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Models of democratic decision-making tend to assume that voters have 

preferences and that candidates adjust their platforms to conform with 

those preferences; however, the direction of causation is largely the 

opposite. Political elites offer policy platforms to voters, and  voters 

adopt those policies – they follow their leaders. Following Their 

Leaders argues that policies are designed by the elite and the  electorate 

has little say. Preferences for public policy tend to be anchored in a 

political identity associated with a candidate, party, or ideology;  voters’ 

preferences on most issues are derived from their anchor preferences. 

Holcombe argues that because citizens adopt the policies offered by the 

elite, democratic institutions are ineffective constraints on the exercise 

of political power. This volume explores political institutions that help 

control the elite who exercise political power and discusses the implica-

tions political preferences have on democracies.

Randall G. Holcombe  is DeVoe Moore Professor of Economics at 

Florida State University. He served on Florida Governor Jeb Bush’s 

Council of Economic Advisors from 2000 to 2006, and is past  president 

of the Public Choice Society and the Society for the Development of 

Austrian Economics.
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The idea on which this book is built is that people adopt the public policy 

preferences of the candidates and parties with whom they identify. In the 

era of Donald Trump, this idea has a ring of plausibility to much of the 

general public, who see Trump supporters as people who blindly accept 

what President Trump has told them. At the other end of the political 

spectrum, a different set of people see Bernie Sanders supporters’ the 

same way. Nobody in the general public thinks this is true of them, per-

sonally. They will tell you they have sound reasons for the public policy 

preferences they express. They just think that other people uncritically 

accept the policy preferences espoused by candidates and parties.

So you, the reader of this book, should read it as if its arguments apply 

to other people, not to you. There may be an element of truth in that 

because readers of this book are likely to be better informed about public 

policy than most of the general public. However, the academic literature 

on the subject does suggest that well-informed citizens may be more sus-

ceptible to political persuasion than is the average citizen.

This idea is more dif�cult to sell to an academic audience than to the 

general public. Academicians studying the political process consistently 

begin with the assumption that citizens and voters have preferences, and 

that candidates and parties adopt platforms that correspond with those 

citizen preferences. Rarely does an academic analysis of preference aggre-

gation through democratic processes take a step back to consider how 

those citizen and voter preferences are formed. There has been research 

on political preference formation, but it is rarely taken into account when 

social scientists model the process by which individual preferences are 

aggregated to make collective choices.

Preface
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xiv Preface

Academics have taken a partial step toward addressing this issue by 

noting that when voters make choices at the ballot box the choices they 

make, as individuals, do not affect the outcome they get. In market trans-

actions, people get what they choose. If a diner orders a salad rather 

than pizza, the diner gets a salad. At the ballot box, the same candidates 

and parties will be elected regardless of how any individual voter votes. 

Because of this, voters may express preferences at the ballot box that are 

different from what they would choose if the choice were theirs alone. A 

voter may vote for candidate A even if the voter would prefer B to win 

the election. Voters can do this at no cost to themselves because they 

know their one vote will not change the election outcome. Voting is an 

expressive act that has no instrumental effect on election outcomes.

This idea, which has met with some resistance from academics, is con-

sidered in the chapters that follow, but even with this idea established, 

that academic literature has not taken the next step to analyze why citi-

zens and voters form the policy preferences they express. The preferences 

they express at the ballot box may be at odds with policies they would 

choose if the choice were theirs, but if this is the case, where do those 

preferences originate? If they are in�uenced by friends or family, this just 

pushes the question one step further back. Where do those friends and 

family get their political preferences? This volume explains that people 

adopt the political preferences of the candidates and parties with whom 

they identify.

If the public policy preferences of citizens come from the political elite, 

one implication is that citizens in democratic countries have less control 

over their governments than the ideology of democracy would suggest. 

Supposedly, democratic governments are accountable to their citizens, 

but that accountability breaks down if citizens adopt the political prefer-

ences of the political elite.

Academic models of voting conclude that candidates and parties 

design their platforms to correspond with the political preferences of vot-

ers, but the direction of causation goes the other way. Voters adjust their 

preferences to conform with the platforms put forward by the political 

elite. This volume offers a pessimistic view of democratic government, 

but because there are competing members of the elite, that competition 

among elites offers some hope that that abuses of government power can 

be limited. The checks and balances built into political institutions offer 

stronger constraints on the abuse of power than democratic oversight by 

citizens and voters.
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xvPreface

The usual disclaimer that any shortcomings in this volume are the 

responsibility of the author is especially applicable here. If citizens adopt 

the policy preferences offered them by political elites, this calls into ques-

tion some long-held conclusions about preference aggregation in the aca-

demic areas of public choice and social choice. One might expect that 

researchers would be cautious about accepting ideas that undermine 

long-held conclusions in those areas. I am under no illusion that this 

volume represents the last word on the subject. My hope is that it will 

prompt others to explore the merits – and demerits! – of the ideas in this 

volume.

I appreciate comments from Roger Congleton, Judit Kalman Joseph 

Newhard, and David Skarbek. I presented material from the manuscript 

at Texas Tech University and at the Public Choice Society annual meet-

ings, where I received many helpful comments. A hazard in thanking 

readers for comments is that I have neglected to recognize some help-

ful readers, and that is surely the case here. I am deeply grateful for the 

support of my family, and dedicate the book to my wife, Lora, my three 

sons, and my three daughters-in-law.

www.cambridge.org/9781009323161
www.cambridge.org

