Introduction

Whether or not people realize it, politics inevitably effects everyday lives. Regardless of the political arena (domestic or international politics), the fact remains that politicians are humans who act on emotion and perception. The field of psychology contributed groundbreaking theories that directly challenged previous ideas that politicians were calculators, void of emotion, personality, or varying perception. 

Cognitive psychology brought to the attention of political psychologists different biases and judgmental heuristics which affect decision-makers. Social psychology also added further developments to political theory with their explanations of political behavior. Due to its ability to uncover the deep recesses of the mind, personality psychology catapulted political research to include research concerning hidden motives actors themselves may not be aware of. 

 
For decades, political science ignored the fundamentals of human nature and embraced the idea that people function as gain-maximizers. This embrace led to the theory called rational choice that dominated decision-making theory. Realistically, rational choice makes fatal flaws when describing and predicting human behavior. It assumes that its rational actor correctly perceives situational clues and, consequently, that calculations can be made. 

These same assumptions have theoretical implications. Several researchers have contended that rational choice commits several logistical errors. Kahneman and Tversky (1979) argued that rational choice’s basis of invariance and dominance were normatively valid, yet were descriptively invalid. In essence, rational choice cannot be validly applied in real-life situations. After their analysis, Tversky and Kahneman concluded that an all–inclusive theory of choice could not satisfy both normative and descriptive standards. Tversky and Kahneman’s criticism of rational choice have been analyzed by the field of psychology through interspective methods such as “personality at a distance” and research in judgmental heuristics.

Rational choice advocates wonder why political psychologist want to complicate such a convenient model with subjective details such as motives, biases, cognitions and risk-taking propensities.  Because rational choice was first applied within the field of economics when describing mass consumer behavior, it has been misperceived to fit more times than not. Yet can rational choice explain why consumers buy the more expensive big name brand when the same item can be bought at a lower cost? To answer this type of question, it is necessary to find out how/what people feel and think.

It is not enough to conclude that decision-makers ultimately act to maximize expected utility. The subjective measurement of expected utility calls for psychological interpretation. It is imperative to ask what actor’s expectations are and why they perceive them. For this reason, decision-making theory has turned to psychology to explain what was once unexplainable.

Two sides of psychological decision-making theory will be introduced: Cognitive psychology and personality psychology’s contributions to political decision-making. A new study will be introduced, which will show how personality can influence perception and decision-making. 

Cognitive Aspects to Decision-Making: Biases and Heuristics

The question posed is this: how can actors act rationally, maximizing expected utility, when everyone perceives threats (stimuli) differently? First, in the political arena, a stimulus is not as clear as a tap on the knee cap and the response is not a obvious as a jerk of the leg. Threats are implied and hidden. And even if threats are intended to be obvious, different circuits within the human brain (meant to simplify complex information) masks and warps messages until they are construed away from its intentions. 

The point here is that RCT, like psychology’s “stimulus-response” model, works on a elementary level. But human behavior is too complex to be watered down into a “stimulus-response” relationship.

Second, Rational Choice Theory actually is based upon a psychological bias! RCT usually takes on the perspective of the defender. Threats are perceived as intended and any information about the challenger as a person is “black boxed.” The tendency to only take into consideration what one experiences (while virtually disregarding other actors’ experiences) is called the actor-observer bias.  RCT takes on the point of view of the defender because those who normally use RCT are from defender-type nations, mainly Western countries. 

Combining both points, the main argument is that cognitive and personality processes taint all information actors receive. Therefore, actors can never be fully rational. Proponents of RCT argue that actors never “intend to fall into psychological biases/constraints.” Others extend this line of reasoning to justify the assumption of rationality. Even though actors do not consciously fall prey to psychological constraint, these limitation do exist. And since cognitive boundaries alter decision makers’ perceptions of expected utility, RCT’s “stimulus-response” assumption seems to be in danger.

The rational actor assumption is so hard to give up, and many vehemently argue this idea to death. But does the evidence favor rationality? Let us consider that fact that to take in information is to perceive it first. In other words, to understand or contemplate information, we have to notice it. Just in this first step alone, humans err. “You may feel  that you are looking at things in a completely unbiased  way, but as will become clear, it is nearly impossible for people to avoid biases in perception. Instead, people selectively perceive what they expect and hope to see” (Scott Plous The Psychology of Judgment and Decision Making, 1993 p.15). 

What Plous is referring to are motivated and unmotivated biases.  At the first interception of information, humans apply what they want and expect to see. The field of social psychology has shown, over and over again, that humans ignore what they don’t expect or want to perceive. The placebo effect precisely depicts a bias in judgment. It doesn’t matter that a placebo is merely the proverbial  sugar pill… patients really do feel better, worse, or whatever they believe will happen. 

Let us consider North Korea as a case study in motivated and unmotivated biases. In May of 1997, North Korean Supreme Leader Kim Jong-Il let US congressman Tony Hall and CNN crews into Pyongyang to document the starvation his country is going through due to famine and droughts. This action could be seen as either a desperate cry for help or a ploy to wean sympathy in order to receive the necessary supplies to strengthen his army in an attack on neighboring Seoul. The perception of this action is based upon what one wants/expects to see. For example, South Korea has something to gain if North Korea looks like a rogue elephant… the U.S. will sympathize Seoul, continuing its military/economic aide to the country. This would be a motivated bias. U.S. “hawks” might also see the invitation as a ploy, because of North Korea’s track record of devious ploys (philosophy of juche as a means to oppress North Koreans, the September 1996 submarine incident, etc.). This would be an unmotivated biases, they see what they expect to see. 

Another psychological factor that influences perception is Effort Justification. The more effort and resource an actor has spent on a situation, the more likely that actor will continue to its spending, despite obvious losses or harm. Psychologist have argued that the USG itself was justifying its own previous efforts through continued involvement in the Vietnam War. This idea is more commonly known as the Quagmire Theory (See George & Smoke’s Deterrence in American

foreign policy: theory and practice.) The longer the USG was involved in the Vietnam War and the more resources it spilled into the effort, the more the USG felt it needed to continue the efforts. The idea was that "We can’t stop now, or else our efforts would have gone to waste."

Motivated/unmotivated biases and effort justification influence how we first perceive information. There are several more factors which affect how we process our already tainted information, thus altering the way we frame situations even further. 

We all make short cuts in the way we process information. We cannot take forever to make simple judgment calls.  We use “rules of thumb” to focus on necessary information to make decisions. These “rules of thumb” are called heuristics.  For example, we sometimes ignore base rates (the probability of an occurrence) and fall prey to the Representative heuristic, where we make a judgment call based upon how much something resembles a situation. This explanation seems confusing, but look at the example…

Bob is attending the University of Michigan.

Bob is blond & loves to surf.

Bob is from California. 

The assumption that Bob is from CA is based upon how representative Bob’s description is the stereotype of a Californian.  But base rates tell us that it would be more probable that Bob is from Michigan since he is a student here and the majority of the student body are in-state.

We also make judgments based upon how easily we can come up with a similar example.  This is known as the Availability heuristic. For example, after the Oklahoma City bombing, the first reaction many people made was that Middle Eastern terrorists were to blame  for the tragedy. Why did people make such a rash judgment? Probably because other instances where Middle Eastern terrorists were to blame were so easily accessible and recall (i.e., World Trade Center and Lockerbie). The vividness of a situation adds  to how available the situation is to recall. 

Another factor which may hinder actors’ ability to make rational decision is how the decision is made. Bureaucratic politics is a component into the decision making process. But what lies below the administrative web bureaucratic politics weave is the psychological biases called risky shift & group think.

On the one hand, risky shift is a group’s tendency to be more risk acceptant than an individual.  In a group, an individual enjoys an anonymity which disinhibits any feelings of blame/responsibility. On the other hand, a group’s collective voice masks and oppresses the ideas of the individual. So even if some people disagree with the group’s consensus, the pressure to conform to the group is overpowering. This conformity is called group think. 

In 1961, 1,400 Cuban rebel fights (who were trained by the CIA) infiltrated the coasts of Cuba, only to be ambushed and defeated by Castro’s men. The incident, forever remembered as the “Bay of Pigs disaster” is currently the poster example of group think and risky shift biases. So many faulty and dangerous assumptions were made during the planning session of the invasions. Yet, no one within the group of advisors and military elites strongly voiced their concerns. Most of them knew that the geographic make up of the coast (mountains, sand, etc.) were too constraining, and greatly disabled any escape routes. Also, the group foolishly assumed that Castro would deploy old WWII relic weaponry, even though they knew Cuba possessed some technologically up-to-date weapons. Knowing these, and other faults in the plan, the invasion still went through. 

No one in the group could withstand the enormous pressure conformity places on an individual. Also, the group was more risk acceptant than individual would care to be. (for more info, see http://www.cweb.com/doctor/risky.html).

Rational Choice Model and Bargaining Theory
Whenever battling wits, strength, etc. an opponent, don’t we all want to know who we are dealing with? It is more cost effective to thoroughly search for information, than to assume and hope for the best. This is precisely the reason that Search-Persuasion is usually the first way to go… followed by Strategy. In search-persuasion, options cannot be manipulated. Therefore, information about challengers/defenders must be gathered in order to persuade and make the opponent PERCEIVE that the desired choice is the best one for the opponent. In Strategy, there  “[is a] manipulation of predictability of one's own actions so that an adversary's chooses in one's favor. How can I modify consequences of my own options so that the opponent chooses in my favor? Strategy makes my behavior predictable to leave the other side with a simple choice that comes out in my favor.” But again, the assumption that “defender’s” perception/intentions will be met out and the “adversary chooses in one’s favor.”

Rational Choice Theory ignores the perspective of the challenger, for the sake of convenience. By focusing on the defender’s point of view, RCT proponents save time and headaches. “Why worry about an insignificant challenger and its characteristics? If things don’t turn out to be THREAT-STIMULUS, we’ll call on psychology. But is it always safe to assume the simple and turn to psychology only when things go wrong? Rational Choice Theory must be revised to take into consideration the adversary’s view. 

The human psyche is rich with complexity. To include every psychological constraint that hinders rationality would truly be “pragmatically bankrupt.” But, on the same note, why does the CIA spend millions of dollars digging up dirt on international leaders? To get a better understanding of who these potential challengers are. 

Below is a comparison between the factors RCT and the Cognitive Choice Model addresses:
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Though many Rational Choice proponents view the Cognitive Choice model as “pragmatically bankrupt” and tedious, it is essential to take into consideration these different factors, and how they alter/contribute to the decision-making process.

Personality and Risk-Taking Propensities:

Personality can be a useful tool for assessing goals, incentive, perception and motivations. Personality theories imply that people have broad and general goals that motivate at the sub-conscious level. These personality factors and traits can have powerful implications on the way people perceive risk and how people ultimately react to threats.

Freud not only made psychology a pop-cultural phenomenon, but also brought light to the concept of motives. Through further exploration, different psychologist formulated different motive theories. Murray (1938) developed a periodic table of personality motives. These twenty motives form compounds which constitute personality and drive behavior. Of the twenty, personality psychologists have focused on three motives: the needs for Power, Achievement and Affiliation. The need for affiliation is characterized by relationships between people. The need for achievement involves a drive for excellence. The need for power involves the want or drive to impact other people.

McClelland and Watson (1971) applied these three basic motives to different behaviors. Before this study, behaviorist believed that people sought goals and acted to maximize gains (Simon, 1959). McClelland and Watson (1971) showed that motives influenced the way people sought after goals. They also challenged previous assumptions that goals were obvious and actions to obtain goals were uniform.  Their research showed that motives influence types of goals people seek and the way these objectives are pursued. 


Atkinson (1957), known for his work with the achievement motive, found that the motivation to enter an endeavor is a function between the force of the motivation, what the person expects to get out of the enterprise, and the incentive. Theoretically speaking, when applied to achievement motivated personalities, risk-taking will usually be moderate for their main incentive is to accomplish a goal. Therefore, if they do not expect to be able to succeed, then the motivation to enter into the task will be lower. According to this multiplicative function, achievement motivated people will not usually engage in high risks.

Originally, Atkinson (1957) theorized that this formula of risk-taking behavior would apply to all motivations, including power.  McClelland and Watson (1971) tested this assumption of universal applicability with all of the motivations. They found that achievement motivated people in fact were moderate risk takers. Interestingly, they also found that when the incentive to enter into a task was more achievement oriented even when the personality is power motivated, Atkinson’s theory holds. But, when power motivated people are faced with incentives surrounding power, i.e., to stand out, then Atkison’s formula fails to predict. 

According to McClelland and Watson (1971), different people are willing to take different levels of risk. Specifically, it was found that affiliative people avoid conflicts and therefore avoid high risks. Achievement motivated people take moderate risks and are described as rational decision-makers. People who are motivated by the power imagery are the gamblers, the decision-makers who are willing to risk the most.


Winter (1996), known for his work studying the power motive and its effects on political decision-makers, elaborated on characteristics of the power motive. He showed that the power imagery revolved around the incentives to standout,  impact others, and seek to formal power. Power motivated people also have the tendency to be confrontational and defensive in times of negotiation or conflict. Winter (1993) also found that power motivated presidents were more likely to engage in wars compared to achievement and affiliated motivated presidents. This suggests that power motivated people seek to be the aggressor or at least want an aggressive edge over their enemies during times of conflict.  Accordingly,  Winter (1996) shows that power imagery increases significantly during times of threat, implying a symbiotic relationship between threat and power.


The concept of threat is also involved in the cognitive structure known as authoritarianism. Authoritarianism was first conceived by Adorno and colleagues at the University of California at Berkeley.  Adorno and his group (also known as the Berkeley group) formulated a personality typology, which they named the Authoritarian Personality.  Their original quest was to find the source of prejudice. Their research led to the creation of the Fascism Scale, or F  Scale,  which measures the level of fascism or fascist tendencies. This scale lead to the model of the authoritarian personality.

According to Altemeyer (1982), the authoritarian cognitive structure includes nine basic characteristics: Conventionalism, a belief that one should submit to moral authorities, aggression towards people who oppose their conventional ideology, the tendency to avoid introspection or an aversion to subjectivity, superstition, fixation on power, cynicism, the tendency to use the psychoanalytic defense mechanism of projection,  and a preoccupation with sexual themes. 

According to Altemeyer (1982), authoritarian personality types react to threat by becoming defense and project on to weaker groups. Because authoritarians are anti-introspective and project threat anxiety towards others, they become extremists in their efforts to deflect threats. For example, Peterson, Doty, and Winter (1993) researched authoritarian behavior during times of national threat. Outlining several basic characteristics of authoritarians, Peterson, et al., (1993) found that extreme right-wing views increased during times of threat: people bought larger dogs, support for censorship increased, more people supported military mobilization, and Ku Klux Klan activity increased. Based on Altemeyer (1982)  and Peterson, et al., (1993), right-wing authoritarians who are also involved in politics are more likely to be foreign policy “hawks”, resistant to civil rights movements for minorities and gays, death penalty advocates, and censorship supporters.

Similar to the affiliation vs. power dimension Winter (1996) outlines, authoritarianism also involves a horizontal relationship: weak versus strong, or submissive versus aggressive.  Both power motivated individuals and authoritarians emphasize the acquisition of power. Both believe in the reverence of power and demand that people respect those who possess it.  And both are aggressive or at least position themselves in an aggressive role in times of threat.

Understanding how authoritarianism and power motivation affects decisions is an interest to all those affected by politics. From personality psychology’s research, we know that a) achievement motivated people take moderate risks, b)power motivated figures take extreme risks, and c)authoritarian behavior includes extreme defensive acts in times of  threat. Therefore, it was hypothesized the power motivated politicians who were also authoritarian would take more extreme risks than with any other personality type.

Methods

Participants

The subjects of this study include the past 47 presidential candidates from the 1976, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1992, and 1996 elections. Candidates included Democrats, Republicans, and Independents. To be considered a candidate, the subject had to have given an announcement or press releasing stating his intention to seek the presidency. 

These candidates did not include popular politicians who were expected to run but did not. For example, in 1996, millions of people hoped that General Colin Powell would run for the presidency. Books about the upcoming election touted him as the strongest Republican hopeful against the incumbent, President Clinton (D). Yet he never officially announced his candidacy and so was not considered in this study. Also, Newt Gingrich mentioned his possible candidacy for president in 1996. Rumors about his possible role in the election were strongest in 1995 and many analysts presumptuously included him as a Republican hopeful in 1996. Because he did not publicly relay his intentions for the 1996 presidential election, he was not included either. 

Also, there were many “one issue candidates” who refused to answer questions concerning other topics. These candidates could not be scored for authoritarianism. For example, during the 1996 presidential campaign, candidate Steve Forbes ran as a “one issue candidate.” He strongly advocated tax reform and became known as the “Flat-tax” candidate. He chose not to submit positions concerning foreign policy, defense, abortion, or other issues on the agenda for the election. Therefore, Forbes and other “one issue candidates” were excluded from the study.

Measures
Motives


Scores for candidates’ Affiliation, Achievement, and Power motives were provided by Professor David Winter. Through the technique he devised for scoring motives in running texts, speech, or other verbal forms of communication, Winter scored each candidate’s announcement speech for all three motives. After the motives were scored, they were standardized with a mean of 50.  

Authoritarianism


The measure of authoritarianism was harder to conceive and collect. Before Winter integrated different techniques of motive measures into a single manual for measuring motives at a distance, motives of politicians were hard to assess because politicians were not accessible. The same problem was incurred during this study.  It would be highly unlikely that a politician would take the time to complete an F-test to measure authoritarianism. Therefore, the concept of authoritarianism had to be operationally defined by other means. 

Like Peterson, et al. (1993) theorized in their study, authoritarianism was measured through behaviors during times of threat. In this study, authoritarian behavior was defined as right-wing authoritarian beliefs about national defense or security. Therefore, candidate’s stance or votes concerning foreign policy, nuclear armaments, missiles, defense budget, and Soviet-American relations measured authoritarianism. Also, because this type of data would take weeks to collect, authoritarianism regarding foreign policy was defined taking a “hawkish” (coded as 1) position versus a “dovish” (coded as 2) stance. 

Risk


Adkins (1994) measured risk by examining the conditions of a campaign a candidate was entering. The definition of high risk was if a candidate was running against an incumbent within his own party. Because the new candidate would have to overcome the media exposure incumbents enjoy, their endeavors to chase the presidency would be considered risky. 


What would also be considered a risky pursuit is if a candidate was running opposite a political party that won the presidency for three previous elections by a high margin (57% or more). 


If the candidate met one of two conditions, then he was considered to be risk acceptant (coded as 1). If none of the conditions were met, then the candidate was considered to be a low or moderate risk taker (coded as 2).

Results


The results showed that candidates who were authoritarian in their foreign policy stances were more likely to be risk takers when compared to dovish candidates.  A chi-square test indicated that candidates who were hawkish  were more likely to enter a risky campaign when compared to dovish candidates, X2(1, 32)=.015, p=.02.


Interestingly, a student’s T-test showed that there was a negative relationship between authoritarianism and the achievement motive, (nAch=5.60; t(52)=-1.67, p=.10). Regarding the other motives (power and affilitation), there seems to be a positive correlation between authoritarianism and power imagery and a negative correlation concerning affiliation. 

Discussion


The results showed that authoritarian candidates were more likely to take risks than non-authoritarian candidates were. The results also showed that candidates high in  the achievement motivation were less likely to be authoritarian. when compared to power or affiliative motivated candidates. There is seems to a slight indication of a positive relationship between power and authoritarianism, yet this experimental design failed to support this claim. I offer several possible implications and explanations of these findings.

First these findings supports the idea that personality factors influence the way decision-makers perceive and react to situations. Perhaps risk-taking propensity is an inherent feature, and enhanced by situational factors. Future research can focus upon how people high in risk react to losses. According to Kahneman and Tversky (1979), most people become risk acceptant when trying to avoid losses and risk averse when seeking gains. How would personalities who are inherently risk-acceptant react in a domain of loss or domain of gain? This is one avenue of research worth exploring. 

Second, the data collection fell prey to many difficulties. Instead of using a continuous source such as one type of newspaper or journal, different sources had to be used to collect candidates’ stances on foreign policy. So depending on the slant or bias of the resource, each candidate’s position differed accordingly. Therefore, subjective judgments about coding had to be made when the position on foreign policy was ambiguous. This subjectiveness could have been clouded by different biases also. The names of candidates and their party affiliation can influence a coder’s decision of whether a candidate is a hawk or a dove. Therefore, if a candidate’s stance on foreign policy was ambiguous, the name or party affiliation may have swayed the decision towards labeling him hawk or dove.  In the future, it would be wise to disguise the names of the candidates so such biases will be limited. 

Third, authoritarianism cannot be operationally defined using one variable such as foreign policy. Authoritarianism includes many different beliefs and schemas. Limiting the definition of authoritarianism to views on foreign policy will inevitably limit the extent of the study itself.  Also, because the concept of authoritarianism revolves around threat, times of national threat (economically or internationally) will increase the overall levels of authoritarianism. For example, during the 1980 presidential campaign, the nation was consumed with the Iranian hostage crisis. This situation was perceived as a threat by all, including politicians. Therefore, rhetoric concerning foreign policy reflected the situation and may not have been an adequate measure of authoritarianism at the personality level. 

Future studies would have to take this second point into consideration by either coming up with a new operational definition of authoritarianism or by statistically controlling for different political climates. One suggestion is to combine different social and political issues that may reflect authoritarianism. For example, instead of using foreign policy, future studies could include multiple issues such as abortion, civil rights, gay rights, censorship, and crime. These issues could be scored on a continuous scale, rather than the dichotomous code used in this study. Therefore, different degrees of authoritarianism would be reflected in the results.

Lastly, the measurement of risk should not be limited to a categorical code of risk acceptant or risk averse. Instead, risk should be measured as a continuous scale, reflecting the true differences between affiliation, achievement, and power motives. Because risk was codified as high or low risk, the theory that power motivated candidates could not be validated if there is only high or low. A continuous scale would be more appropriate to show some type of relationship.

A cleaner study must be conducted to show a proper relationship between authoritarianism, power, achievement, and affiliation motivations as it relates to risk taking endeavors.  Perhaps in the future, when time constraints are not a factor, a relationship between these psychological concepts and it application to politics will be more evident.

