducted parallel analysis using the 2016 American National
Election Studies (ANES) Pilot Survey (using Republican-leaning
voters’ preferences over the same candidates except Christie;
N=440). These data were generated concurrent with our MTurk
data, from January 22 to 28, 2016.

In both datasets, the distribution of respondents’ first-choice
candidates was comparable to publicly available commercial polls
fielded during the same period.11 Remarkably, the proportion of
Trump supporters in our MTurk sample was quite close to both
the percentage of Trump supporters in the ANES Pilot Survey
and the polling average. The percentage of MTurk respondents
who supported each of the other candidates was also well within
the range of contemporary polls, with the exception of greater

support for Rand Paul.12 These comparisons suggest that we can
be reasonably confident in the validity of our MTurk sample.

RESULTS

The goal of our analysis was to understand the structure of
Republican voters’ preferences for or against Donald Trump
relative to other candidates. To do so, we aggregated the prefer-
ences for Trump against the field of candidates elicited from the
MTurk sample and ANES Pilot Survey in two ways. First, we
compared the proportion of voters who strictly preferred Trump to
each of the other candidates. Using this criterion, we state that
Trump was strictly preferred by majority rule (i.e., the majority
winner) if the percentage of voters who strictly preferred Trump
exceeds 0.5. If the proportion strictly favoring the other candidate
was greater than 0.5, then that other candidate was strictly pre-
ferred (i.e., Trumpwas themajority loser). If neither candidate was
strictly preferred by a majority, then we considered the aggregate
preference to be one of indifference (i.e., a majority tie).

Second, we accounted for uncertainty by using the 95% confi-
dence interval instead of the point estimate. Under this interval
criterion, we can state that Trump was the majority winner if the
entire confidence interval for the percentage of respondents sup-
porting Trump exceeds 0.5. Similarly, if the entire interval falls
below 0.5, then Trumpwas the majority loser; if 0.5 is contained in
the interval, then there was a majority tie.

Figure 1 shows Trump’s level of support compared to the
support for each of the other candidates for our two datasets.
Across both samples, Trump’s share of supporters was higher than
that of every other candidate, although he did not always have a
majority. In ourMTurk sample, shown in the left panel of figure 1,
Trump was strictly preferred to both Jeb Bush (0.54 to 0.38) and
Chris Christie (0.55 to 0.36) according to the point-estimate
criterion. Although he had a larger share of supporters than Ben
Carson (0.49 to 0.42), Ted Cruz (0.48 to 0.46), and Marco Rubio
(0.48 to 0.47), Trump did not have a majority of strict supporters
against any of these other candidates. Applying the interval
criterion to ourMTurk sample yields identical conclusions regard-
ing aggregate preferences. Because Trump defeated two of the five

other candidates and was tied with the other three, he was neither
a Condorcet winner nor a Condorcet loser; however, he was in the
core and, therefore, a rational Republican group choice.

The data from the ANES Pilot Survey, shown in the right panel
of figure 1, also support the conclusion that although Trump was
neither a Condorcet winner nor loser, he was in the core. As shown
in the point estimates, Trumpwasmajority preferred to Bush (0.61
to 0.35), Cruz (0.51 to 0.44), and Rubio (0.51 to 0.45) but was
majority tied with Carson (0.48 to 0.47). When we examine the
confidence intervals, which are wider for the ANES Pilot Survey
than for the MTurk sample, we see that Trump was majority
preferred only to Bush. For the remaining candidates, we cannot
be sufficiently confident that his support exceeds 0.5. Neverthe-
less, we found that no other candidate majority defeated Trump;
therefore, Trump was in the core.13

Across both samples, Trump’s share of supporters was higher than that of every other
candidate, although he did not always have a majority.
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We found consistent support that Trump was in the majority-
rule core even when we examined subsamples of our MTurk
data to check the robustness of our results.14 This analysis is
summarized in table 2, which shows that Trump was in the
core regardless of the elicitation method (pairwise or rank-
ordered); whether we dropped (overrepresented) Rand Paul
supporters; or whether we used post-stratification weights to
adjust for the fact that our MTurk sample was less representa-
tive of Republican voters than the 2016 ANES Time Series
sample. If anything, that Trump was a Condorcet winner in
some subsamples suggests that figure 1 may underestimate his
support.

CONCLUSION

Our empirical social-choice analysis yielded a picture of Donald
Trump’s support that challenges the conventional coordination
narrative. Because Trump was not a Condorcet loser, neither coord-
ination among elites nor strategic voting in the electoratewouldhave
made much difference. Plainly stated, Trump did not win because
Republicans split their votes. Republican voters, in the aggregate,
found him to be “at least as good as” any other candidate, earning
him a place in the majority-rule core. That is, Trump was a collect-
ively rational choice of the Republican electorate.

Whereas our results suggest that it is unlikely that Trump’s
nomination could have been stopped by the time the primaries

Table 2

Comparing Preferences in Subsamples

Opponent
MTurk

Full Sample
ANES Pilot
Survey

MTurk
Pairwise

MTurk
Ranked

MTurk
(No Paul)

MTurk
Weighted

Bush Trump∗ Trump∗ Trump∗ Trump∗ Trump∗ Trump∗

Carson —— —— —— Trump Trump∗ Trump∗

Christie Trump∗ n/a Trump∗ Trump∗ Trump∗ Trump∗

Cruz —— Trump —— Trump —— Trump

Rubio —— Trump —— Trump —— Trump

Condorcet Winner N N N Y N Y

Condorcet Loser N N N N N N

Core Y* Y* Y* Y* Y* Y*

Notes: Cell entry indicates the preferred candidate; —— indicates tie; ∗ indicates satisfies interval criterion.

Figure 1

Pairwise Preference for and against Donald Trump

Note: Symbols indicate point estimates and lines indicate 95% confidence interval.

410 PS • July 2020

Po l i t i c s : Trump I s No t a (Condo r c e t ) L o s e r !
.............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096520000359 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096520000359


began, his nominationmight have been stopped in other ways. For
example, Azari and Masket (2017) noted that the Republican
Party’s nomination rules were too democratic, allowing participa-
tion by too many candidates in the debate process and broad
participation by voters. Stronger parties in which elites controlled
the set of candidates, they argued, could have prevented Trump
from receiving the Republican nomination.

It is also possible that Trump’s nomination could have been
forestalled by elite coordination much earlier in the process, such
as when he announced his candidacy. Because our data provide
only a snapshot of voters’ preferences at a particular point in
time, it is possible that voters’ preferences were less developed in
the summer of 2015. Coordinating on a strong “establishment”
Republican candidate—involving endorsements and cohesive
messaging by party elites—might have been able to influence the
formation of voters’ preferences. However, this is pure speculation.

In the summer of 2019, the race for the 2020 Democratic
nomination was a crowded field with more than 20 declared
candidates, which in some ways resembled the 2016 Republican
contest. Could one of the frontrunners (e.g., Bernie Sanders) have
been opposed by a majority of the party’s voters yet capture the
nomination by splitting the opposition? Although the 2020 con-
test differs because of Democrats’ greater reliance on proportional
delegate-allocation rules, the key empirical question for coordin-
ation by party elites to matter is whether a plurality candidate is
also a Condorcet loser.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit http://
dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1049096520000359.▪

NOTES

1. Maskin and Sen (2016) analyzed hypothetically how Trump could win primaries
while losing individual matchups against each of his opponents.

2. Nomination campaigns are complex phenomena, and there are many interesting
aspects beyond the scope of our analysis.

3. A few existing studies empirically examine the structure of voters’ preferences
(e.g., Feld and Grofman 1988; Niemi and Wright 1987). Notable examples exam-
ining pairwise preferences are Brady and Ansolabehere (1989) and Radcliff (1993).

4. See Riker (1982) for an in-depth discussion of the properties of positional versus
majoritarian voting rules and of the relationship between democratic theory and
social choice.

5. We focus on complete preference orders for ease of exposition. It is sufficient to
know how each voter compares each pair of candidates, which does not neces-
sarily produce an ordering.

6. This profile is also a situation in which the Condorcet loser could be defeated
by coordination by voters in the form of strategic voting rather than coordination
by elites around a single challenger to Trump (Forsythe et al. 1993). Whereas
analyses of previous elections suggest that some voters behave strategically, the
proportion of strategic voters tends to be limited. For example, in their analysis of
the 1988 party nominations, Abramson et al. (1992) found that 14% of Republican
voters and 13% of Democratic voters could be classified as “apparently sophisti-
cated.”However, these voters were outnumbered by nonstrategic voters, with 20%
and 25% classified as either “apparently sincere” or “irrational.”

7. A potential source of indifference may be uncertainty in the voters’ preferences;
see Potthoff and Munger (2005).

8. Formally, the majority-rule preference is xPy if and only if P(x, y; ρ) > n/2, where
x needs to be strictly preferred by amajority. In contrast, plurality rule (as a binary
preference aggregation rule) defines the group preference as xPy if and only if
P(x, y; ρ) > P(y, x; ρ), which requires thatmore voters strictly prefer x to y than y to x.

Whereas plurality rule ignores indifferent voters altogether (as if they abstain),
we usemajority rule because it treats indifferent voters as if they were, in practice,
“swing voters” who are persuadable (and therefore might still vote for either
candidate).

9. There is no consensus among commercial and academic pollsters regarding
how to identify respondents’ likelihood of voting in a primary election. Of
26 news polls conducted concurrently with our MTurk sample, 60% included
all Republican-identifying registered voters in their sample, whereas 35% further
restricted the sample to self-reported likely primary voters.We used self-reported
likelihood of voting in the Republican primary as our screening criterion.

10. This was a critical period just before uncertainty about voters’ preferences and
behavior would be resolved by voting in the primaries and caucuses. It was an
appropriate time in which to collect our data because voters’ preferences were
sufficiently formed but could not have been influenced by the outcomes of prior
contests (e.g., “bandwagon” effects). We also note that the timing of our data
collection was highly relevant given that discussions of coordination (e.g., the
commentary around Ted Cruz referenced in footnote 2) continued for at least a
couple of months after the period of our survey.

11. Table A1 in the online appendix compares our MTurk sample and ANES Pilot
Survey with polls between January 16 and February 15. We obtained the data for
the comparison from HuffPost Pollster (http://elections.huffingtonpost.com/poll
ster/2016-national-gop-primary).

12. As is typical, ourMTurk sample is somewhat less representative of the population
in demographic terms. MTurk respondents tend to be younger, poorer, more
educated, and more likely to be female. See online appendix table A2 for details.

13. In the period closest to ours (January 2016), Kurrild-Klitgaard’s (2018) results are
similar to ours because he did not find any statistically significant differences in
head-to-head matchups between Cruz and Trump and Trump and Rubio,
suggesting aggregate indifference. However, his results differed in surveys later
than ours (March 2016), which may be due to the lack of an indifference response
option in the survey questions he used or because those particular polls were
outliers relative to other commercial polls taken at the time.

14. Our results are also corroborated by bootstrap simulations that we used as an
additional robustness check. For details, see the online appendix.
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