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Expressions of Biases in the Ghanaian Political System

Abstract
This project sought to identify the presence of biases in the Ghanaian political system, in order to define and
explain the possible polarization existing within the country, and its consequences on the country’s political
progress. This project involved research in Ghana, conducted in a 3 week period between December 2010 and
January 2011, to test the hypothesis that biases were present within the local population and the cause of
dangerous (rebellion-prompting) polarization within the population. The biases anticipated were motivated
bias, explicitly ‘myside’ biases in the form of selective exposure, belief overkill, and biased assimilation/
polarization. The research method was the use of an orally administered questionnaire to suit the needs of the
population. It was found that there exists polarization within the country, though not an extreme polarization
of the sort that would forewarn of revolution. These results are significant in that they help us understand the
current Ghanaian political climate and the actions of its people.
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Abstract 

 

This project sought to identify the presence of biases in the Ghanaian political system, in order to 

define and explain the possible polarization existing within the country, and its consequences on 

the country‟s political progress. This project involved research in Ghana, conducted in a 3 week 

period between December 2010 and January 2011, to test the hypothesis that biases were present 

within the local population and the cause of dangerous (rebellion-prompting) polarization within 

the population. The biases anticipated were motivated bias, explicitly „myside‟ biases in the form 

of selective exposure, belief overkill, and biased assimilation/polarization. The research method 

was the use of an orally administered questionnaire to suit the needs of the population. It was 

found that there exists polarization within the country, though not an extreme polarization of the 

sort that would forewarn of revolution. These results are significant in that they help us 

understand the current Ghanaian political climate and the actions of its people.  
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Overview 

 

Ghana is a country located on the western coast of Africa, bordered by Togo, Burkina Faso and 

the Ivory Coast. It gained its independence from British colonial rule on 6th march 1957 and has 

fluctuated between democratic, socialist and authoritarian rule in the first 35 years of its 

independence; since 1992, Ghana has been recognized as a constitutional democracy. Its capital 

is Accra, located in the Greater Accra Region, which together with the nine other regions, the 

Western Region, the Eastern Region, the Central Region, the Ashanti Region, the Volta Region, 

the Brong Ahafo Region, the Northern Region, the Upper East Region and the Upper West 

Region, segment the country. The Ghanaian population stands at 23,382,848 (World Bank 2009 

Consensus), with the major peoples being the Akan 45.3%, Mole-Dagbon 15.2%, Ewe 11.7%, 

Ga-Dangme 7.3%, other 20.4% (2000 census).   

 

Ghana, politically, is officially characterized as a multiparty state, having 8 political parties that 

run for presidential and parliamentary elections. Nonetheless, acting in accordance with 

Duvergers law
1
, two main parties have emerged that dominate the Ghanaian political scene. That 

is, the National Democratic Congress (NDC) and the National Patriotic Party (NPP), who 

received together 97% of the total vote in the first round of the 2008 presidential election; only 

candidates from these two parties have served in presidential office in the 16 years (4 elections) 

since return to constitutional democracy; at present, the current head of state is Professor John 

Atta Mills of the NDC party. Given this, the research treats Ghana as though it was a two-party 

democratic system, and examines it in light of the expectations anticipated within such a system.  

      

Though some differences may be noted, Ghanaian history and politics follow the general plot of 

African politics in general. Ghana, like many other African countries, can be characterized as a 

clientelist state. Here, party leaders have relied on individuals who already possessed 

considerable local followings, by binding them to their party with promises of riches and other 

benefits and in effect, buy their committed local supporters from a trusted middleman. In this 

way, voters have come to look to well-known, trusted candidates, who promise material benefits 

                                                
1
 Duverger Maurice, Political Parties, University Printing House, Cambridge, 1976 
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such as access to infrastructure and social amenities, while these candidates turn to party leaders 

for personal benefits such as cash, land or credit, when parties gain access to these private and 

public resources in office. As such, African politics became the amassing of private and public 

resources, rather than the building of trust within the populace, as politicians sought to buy the 

vote, rather than earn it. As parties came to power, they worked to withhold these public 

resources from their opposition, resulting in jealousy and contention that led to battles for control 

of resources, in order to manipulate power; this corrupted democratic rule and led to civil strife, 

military rule, and dictatorships. Ghana, luckily after 35 years of such turmoil, was able to pull 

itself out of this cycle and return to democratic constitutional rule; nonetheless, clientelism still 

exists within the system.          

 

The significance of clientelism is found in the existing polarization that this research seeks to 

explore. It is clientelism that allows for the promotion of ethnocentrism and regionalism, as 

parties have aligned themselves with well-known individuals in particular regions and 

ethnicities. These promoted and preserved divisions reappear in democratic elections, as parties 

continue to appeal to old sources of support and voters; understanding the clientelist state they 

live in, voters continue to sell their vote to „trusted‟ buyers. „Trusted‟ in the sense that, these 

candidates are expected to be corrupt and think only of their pockets, nonetheless, should redirect 

some small portion of those benefits they receive, in some form, to the people, if the people are 

members of their clientele (ethnic group/ local community). Moreover, to allow a politician who 

maintains a different set of clients (a different or rival ethnic group/ local community) access to 

these public resources appears imprudent. In this way, alignment with one party naturally leads 

to the rejection of the other: division and polarization. 

 

The 2008 election revealed these divisions in the Ghanaian population; the expectation was for 

half the population to rejoice when election results were announced, while the other half 

mourned and rebelled. This paper would use biases to identify the existence of polarization and 

alignment within the Ghanaian population, which could be understood by the historic, and 

presently continuing nature and functioning of clientelism in the country. The biases sought were 

motivated bias, explicitly „myside‟ biases in the form of selective exposure, belief overkill, and 

biased assimilation/polarization; Selective Exposure is seen in a situation where individuals 
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strongly prefer their party-aligned media to others, Belief Overkill is the denial of the objective 

truth or a show of stubborn preference, while Biased Assimilation is seen when neutral or weak 

evidence is used to bolster pre-existing belief. These biases inherently tell the alignment of 

voters by expressing their preference or disillusion with one or the other.  

 

The research conducted found that there exists a type of polarization within the country, though 

not an extreme polarization of the sort that would forewarn of revolution. This was seen in the 

inverse relationship between support for one of the two dominant parties and the opposition of 

the other party among subjects. Moreover, the lack of identifiable biases in some subjects also 

reflects the middle ground in the Ghanaian population, given the 20-40% estimate of floating 

voters (27.27% identified in the research). In addition, correlations in popularly believed political 

biases in the population corresponded with the political bias identified, while the barely 

significant ethnic biases correlated with convictions that there was a declining ethnic bias in the 

country. These results allow us to note the polarization within the state, understand its limitations 

(not enough to lead to civil strife), and its believed decline. This helps us understand why, 

despite questionable policies and the deteriorating economic environment during each party‟s 

term of office, the same individuals consistently support them. 
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Introduction 

Ghana‟s fifth election since return to multiparty democracy revealed a notable division within 

the Ghanaian populace. The 7
th

 December 2008 election resulted in none of the eight candidates 

for the presidency receiving a majority of the votes needed to take office; as such, the Electoral 

Commission announced a runoff between Nana Akufo-Addo of the National Patriotic Party 

(NPP) and John Atta Mills of the National Democratic Congress (NDC), the two dominant 

parties within the country. The NPP candidate had received 49.13 % of the votes cast on cast 7
th

 

December, while the NDC candidate received 47.92 % of the votes. This second round was 

conducted on the 28
th

 of December 2008, with the final outcome of the Run-off election resulting 

in the declaration that the President-elect was John Atta Mills (NDC) with 50.23 % of the votes.
2
 

Such a close victory, with a differential of only .23%, could lead one to believe that there exists a 

high level of Polarization within the Ghanaian population, and merits a closer look.  

Polarization is an interesting occurrence because it can imply two political situations with 

different implication for a country and its government. To be explicit, polarization speaks of a 

situation in which we see an even split in voter‟s preference between two political 

candidates/parties in a two-party democratic system. But a 50:50 voting preference speaks to the 

fact that individuals equally like, dislike or are indifferent between the candidates they must vote 

between. Given this, even in a situation where a 50:50 preference towards political candidates is 

shown, one cannot immediately assume that the nation is polarized. Polarization is shown only in 

the case where individuals show an extreme liking for one party and a correlated extreme 

opposition to the other party, in a two-party democratic state. If the people are simply 

disillusioned with the political process or indifferent between the candidates, then one cannot say 

there exists a deeply divided population, and hence, speak of polarization. In Ghana, the 2008 

election revealed this near 50:50 divisions within the nation, especially with regards to the 

election of the country‟s president. Now, one is led to ask if Ghana is a case of polarization, a 

deeply divided and committed block of partisans on opposite ends of a two-party political 

spectrum; or if the population simply displayed their indifference (like/dislike of both political 

                                                
2
Ghanaweb, “Prof Mills Wins Presidential Runoff Elections” 

<http://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/election2008/presidential2.php> 
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candidates) or disillusionment with the Ghanaian political system (corruption-based aversion of 

both political candidates)  in the 2008 election.  

This question is important because of the possibility of a collapse of democracy and the 

instigation of revolution in a polarized state. In thinking of Polarization within a country, one is 

led to the ideas of culture wars. To illustrate this, we may look to the United States as an 

example of a polarized nation. Sociologist James Hunter divided Americans into the culturally 

“orthodox” and the culturally “progressive,” by which he meant that contemporary American 

voters are deeply divided on moral issues. Hunter tells us that this would inevitably lead to 

increasing conflict between the two groups. From this we gather that, close elections reflect 

evenly matched blocs of deeply committed partisans, who could at any moment engage each the 

other in violent wars. This situation can be expected if an electorate is highly polarized with a 

large number of “progressives” on the left supporting the Democrats (in the case of Ghana, the 

National Democratic Congress (NDC)), and a large number of “orthodox” on the right 

supporting the Republicans (in the case of Ghana, the National Patriotic Party (NPP)), and very 

few people occupy the middle ground.  This produces the 50:50 (Graphic U-shape)
3
 results that 

could lead to revolution. On the other hand, one may have a case where most people hold 

moderate or centrist positions, and relatively few are extreme partisans. In this case, The NDC 

and the NPP parties position themselves equidistant from the center on opposite sides, producing 

the same 50:50 results (Graphic Inverse U-shape)
4
. In the first instance, you have the population 

being closely divided but deeply divided (polarized), while in the second; they are closely 

divided but not deeply divided (indifferent/disillusioned). In the 2008 election in Ghana, 

individuals were concerned, fearful, that the country would break out into war. In the capital city 

of Accra, shops were closed at midday in anticipation of the announcement of the elections 

results and the ensuing violence that would follow. This expectation of revolt suggests that there 

exist deep divisions within the country‟s population, hence a dangerous polarization which 

threatens the very concept of democracy and stability in the country: the voices of the people 

were divided. 
5
   

                                                
3
 See appendix C 

4
 See appendix C 

5
 Fiorina M. P., Abrams S. J., Pope J. C., “Culture War?: The Myth of a Polarized America” 
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The purpose of this project is to provide a credible hypothesis that accounts for the existence of a 

non-traditional, polarized state in Ghana. I use the term „non-traditional‟ because, as I will 

explain in this paper, the various traditional models and concepts used in assessing a polarized 

state in political science currently fail to adequately account for the situation in Ghana. 

Explicitly, the questions I seek to address here are the various contradictions that arise when a 

traditional method of thought is applied to the Ghanaian situation. To illustrate, one may 

question: why did extremist choose not to abstain, but rather participate in the election, if one 

would anticipate that, given their position on the political spectrum, they would be too disgusted 

at parties compromising on their policies (moving to the center) to engage in the political 

process? Why were parties certain that they will not see this abstention of extremist votes and 

hence be forced to keep away from the center and uphold their divergent socialist and 

conservative standpoints? Though revolution was anticipated at the end of the 2008 election, 

why did democratic government continue to function? Though a government chosen from one 

end of the political spectrum is expected to fail to please a large section of the population, why 

has this „good breeding grounds for revolution‟
6
 gone unexploited? Moreover, regarding the 

distribution of voters along the political scale, given the predominant social class being the lower 

class, with no sizable middle class and a small upper class, why was the margin of the left-wing 

vote only .23%?  These questions seek to address an apparent failure in the logic of the existing 

political apparatus to address the inconsistencies in the 2008 Ghanaian election. The responses to 

these questions, I propose, are found in the fact that most Ghanaians ignore the ideological basis 

and policy initiatives of the major parties, and rather vote on historically formulated biases or 

ethnic ties maintained by the clientelist state. The research conducted in Ghana was to identify if 

there was an existing bias within population at large to provide evidence in support of the 

hypothesis that this was the underlying factor that determined how individuals cast their vote.   

                                                
6
 Fiorina M. P., Abrams S. J., Pope J. C., “Culture War?: The Myth of a Polarized America” 
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Introduction 

The 2008 election revealed the possible existence of a dangerous type of Polarization in the 

Ghanaian population; the expectation was for half the population to rejoice when election results 

were announced, while the other half mourned and rebelled. This conclusion spurred the research 

that this paper explores. To fully understand the results that the experiments produced, it is 

necessary that one have an understanding of polarization theory, and the African political 

landscape, with specific emphasis on the Ghanaian political landscape. In this section, I will 

provide the necessary background for the experiment and discussion to follow. 

 

Polarization and My Hypothesis 

First, note that Polarization implies a failure of the democratic system to adequately address the 

needs of a populace. Anthony Downs, in discussing the statistics and dynamics of party 

ideologies in “An Economic Theory of Democracy,” speaks of the failure of a two-party 

democratic system to provide stable and effective government except in the case of ideological 

consensus among its citizens. Ideology, Downs tells us, is not created for the sake of 

forming/promoting a better society, but rather is a weapon in the struggle for office. He makes 

the point that, due to uncertainty, widely varying ideologies may be employed by political parties 

when these parties are motivated solely by the desire to maximize votes. Ideologies can be used 

in this way because many rational voters tend to take shortcuts in choosing a party, by deciding 

to vote ideologically instead of comparing party policies and platforms. They do this on the 

assumption that the party ideology is reflected in the party platform and as such need only 

examine the former and ignore the latter. Nonetheless, for voters to be assured in this strategy, 

political parties, in formulating strategy, must keep to this expectation (matching ideology and 

policy) or stand the risk of losing credibility. As such, the competitive struggle for office 

compels parties to be both honest and consistent in creating platforms and ideologies and 

developing them over time. (Downs, A. (1957)) Despite the compelling argument the Downs 

makes, the majority of the Ghanaian population ignores party ideology and platforms altogether, 

and rather focuses on ethnicity and history as the basis on which they select their government.  

One may question on what basis the claim is made that the Ghanaian population ignores 

ideology and party platforms altogether. In addressing this question, we first look at the ideology 

and party platforms that each party upholds and the Ghanaian response; by so doing, we can 



12 

 

assess if the parties have kept to their platforms and if the population has reacted as Down‟s 

predicts, and as such, we can determine if ideology plays a significant role in the Ghanaian 

voters‟ choices. 

 

Party Ideology and Policies detailed 

From its early beginnings, the National Patriotic Party (NPP) has always upheld, as dictated by 

its manifesto, that a viable democracy can be created and maintained in a liberal democratic state 

with a market economy and free enterprise. This state, they asserted, should be created in an 

atmosphere where the individual is confident and assured of his or her basic human rights and 

freedoms, free speech, free association, free movement and lawful actions. For the NPP, this 

confidence is only possible where there is rule of law and respect of it, not only by the governed 

but also, above all, by the government.  The National Democratic Congress, on the other hand, is 

recognized as a social democratic party, and a recent member of the „Socialist International‟ 

political alliance. From its beginning, as obtained from its manifesto, the NDC similarly pledged 

to work towards making the most basic human rights – food, shelter, education, medical care, 

work, the opportunity to live and develop in peace and dignity, accessible to all Ghanaians. The 

NDC also pledged to uphold the human rights and freedoms enshrined in the Constitution of the 

Fourth Republic, particularly the rights to life, property, speech, association, personal liberty and 

freedom of the press.  (Ephson Ben, 1992) The difference between the two then lies in the fact 

that, while the NPP believes that there must always be a credible alternative government 

(opposition parties serving as a check on government) to maintain the accountability needed to 

create the liberal democracy it envisions, the NDC takes a different, centralist approach to 

accountability, insisting that the rights and freedoms of powerful or influential individuals must 

not be permitted to threaten the rights of the disadvantaged in society. For this reason, the NDC 

sees the need to enforce accountability (since there are always some individuals who would be 

irresponsible, corrupt or incompetent) by strengthening the machinery for dealing with lapses in 

accountability and requiring the highest standards of conduct of office-holders. (Ephson, 1992) 

In this way, the NDC holds fast to its foundations based on Provisional National Defense 

Council (PNDC) military rule in Ghana from 1981-1991. 

With regards to the economy, both parties take a different approach to economic development.  

The National Patriotic Party (NPP) aims to concede freedom to the private sector. Its government 
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aims to create the conditions that allow the private sector free rein. The role of the state in the 

economic area is to be re-directed and focused on the provisions of the facilities needed to 

promote the enterprise culture. In this vein, the NPP encourages the development of strong, 

independent and responsible associations like trade unions, professional bodies and religious 

organizations. It is seeks to ensure that trade unions and other trade and professional associations 

do not become appendages to ruling parties. In place of controls, administrative allocations, or 

any socialist-type dirigisme, the NPP is committed to free enterprise in partnership, as the mode 

of economic organization. The National Democratic Congress (NDC) on the other hand takes a 

more centralist approach, but is committed to creating the conditions for enterprise to grow, in an 

atmosphere of confidence and partnership with government. For this reason, it aims to restrain 

the public sector from undertaking activities better reserved for the private sector, while ensuring 

that, by so doing, unemployment is neither created nor essential services withdrawn. The NDC, 

given this approach, seeks to maintain product fiscal policy, enabling reductions in the individual 

tax burden as well as providing corporate bodies with incentives to invest. The NDC promises to 

pay critical attention to encouraging long term lending to local business through appropriate 

guarantee schemes and refinancing of the banking system in respect of credit extension to 

strategic sectors. In this way, the NDC aims to maintain a strict balance between the public 

sector and the private sector in defining enterprise, while the NPP advocates for free enterprise 

and policies to that extent. (Ephson, 1992)   

 

More recently, the policies of the two parties have diverged more distinctly than before. The 

National Patriotic Party (NPP) has become committed to the goal of a radical acceleration of 

Ghana‟s capacity to create wealth, and as such supply the means for a much higher standard of 

welfare development. One project implemented to ensure this goal is manpower development to 

create an army of skilled people. As such, the NPP government has developed and promoted far-

reaching reforms in the quality and availability of educational opportunities for all Ghanaians. 

Another project with this aim is the new strategy of micro-economic interventions for facilitating 

private sector operations, including modernized farming and fisheries, to lead the nation into 

unprecedented engagement in wealth creation. This, the NPP believes would be achieved 

through focusing business intervention in growth areas of ICT applications, agro-processing, 

other value-addition ventures and Tourism. All this would be achieved easily in a nation of 
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healthy workers, well-motivated to give of their best in production and service activities. As such 

the NPP also advocates a more humane health delivery system to be provided through effective 

implementation and geographical spread of the National Health Insurance Scheme. All these 

would lead to the successful attainment of accelerated economic growth which should lead to 

accelerated improvement in the living conditions of the people of Ghana. (NPP, 2010) 

 

Meanwhile, The National Democratic Congress (NDC) has taken up the mantra of Social 

Democracy, by which they advocate “a belief in the equality and egalitarian treatment of all 

persons with respect to their political, economic, social, cultural and religious relations in a 

multi-party, multi ethnic environment. By this they also make the commitment to progressive 

politics and the protection of the under-privileged and the upliftment of the socially 

disadvantaged”. Instead of wealth creation as an approach to redress the country‟s low living 

standards, the NDC looks to the advancement of the vast majority of Ghanaians by taking 

seriously the issues of education, health, sanitation, water, housing and poverty alleviation. For 

the NDC, “social democracy” imposes on them the responsibility to provide to Ghanaians the 

basic amenities of life at affordable costs and guarantee employment to those who are willing 

and able to work. The objective of the NDC is the creation of a sound foundation for generations 

to come, in community responsibility through strengthening and expanding each one‟s 

contribution to the various units of governance and institutions that deliver social justice, fair 

play, and guarantee that each citizen obtains the benefit of his or her labor. In this way, the NPP 

and NDC, though promising the same things, approach their attainment with different focuses, 

highlighting wealth-creation and social equity respectively. (NDC, 2008) 

 

Having looked at these policies, we may ask, given the distinctions, what the basis of saying 

individuals ignores these differing approaches to welfare augmentation by the different parties 

when they cast their votes. The question asked here is not adequately addressed by stating that 

the average Ghanaian on the street, when asked what the differences between the major parties 

policies would provide no suitable or convincing answer. So in supporting this claim then, one 

should look to African politics in general, and the broad expectations of the African citizen with 

regards to politicians in answering this question. 
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African Politics and the Clientelist State explained 

Chris Allen in his work, Understanding African Politics, 1995 , examines the internal dynamics 

of African politics that led to the creation of clientelist/neo-patrimonial states that exists in many 

African states. The first thing to note was that decolonization was a hasty affair; one could say 

that the imperialist governments within Africa were suddenly caught in a strong, rising wave for 

independence and succumbed to it in a disordered manner. As such, „elections were introduced 

with little notice… requiring nationalist organizations to mobilize huge new electorates in a very 

short time‟ (Chris Allen: 1995) Allen identified two strategies for party building that marked 

winning candidates campaigns; the first was „reliance on individuals who already had 

considerable local followings,‟ and the second was „the use of clientelist politics to bind local 

notables to the party and local voters to the candidates.‟ (Chris Allen: 1995)  So in essence, 

voters were promised by well-known, trusted candidates, collective material benefits such as 

access to basic infrastructure, social amenities, clinics and schools, while these candidates in turn 

were offered personal benefits such as cash, land or credit, by leaders who had access to private 

or public resources. This marked the beginning of clientelist politics in much of Sub-Saharan 

Africa. This resulted because the moment the candidates came to power and were given access to 

the immense resources of the state, their priority was the consolidation of their win. This 

basically involved careful allocation of funds to specific ministries in order to extend their 

support and recruit more charismatic personnel. As such, internal relations within the political 

took on a power reproducing nature, with parties in power increasing their chances of 

maintaining power through the effective support and recruitment of clients. So it came to be that, 

„the legitimacy of African political elites… derive(d) from their ability to nourish the clientele on 

which their power rest(ed)‟ (Chabal, P and Daloz J-P: 1999). 

 

The creation of a clientelist state did not go unopposed, with members of the opposition refusing 

to subjugate to the new state system which inherently excluded them from the political. It is not 

surprising that many who had failed to gain power found the situation in post-colonial Africa to 

be unacceptable, not simply because of the increasing corruption which resulted as government 

exploited resources for patrimonial purposes, but mainly because they found themselves 

excluded from the benefits of state. Consequentially opposition parties moved to avoid 

permanent exclusion from the political by exploiting communal divisions; this however only 
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served to politicize long-standing local, ethnic, or religious divisions. „Party conflicts became 

redrawn and reconstructed as communal conflicts (Chris Allen: 1995);‟ Violence proliferated as 

those in power resorted to oppressive tactics, rigged election, harassment, beatings, bans, and 

imprisonment of the opposition party and its members to keep hold of power. In some cases, the 

opposition‟s response reflected the violence of their rivals, and led to the formation of groups of 

party thugs. As party violence increased, so did corruption for personal enrichment, as ruling 

parties depended less on support and more on force to stay in power (Chris Allen: 1995). The 

African states entered into a period of political decay, characterized by the rapid growth of 

politicized communalism, political conflict and violence, abuse of political and human rights, 

and corruption, which would continue over the next decade and a half. Ghana reflects this theory, 

given its turbulent history from 1960-1981, characterized by violent and non-violent coup d‟états 

ending in a period of military government before the return to democracy. 

 

Why did this neo-patrimonial system persist in African states? The answer can be determined in 

a number of factors. The first is that, it has become the standard view that a position in 

government is the main means of personal enrichment. This is what Chanal and Daloz refer to as 

the public sector being appropriated by the private sector. With the entrance of parties into 

government, it is the general sentiment that it one‟s „time to eat‟ – to reap the benefits of the 

system. Moreover, this is exacerbated by the fact that there exists a „wide acceptance of the 

behavior of civil servants‟ (Chabal, P and Daloz J-P: 1999). The populace has come to accept 

and expect that those in power will abuse that power for their own ends, and have quietly 

recognized state bureaucratic institutions as the empty shell it is. Their lack of motivation to 

address the problem, gives civil servants more space and freedom to continue to abuse their 

powers. And generally, civil servants place the edicts of their political leaders over that of any 

regulation put into place by those same political leaders. After all, it is from these leaders that the 

civil servants will gain their share in the spoils of the state, and as such, to contradict these 

political leaders would be unreasonable. In this way, „the most basic rules of bureaucratic 

accountability are flouted at will‟ (Chabal, P and Daloz J-P: 1999). For these reasons, the 

clientelist state still persists in Africa, and Ghana is no exception in this regard. 
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Now if one understands African politics in clientelist terms, what one inherently accepts is that 

the population is not concerned with the policies of government as first and foremost, they 

expect government to be corrupt and think only of their pockets first and foremost. Secondly, the 

population accepts that the politicians they vote for would be able to redirect some small portion 

of those benefits, in some form, their way if they are a member of the politicians‟ clientele 

(ethnic group/ local community). Given this, party policies and platforms are of no importance to 

the average voter when looking at political parties. Individuals are more concerned with what 

resources could be directly amassed from government, as opposed to the larger picture of social 

institutions providing those resources in an ideal world. Hence individuals are willing to sell 

their vote to the most promising buyer. So rather than simply saying individuals blindly follow 

one party or the other without knowing the party policies, we should recognize that individuals 

follow parties looking only at their backgrounds for affirmation of some future, tangible resource 

gained in exchange for their vote. An unfortunate consequence of this is that the state is rendered 

ineffectual mainly because „it has never been in the interests of the (Ghanaian) elite to work for 

the proper institutionalization of the state apparatus (Chabal, P and Daloz J-P: 1999).‟ 

 

The failure of political science models explicated 

Given this, one can understand how political science as applied to a democratic state can fail to 

explain the 50:50 voting patterns of the Ghanaian population. If we simply consulted the political 

science model to explain the polarization we found in Ghana, we would come to two conclusions 

concurrent with the violent polarized state or indifferent populace theories already iterated 

above; using Hotelling‟s model
7
, one would find that competition in a two-party system would 

drive each party to move towards its opponent‟s ideology because of each party‟s confidence in 

its extremists (its end of the scale) vote, allowing politicians to reach for the crucial middle-of-

the-road voters by moving closer to the opposition. In this case, political parties become less 

extreme and more moderate in policy, resulting in a growing indifference of the population 

towards their candidates. This phenomenon is what Kirchheimer describes as the arrival of the 

catch-all party. Kirchheimer, 1966, argues that modern parties, in their increasing attempt to 

attract votes from whichever social groups they can, have a highly significant effect on 

                                                
7
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ideological competition.
8
 Mass parties gain reason to shift their organization towards the catch-

all system because it seems the more effective option in securing votes. The party leadership, 

concerned only with their ongoing success, forces the party to broaden its appeal to every 

possible group, and so extends beyond their original and distinctive class support.
9
 Contrary to 

the preceding class-based mass parties, existing electoral-professional parties aim for a wider 

market of voters, and so formulate programs which are not particularly partisan or divisive: a 

program which could be said to serve the interest of all involved. In this way, this catchall 

phenomenon contributes to policy convergence, as the need to maintain a distinctive 

constituency through ideology and policy is undermined, thus encouraging a waning of the 

ideological and/or policy distinctiveness of the parties,
10

 and the indifference of the populace vis-

a-vis the two main political parties. It could be argued that this is the case in Ghana, because, 

though the NDC and NPP in their approach and self-description fall left and right of the center 

on a linear political scale, they each profess the same policy objectives of provisions of basic 

human rights to food and security, as well as individual freedoms, as detailed above.  However, I 

will argue this is not the case.  

 

Using Smithies model, 2008
11

 which introduces elastic demand at each end point on the linear 

political scale, one finds that extremist should choose to abstain from the political process 

altogether, rather than vote (probably from disgust at parties compromising on ideologies). As 

such, the predicted political parties convergence on moderation will not occur if most voters are 

massed bimodally near the extremes; the threat of abstention from extremists force the parties to 

keep away from the center, ensuring that their ideologies remain poles apart (as parties cannot 

afford to lose extremist votes in this instance).  In such a situation, democratic government will 

fail to function properly as any government from either extreme end will fail to please a large 

section of the population, and leave a setting that is good breeding grounds for revolution. So, if 

we think of the Ghanaian situation, where both governments hold different ideological 

standpoints though identical policy objectives, it would seem the extremist have failed to pull the 

parties from convergence on the middle (that is, if we accept the threat of violence upon the 

                                                
8
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9
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Katz and Mair, 1997: pp.102-103 

11
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announcement of electoral results in 2008 to mean that voters are massed bimodally near the 

extremes on each end of the political scale, as Downs explained above). What then could explain 

this failure of the electorate to pull the parties from converging on central policies? The same 

premise argued from the beginning: Ghanaians tend to ignore the ideological and policy 

standpoints of the major political parties.  

 

More relevant to note is the existing inconsistency between party ideology and party policies as 

advocated by the major political parties. The NPP, which describes itself as a liberal democratic 

advocate and proclaims „free enterprise,‟ expected to occupy the „right‟ side of the political 

spectrum, is seen promoting left-wing policies such as heavy investment in healthcare and 

education. This is self-contradictory. The NDC, which is a social democratic party, expected to 

occupy the „left‟ side of the political spectrum, is seen backing a right-wing policy such as the 

Divestiture of State Owned Enterprise. Again, this is self-contradictory. Down, as expounded on 

in the second paragraph of this section, told us that for voters to be assured in the strategy of 

using ideology over policy as a determinant of their vote, it must be the case that, in formulating 

policies and platforms, political parties keep to this expectation (matching ideology and policy) 

or stand the risk of losing credibility. And as such, the competitive struggle for office would 

compel parties to be both honest and consistent in creating platforms and ideologies and 

developing them over time. (Downs, A. (1957)) This we find is not the case in Ghana, were the 

two parties contradict themselves with no apparent retribution from the Ghanaian populace in 

terms of reduced support.  

 

Furthermore, under more normal circumstances, Down tells us that two opposite social classes 

with no sizeable middle class will more likely be skewed to the left (lower class), with a small 

mode at the right (upper class), leading to installation of a leftish government (granted equal 

individual voting weight) given the majority of the lower class. In this way, the numerical 

distribution of voters along the political scale determines what kind of democracy would 

develop. (Downs, A. (1957))  In this respect again, Ghana fails to meet this expectation. With a 

middle class estimated at only 0.0128% in 2000
12

, its large lower class and tiny upper class 
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political distribution, one would expect the installation of a leftist government at every election 

by a wide margin. However, the victory for the NDC party was .23% of the population. Again, 

this can be explained if one accepts the average Ghanaian ignores the ideological basis and class-

based policy initiatives of the major parties and focuses on something else.   

 

The Support for the Hypothesis 

So if the average Ghanaian pays no heed to ideological and policy initiatives of parties as argued 

above, what caused the strong division shown in electoral results? The hypothesis which the 

research sought to support was that individual Ghanaians, using historical events or ethnicity as a 

basis, had developed strong biased preferences for one party over the other, which had no basis 

in policy or ideology. In this way, the Ghanaian population naturally became split bimodally 

along the political spectrum due to historical and ethnic factors that influence their choices in the 

clientelist state that Ghana is.  And with performance and ideology not determining one‟s vote, 

we can understand how those falling into the lower-class of society do not feel compelled to 

move toward a party skewed left, if their historical or ethic preference and bias veers right. This 

then provides reason for why we saw only a .23% left win in a country with a majority lower-

class population. Given this, the research sought to show that these biases existed within the 

Ghanaian populace and explain the 2008 election results.    

 

The Historical Ethnic Explanation 

In terms of Ethnicity, one needs only to understand the historical relations between the major 

ethnic groups and how that translates to party relations, to comprehend how individuals vote in 

favor of one party with this bias. In a country with over 35 languages spoken, split along many 

ethnic lines, there is a wealth of historical interaction which has gone unaccounted for. However, 

what any Ghanaian could tell you is the basic course of history, taught in schools and evidenced 

in social settings, that has led to the popularly cited ethnic biases/stereotypes within the country. 

The notable accepted biases are as such; The Ashanti‟s suffer from a superiority complex, 

enhanced by their proud history and the wealth (Gold, cocoa, timber, among many other natural 

resources) found in the Ashanti region and managed by the Ashantehene (chief). This 

expectation stems from the past strength and size of the Ashanti Kingdom (17
th

-19
th

 century)
13

, 
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which allowed the Ashanti‟s to aggressively pursue their expansion in the general area now 

known as Ghana. Located center-south of modern Ghana, locked between the Northern states 

and the southern coastal states, any expansion encroached on others territories. So, naturally, the 

desire for expansion by the Ashanti kingdom put the southern ethnic groupings on guard against 

a possible invasion. This fear led a large population in the south to create the Fanti confederacy, 

which compounded (after growing tensions), in the Ashanti-Fanti war of 1806. Moreover, this 

fear was realized in the quick, strategic alliance of the southern states with British colonial 

powers to head off possible future Ashanti domination. With this history, one can come to 

understand the root of the general ambivalence of the southern Ghanaian population towards the 

Ashanti peoples. More interestingly, the mighty Ashanti kingdom demanded slaves for the new 

market created by Europeans, and most of these slaves came from the territories it conquered in 

now Northern Ghana, Burkina Faso and Mali. Here lies the expressed hatred towards the 

Ashanti‟s by the Northerners (a reference to the people in the large area comprising northern 

Ghana; though these people include many different ethnic groups and languages, they are 

generalized under this title), who continue to view the Ashantis as arrogant bullies.
14

 From this, 

one would understand why it‟s the general belief, and evidenced in elections, that an Ashanti 

man would never win the Northerners vote.  

On a different note, the Ewe‟s of the Volta region in eastern Ghana formally joined the country 

when British Togoland and the Gold Coast (former Ghana) were officially merged in December 

1956. The Ewe‟s could as such be thought of us a relatively new group to join the ethnic circle in 

the area that encompasses modern Ghana. Like a new kid at school, the Ewes kept to themselves 

and have not changed since, if one takes word at face value. The Ewe‟s have been stereotyped as 

strongly family-oriented: though loyal to a fault to those they see as kin, it is widely 

acknowledged that outsiders are treated, and remain, as such. From this characterization, one 

should expect, as evidenced by elections, that a Ewe man running for office is assured the Ewe 

vote.  

These generally acknowledged divisions and stereotypes have proven useful tools in creating 

political division within the country, as one may posit that, it is the politicians that create 

ethnicity and not ethnicity which feeds into politics (as expounded on by Chris Allen above). To 
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be unambiguous, the National Patriotic Party (NPP), despite claiming otherwise, is widely 

acknowledged as an Ashanti party, having been formed by Ashantis and maintained by an 

Ashanti leadership. As such, it is a party to be met with the general ambivalence of the southern 

population, as well as the strong disassociation of the northern population, and finds its love and 

welcome in the Ashanti region and among many of its cousins, the Akans. This is a pattern easily 

seen in voting results over the years. The NDC on the other hand was formed by an Ewe, and as 

such, is the object of the familial loyalty of the Ewes, and can be said to secure the Northern vote 

by default (the only other feasible option to the NPP). This again is a pattern easily seen in 

voting results over the years. We may look to results in the 2008 runoff to support these 

statements: 

In the Ashanti region the NPP won 92.3% of the constituency vote, and in the Eastern region 

(home to many Akans - the Ashanti‟s cousins) the NPP won 75% of the constituency vote. In the 

Volta region, the NDC won 100% of the constituency vote, and in the Northern region the NDC 

won 80% of the constituency vote.
15

 In the remaining four regions, factors other than ethnicity 

may have come into play. In one instance we find an inherent contradiction; the Brongs of the 

Brong Ahafo region have strong yet bitter ties to the Ashantis, being their relatives, yet having 

been oppressed by the Ashantis in the past. The region voted 63% in favor of the NPP. In another 

instance we have swing states, states with no explicit party loyalties; both the Central region and 

the Greater Accra Region are known to be swing states, given that the Fanti‟s of the central 

region are generally ambivalent towards the major parties, and the large mix of ethnic 

populations inhabiting Accra prevents ethnic-voting analysis by region results. Nonetheless, the 

NDC won 68% of the constituency vote in the Central region and 63% of it in the Greater Accra 

region (Ephson tells us due to a desire for change from 8 years of NPP rule).  The western 

region, which is known for its independent stand, not shockingly, produced a perfect split of 50-

50 in its constituency votes for the parties
16

. In this way, we can see how ethnic preference can 

manifest in election results.   
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The Historical Political Explanation 

Even if we may understand the existence of an ethnic bias, we may compound the issue with the 

historical bias associated with the two major political parties. To explain this, one must draw 

from the recent political history of Ghana and the roots of the two parties which are the basis for 

the anticipated biases. Professor Adu Boahen, in his book The Ghanaian Sphinx tells us that 

“there are only two real political groups or parties or…political cultures, in this country (Ghana) 

– the CPP/PNP culture and the PP/PFP/UNC culture (Boahen (2009)).” Though the country has 

seen its share of military government, authoritarian rule is not a culture that the people embrace, 

and has been successively followed by return to civilian rule. This has taken the form of peaceful 

transitions, as well as coup d‟état‟s, violent and non-violent, instigated by members of the 

military itself and the police on behalf of the people. The CPP culture, also known as 

Nkrumaism, is one that is based on the ideas of Scientific Socialism, while that of the PP is one 

formulated by J.B Danquah, with the ideology of Ghanaism in mind; it promotes the 

establishment of a right-wing capitalist state. But as has already been said, Ghanaians ignore 

political ideologies, so this differential is not what stands out but rather the people who founded 

these ideologies and the parties that have descended with the attached (slightly modified) 

doctrines and the same supporters.  

 

At Ghana‟s independence, the two main parties that stood out were the United Gold Coast 

Convention (UGCC) led by J.B. Danquah and the Convention Peoples Party (CPP) led by 

Kwame Nkrumah. Initially, Nkrumah had worked under the UGCC, but broke away from the 

party after he came into conflict with party leaders such as Danquah, and formed the CPP. Then, 

the National Liberation Movement (NLM) was formed, and posed a challenge to the CPP. 

Founded in Kumasi, the NLM relied upon history to fan Asante‟s ethnic sentiments.  The NLM‟s 

core of old guard-traditional chiefs and intelligentsia made its base widely parochial and not truly 

national. In the end it was the CPP that led Ghana to its independence, having a truly national 

base. However, it wasn‟t long before the party morals degenerated and reduced Ghana to a 

corrupt, restrictive, one-party state. It was at this point, in face of great social adversity and 

quickly decreasing support for Nkrumah, that the CPP was overthrown by the National 

Liberation Council (NLC), composed of senior police and military officers. These new leaders 

were aided behind the scenes by the political advisory council, composed of former politicians 
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such as K.A. Busia and Akuffo Addo, who had provided the strongest opposition to Nkrumah 

during the UGCC and NLM days. However this new government failed to make strides in the 

economic field and living conditions continued to decrease, leading to intense criticism; the NLC 

witnessed over 100 strikes in its 3 year reign, and transferred power to the politicians who had 

been patiently biding their time. Ghana returned to civilian rule after Busia Progress Party (PP) 

won the 1969 election; now Nkrumah‟s opposition from 1948 had come into government.  

 

The PP relied heavily on external advisors, such as the Harvard Development Advisory Group, 

the IMF, World Band and nations that Ghana had borrowed from, and this lack of internal 

consultation was the undoing of Busia‟s regime. As with Nkrumah‟s corrupt one-party state, 

under the PP regime, economic hardships, political intolerance and a sense of helplessness 

pervaded the nation. The National Redemption Council (NRC)‟s coup brought down the PP 

regime. Despite its claims of diverse ideologies from that of the PP, the NRC ended up 

implementing similar policies, which led to the exact same ending for this military government 

(at least in name). The regime re-organized itself into the Supreme Military Council (SMC), 

which through corrupt self-enrichment and clientelist favoritism managed to alienate a large 

section of the population and disregarded the interests of workers. On June 4
th

 1979, the SMC 

was overthrown by the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC), in a bloody clash between 

rank and file of the army and their senior officers. The AFRC was bent on carrying out a “house-

cleaning” exercise to combat corruption, and this led to the execution of two successive heads of 

state (NRC and SMC leaders) as well as many other senior officers. The AFRC then allowed the 

schedule of return to civilian rule to continue, handing power over to the People‟s National Party 

(PNP), led by Hillal Limann. Though Civilian rule once more was expected to correct matters, 

the composition of those seeking political power was the same coalition of forces which had 

been the beneficiaries of state largesse even as the economy declined. It was the same class of 

professionals, intelligentsia and veteran politicians who had always aspired for state power. With 

their past performance as an indicator, it was not long before the AFRC ousted the new 

government out of power on charges of corruption and negligence once more. It was at this point 

that the AFRC reformed itself as the Provisional National Defense Council (PNDC). The PNDC 

resurrected the memory of Kwame Nkrumah by giving support to the view that that foreign 

interests and historical colonial rule was the major reason for Ghana‟s condition. The PNDC‟s 
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plan favored a mass-based, anti-establishment movement which would seek popular 

participation, ensure justice and fairness to all (Osei, (1999)).
17

  

 

One need only establish the roots of both the New Patriotic Party (NPP) and the National 

Democratic Congress (NDC) to understand that the ensuing rivalry between the two parties runs 

deep and began prior to the decolonization of Ghana. The NPP was born out of the Danquah-

Busia Memorial Club. The club was founded in Kumasi in the late 80‟s by the veteran nationalist 

and freedom-fighter, Yaw Attakora Gyimah and its main purpose was to keep alive the liberal 

democratic ideas and traditions of J.B. Danquah and K.A. Busia. That is to say, the NPP is an 

ideological descendant of the UGCC, the NLM, the NLC, the PP, and the PNP. The NDC on the 

other hand was birthed from the PNDC under the leadership of Jerry John Rawlings.  It adopted 

the ideologies of Nkrumah, and as such adopted the historical standpoints of the CPP, and its 

immediate predecessors, the AFRC and the PNDC. The NDC aimed to ensure that Ghanaians 

continue to build on the foundations which had been laid together in the last ten years of 

Rawlings led PNDC military rule (1981-1991), and that Ghana should not go back to the failures 

of the past that created conditions for interruptions and even reversals of Ghana‟s development 

process. In this way, we see that ideologically and historically, the CPP(NDC) vied and won 

against the NLM (NPP)  and the UGCC (NPP), but was then ousted out of power by the NLC 

(NPP) which handed over power in elections to PP (NPP), who was then ousted out of power by 

the NRC/SMC (Independent). The AFRC (NDC) then kicked the SMC (Independent) out of 

power and handed over power through elections to the PNP (NPP). Shortly afterwards, the PNP 

(NPP) was kicked out of power once more and was replaced by the PNDC (NDC), who then lead 

Ghana to the 1992 elections, were the current NDC and NPP parties had been formed. In the end, 

though party names had changed more than eight times, the same individuals filtered through the 

system in different guises, advancing the same ideologies, appealing to the same crowds, in the 

case of the NPP. While with the NDC, they adopted the legacy of Kwame Nkrumah, building a 

populist movement on socialist lines and recalling a past desire for freedom and justice; in this 

way, they became an embodiment of the CPP (though the CPP as a party does exist with a 

different stance than before currently). As such, each party can be thought to have inherited a 

support-base from its predecessors. 

                                                
17
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Nevertheless, rather than thinking of the NDC in Nkrumah-like terms, some would call it the 

third wave in Ghanaian politics. Here, what is important to note is the popularity and grievances 

caused in the arrival of this third wave. The coup d‟état led by the PNDC came us a populist 

movement, riding high on the popularity of Jerry John Rawlings, to oust a deemed corrupt 

government from office. However, the executions that took place during the AFRC‟s “house-

cleaning” and later the murder of the judges (three high court judges and the personnel 

department manager of the State Industrial Corporation were kidnapped and killed on 5
th

 July, 

1982: an act said to be commanded by Rawlings in personal revenge for the acts of judiciary 

bodies revising AFRC‟s activities in 1979 (Petchenkine (1992))), managed to alienate a large 

section of the population that held and holds that, this action was far too extreme and 

unnecessary even in the midst of the revolutionary atmosphere the country was filled with. 

Moreover, this socialist wave resulted in many major business leaders being imprisoned, while 

many were forced to flee and abandon their property, which was seized by the government 

regardless. Furthermore, the re-distribution tactics employed by the AFRC, which confiscated 

goods from local traders thought to be hoarding food and charging high prices in the droughts of 

the 1980‟s, left scars on those who fell victim to their socialist campaign. Those scars remain 

today, and such individuals are drawn towards the NPP naturally, believing the NDC to be 

brutish. In the same way, the workers who benefited from these re-distributions witnessed the 

detention of managers who had profited while they labored, and those who believed the 

executions necessary, align themselves with the NDC who they believe have it right. Of course, 

this is all tampered by the fact that ethnicity plays a role in the decision as to who to vote for 

(That is to say, the NPP, UGCC, the NLM, the NLC, the PP, have always maintained Ashanti 

and Akan leadership, while the NDC, like the CPP, purports to be „national‟ because it knows no 

regional, ethnic or religious boundaries but encompasses all Ghanaians; its leadership has been 

composed of diverse groupings, Nzemas, Ewes, Northerners, Gas and more), but these historical 

ties should not be taken for granted either.  
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Psychology Literature Review 

 

This research searches for My-side bias and Irrational belief persistence in identifying the 

existence of strong beliefs (biased perceptions) within the Ghanaian populace. The research 

sought to expose a disposition in the Ghanaian populace to maintain their set preferences for 

political parties, due to their convictions that one party is better than the other. Such convictions 

were to be found in the manner by which search, especially search for evidence, and the making 

of inferences given the evidence at hand was conducted by individuals. The expectation was that 

individuals would, in the search for evidence concerning their party, look only for evidence that 

favored their political party and withhold from searching for evidence that contradicted or 

slighted their party. If they were to find evidence that did contradict their beliefs about their 

party, they were expected to ignore and discredit it. These two characteristics sought are what 

Perkins, Perkins, Bushey, and Faraday refer to as “myside bais”(Perkins et al., 1986)
18

. Here, the 

Ghanaian populace was expected to display reasoning that demonstrated that they looked only to 

„their side‟ of the argument, specifically their political party‟s good points, and neglected 

viewpoints to the contrary. 

 

In this way, the research seeks to expose Irrational belief persistence; that is not to say that there 

is not a rational basis on which the Ghanaian populace determines its party affiliation, but that in 

the maintenance of its party loyalties, the process of search for evidence and inference from 

evidence is biased so as to reinforce pre-existing beliefs about the party. This manner of thinking 

is irrational in so far as it allows for incorrect beliefs to persist, and moreover, strengthens such 

belief when they ought to become weaker with growing evidence. Specifically, one would 

expect, given this bias, that the Ghanaian populace would grow stronger in its commitment to 

one party, as opposed to losing faith in it, even when the performance by the party and its 

members are deplorable. The persistence of such faith is as such, irrational. (Baron, 2008)
19

 

 

Irrational belief persistence, as many have noted, is one of the major sources of human folly 

(Bacon 1620/1960; Janis and Mann, 1977; Kruglanski and Ajzen, 1983; Nisbett and Ross, 
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Perkins, D.N., Bushey, B., & Farady, M. (1986). Learning to reason. Unpublished manuscript, Harvard Graduate 

School of Education, Cambridge, MA 
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1980)
20

. The tendency to hold onto one‟s belief without sufficient regard to the evidence 

available is a deviation from our concepts of human reason and allows one to be critical of the 

judgments rational individuals make. Irrational belief persistence results from „my-side‟ bias; 

specifically, we identify it in the over-weighing of evidence consistent with one‟s favored belief, 

the under-weighing of evidence to the contrary, and the failure of one to search impartially for 

evidence. For the Ghanaian population, we thought to find Irrational belief persistence in the 

advocated support of, or opposition to, parties despite factual evidence to the contrary, and the 

choice of political media that individuals engaged in streamlining their political consciousness. 

(Baron, 2008) 

 

Moreover, one of the guiding principles underlying the research conducted and the biases sought 

was the neutral-evidence principle. The neutral-evidence principle is the theory that “neutral 

evidence should not strengthen belief.”
21

 Neutral evidence within this research was specifically 

taken to mean „weak evidence;‟ that is to say, evidence that was gathered from uncredible 

sources (a fact highlighted to subjects) and exaggerated beyond truth, and mixed evidence that 

lent no particular support or opposition to either of the political parties concerned. In this way, 

the evidence was neutral because it was grounded in no truth and hence should have been 

disregarded entirely with regards to belief, or was equally consistent with a belief and its 

converse, providing equal evidence both for and against the various parties, and hence should 

have nullified any possible effect of the evidence on belief. The research, in identifying a bias 

within the population, sought the violation of the Neutral-evidence principle among Ghanaians; 

that is to say, the research expected that individuals would respond positively to the „weak‟ 

evidence that supported their beliefs, regardless of the fact that it was baseless and equally 

contradicted their own beliefs. As such, similar to experiments conducted by Lord, Ross, and 
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Lepper (1979)
22

, the hypothesis behind the experiment was that exposure to baseless and mixed 

data would result in the strengthening of subjects polarized political beliefs, rather than leaving 

no effect, as one would expect from an impartial consideration of inconclusive data.  

 

Lord, Ross, and Lepper looked specifically at the bias they titled „biased assimilation.‟ Here, the 

authors sought to explore the consequences of introducing objective data to opposing factions, in 

social decision making.  Specifically, they used mixed or inconclusive evidence that defined 

complex social issues in examining the social response to the data provided. Logically, one 

would expect that this sort of evidence would lead to a moderation in ones viewpoint using 

mixed data, or at least be ignored by members of opposing factions, however Lord, Ross and 

Leper expected to find  that belief polarization would increase, as opposed to decrease or remain 

unchanged, when this data was presented. The assumption on which the “polarization 

hypothesis‟ was based was that data relevant to a belief was not processed in an impartial 

manner, but rather, “the judgements about the validity, reliability, relevance, and sometimes even 

the meaning of proffered evidence are biased by the apparent consistency of that evidence with 

the perceiver's theories and expectations.”
23

 In this way, Individuals were expected to assimilate 

in a biased manner neutral evidence that supported their views as further evidence in support of 

their view, while dismissing the contradictions that lay in such mixed evidence. In this way, the 

same neutral piece of data could lend support to each side of an opposing faction, bolstering their 

beliefs in opposition of the other. So though neither set of data provided conclusive evidence, the 

reports resulted in subjects becoming polarized in their beliefs; that is to say, they became 

stronger in their initial belief on both ends of the opposing spectrum. This result runs contrary to 

logic and has the effect of perpetuating incorrect beliefs as subjects, in the inferential process, 

readily used evidence processed in a biased manner as a result of the initial belief to „justify‟ the 

original belief. (Lord, Ross, and Lepper (1979))   
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Lord, C. G., Ross, L., & Lepper, M. R. (1979). Biased Assimilation and Attitude Polarization: The Effects of Prior 

Theories on Subsequently Considered Evidence. JPSP, 37, 2098-2109 
23
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The research sought to mimic the findings of the Lord, Ross, and Lepper experiment with biases 

in favor of a political party as the basis, with objective and weak evidence expected to be 

assimilated into, and polarize, these pre-existing beliefs. Nonetheless, the biased response against 

counter-evidence needs to be extreme to reflect polarization. Normatively, we expect the strength 

of evidence presented on both ends of the belief spectrum to force convergence to the middle of 

the range, unless individuals already maintain more evidence for the side the favor; in this case, 

evidence to the contrary of one‟s belief only adds relative strength to the opposing end. As such, 

one more clearly views polarization in situations were individuals given nothing but negative 

evidence, strengthen their initial belief despite having no positive support for it. Here, the bias 

against counter-evidence is extreme in the sense that negative evidence somehow results in a 

strengthening of one‟s positive belief; here, one can assume the evidence is ignored, criticized or 

degraded in such way that it ends up reinforcing the very thing it sought to refute. For example, 

in the research conducted, in questioning if the National Patriotic Party cheated in the 2008 

presidential elections as noted by objective observers, subjects who favored the party or strongly 

believed this statement to be false, responded either by ignoring the evidence altogether and 

declaring it was not true, or criticized the evidence in positing that if the party did cheat, then is 

should have won the election, but by the fact that it failed to win the election, we can conclude 

that it did not cheat.  In this way, objective evidence could lead individuals to express highly 

polarized viewpoints. (Lord, Ross, Lepper (1979), Baron (2008)) 

 

Other essential mechanisms of underlying irrational belief persistence that this research sought to 

utilize in identifying biases were Selective exposure and Belief Overkill. “Selective exposure is 

the tendency to search selectively for evidence that will support current beliefs.”
24

 In order to 

preserve existing beliefs, Individuals consciously choose to expose themselves to information 

they know will most likely support their convictions.  In this way, supporters of the National 

Democratic Party were predicted to listen to  “Radio Gold,” a radio station strongly influenced in 

favor of the NDC party,  and read publications such as the “Heritage” and “Inquirer” that favored 

the political party. In this way, individuals strengthened their beliefs by listening to only their 

side of the argument. In this way, individuals easily fall prey to assuming that there are no good 

arguments on the opponents end and wholeheartedly assume that their manner of thinking is 
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right. This selective narrowing of one‟s viewpoint helps maintain irrational belief persistence in 

that individuals never have a chance to challenge their own views, and as such, modify them 

with growing contradictory evidence. Individuals manipulate their own beliefs in only listen to 

their side of the argument, limiting opportunities to incite change, and as such, beliefs are slow to 

change. “This kind of manipulation is particularly easy, because people tend to change their 

beliefs in response to one-sided evidence even when they know it is one Sided. They under-

compensate for their knowledge that there is another side.”
25

  

 

Another method by which individuals manipulate evidence to suit their own beliefs is in the 

avoidance of the rational, qualitative method of balancing evidence. When presented with good 

evidence on two sides of an issue, the individual downplays evidence contrary to his viewpoint 

in assuming that all the good evidence is only on one side: his side. “Belief overkill is the 

tendency to deny conflicting arguments, even if they do not need to be denied.”
26

 Here, 

individuals take the objective or factual truth of a matter and condemn it as false, despite the fact 

that it can exist consistently with their own beliefs. In illustration, the research asked subjects if 

they believed the NDC and the NPP respectively, as stated in their manifesto, had the well-being 

of the Ghanaian people at the center of their ideology; many were quick to deny this fact for one 

of the parties, while believing it to be true of the other, as though it was not possible for both 

parties to be simultaneously concerned with the well-being of the populace. One could read this 

result as a reflection of the fact that subjects felt it necessary to deny that a party they opposed 

could do something good, or even propose to be concerned with doing good (Jervis, (1976))
27

. 

However, rationally, we know this is not the case; one can objectively admit that each party 

claims to concern itself with the good, and still maintain that one party is better than the other at 

this, by virtue of say the outcomes of each regime. In this way, one objectively considers the 

evidence, and yet maintains one‟s belief. Nonetheless, subjects fail to do this, and rather, 

discredit objective evidence and act as though it is only possible for one party to maintain 

humanist concerns; here they display a case of belief overkill. They strengthen their own belief 
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by convincing themselves that the argument on the other-side is false, allowing them to disregard 

it completely and persist in their irrational belief. (Baron, (2008)) 

 

So in these different ways, people show biases that strengthen and perpetuate their already 

existing beliefs. The research conducted reflected this in that some individuals revealed that it 

was the case that they strengthened their own beliefs by regarding the arguments and evidence 

brought forth by their opponents as weak, as well as by listening only to their own side. Many 

studies have found this sort of bias toward information can strengthen desired beliefs. (Frey, 

1986)
28

 The research looked to identify these biases as a basis on which we could establish 

individual support for political parties and determine the relative strengths of such beliefs, and 

existing polarization denoted by such belief, as a quantitative measure based on the biases 

subjects expressed. 
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Methodology 

 

My research was conducted in Accra, Ghana, starting in late December 2010 and ending in early 

January 2011. The research project was designed to identify the biases of Selective Exposure, 

Belief Overkill, Biased Assimilation/Polarization, and beliefs about the Ghanaian political 

mindset, within the general Ghanaian adult population. Each participant gave consent in the form 

of a signature on a consent form. The research was conducted by way of a questionnaire, 

constructed with the intention of drawing out biases, in the form of an oral interview. The choice 

of an oral interview was made in order to avoid a situation in which the illiterate, 45.5%29 of the 

population, were unable to partake in the interview. Interviews were conducted on a one-on-one 

basis, two-on-one basis, or a three-to-one basis as determined by the circumstances. This is to 

say, it depended on the amount of people who wanted to be interviewed and were waiting to be 

interviewed.
30

 Interviews were recorded and scored for biases in line with the pre-anticipated 

responses that stemmed from the natures of the questions themselves (see Appendix A detailed 

questionnaire). That is to say, a question like which newspaper do you enjoy reading, yielding a 

response of „the Heritage,‟ a paper inclined in favor of the NDC will automatically score for 

Selective Exposure an NDC pro-bias for that question. In total, 110 interviews were conducted, 

with each one taking an average of 30 minutes.  The combined results based off the individual 

scores were then analyzed using the R programming language, to determine if there was 

polarization in the Ghanaian populace. 

 

In conducting the experiment, subjects were first made aware of the nature of the experiment and 

its boundaries to ensure that they felt comfortable discussing political issues with us, and were 

not inclined to lie. Subjects were told that the study included no experimental procedures and 

involved minimal risk and discomfort. Moreover, the questions asked involved no personal 

information other than what participants might expect to provide in an opinion poll, and all 

responses were to be treated as confidential. In this way, subjects were aware that in no case will 
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responses from any participant be identified. Furthermore, it was stressed that participation in 

this study was voluntary; refusal to participate involved no penalty or loss of benefits to which 

participants were otherwise entitled and participants may have discontinued participation at any 

time without penalty. In the case that participants sought extra information on the subject, or 

wanted to lodge a complaint, they were provided the contact information for the principal 

investigator, advisor, and the University of Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board to do so. It 

was reassuring for some to see a foreign institution as a part of the process, reinforcing my 

guarantee that the data was to leave the country. The consent form, which contained these 

details, was to ensure participants of the ethical considerations and legitimacy of the experiment 

being conducted, and moreover, guarantee the well being of participants during and after the 

process.   

 

A questionnaire was used as the primary means of obtaining the necessary information for my 

research. The justification of this method is, for one to see a manifestation of the biases sought, 

one would need individuals to express a bias some form. In order to get individuals to express 

their biases, one need persuade individuals to discuss their opinions on government in many 

wide-ranging contexts, and over different time periods, to properly establish a strong pattern of 

favoritism or detestation. As such, questions were designed to this specification, ranging over 

many different events, time-periods and actions, which would lead individuals to provide a 

general overview of their beliefs about a party. Both factual and exaggerated information were 

used in the questions, to allow for biases of belief overkill and biased assimilation/polarization to 

be identified (see paragraphs below). This method was deemed best, as the only other option 

would be to examine election results by area. However, election results cannot properly capture 

the reality of favor or abhorrence that one party has or suffers, given the compilation of many 

different factors that may influence one‟s vote. Hence, a questionnaire appeared to be the most 

justifiable means of detecting preferences within the populace. 

 

Problems anticipated with this method of research were first and foremost a lack of trust and 

consequently false responses from the population questioned. Though Ghana is 19 years out of 

military rule, and many of the respondents questioned were but children during this time period, 

there was hesitancy about responding to questions that touched on the political sphere. 
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Individuals were very wary about identifying with one party or another. They were often 

suspicious of the research, questioning if it was a project of the government, probably to identify 

individuals who proved to be supporters of their opponents. Thankfully, this was not a deep-

rooted fear, as many individuals were quickly convinced with a few words of reassurance, the 

names on the consent form (that is to say, the listing of the University of Pennsylvania), as well 

as the possibility of using initials as opposed to their full names in agreeing to participate. 

Nonetheless, the possibility of distorted answers initially cannot be properly assessed (I say 

beginning because all lost themselves in their opinions quite quickly).  This fear can further be 

assumed in the results for party identification, given that 54.5% of the subjects chose „no party‟ 

though a majority showed strong political preferences. 

 

The questionnaire was composed specifically with the purpose of identifying the three biases of 

Selective Exposure, Belief Overkill, and Biased Assimilation, as well as to expose corresponding 

beliefs about the Ghanaian political mindset: 

 

Section A, tested for Selective Exposure. This was done by listing politically-oriented media, as 

well as neutral media, and leaving open the option of other types of media, to determine if an 

individual preferred a form of political geared media, or neutral media. The three main forms of 

media, political or otherwise, that pervade the Ghanaian society are Radio, Newspapers, and 

Television. As such, the questionnaire asked for an individual‟s preference of station, newspaper, 

and television channel, to determine if there existed a situation where individuals strongly 

preferred one politically associated form of media to another. This would display a case of 

selective exposure. An illustration of the questions posed is:  

 “What radio stations do you prefer to listen to, Joy FM, Radio Gold, Peace FM, Choice FM, or 

Other?”.  

 

A selection of Joy FM would be neutral as the radio station is not known to perpetuate politically 

oriented material, while Radio Gold would be thought to be NDC skewed and Peace FM to be 

NPP skewed. In this way, a selective bias is exposed depending on what political media the 

participant listens to. Three questions were posed. 
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The second section, Section B, tested for Belief Overkill. This was done by presenting factual 

information or information obtained by credible organizations, and asking for beliefs about the 

verity of this information. A biased individual was expected to deny this objective truth and 

show stubborn preference for their initial belief and in this way, display Belief Overkill. Two 

measures of Belief Overkill were obtained: a strict measure which did not account for 

embellishment and a lenient measure which did account for embellishment of the objective truth 

(subjective, hence the distinction). Embellishment was noted in a case, given factual information 

such as “In An agenda for positive change, the NPP promised to the people of Ghana "a change that 

will be reflected in a lowering of the intolerably high cost of living and a reduction in the 

depressingly high rate of unemployment, a change that will bring jobs and a living wage for the 

majority of our people …" and asked “Do you believe that the NPP had this goal for Ghana?” 

Individuals embellish the truth in stressing the point that the NPP seeks what is best for the nation 

as promised, with added examples to truly convince one. This would have been scored as a pro-NPP 

bias because, if one felt it was the unambiguous truth, there would be no need to reinforce the 

prompt passionately, and that they passionately do so unnecessarily reflects a strong preference for 

the NPP party.  An example of a strict Belief Overkill question with the prompt given is: 

“The Ghana Legal Literacy and Resource Foundation, an independent non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) which observed the 2000 general elections… commended the electoral 

process and described it as "largely free and fair." 

7. Do you agree or disagree that the electoral process was “largely free and fair?” 

● Do you agree or disagree that the NDC played fair? 

● Do you agree or disagree that the NPP played fair? 

Given that the information presented is from an objective source/observer, the answers should all 

agree to an objective truth. Nonetheless, all do not agree. Those who disagree either display 

disillusionment with the political process by denouncing all politics as corrupt, or display a 

Belief Overkill bias by naming one party as corrupt while the other is relieved from any possible 

guilt, when the truth mentions no guilt to begin with. The disillusioned response is marked as 

such, neutral/disillusioned, while those who show a bias are scored as either NDC con-bias or 

NPP con-bias with regards to which party they slandered. Six prompts (each marked as a 

separate question) were given, with an average of three subset questions per one prompt; a total 

of eighteen subset question were posed.   
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Section C tested for Biased Assimilation/Polarization, presenting prompt questions that would 

prove to be weak or neutral evidence in favor or disfavor of one political organization. A bias 

would be observed if the individual were to use the presented information in a manner that would 

support his or her own belief, despite the lack of credibility. An illustration of a Baised 

Assimilation question with the prompt given is: 

“What the NPP must come to terms with is the fact that the good people of Ghana gave them an 

eight-year mandate to address the socio-economic challenges confronting them which they failed 

miserably necessitating the NPP being booted out of government” (The Lens) 

1. Do you think this commentator is right? Did the NPP fail Ghanaians in their 8 years of 

power? 

The prompt arose from a politically-oriented newspaper which generally skews perception of the 

opposition in a negative light. Moreover, the statement itself is objectively exaggerated and as 

such was counted as weak evidence. A response agreeing or disagreeing (depending on reason 

given) would demonstrate a bias.  Four sections were involved (each marked as a question): 

performance, events, drugs, and opinions. A total of fourteen prompts were provided, with 

eighteen subset questions posed.    

 

Section D tested for beliefs about the Ghanaian political mindset. This was done by posing 

questions about the most popular political characterizations, politically biased, lacking 

objectivity, and ethnic-minded.  In these ways, questions were designed to expose biases and 

beliefs about the Ghanaian political mindset. An example of a Mindset question with the prompt 

given is: 

“When it comes to choosing a president, Ghanaians seem to be putting more emphasis on ideas 

and values than in the past. Today, more and more voters look beyond tribe and qualifications in 

examining candidates‟ personal and professional qualities and values.” 

1.  Do “more and more voters look beyond tribe” in choosing a president? Yes or no? 

These results then could be actually weighed against the biases, or lack of biases, found in the 

first three sections as aligned with subjects‟ ethnicities. Five prompts were given with a total of 

seven subset question posed.   

 



38 

 

If a bias was found in Section A to C, a value of „1‟ was entered into a score sheet under the 

corresponding bias detected (pro ndc/npp or con ndc/npp); if the answer was objective, unbiased, 

hence neutral, a value of „1‟ was entered under neutral. The values for each question (a 

tabulation of the „1‟s‟ given for each possible presence of a bias or none in the subset questions) 

were then used to analyze the biases within the population. An example of a compressed score 

sheet for a subject is presented below: 

 

File BL recording 3b 

Selective Exposure Pro 

NDC 

Con 

NDC 

Pro NPP Con 

NPP 

Pro 

Other 

Con 

Other 

Neutral Disillusioned 

Question 1        1  

Question 2   1      

Question 3       1  

Belief Overkill Pro 

NDC 

Con 

NDC 

Pro NPP Con 

NPP 

Pro 

Other 

Con 

Other 

Neutral Disillusioned 

Question 2   2     1  

Question 3   2       1   

Question 4          3   

Question 5   1 1     1   

Question 6 1     1 1  1   

Question 7    2       

Biased Assimilation/Polarization Pro 

NDC 

Con 

NDC 

Pro NPP Con 

NPP 

Pro 

Other 

Con 

Other 

Neutral Disillusioned 

Question 1 1 3 6      1   

Question 2           2   

Question 3           2   

Question 4     2      1   

Total 2 6 18 1 1  15  
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Section D – Voting Attitudes and Results 

1) “When it comes to choosing a president, Ghanaians seem to be putting more emphasis on ideas and 

values than in the past. Today, more and more voters look beyond tribe and qualifications in examining 

candidates‟ personal and professional qualities and values.” 

(http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/comment/54963) 

● Do “more and more voters look beyond tribe” in choosing a president? Yes or no? 

Expectations: People would say no, individuals are ethnically minded and this would be compared against 

the results from the questionnaire 

Secondary Research findings: see tables in Appendix B 

 

2)“In the 2008 elections, the Ashanti region voted 72.4% in favor of NPP‟s Nana Akufo-Addo while the 

Volta region voted 82.9% in favor NDC‟s John Atta-Mills. (http://www.ec.gov.gh/node/134) 

● Do these figures support the idea that “more and more voter‟s look beyond tribe” in choosing a 

president? Yes or no? 

Expectations: People would say yes, individuals are ethnically minded and this would be compared 

against the results from the questionnaire 

 

3) “Most Ghanaians are noted to be a group of people who tend to politicize every issue in the country 

without taking an objective analysis as to what is appropriate and what is needed at a particular point in 

time” (The Lens)  

I. Do you agree or disagree that Ghanaians tend to politicize every issue?  

Gage individual opinions: comparison against the results from the questionnaire 

II. Do you agree or disagree that they fail to take an objective analysis as to what is appropriate 

when? 

Gage individual opinions: comparison against the results from the questionnaire 

 

4) “We need a radical paradigm shift of the mindset of the people: An attitudinal change to appreciate and 

contribute positively to the drive for rapid economic emancipation. In all things, Ghana has to come first” 

(The Heritage)  

I. Do you agree or disagree that a radical change in the mindset of the people is needed? 

Gage individual opinions: comparison against the results from the questionnaire 

II. Do you agree or disagree that Ghana has to come first? If not, who should? 

Gage individual opinions: comparison against the results from the questionnaire 
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5) When a person votes in an election, what should he or she think about? What is best for the nation as a 

whole, ethnic group, and/or person‟s self-interest?  

Gage individual opinions: comparison against the results from the questionnaire 

 

 

Section E - (Optional) 

Age: 

Expectations:  

The youth/young adults (19 – 30) should be more objective 

Adults (30 +) should be less objective given they know more of the history of the different parties and 

should have more experience with politics in Ghana in general. 

 

Ethnicity: 

Expectations: 

 Akan‟s would be NPP Pro Biased, 

 Ga‟s, Northerners, and Ewe‟s NDC Pro Biased 

 

Political Party: 

Expectations: Political Party alignment consistent with expressed biases 

 

Occupation: 

Expectations:  

Professional occupations (Doctors, nurses, teachers) should show less biases due to higher education 

Trading occupations (hawkers etc) should show more biases due to less education 
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Score Sheet       File ____  Recording 

____ 

Section  Question  Alphab Roman  NDC Bias  NPP Bias  Other 

Bias 

 Neutral 

A    pro con pro Con pro con  

 1   R/G  P/C     Joy 

 2   H/L/DP/E  GD/CG/GO    GR/GT/ 

 3     N2    T/M/G 

B           

 2          

  A         

  B         

  C         

 3          

  A         

   I        

   II        

  B         

 4          

  A         

   I        

   II        

   III        

 5          

  A         

   I        

   II        

   III        

 6          

  A         

  B         

  C         

  D         

 7          

  A         

   I        

   II        

  B         

C           

 1          

  A         

   I        

   II        

   III        

   IV        

   V        

   VI        

  B         
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  C         

  D         

  E         

  F         

  H         

 2          

  A         

  B         

  C         

 3          

  A         

  B         

  C         

 4          

  A         

  B         

  C         

  D         

  E         

D           

 1          

 2          

 3          

  I         

  II         

 4          

  I         

  II         

 5          

E           

 Age          

 Ethnicity          

 P. Party          

 Occupation          
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Appendix B 
Ghanaian Demographics and 2008 Election Result Table 

 
 

Major peoples: 

 

Akan 35.4% (excluding Fante) 

( Mainly: Ashanti Region, Eastern Region, Partially: Brong-Ahafo Region) 

Fante10.9% 

(Central Region) 

 

Mole-Dagbon 15.2%, 

(Northern Region) 

Ewe 11.7%, 

(Volta Region) 

Ga-Dangme 8.7%, 

(Greater Accra Region) 

 

other 20.4% 
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Region 
(Pop %) 

Ethnicity Party Historical Explanation Pres. 

Election 
Parl. 

Election 

    Indv. Const. 

Ashanti 
18.6% 

Akan NDC No allegiance 14%  

  

NPP Ethnic ties – the leadership of the party is 

composed of mainly Ashanti‟s and other 

Akans 

86% 92.3%  

Eastern 
10.5% 

Akan NDC No allegiance 42.5%  

  

NPP Ethnic ties– the leadership of the party is 

composed of mainly Ashanti‟s and other 

Akans 

57.5% 75% 

Brong-

Ahafo 
Diverged 

9.3% 

Brongs NDC No allegiance/ Alternative Party 51.5%  

  
NPP Ethnic ties – nonetheless, historically, the 

Ashanti‟s in their bid for expansion 

conquered and dominated these lands 

48.5% 63%  

Central 
8.2% 

Swing 

State 

Fante NDC No allegiance / Alternative Party 53.8% 68% 

  

NPP Ethnic ties – nonetheless, historically, the 

Ashanti‟s fought unsuccessfully with the 

Fanti states, leading to their quick alliance 

with the British 

46.2%  

Western  
9.7% 

Swing 

State 

Nzema NDC No allegiance 51.9%  
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Region 
(Pop %) 

Ethnicity Party Historical Explanation Pres. 

Election 
Parl. 

Election 

    Indv. Const 

Volta 
8.1% 

Ewe 
 

  

NDC Ethnic ties – the founder of the party is Ewe 

and Ewe‟s display strong ethnic solidarity 
86% 100%  

  NPP No allegiance 14%  

Upper 

West 
2.6% 

Northners NDC Alternative party 65.6% 80%*  

  

NPP Bad Ethnic relationship – in the past, the 

Ashanti kingdom demanded slaves for the 

new European market, and most of these 

slaves came from now Northern Ghana 

34.4%  

Upper 

East 
4% 

Northners NDC Alternative party 62% 80%*  

  

NPP Bad Ethnic relationship - in the past, the 

Ashanti kingdom demanded slaves for the 

new European market, and most of these 

slaves came from now Northern Ghana 

38%  

Northern 
8.8% 

Northners NDC Alternative party  61.6% 80%* 

  

NPP Bad Ethnic relationship - in the past, the 

Ashanti kingdom demanded slaves for the 

new European market, and most of these 

slaves came from now Northern Ghana 

38.4%  

Greater 

Accra 
10.1% 

Swing 

state 

Ga, others NDC No allegiance – though Ga‟s are known to 

favor this party. 
54.4% 63%  

  NPP No allegiance 45.6%  
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Appendix C 

 

Hotellings Model 

 

A model proposed by H. Hotelling (Economic Journal 39) of the effect of competition on 

locational decisions. The model is usually based on two ice-cream salesmen, A and B, on a mile 

of beach. The cost and choice of ice-cream is the same for each distributor. Buyers are evenly 

distributed along the beach. The first pattern of market share has the two salesmen positioned so 

that each is at the centre of his half of the beach and the market is split up evenly. If A now 

moves nearer to the middle of the beach, he will increase his market share. The logical outcome 

of this will have both salesmen back to back at the centre of the beach, as long as some 

customers are willing to walk nearly half a mile for an ice-cream, i.e. that the consumer provides 

the transport. This analogy indicates that locational decisions are not made independently but are 

influenced by the actions of others. 
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Hotelling model
35

 

 

How did Anthony Downs apply Hotelling's analysis to politics? If there exists only a single 

issue-space, then all political parties have an incentive to move their positions toward those of 

the median voter and to claim that their policies represent the middle range of opinion, while 

characterizing the other side as being to either extreme. It is difficult for third parties to exist in 

this situation, because any side of the issue-space that has more than one party will have all of its 

parties defeated if the other side of the issue-space has only one party.   

 

Smithies Model 

 

Arthur Smithies idea of voter alienation: Voter alienation implies that voters will not vote for a 

party that drifts too far away from their preferences. In an election, people will only vote if the 

marginal benefit to them of voting exceeds the considerable marginal costs of waiting in line and 

foregone time. If a party's principles are no longer appealing to a voter from that party's base, 

                                                
35

 Hotellings Model, Answers.com, Accessed 5/20/2011 <http://www.answers.com/topic/hotelling-

model#ixzz1MvrJZkc2> 
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then that voter will prefer to stay home. This is what has been happening, for instance, with the 

Republican Party in the United States, which has increasingly failed to "get out its base." 

 

Introducing voter alienation changes the outcome of a political process in a single issue-space. In 

a unimodal, symmetric distribution of voters, the two parties will still appeal to the median voter. 

However, if the mode of the distribution is different from the median (i.e., in an asymmetric, 

unimodal distribution), then, as a result of alienation, both parties will drift toward the mode, 

because each will gain more voters from approaching the mode than are lost from alienation. In a 

multimodal distribution, it is possible for each party to try to reach a different mode. In a 

bimodal distribution, for instance, the two major parties might capture each of the modes, 

alienating the voters in between them. There is therefore room for a third party to come in and 

appeal to the voters in the center between the two modes; such a third party might even win the 

election, although this is not a foregone conclusion. This kind of distribution of voters is also 

conducive to parties being substantively different in their positions on the issue. (Wolfram 

(2008))
36

 

 

 

 

                                                
36

 Wolfram, Gary. Lectures on Public Choice Economics. Hillsdale College. Hillsdale, MI. October -November 

2008 in Stolyarov, The Hotelling-Downs and Smithies Models of Voting, Public Choice Economics Study 

Guide, 2008, <http://www.associatedcontent.com/article/1194002/the_hotellingdowns_and_smithies_models.html> 


