
PoliSci 1: Science of Politics Week 4 Recap

SWBAT: (1) Describe principal-agent problems and potential solutions, (2) identify weaknesses
with these solutions, and (3) explain two political explanations for poverty and inequality.

1 Key Terms

• representative democracy

• principal-agent problem

• moral hazard and adverse selection

• collective competence

• incumbency advantage

• Gini coe�cient

• means-tested programs

• veto players

2 Key Themes/Ideas

Q. What is the principal-agent problem in political representation?
Answer: The principal-agent problem in political representation states that representatives can
shirk by making policies that don’t serve the interests of citizens.

Q. What are three solutions to the principal-agent problem?
Answer: Three approaches to solving the principal-agent problem in class are for voters to (1) hire
well, (2) fire well based on actions, and (3) fire well based on outcomes.

Q. Why do these solutions hold politicians accountable?
Answer: These solutions are designed so that voters can “punish” politicians if they deviate too
far from what voters want.

Q. What is the Congressional incumbency paradox?
Answer: The Congressional incumbency paradox is that Congress is generally very unpopular,
but Congressional incumbents have very high re-election rates.

Q. How do governments alleviate income inequality?
Answer: Governments can create redistribution policies which seek to decrease income inequality
through taxes (income, wealth, consumption) or transfers (social spending).

Q. What could possibly explain levels of income inequality within countries?
Answer: First, institutional design, like electoral rules and legislative procedures, could make it
harder for new redistribution policies to replace the status quo. Second, political participation and
preferences could make it harder to hold leaders accountable for redistribution due to costs, time,
and lack of knowledge.

Q. What a↵ects attitudes about redistribution?
Answer: Attitudes about redistribution can be influenced by framing e↵ects, racial heterogeneity,
and beliefs about luck versus merit.
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3 Key Readings

• Clark, Golder, and Golder, “A Unifying Framework: Principal-Agent and Delegation Prob-
lems”

• Lupia, “Uninformed: Why People Know so Little about Politics”

• Stepan and Linz “Comparative Perspectives on Inequality and the Quality of Democracy in
the US”

• Bonica et al. “Why Hasn’t Democracy Slowed Rising Inequality?”

• Shaprio “Why the Poor Don’t Soak the Rich”

4 Review Questions

Check your understanding of this week’s material and key ideas with the following questions.

• Is the evidence in the Healy, Malhotra, and Mo reading about voter responses to irrelevant
outcomes spurious or compelling? If the finding is correct, does it have any significant or
substantive e↵ects on representation and why?

• Drawing on Lupia and Monday’s lecture, how do changing forms of communication like Twit-
ter, Facebook, and the Internet change accountability problems due to a lack of knowledge?
Do they make knowledge about actions or outcomes better or worse? Under what conditions?

• The Lupia reading argues that party identification provides one important “cue” for relatively
uninformed voters about how to vote. Last week, we learned in the Binder reading that
polarization refers to cases in which a politician’s stance is almost completely defined by their
party identification. Does polarization help solve problems about voter ignorance? Do voters
make better decisions in today’s polarized environment than they did fifty years ago?

• Over the last few weeks, media pundits have begun to talk about ‘alternative facts’ and
gaslighting in how politicians communicate information to voters. Given the readings and
Professor Tomz’s lectures, how could you hold politicians accountable when they engage in
these tactics? How do you refute misinformation?

• Given the Bonica et al. and the Clark, Golder, and Golder readings, do you think politicians
will do anything to address income inequality in the near future? What are their incentives
to take action? Will voters ’fire’ them for not taking action and why?

• Professor Tomz treated institutional and preference-based explanations as mutually exclusive
in class, but suggested the two could interact to make redistribution more or less di�cult.
What did he mean by that and what is an example of this interaction?

• Under what conditions could a higher number of veto players in a democracy potentially
lead to more redistribution policies in contravention of Stepan and Linz? How can this help
explain cross-temporal variation in inequality in the US?
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