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Everything but Death and Taxes

Uncertainty and American Politics

Barry C. Burden

Our Constitution is in actual operation; everything appears to promise that it
will last; but nothing in this world is certain but death and taxes.

–Benjamin Franklin 1789

Proverbs like Ben Franklin’s tend to remind audiences of universal truths
rather than inform them about new insights. In this case, humor quickly
reminds us that the political world is fundamentally uncertain. In Franklin’s
view, uncertainty stems from the unpredictable nature of social life. Political
scientists and practitioners alike know this of course, which is why prediction
into the political future is seldom done. Just a few years ago it would have
been difficult to find academics willing to predict publicly that Republicans
would take control of Congress any time soon, that a budget surplus would
be the nation’s biggest problem, that a professional wrestler would become
Minnesota’s governor, or that a Democratic president would push aggres-
sively for free trade. Lack of sure knowledge about the future is a key aspect
of politics. While the unpredictable nature of the future surely makes polit-
ical life uncertain, this important conception of uncertainty represents only
a portion of the intriguing dynamics of modern U.S. politics.

As I argue in this introduction and is demonstrated throughout the chap-
ters in this book, uncertainty arises from many sources, can take on multiple
forms, and has a variety of consequences. Although most readers have an
intuitive feeling for what uncertainty is, it is more important and complex
than most of us assume. This revelation is important because Franklin’s in-
stinct was correct: uncertainty is everywhere. In some ways, the authors
represented in this book are doing the footwork for a proverb by reminding
political scientists of this basic fact, although the long-term desire of this

I thank Richard Zeckhauser for his comments.
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4 Barry C. Burden

project is to incorporate uncertainty in new ways and in new substantive
areas of the discipline.

Before preceding much further, I should acknowledge that the uncertainty
concept is not being introduced for the first time in this edited volume. It
has already been used successfully in a number of scholarly literatures, in-
cluding many fields in political science.1 Unfortunately, its use is sometimes
overly crude, often unconnected to other conceptions of uncertainty, and
typically found on the margins rather than the mainstream of American
politics research. Political science is an interdisciplinary field, so we learn
from others’ successes. It is to our advantage to learn from those who have
already handled uncertainty in their theories, models, explanations, argu-
ments, and tests.2 The chapters in this book and research that follows them
will borrow from disciplines as disparate as sociology, economics, philoso-
phy, and psychology plus interdisciplinary efforts such as behavioral deci-
sion theory, although they all wish to say something about U.S. politics in
the end. I will not try to argue that introducing uncertainty into substan-
tive work on politics will turn a fledgling field into a natural science, but I
am asserting that much research can be improved by reexamining implicit
assumptions that motives, actions, structures, and outcomes in politics are
certain.

I hesitate to say more about uncertainty here because the chapters to fol-
low will largely speak for themselves. They are examples of how uncertainty
has been used, is beginning to be considered in political science, and ways in
which it might be incorporated in future work. They demonstrate that un-
certainty is not a concept that is limited to a particular methodology or even
a substantive area. Indeed, this is a critical theme motivating this project.
Although it is impossible to cover all subfields in a single volume, these au-
thors and their subjects are diverse enough to suggest how parallel studies
in other fields might look.

In the remainder of this chapter I make five assertions about uncertainty
and the study of American politics. They range from quite general statements

1 Indeed, academics and practitioners in economics and business and management schools
already devote significant attention to uncertainty, particularly in decision theory. Among
other places, one can find economic treatments in the Journal of Risk and Uncertainty. I lack
the space to review this deep literature here. For now, I propose that political science can
learn a great deal about uncertainty from this work but that our applications are often more
complicated because such things as the consequences of decisions, nature of the choice set,
sources of uncertainty, and even who is responsible for a course of action are seldom as clear.

2 To remind readers that uncertainty is a concept available to all researchers, I use inclusive
language. Some analysts strive for general explanations, others for parsimonious models, and
yet others for complete theories. So I use the terms model, theory, test, argument, explanation,
and like as a group. Also, I often refer to political decision makers as “actors.” Although a
dispassionate term, it prevents debates about the proper unit of analysis, because an actor
could be a cabinet secretary, interest group, congressional committee, voter, or executive
branch agency.
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that border on the philosophical to pragmatic advice for researchers, in
largely that order. Although it seems that each assertion flows almost logically
from those before it, each is probably more contentious than the last. I
necessarily fail to make a watertight case for each assertion. Instead, I appeal
to readers’ wisdom and intuition and use a few examples from the subfields
with which I am most familiar to underscore the points. My hope is merely
that the attention this volume pays to uncertainty in U.S. politics will awaken
researchers to its role as a useful concept and will provoke them to at least
consider its role in the descriptions, explanations, models, and theories they
develop. Much like the new institutionalism, political economy, and political
psychology have begun to do, it can lead to the redevelopment of some
existing work and possibly to the creation of new lines of inquiry. Let us
turn now to the five assertions.

assertion 1: uncertainty pervades political activity

Uncertainty is an inherent part of everything humans do. It is especially acute
in the political realm. This is because politics is largely about making deci-
sions, and decisions are seldom certain. Because people and the institutions
they create are involved, uncertainty is part of what politics is. Whether one
defines politics as the “authoritative allocation of values in society” (Easton
1965) or “who gets what, when, where, how” (Lasswell 1958), politics is
often about choosing.3 It follows that the study of politics – political sci-
ence – is predominantly the study of how political actors make decisions.
These actors include such diverse things as interest groups, state legislatures,
party leaders, voters, and bureaucracies. The consequences of their choices
might seem relevant only to oneself, to a group, an institution, or even the
entire nation.

Political decisions are not so different from choices made in other realms,
say the workplace or one’s personal life. A key difference is that political
stimuli are often more ambiguous. Although choosing a mate, finding a
vocation, and purchasing an automobile are all affected by uncertainty, the
information associated with these decisions is more immediate and concrete
than is information about political choices. One might say that political
stimuli are poorly defined. Perhaps because of this, the consequences of
political decisions are less clear, thus heightening uncertainty. As Dahl notes
in the context of the Supreme Court, “a policy decision might be defined as
an effective choice among alternatives about which there is, at least initially,
some uncertainty” (1957, 279). Even outside of “policy” decisions, it is the

3 A decision could be made deliberately and intentionally as I imply here, or it could result as
the unintentional by-product of institutional design and collective interaction. I shall refer
mostly to former type, although this portrayal understates the amount of uncertainty that
results for political decision making.
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uncertainty that makes politics challenging for participants and interesting
to those who study it.4

Take the case of citizens’ knowledge about politics. It is widely known
that Americans do not know much factual information about their political
system or even its current staff (e.g., Bennett 1995; Delli Carpini and Keeter
1996). Lack of data simply makes it difficult to reach confident decisions.
The informational deficit is less severe in personal, localized choices such as
which breakfast cereal to purchase at the supermarket or whether to shoot
or pass to a teammate in a game of basketball.

Although raising information levels often increases certainty, especially
in nonpolitical settings, I argue below that this relationship is not always
so simple (Assertion 3). Even in the many cases in which information is
helpful, it will almost never eliminate all uncertainty about some kinds of
decisions. It is impossible to acquire all of the relevant information in most
settings; in other situations uncertainty would remain even in the presence
of this data. Humans worry about their decisions for one reason: they are
uncertain. Decision making would be trivial if all actors were certain about
all relevant causes and consequences of a choice. Here is the real kicker:
the necessity of decision making makes uncertainty important, whereas the
ubiquity of uncertainty in decision making makes choosing difficult.

Uncertainty “may range from a falling short of certainty to an almost
complete lack of conviction or knowledge especially about an outcome or
result” (Merriam-Webster dictionary; <www.m-w.com>). Even this rather
general definition suggests that uncertainty lies on a continuum. Accordingly,
it is more accurate to think of uncertainty as an amount or degree rather
than a quality that is merely present or absent. In terms of probabilities, it
runs from 0 (an impossibility) to 1.0 (a certainty). Note that impossibilities
are just certainties turned upside down; one is sure that something will not
happen.

In some settings, the probability scale could be folded at the midpoint
so that it runs from completely unsure to completely sure about something.
(What this “something” is comes later.) Research that assumes certainty –
often by remaining silent about the ways in which uncertainty enters – un-
realistically requires that political actors usually find themselves at one of
the endpoints of the full probability scale when making decisions. This as-
sumption is difficult to sustain in sophisticated analyses. Moreover, in most
applications it is even inappropriate to describe actors as simply “certain” or
“uncertain.” This artificially dichotomizes the scale by putting the two end-
points on one side and all other values on the other. At the most basic level,
then, uncertainty is a variable that takes on different values across actors,

4 Without moving into a philosophical discussion, I note that the constant force of entropy in
the environment and lack of mortal omnipotence (even in a limited domain) guarantee that
uncertainty is always with us.
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situations, and time. When we say that a decision maker is uncertain, the
next question asked ought to be “How uncertain?” When this issue is but-
tressed, the analyst moves to determining the sources, type, and eventually
the consequences of the uncertainty. The chapters in this volume deal with
all of the questions.

Take Downs’s definition of uncertainty as simply the “lack of sure knowl-
edge” (1957, 77). He argues that one’s level of confidence depends on three
factors: the removability, intensity, and relevance of the uncertainty. In other
words, an actor can be quite confident about what will happen in a situa-
tion only to the degree that uncertainty is easily vanquished, is weakly felt,
and is only tangentially related. Although all researchers might not agree
that these three particular dimensions are the most important components
of uncertainty in every application, Downs has made a genuine contribution
by acknowledging that all uncertainties are not the same. Although a simple
probability is a useful way to capture certainty levels in many settings, some
applications require more than this common denominator to make sense of
the political phenomena at hand. In line with much of their work on insti-
tutions, March and Olsen (1979) argue convincingly that organizations are
plagued by several types of what they label ambiguity, a notion not far from
uncertainty.

Processes that unfold over time are subject to uncertainty at the macro
level, because later events are affected by earlier events. These small early
events have more weight in determining outcomes but also are more likely
to be random. This sort of “path dependence” suggests that many outcomes
thought to be inevitable (because of efficiency or functionality) are nearly
accidental (Pierson 2000). Carmines and Stimson (1989) demonstrate these
points in their study of the “evolution” of race in transforming the American
party system. Some important formative but largely accidental events, such
as the 1958 Senate elections, began a dynamic that eventually resulted in
elite and mass polarization around issues of race. Even if one could rerun
the last half century of history, it is unlikely that the same chain of events
would unfold.

The point of this discussion is to remind readers, as did Benjamin Franklin
at the founding of our republic, that uncertainty is everywhere. It is espe-
cially keen in political contexts in which stimuli are ambiguous. Ironically,
political decisions have the potential to affect a wider group of people and
institutions. The idea that uncertainty is ubiquitous is not new to political
scientists. Downs warns that “uncertainty is so basic to human life that it in-
fluences the structure of almost every social institution” (1957, 88). “To our
minds, politics is a dynamic process filled with uncertainty” acknowledge
Wright and Goldberg (1985, 716). Fenno’s (1978, 10) depiction of legisla-
tors’ “home styles” portrays representatives as “fraught with uncertainty,”
most of it subjective. Finally, as Cioffi-Revilla (1998) argues in his treatment
of the international relations literature, uncertainty is not only ubiquitous
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and ineradicable, but it is consequential. It is the consequences of uncertainty
that fascinate most scholars of American politics.

assertion 2: an actor may be uncertain about the
actions of others, the consequences of her own
actions, or even her own intentions

The object of uncertainty is a crucial variable in any analysis. In conceptual-
izing such a variable, I make a rough distinction between internal (or local)
and external (or distant) sources of uncertainty. Uncertainty plays a differ-
ent role for the Supreme Court justice who is unsure about how she will
vote on an upcoming case than for the interest group that can not predict
the outcome of a committee meeting with much confidence. The former is
uncertain about her own (future or expected) behavior, while the latter is
uncertain about what situation will arise or what the state of nature will be.
The justice has a local source, while the interest group faces uncertainty be-
yond its control. They share in common the fact that uncertainty is typically
related to future events, but the nature of the events differs in important
ways.

Consider again the first situation, in which an actor does not know ex-
actly what he will do when forced to make a choice. The old saying “I’ll
cross that bridge when I come to it” captures the idea well. This is not a
bad strategy because one usually has more information about the alterna-
tives the closer their proximity, either in time or space. Just as a college
student is not sure which major he will select until forced to choose, a
member of Congress is uncertain about whether she will cosponsor a po-
tentially controversial piece of legislation. In classic political science terms,
we might say the individual is cross-pressured. For both the student and
the congressman, uncertainty about their own intentions arises in part from
uncertainty about the consequences of their choices. The student wonders
about the relative difficulty of the two majors he is considering and how
helpful, again in relative terms, each will be in finding a job after grad-
uation. The sources of uncertainty for the member of Congress are more
numerous and immediate (see Kessler and Krehbiel 1996; Schiller 1995).
Will her support for the bill affect how colleagues, constituents, and inter-
est groups perceive her? How will the decision affect her credibility? Will
it help or hinder the prospects for logrolling or vote trading with other
members who have a substantial stake in the outcome? Are the intended
consequences of the bill going to be realized and are there unintended conse-
quences that might be realized, too? Being uncertain about the consequences
of a choice makes a person even more uncertain about even what her de-
cision will be. Uncertainty induces further uncertainty. At a minimum, un-
certainty about what one will do encourages delay and further information
gathering.
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In the second situation, one is uncertain about something external. In ra-
tional choice settings, an actor might associate probabilities with each pos-
sible outcome. In these cases, more information might reduce uncertainty as
it did in the “internal” examples above. Consider a federal agency planning
its annual budget request. Because the agency is uncertain about how much
of the request will actually be funded by Congress, it determines the request
strategically, often asking for substantially more than it hopes to receive. The
tactic of padding the budget can backfire, however, if Congress views the re-
quest as unreasonable and chooses to punish the agency by cutting more
from their budget than it would have otherwise. Knowing this, the agency
would like to make the largest possible request that does not inspire such a
reaction. There is tremendous uncertainty in such decisions and the conse-
quences of the funding level are grave for an organization whose existence
depends on them. The agency is uncertain about what governs the interac-
tion between the agency’s choice and Congress’ reaction. This uncertainty
might be reduced by looking at previous interactions, because the budget
process occurs annually and the same sets of players tend to interact repeat-
edly year after year. But environmental changes in congressional membership
or economic conditions could alter the relationship in unknown ways.

A final point should be made about the targets and sources of uncertainty.
Although in theory an actor could be uncertain about its own behavior
or about something external such as an event or condition, being unsure
about the latter usually heightens uncertainty in the former. Not knowing
what the world will be like when a decision is made, what the consequences
of the decision will be, or perhaps even what alternatives will be available
at the time all induces uncertainty about one’s own intentions. Intentions
are merely planned or expected actions that can easily be confused by things
outside of one’s control (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975).

assertion 3: uncertainty and information are often
but not always inversely related

Information is most useful when uncertainty arises from a mere lack of
knowledge. In this case, the simple gathering of facts makes one more con-
fident about what will occur or what the proper decision ought to be. Our
modern presidency is supplied with an amazing number of information
pipelines via bureaucracies such as the National Security Agency (NSC), the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Department of Justice, the Council
of Economic Advisors (CEA), and cabinet agencies that serve this function.
The consequences of presidential actions loom large and information is rel-
atively cheap, so it is well worth an executive’s time to pursue large amounts
of data. Knowing the details about disparities in welfare benefits across the
states makes an administration more confident when planning a new for-
mula for allocating welfare funds. Knowing about the military capabilities
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of an international terrorist group similarly makes a presidential staff more
certain about how it handles the situation. There are endless examples. In
the end, all other factors held constant, when available, a fact is always more
useful than speculation.5

Other times, gathering all of the possible data, even the most difficult to
acquire, would not reduce uncertainty much and would definitely not elim-
inate it. The marginal benefit of pursuing uncertainty-reducing information
might not justify the effort either. The reason is that facts about current
or past situations or events are more trustworthy than expectations about
possible events, whether they be actions or the consequences of them.

Although it is true that polling, focus groups, and other research could
make a presidential campaign team more certain about its fate in the up-
coming election, uncertainty always remains. And this uncertainty, however
small, plays a disproportionate role in the campaign organization’s behavior.
As in so many other contexts, there are diminishing returns from efforts to
raise one’s confidence about the likelihood of future events, yet uncertainty is
difficult to ignore. It seems reasonable to hypothesize that small amounts of
uncertainty drive out large amounts of certainty.6 This asymmetry in weight
between certainty and uncertainty is akin to an old Swedish proverb: “Worry
gives a small thing a big shadow.” Even a touch of uncertainty can overwhelm
large amounts of sure knowledge.

Even for those motivated to pursue information to reduce uncertainty,
it is possible for newly acquired data to heighten uncertainty as I have de-
fined it.7 Well-informed actors could actually be less certain than poorly in-
formed actors about what will occur. New information increases uncertainty
when it is inconsistent with prior information or an actor’s predispositions.8

Even though data are usually helpful, “additional information may contra-
dict what he knows already, so that his confidence falls as he learns more”

5 One might suppose that data have uncertainty associated with them as well. A belief might be
just a datum about which one is (nearly) certain. I am pretty sure what the high temperature
was yesterday (to the degree that I trust thermometers and those using them), but I am much
less certain about what the high temperature will be tomorrow. It is a “fact” with high
uncertainty that can be decreased as more information is gathered about it. It is easy to see
how this argument leads to an infinite regress because one is always uncertain about the data
that determine uncertainty levels associated with other data.

6 This is akin to what Popkin (1996) calls Gresham’s Law of Information: recent and personal
information drives out old and impersonal information.

7 This view of uncertainty differs from Alvarez’s portrayal in which uncertainty can be removed
with adequate information (Alvarez 1998; Alvarez and Brehm 1997; Alvarez and Franklin
1994; Alvarez, Brehm, and Wilson, this volume). By treating ambivalence as a form of uncer-
tainty (about one’s own opinions or intentions), I am expanding his definition of uncertainty.
The differences between the two are largely semantic, but disagreements about what uncer-
tainty is will naturally arise when many researchers deal with the concept simultaneously.

8 For those inclined to think this way, current data that are discrepant with one’s prior could
increase the variance of the posterior distribution.
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(Downs 1957, 78). Beyond “brute facts,” Zaller (1992) has shown that more
exposure to messages of all kinds may increase the conflict among “consid-
erations” or attitudes that an actor uses in reaching a decision (Hasecke
2000).

Consider the presidential task of choosing a nominee to replace a vacancy
in some appointed position, say an ambassador, cabinet secretary, or better
yet a Supreme Court justice. After going over a short list of names with
advisors, the president might feel confident that a particular candidate is
most qualified (and most likely to earn Senate approval). Just hours before
calling a press conference to announce the decision, an aide reports newly
acquired, potentially damaging information about the likely nominee to the
president. The president then must reconsider his intention in light of the
uncertainty the new data have added.

A simple label for the president’s resulting condition is ambivalence.9

Strong positive and negative information exists about the potential nominee,
making the president unsure about whether to move forward, either because
of personal reservations about her qualifications or because of fear that a
Senate rejection will be an embarrassment to the administration. It is not
the lack of information but the discrepancies among various bits of data.
Ironically, the uncertainty arises despite the acquisition of more data and
might even be a result of it.

In other contexts, a political actor might be uncertain because he is
indifferent. Indifference could arise from a lack of information, stemming
perhaps from apathy. It also could reflect a genuine inability to choose, be-
cause the “pros” and “cons” associated with alternatives are roughly equal
in number. That is, a highly informed actor might be uncertain about a
decision, because ambivalence has induced indifference.

A main reason why information gathering is not guaranteed to eliminate
uncertainty is that uncertainty has multiple sources, many of them outside of
an actor’s control. Considering the context of voting in a typical presidential
election. On top of the “local” uncertainty attributable to the voter herself,
which information would probably lessen, candidate behavior might induce
uncertainty about such things as the likelihood that campaign promises
will become government policy if he is elected (Alvarez 1998; Downs 1957;
Weisberg and Fiorina 1980). In what seems like a relatively contained
decision environment involving just one voter choosing between two rather
well-known candidates, uncertainty looms large and enters the process at
several points. Uncertainty must play an even larger role in other political
contexts.

The sources of uncertainty vary from one context to another. In his clas-
sic study of Supreme Court decisions, Dahl (1957) argues that uncertainty

9 Ambivalence has typically been considered in the context of public opinion, where core values
are in conflict (Alvarez and Brehm 1997; Zaller 1992).
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can arise from such things as a poorly defined set of alternatives, potential
consequences of a decision and their likelihoods, and the expected utility of
alternatives. As Jones, Talbert, and Potoski explain in Chapter 5, in some set-
tings an actor is uncertain about which choice is best; in many other settings,
the uncertainty is about the definition of the problem itself. Each of these
and other sources are potent in their own right. In the congressional realm,
Bach and Smith (1988) make certainty almost synonymous with predictabil-
ity. Legislators benefit from a stable, predictable environment on the House
floor and therefore wish to control uncertainty with rules and procedures (see
Assertion 4 below and Sinclair 2000). Paradoxically, the move to unortho-
dox procedures to increase leaders’ certainty about the content of legislation
has increased uncertainty about how the bill will be handled. Also dealing
with Congress, Krehbiel (1991) derives a sophisticated informational model
of congressional organization based heavily on the simple assumption that
legislators are uncertain about how policies translate into outcomes.10 This
is a case of inadequate or contradictory information about the consequences
of a decision that induces uncertainty in the decision makers.

assertion 4: political actors are usually motivated
to reduce uncertainty

Although uncertainty can be helpful in some situations, political actors gen-
erally want to minimize their own uncertainty. One is more confident about a
decision and can justify it more easily when she is certain about her intentions
and the outcomes associated with the choices she makes. Decision making
is simply easier when uncertainty levels are low. Humans face complex en-
vironments made of networks of people and objects and other multifaceted
stimuli that make wading through information daunting. Anything that can
be done to reduce the great uncertainty that arises from these natural en-
vironmental features is worthwhile, as long as the costs involved do not
exceed the perceived benefits (see Assertion 3). When uncertainty cannot
be sufficiently reduced, decision making remains challenging. Because pol-
itics induces greater uncertainty than do some other domains, uncertainty
reduction is even more important yet more difficult there.

This is not to say that actors spend most of their time fighting uncer-
tainty. One might argue, for instance, that some actors actually relish un-
certainty. Some people enjoy the thrill of watching a scary movie, opening
a surprise birthday gift, or reading a novel with an unpredictable ending.
Although this is true, I might counter that some of these individuals enjoy

10 As an example of political actors wanting to increase uncertainty for others, Arnold (1990)
theorizes that legislators strive to make the connections between their actions and policy
outcomes uncertain to constituents by obscuring the “traceability” of actions.
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the perverse certainty that uncertainty brings. Knowing that one will be
shocked or surprised makes the experience predictable. Horror movies, gifts,
and mystery novels are also poor analogies to politics, even if participants
genuinely pursue uncertainty in these situations. They are diversions from
real life with known ending points and no real consequences other than a
temporary adrenaline rush or goosebumps. The rest of social life – finding
a mate, raising children, finding an occupation, and like – attaches more
lasting and consequential outcomes to uncertain decisions. Politics, at least
for those invested in it, has even greater (negative) consequences, including
policy decisions that could lead to such unpleasant consequences as an in-
crease in crime, millions of abortions for those who views fetuses as lives,
an economic recession or even depression, or heightened racial tension. This
suggests a relationship between the ramifications of uncertainty and the mo-
tivation to reduce it. All else constant, as the consequences of being uncertain
increase, the drive to seek certainty does as well.

Consider some examples from the field of electoral behavior. Many citi-
zens in the contemporary United States choose not to vote in elections. Recent
presidential elections manage to mobilize only half of the electorate and other
U.S. elections sometimes get just 30 or 40 percent turnout. This does not nec-
essarily mean that citizens have avoided decision making altogether as some
have argued; rather, they might have chosen an alternative (abstention) that
has the least uncertainty associated with it, at least for them (Lacy and Burden
1999). Candidates and their positions are cloudy mixes of issues and images
and citizens get only weak signals as to what policies might result from their
election, particularly in the federal system. Deferring to others with stronger
opinions and more information to choose among candidates reduces uncer-
tainty about the outcome and thus anxiety. Of course, abstainers are not
always uninformed. Information and certainty often run together, but nei-
ther is a necessary condition for the other (Assertion 3). Many are highly
informed but simply indifferent (Burden 1997; Downs 1957).

Recent research demonstrates that voters generally avoid candidates
about whom they are uncertain (Alvarez 1998; Bartels 1986). It is ironic
that while equivocation might seem a rational strategy for candidates in the-
ory (Downs 1957; Page 1976; Shepsle 1972), voters do not actually seem to
reward it. Voters tend to avoid candidates about whom they are uncertain.
In many elections, particularly low information contests for Congress and
state offices, the challenger is an unknown quantity (e.g., Jacobson 1997).
This probably benefits the incumbent, who has a familiar name and a public
record, even if it is not entirely in agreement with voters’ policy preferences.
Uncertainty thus favors the status quo and makes retrospective voting a
reasonable way to make a decision on Election Day (Downs 1957; Fiorina
1981; Key 1966).

The growth in the number, size, and sophistication of interest groups
has been linked to uncertainty reduction, too. In one of the better extended



P1: GCV

CY190-01 CY190/Burden.cls 0521812739 March 26, 2003 13:56

14 Barry C. Burden

treatments of uncertainty in an American politics subfield, Heinz et al. (1993)
argue that the structure of contemporary interest group representation is a
response to uncertainty in the policy-making process. This uncertainty stems
from changes including the greater importance of federal policy today, the
decentralization of Congress, the plentiful information available to policy
makers, and the like. Heinz and colleagues do not find evidence that a par-
ticular side such as business has gained in power or that groups have be-
come any less myopic despite attempts by groups to counteract growing
uncertainty.

Institutions often act to reduce uncertainty, too. North (1990) has ar-
gued that the primary function of an institution is to reduce uncertainty.
In his framework, institutions provide stability in humans by limiting and
thus structuring behavior. The price of this greater uncertainty is often inef-
ficiency. In contrast, Krehbiel (1991) argues that the institution of Congress
is designed to maximize efficiency. Congress maintains a system of stand-
ing committees to reduce a different kind of uncertainty. Committees are
composed of heterogeneous policy experts to maximize informational effi-
ciency and reduce the uncertainty that members have about the relationship
between policies and their outcomes. Kingdon (1989) found that members
often gather information about how they should vote on a bill by taking cues
from fellow legislators, interest groups, constituents, the administration, the
media, and so on. When these cues point in the same direction, as they typi-
cally do, a member’s uncertainty is low and confidence high in the final vote
decision. It is the lack of information, itself a source of uncertainty, that leads
to the search for cues in the first place.

Predictability of processes or outcomes also reduces uncertainty. Ben
Franklin’s line about death and taxes suggests that unpredictability is a
frequent and relentless source of uncertainty. Many government programs –
entitlements and other kinds – increase annually via an automatic process.
The common procedure is to “index” program benefits to inflation in some
way, which produces automatic cost of living adjustments (COLAs) for re-
cipients. Incremental budgeting also can reduce uncertainty, although fiscal
patterns that evolve too slowly might eventually require dramatic change pe-
riodically too. In addition, instability in the political agenda and treatment
of items on it shapes how issues are viewed (Baumgartner and Jones 1993).
Politicians might prefer certainty because it aids them in containing issues.
Although introducing new issues to the public agenda sometimes advan-
tages particular politicians (Riker 1982), constraining the agenda probably
has greater benefits for most. However, a policy outcome that appears certain
usually causes those on the losing side to seek another venue, which might
heighten uncertainty (Schattschneider 1960).

Light’s (1982) study of presidential agendas argues that the office of
the presidency works vigorously to reduce uncertainty. Administrations
stay in the present, solving only the most pressing problems to create a
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stable environment. Perhaps surprisingly, the search for predictability in the
environment does not foster constant monitoring. Instead, it leads to a pas-
sive “fire fighting” rather than an active “police patrol” mode of operation.11

These are but a few examples and I shall not stretch them to argue that
political actors expend resources primarily to minimize uncertainty. All other
factors held constant, however, there are strong theoretical reasons to believe
that uncertainty is minimized whenever possible. Although there might be
incentives to increase the uncertainty in another actor’s environment, politi-
cians of all types generally like to know what’s going on in their immediate
surroundings. This suggests that most political actors will take a “sure thing”
(at least when it appears to advantage them) than gamble on unknown out-
comes. Decision theorists would say that such choosers are “risk averse.”
This is yet another truth captured in a proverb: “A bird in the hand is worth
two in the bush.”

In contrast to this portrayal of political actors as certainty seeking,
“prospect theory” posits that individuals are risk averse in gains but risk
acceptant in loses (Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Tversky and Kahneman
1974). Whereas risk and certainty are distinct concepts, researchers should
take this as evidence that uncertainty is not a uniform phenomenon that af-
fects all actors and all situations identically. Although uncertainty reduction
is a basic motive of most political animals, we should be open to the possi-
bility that uncertainty is not always treated the same way by all actors or in
all settings. There will be situations in which actors prefer to expend modest
effort to deal pragmatically with uncertainty rather than expend great effort
to reduce it completely.

assertion 5: uncertainty can and should be
incorporated into political science research

Knowing that uncertainty is ubiquitous in the political world and that it
deeply influences the decisions that political actors make, ignoring uncer-
tainty in studies of American politics would be a mistake. While our sub-
stantive understanding of politics should acknowledge a role for uncertainty,
we also should think more seriously about how to handle it methodologically.

Here I consider two ways in which uncertainty might be treated. For those
who employ formal models of political processes, uncertainty can be incor-
porated into models directly as assumptions. Actors can be uncertain about
their own preferences, the preferences of others who are playing the same
game, the “type” of player encountered in a signaling game, and even such
basic features as payoffs. Games of both incomplete and imperfect informa-
tion allow for uncertainty. Also useful is the notion of a risk profile, which

11 McCubbins and Schwartz (1984) offer an explanation for the dominance of “fire fighting”
as the way that congressional committees monitor the bureaucracy.
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is based on one’s willingness to gamble when probabilities of states of the
world are known. Uncertainty occurs when these probabilities are unknown
or are estimated poorly. Incomplete and imperfect information frameworks
allow actors to be unaware of the history of a game or the payoffs players
might receive. Thus, an initial move by “nature” or “chance” introduces
uncertainty and might be captured through one of these models.

Even within the rational choice framework, a central feature of uncer-
tainty is that it is subjective. In contrast, risk is based on taking chances
given objective probabilities. This subjective-objective dimension is an in-
teresting one that might be considered explicitly in particular applications
(see Maestas’s research in Chapter 8). Before Fenno’s (1978) study of con-
gressional home styles appeared, researchers tended to analyze incumbents’
reelection efforts in terms of risk. Incumbent risk is minimal, as nine out of
ten of those who run are reelected. As a result, scholars wondered aloud why
irrational legislators were so worried about their own electoral fortunes and
thus spent more time than was needed worrying about things like contro-
versial roll call votes. But Fenno revealed that incumbents’ beliefs are highly
subjective and unsure. As long as representatives feel uncertain, researchers
should treat them as such.

In quantitative applications, creative approaches are often required. Using
linear regression and maximum likelihood models, one might simply assert
that any uncertainty is accounted for by the error term that gets tacked onto
the end of an equation. After all, the error term is just the stochastic part that
makes a deterministic model estimable by accounting for “noise” in the data.
While this might suffice in situations in which the actors are highly informed
decision makers or they find themselves in familiar, predictable situations, it
does not really tap their substantive uncertainty. An error term does allow
for uncertainty in estimation but not necessarily on the part of the people
and institutions being analyzed. It indicates randomness in the data resulting
from poor measurement, inadequate specification, too few observations, or
simple stochastic behavior. Methodologies themselves make analysts more
or less uncertain about their inferences (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994).
This is distinct from the uncertainty faced by those being analyzed. We are
far more sophisticated about methodological uncertainty than substantive
uncertainty, which suggests that the latter deserves more attention.

An alternative approach is to assess uncertainty directly in data collection
rather than indirectly in data analysis. For instance, Alvarez and coauthors
have analyzed a new series of questions in the National Election Study that
follow up traditional issue questions by asking respondents how certain they
are of the answers (Alvarez and Franklin 1994; Alvarez, Brehm, and Wilson
in this volume; Alvarez and Glasgow 2000).12 It now becomes possible to

12 Maestas’s survey of state legislative candidates used in Chapter 8 does this by asking candi-
dates directly for their assessments of both risk and uncertainty.


